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Prologue



It was late in the night for Buffy to have a terror, and she hadn’t had one for more than a week, but this one came on with little warning. Jarod woke when her stirring grew more and more restless, and her breathing grew harsh.




“No,” she moaned. “No! Dawn! Dawnie! No!”




She sat up, screaming, eyes wide, and Jarod got up on his knees, throwing the covers back, and then pulling Buffy into his arms and bringing her hands to her chest so she couldn’t knock him unconscious with one flailing strike. She screamed at the top of her lungs, and the house around them creaked in reaction.




“Chataigne,” Jarod called. “It’s all right.”




“No! Dawn! No!”




She sobbed in terror, anger, and grief, and then, just as abruptly, she stopped and woke.




“Dawn?” she gasped. “They…she was so scared. She was so scared, Jarod.”




“Where?” he asked. “When?”




They had assumed her prophetic dreams didn’t manifest as nightmares, but maybe they’d been wrong, especially when they concerned her sister.




“They killed her,” Buffy sobbed. “They killed her, but…she’s…she came back. She came back.”




“It’s all right,” he soothed her. “It’s morning in Strelsau. I’ll call her and make sure she’s okay. Shhhh. It’s all right.”


	

One Bumpy Ride



At the sight of Dawn sprawled on one of the lab tables, both Hentzau and Cole ran to her.




When they reached her, Henztau leaned over.




“She’s not breathing,” he said. “Let’s turn her over. Watch her neck and head.”




Keeping her spine aligned, they turned her. Her clothes were completely different from when she’d gone into the room. She wore cargo pants, a tank top, and an oversized sweater. Hentzau opened her jaws, tilted her head back, sealed his mouth to hers, and exhaled hard.




“I’ve got a pulse,” Cole said, holding her wrist. “It’s slow, not very strong.”




“Dawn, wake up!” Hentzau ordered. 




Hentzau waited a moment and gave her a second breath.




Her mouth was bone dry. Her eyes were clenched shut, and there was a strange pattern of sunburn on her face. The skin of her face and her hands was puffy, mottled, and reddish-purple, especially around her left eye.




“Come on, Dawn,” Cole whispered.




“Dawn!” Hentzau yelled at her. “Breathe! You must breathe!”




He gave her a third breath.




“I may need you to get Professor Jones,” he told Cole, keeping a close eye on her face.




“Yeah, sure,” Cole said, watching her as well.




A fourth breath, followed by slapping her cheek.




“Wake up, Dawn!”




A fifth breath.




A si—




Dawn gasped and went into a spate of coughing, then tried to turn over.




“Easy,” Hentzau said, catching her by the shoulders.




“You’re home, Dawnie,” Cole said. “You’re home.”




She froze, half-sitting up, knees pulled up, one hand clenching at Cole, the other dug into Hentzau’s arm.




“Home?”




Her eyes were red, and her voice was so hoarse it was barely audible.




“You’re home,” Hentzau repeated. “You’re safe.”




She turned her head towards him, her eyes not quite focusing on him. Then she fainted.




“Dawn?” Cole asked.




Hentzau leaned over for a moment.




“She’s still breathing. Go tell Professor Jones that she’s badly injured, and I’m moving her to my home immediately.”




As Cole stepped out, Hentzau took out his phone and dialed.







“What the hell happened?” Lee asked, dropping his belongings. “Where’s Dawn? Where’s Sabrina?”




“Dawn’s in her room upstairs,” Cole answered. “Doctor’s in with her now. Sabrina’s still in class, working on that day-long spell thing. It’s warded, so there’s no coming and going, and Herr Shang is in there with his students.”




“What happe—”




They both turned their heads towards the door when they heard Dawn’s voice. She moaned in pain and then cried out.




“What happened?” Lee asked again.




“I don’t know,” Cole said, shaking his head. “Whatever it was—”




They were cut off again by Dawn’s voice.




“No! No! No, please, no! Noooooooo!”




Her scream escalated in terror until Cole stood, and they exchanged a look.




“Hentzau’s in there,” Cole said, uncertain.




“Then we stay out here,” Lee told him. “It’s not like we can help.”







Finnegan and Farber held down Dawn’s legs, and Hentzau had wrapped arms around her from behind, holding her arms against her chest. She still bucked, flailed, and rolled her eyes with terror. The doctor stepped in quickly with a syringe and gave her a shot in the upper arm.




“Hold her, please,” the doctor said. 




“It’s all right, Summers,” Hentzau told her over and over. “You’re safe. You’re home.”




“No, no, don’t do it,” she gasped. “No, please. Don’t! Nooooo!”




She tried to kick, tried to twist away, but got nowhere, and her scream dwindled off into terrified sobbing. After several moments, the sedative began to work, and her struggles became smaller and weaker until she went limp and only panted. Hentzau kept talking to her while Farber and Finnegan got up and out of the doctor’s way. The doctor sat on the side of the bed and continued her exam.




When the doctor tried to check her pupils, Dawn flinched away.




“It’s all right,” Hentzau assured her.




“Your eyes hurt?” the doctor asked.




Dawn managed the briefest of nods.




“Can you see clearly?” the doctor asked.




“Hurts,” Dawn whispered. “Everything’s too bright.”




She was clutching Hentzau’s arm hard enough to leave white skin under her fingers.




“I’m back?” she whispered.




“You’re back,” he answered.




“Holofernes,” she said, and she trembled. “Her family.”




“You’re safe,” Hentzau told her. “Her family has no right to a blood debt.”




She laughed, a small and harsh sound.




“M is dealing with the fallout now,” he told her.




She wilted, no longer resisting the doctor’s light touch or pushing against Hentzau’s arm.




“You’re safe,” he repeated.




“I want to go home,” she whispered, crying. “I want Buffy.”




“I will see to it,” he told her. 




Her head nodded against his upper arm, and her hands relaxed their death grip on his forearm.




“Summers, what happened?” he asked. 




She didn’t answer.







Hentzau closed the door behind him, leaving Finnegan and Farber to bathe, bandage, and dress Summers. Brown and Sear met him in the wide hallway between the guest bedrooms.




“How bad?” Brown asked.




“She was beaten,” Hentzau answered. “There’s bruising on her face from several punches. There’s also bruising and scratches on her arms, probably from people grabbing and dragging her.”




“Was she…?” Cole couldn’t quite finish his question.




Hentzau took a moment to calm himself before answering. “The doctor doesn’t believe so. Her clothes were intact, and she said there was no bruising or other signs of violence where…”




He couldn’t bring himself to finish his sentence either.




“There are some other signs that are puzzling Doctor Asher. Summers complained of stabbing pains in nearly all her joints. She has a very odd pattern of sunburn over parts of her face and hands. Her eyes are red and very sensitive to light. There is a strange, mottled bruising over much of her skin, especially her shoulders. She also complained of her mouth, nose, and throat being very dry.”




Lee stared at the carpet for a long moment, brows drawn together in thought.




“Any problems with her ears?” he asked. “Any blood or deafness?”




“No,” Hentzau said. “Why? Do you know what it might be?”




“Well, the joint pain and bruising sounds a little like some kind of barotrauma,” Lee answered. “Like scuba divers getting the bends. That happens, you usually see a burst eardrum or two as well. The rest of it…I don’t know.”




“Is Holofernes’s family going to come after her?” Cole asked, worried.




“It’s hard to say,” Hentzau admitted. “I killed one of her cousins in a duel several years ago. It was, like Summers’s, sanctioned and witnessed. Their grandfather, the Duke of Strakenz, made some noises, but the one I killed wasn’t very well liked, and an uncle did a great deal to diffuse tensions. I need to get ahold of my betrothed and see if she can’t do some damage control, though she’s just as like to make it worse, as she’s a close friend of Lady Agnes’s older sister.”




He looked up from his thoughts and eyed both young men.




“Are you caught up in your classes?” he asked. “If you must remain here through Monday morning, at least, and go directly to finals, will you manage?”




“Yeah,” Brown said. 




Cole nodded.




“Very well,” Hentzau said. “You have the freedom of the house. Don’t leave without either Gehring or myself with you. I expect Summers to sleep the rest of the day and hopefully into the night. She’s heavily sedated just now. As soon as I have word from M, I’ll call Summers’s family and arrange her immediate return to Cleveland.”




“What about Sabrina?” Lee asked.




“Gehring or I will meet her just outside her classroom and escort her home.”




“You know Fiorentino evicted Dawn this morning, right?” Cole asked.




Hentzau went very still. He met Cole’s eyes with a terrifying gaze.




“No, I did not. What happened?”




“It was over the picture,” Cole said. “He said he couldn’t have her around since she’d gotten into trouble. He told us that Sabrina could stay.”




“I see.”




Hentzau left without another word.




“Oh, good,” Lee said, “someone else gets to have a day crappier than ours, and he actually has it coming.”







“Dima.”




Gehring’s voice drew him away from the papers he’d been consulting.




“She’s up, and she’s managed to leave the room,” Gehring told him.




Not bothering to curse, Hentzau left his work on the desk and followed Gehring out of his office. 




“Stay there,” he ordered Brown and Sear. 




In the foyer, following Gehring’s line of sight, he could see Summers on the stairs, doggedly taking one step at a time, clinging to the bannister.




“Have Finnegan and Farber ready,” Hentzau told Gehring. “I’ll deal with it.”




When he reached her on the stairs, she looked ghastly. Even with a cold compress on her black eye, it had swollen shut and turned purple and blue. Her skin was too pale. She had a dark circle under her good eye. Her hair hung in her face, and her knuckles were white as she clutched the polished wood of the railing. She leaned hard to lower herself down one step, and then grimaced as she brought her other foot down beside the first. Even though she was in a nightgown and robe, she had her bag with her, the strap pulled over her shoulder and neck.




“Dawn.”




She looked up.




“Why do you keep doing that?” she asked, her voice hoarse and rough. “You’ve called me Summers since I got here.”




“You’re badly injured,” he told her, “and you’re under my direct care. I called you Dawn when you’d been shot in the arm at the monastery in the Czech Republic.”




She paused, getting her breath back.




“I don’t remember that.”




“No, you were mostly unconscious,” he explained. “Which is why I’ve been using your first name. You better respond to it.”




She glanced up at him.




“Where do you wish to go?” he asked.




“Don’t stop me,” she said, bracing herself.




“You have my word I won’t,” he answered. “If you’ll just tell me, I’ll help you get there.”




She held still for a long moment, her eyes closed, and her breathing ragged.




“I want to see the sky,” she managed.




“Pardon?”




“I haven’t seen the sky in weeks,” she said. “I want to go outside so I can see it.”




“Will the courtyard do?” Hentzau asked. 




She nodded.




“I’ll take you,” he told her. “Come here.”




He waited, arms held out. After a moment of silent delay, Dawn leaned forward, putting a hand on his shoulder to take her weight, and allowed herself to lean against him. Then she put her head down and brought her other hand in. He put a hand around her shoulders, dipped, slipped an arm under her knees, and then picked her up.




He could feel her ribs under the nightgown and robe she wore. She’d lost weight, and she hadn’t had much to spare. With Gehring keeping a close eye on them, he carried her through the billiards room, and then through the door into the courtyard, where he and the Ducklings had so often met and relaxed in cameraderie. Gehring followed, bringing hurriedly collected pillows and blankets. He prepared one of the chairs, pulled over an ottoman, and draped it all with a blanket. Hentzau gently placed her on the chair, and she pulled her arms back. When he stepped back, she looked at the sky above, and something in her expression eased just a little bit.




It was not quite four in the afternoon. The walls of the courtyard and the surrounding trees filtered out the sounds of traffic on the main avenue. The sun was hidden behind the bulk of the house, but it was still pleasantly warm. A fleet of clouds moved gracefully from west to east through the sky. Dawn angled her head back and watched the branches shift and nod in the breeze. She remained silent and still, watching the sky. Hentzau took a seat, checked to make sure he was downwind, and lit a cigarette.




“Thanks,” Dawn said softly.




“You’re welcome,” he replied.




“I thought you were going to bundle me up and throw me back into bed with a lecture on how I’m injured and have to rest,” she said, still not looking away from the sky.




“You appear to be resting just fine down here,” he answered. “Besides, if there’s one thing I’ve learned about you this semester, Summers, it’s never to underestimate your stubbornness.”




She was quiet for a moment.




“Would you call me Dawn?” she asked. “I like it better.”




“Certainly,” Hentzau replied, exhaling a stream of smoke. “Though, to be fair, you should call me Dmitri.”




“That’s going to take some getting used to,” she said. 




She fell silent again. He sat, silent as well, enjoying his cigarette. Gehring brought another round of blankets and pillows, putting a small bolster under her knees and draping a blanket over her legs. He returned with a hot chocolate for her and a brandy for Hentzau. 




A long quiet time passed, with Hentzau asking no questions and Dawn supplying no answers. Two squirrels chased each other round and round the tree trunks. A crow scolded them. A few streets over, a streetcar rang its bell. In the park on the other side of the building, a game started.




“Are Lee and Cole okay?” she asked.




“As well as can be expected,” Hentzau answered.




She stared into her mug of cocoa for several minutes. She shifted in her seat and held herself carefully, not breathing for a long moment.




“If I offer you pain medication, would you take it?” Hentzau asked.




She thought about it for a moment and nodded. He reached into his inside coat pocket, took out a small bottle, and doled out one pill, which he gave her. She stared at it for a moment.




“Codeine,” Hentzau said. “Five milligrams. Your last dose has certainly worn off by now.”




“Okay.”




She was about to take the pill when Gehring returned, puffed up and angry. 




“Your Highness, a very irregular American has appeared and demanded to see Lady Dawn,” he announced. “He is extremely unpleasant.”




“His name?” Hentzau asked, getting to his feet.




Dawn looked over, her expression changing from curiosity to dread. A figure limped up behind Gehring—tall, lanky, and very cross.




“Doctor Gregory House,” the man said, “and you’d be cranky too if you’d spent the last sixteen hours getting from Princeton to Strelsau by plane, train, and cab ride. Fewer fat people sitting next to me once I made my connection in London, but more body odor.”




“Oh, no,” Dawn whispered, horrified. 




“Dawn?” Hentzau asked.




“He’s my doctor,” she whispered.




With Hentzau’s nod, Gehring allowed House out of the doorway and into the courtyard. He walked with his cane on his bad side, his limp worse than she’d seen it the only other time she’d seen him in person. He came around to the front of her chair, and she turned her head, following him. Expressionless, his eyes moved over her face first, taking in the bruises, then her hands, the way she held herself, absorbing details.




“You didn’t answer my texts,” he told her. 




Then he glanced over at Hentzau.




“I saw the picture,” House told Dawn. “The duel’s already in the news, but you didn’t get those bruises from it.”




“No.”




She looked away, shutting down.




“Uh huh.” House said, watching her. “So, who do I vivisect first?”




“Doctor,” Hentzau started.




“Bring me a chair,” House ordered.




Gehring bristled, but Hentzau gestured with an open hand, palm out, and Gehring left, returning with a wooden chair. House took it and sat next to Dawn. He reached out and turned her face towards him. Without a word, he checked her eyes, her hands and wrists, her feet, and even pushed the edge of her robe and nightgown back to see her shoulder, causing Hentzau to stir uneasily.




“Take the codeine,” House told her.




He waited while she took a sip of hot chocolate and dropped the pill in her mouth.




“How’d you survive?” he asked her. “Explosive decompression isn’t something they train anyone but astronauts for.”




Hentzau’s eyes widened, and he looked from House to Dawn and back.




Her eyes flickered up and met House’s gaze.




“There was a nurse, Nurse Chapel, months and months ago,” Dawn said, her voice soft. “She told me about the training they did. When I realized what they were doing, it was like I could hear her all over again. Don’t panic. If you panic, you die. Hyperventilate. When the airlock opened, I breathed everything out and kept breathing. I didn’t get my eyes shut fast enough, though. There was a flash of sunlight, and…”




“Airlock,” House repeated with no emphasis. He waited a moment before continuing. “I’m guessing that means no ozone layer to stop the UV. You’re lucky you weren’t blinded.”




She managed a nod.




“Did they rape you?” he asked, looking down.




It took a long moment for her to answer, and when she did, there was a thread of venom in her voice.




“No. They were going to, but one of the women, the wife of the man who took me in, complained it would take too long. She wanted me dead right then.”




House rubbed one hand across the back of the other.




“Yeah. People. Gotta love them.”




Dawn didn’t look up.




House leaned back.




“Hentzau, here’s what you’re going to do,” he said, not looking up from Dawn. “Take her back upstairs, have someone run a warm bath for her and stick her in it. She stays in for an hour, three times a day. Water pressure will help push the nitrogen bubbles in her joints back into her bloodstream. Massages after the bath. Pain killers as necessary.”




“Of course,” Hentzau replied. “Finnegan can see to it.”




“She doesn’t go anywhere for at least a week.”




Dawn met his gaze, angry.




“I’m going home, House,” she spat out. “You’re not stopping me.”




He gazed evenly at her. 




“You want me to go into graphic detail about what happens when someone who’s already been through barotrauma is exposed to high altitude conditions?” he asked. “If I could teleport you to Death Valley, I would. You’re not going any higher than your bedroom’s elevation.”




She glared at him.




“Dawn, he’s quite correct,” Hentzau said. “You do not want to endure that. I’ll make sure you return home as soon as it’s safe for you to travel.”




She looked away, saying nothing.




“Do you want to call your family?” Hentzau asked. “Your cellphone was completely drained. I had Finnegan plug it back in.”




“God, no,” Dawn muttered.




“Get her back up to bed,” House ordered.




“I’m not g—”




“Did you put sunscreen on, before you were spaced?” House asked her. “Because depending on how far out you were, you didn’t just get baked by UV, you took an equivalent dose of x-rays and gamma radiation. Any nausea, vomiting, bloody stools, or headache?”




She stared at him, incredulous.




“Because the shit I just went through isn’t bad enough?” she asked.




“Physics doesn’t care about your emotional state,” he told her. “Answer the question.”




“Headache,” she said. “A little nausea. I haven’t gone to the bathroom.”




“Opioids cause constipation,” he told her. “Sunburn is first degree only, so I should be able to crib the math on how much other radiation you experienced.”




“Do, um, different stars have different proportions of UV, gamma, and x-rays?” Dawn asked, staring at her hands.




House had been getting to his feet. He stopped and sat back down.




“That would depend on the particular star,” House answered. “Generally speaking, the redder the star the less high-energy the radiation, apart from flares. The distance from any star is most important, though. How bright was the light?”




Dawn didn’t look up.




“Like a flash, but more red or orange than anything else,” she answered. 




“Uh huh” House prompted. “Why did you ask?”




“You wouldn’t believe me,” she whispered.




He gazed at her for a long moment.




“Since I last saw you,” he said, “I’ve helped the FBI’s Behavioral Analysis Unit bring in three serial killers. I treated your sister and went over her catalog of injuries, including a set of scars on her neck that look suspiciously like fang marks. A set of which, by the way, you’ve acquired as well. And all the evidence points to you having been sent from normal to no atmosphere without protective gear sometime in the last day. I guessing that’s not on your syllabus. So…try me.”




She covered the left side of her neck with her hand.




“Hentzau. Dmitri, I want to go back upstairs now.”




“Of course,” Hentzau said, getting to his feet and helping her up. “Doctor House, I’d take it as an honor if you’d stay here during your visit to Strelsau. I’ll have a room set up for you immediately.”




“Sure.” House got to his feet as well.




“Have you eaten?”




“Not since the mid-Atlantic,” House said. 




“Dinner will be served in two hours,” Hentzau told him. “If you need a snack before then, Frau Farber will see to it.”




Dawn stayed on her feet, helped by the painkiller and the rest. House went first and opened the door, holding it for Hentzau. As he reached for it, they both heard Dawn gasp.




“No!”




She shoved into them like she was trying to tackle them, and the world turned abruptly upside down and inside out. It felt as though they were thrown through an enormous pane of glass that didn’t so much fracture as stretch immeasurably and then tear to shreds around them. 




Then they were stumbling against cobblestone pavement completely unlike what lay underfoot in the garden, the sun came in from a different angle, the air was cooler, the sounds were different, and the smells completely changed.




Hentzau caught himself, but both Dawn and House fell to the ground.




“Was zum Teufel?” Hentzau asked, looking around.




Then he stopped. 




“What. The. Hell?” he swore.




“What just happened?” House groaned, getting slowly up, leaning heavily on his cane. “What the—”




“We’re in the Hague,” Hentzau said, stunned.




“Excuse me?” House asked.




“We’re in the fucking Hague,” Hentzau repeated. “That’s the Rathaus. I visited here with my parents when I was eight years old. And it’s…the clothes. Look at the people. Summers, wh—”




Dawn hadn’t gotten up. Hentzau knelt at her side and turned her over.




“Doctor House, her lips are white,” he said.




House lowered himself painfully back down to the pavement, turned Dawn’s face towards him. 




“Shit,” he muttered. “I don’t suppose you have anything resembling a first aid kit on you?”




“In Summers’s bag,” Hentzau answered. “What do you need?”




“Got a stethoscope?”




Hentzau opened the bag up, reached in, and pulled out a stethoscope.




“Hentzau,” Dawn whispered, trying to turn to him. “Get to safe—”




“Safety, of course,” Hentzau finished for her. “House, the people around us are wearing clothing from the first half of the seventeenth century.”




“You sure?” House asked, listening closely to Dawn’s heart. “I saw a guy wearing tie-dye, and the colors weren’t anything available before the twentieth century.”




“I’m sure,” Hentzau said.




“Ow!” Dawn cried.




“Where’s it hurt?” House asked.




“Spleen,” Dawn answered.




House immediately checked the upper left corner of her abdomen, causing Dawn to hiss in pain and try to push his hand away. House looked up at Hentzau.




“It’s twice the size it should be,” he said. “I don’t know what the hell just happened, but she’s lost nearly half of her red blood cells in a minute. I don’t figure out what’s going on, she’s dead.”




“Tell me what to do,” Hentzau replied. 




“Pick her up, gently,” House instructed. “We need to get to someplace with shelter, clean water, and safety.”




“I’d say a church,” Hentzau answered, “but if we just stepped into the Thirty Years War, there’s no saying if any single one of them is currently safe.”




“We’ll take our chances,” House answered. “Watch her abdomen. Don’t twist or compress it. If her spleen ruptures, she’s dead.”




Hentzau carefully, gently picked her up.




“Hentzau,” she hissed between teeth gritted in pain, “there was a…there was a, ah—”




“Don’t talk,” House ordered. “Breathe. No talking until I say so.”




They turned towards the main street and faced into swords pointed at them.




“Good day,” the man in the middle said to them, holding a particularly nasty looking cutlass. “Make no sudden movements, or I kill the pretty girl.”





Recovery



“I knew I should have checked into a hotel and changed first,” House muttered.




He took off his suit jacket and spread it out across the damp stone floor. Hentzau stood, still holding Dawn, facing the door to the windowless storeroom they’d been locked in. They had one candle for light, and around them stood the blank silhouettes of crates, casks, bottles, and sacks.




“Hentzau, lay her down over here,” House instructed.




As Hentzau did as he was told, House began another, more thorough examination, bad as the light was.




“I don’t suppose you have a fl—” House started.




A beam of light cut through the darkness, and Hentzau handed the small flashlight to House while he stripped his own jacket off. Dawn groaned and wrapped her arms across her stomach.




“Did she ever say anything about having sickle cell anemia?” House asked.




“No,” Hentzau answered. “She’s been taken ill after her…travels, but never so dramatically. I understand at one point she needed medical assistance and was under the care of a ship’s surgeon. That was weeks ago.”




“Travels?” House asked. “Is that what you’re calling this?”




He looked up when he heard fabric tear. Hentzau had ripped out the lining of one of his jacket’s sleeves and was fishing in it for something. He pulled out a coiled wire with a small handle on either end.




“You keep a garotte in your sleeve?” House asked.




“Among other things,” Hentzau answered. “Our captors deprived me of my more easily recovered weapons and Summers’s bag. I dislike being without options.”




“Not criticizing,” House said. 




Hentzau pocketed the garotte, pulled apart several other seams on his jacket and retrieved a length of steel, like a hat pin without a head, a complete set of lockpicks, a length of fishing line, a string of small, lead weights, a tiny battery with wires, and what might have been, but definitely wasn’t, a stick of gum, carefully sealed in plastic and foil.




“Seriously?” House asked.




“Fortune favors the prepared,” Hentzau answered, handing his jacket over to House and unbuttoning his vest.




Dawn moaned in pain, and the two men exchanged a look. 




“How bad?” Hentzau asked.




“From what I can tell, she’s lost close to half of her red blood cells,” House answered. “Her spleen is filtering out the debris, but it’s triple its normal size, which shouldn’t be possible. We need to keep her oxygen demands as low as possible until I can arrange a transfusion. We have to get out of here.”




Hentzau eyed the door. There was a handle on their side, but the door was solid oak and three inches thick. They’d both heard the tumblers of the lock turn.




“How long do we have before they come for her?” House asked.




They had both seen the way several of their kidnappers had stared at Dawn. One of them had literally licked his lips.




“Give the leader at least ten minutes to brace them, assign guards, and lecture them about staying quiet,” Hentzau said. “Another half an hour to start drinking in earnest. Say, one to two hours before they work up their nerve to come in here. It’ll be at least two of them. Three, if they’re not idiots.”




“They didn’t look very smart,” House commented. Then he paused and looked up at Hentzau. “If they rape her, she’ll die.”




“If they try to touch her, I’ll kill them,” Hentzau replied.




He tore out the seams of his vest as well and retrieved two long, thin knives with flat handles. House wrapped Dawn in both their jackets and folded the vest to put under her head.







When two members of the gang did come in, they each brought a lamp and a long knife. Hentzau had moved some of the items in the room, building a platform for Dawn to lie upon, then places to sit for him and House. The door locked from the other side, and the two men stepped towards them, motioning the two captives to step aside. 




The moment the closer man’s attention was on Dawn, Hentzau struck, grabbing him by the wrist, twisting so hard, the bones splintered audibly, and then throwing him headfirst into one of the walls. He impacted with a crunch and went down. House, as instructed, knelt on the back of the man’s neck and stayed there.




The second man tried to bring his knife only for Hentzau to knock it away, elbow him in the throat, and stomp on the outside of his knee with a hideous crunching. When the man fell forward onto hands and knees, Hentzau looped the garotte around his neck and pulled it tight. He pulled so tight, he brought the man upright onto his knees as his fingers slapped and dug at the wire. Then Hentzau put his foot in the criminal’s back and pulled even harder. Blood poured down the man’s neck, soaking his shirt. After several long moments of struggle, he went still. Hentzau held him up for a full minute longer before letting loose of the garotte.




“Jesus,” House whispered.




“Up,” Hentzau ordered, reaching for the other man.




“He’s unconscious,” House protested, but he still got up.




Hentzau bent over the second man, put his foot between the man’s shoulder blades, grasped his head, and gave it a vicious, hard twist, breaking his neck. House stared at the body, wide-eyed and silent, before looking back up at Hentzau.




“I wasn’t boasting or exaggerating, House,” Hentzau said, barely out of breath. “My family hasn’t stayed in power for more than a millennia by tolerating those who would harm us and ours. No one touches her. Or you, for that matter. You’re under my protection as well.”




Hentzau went back to the bodies and began to methodically strip them of weapons and other assets.




“What do we do now?” House asked. “The longer we’re here, the more danger she’s in.”




“We set a trap for the next one of those undisciplined bunglers,” Hentzau said, “and with any luck, we can keep the door open long enough to take a hostage of our own and instruct them on how it’s done.”







Sharon Nichols looked up from the stacks of papers on her desk and sighed. There were days when being an ambassador—ambassador of the United States of Europe to His Holiness, Urban VIII, the Pope-in-Exile, who had chosen for his seat, a city under the control of His Royal Highness, the Infante Don Fernando, who had, in sheltering the Pope, declared himself against the interests of Spain which favored the anti-Pope, Borja, and all for setting up a new Catholic kingdom of the Netherlands which also happily accepted Protestants, even the English Pilgrims, God help them all, even when half of his claimed country, including Amsterdam, was still under siege. Polite siege. Polite, friendly, and considerate siege. It was, she thought, the most polite war she’d ever heard about, at least until King Phillip IV’s army and navy reached them—was little to no fun at all.




It was a relief when Ruy strode in past her guards.




“My heart, there is a problem,” he said without preamble.




He didn’t look particularly upset, which meant whatever the problem was, it could almost certainly be fixed with applied violence or maybe a quickie in the wardrobe.




“Is this like that problem where someone found out about a shipment of fake Guiness coming in and tried to buy the entire lot before word got out?” she asked, blinking innocently.




“I know not of what you speak, my dove of intrigue,” he said, a smile already crossing his lips. “But Señor Stone assured me it was a very poor fake and would do better as a plant fertilizer, so it was no loss either way.” Then he lost his smile. “Since this morning, there have been rumors of a group of three Americans kidnapped from the platz north of the Rathaus—one woman, who appeared very ill, and two men, one of them a cripple.”




“Just rumors?” Sharon asked, concerned. “Has anyone been reported missing? Has anyone been contacted for ransom?”




Ruy shook his head, but then rubbed his beard. “By description, they sound like Americans. Both men were wearing those ridiculous suits. The men who did the kidnapping fit the description of a particularly stupid gang working from one of the more…colorful neighborhoods.”




Any neighborhood that Ruy described as colorful would almost certainly have required the National Guard to deal with it in her original world. These days, it meant he would want to take three or four men with him.




“My fear,” he continued, “is that they are stupid enough to fail in a simple ransom scheme, and if the young lady is sick…”




He shrugged, implying a wealth of unfortunate possibilities.




“And you’re telling me this because?” she asked.




Now he smiled, and it was the grin of a corsair out to plunder and pillage a fat merchant vessel.




“Harry Leffert returned two days ago and has been holed up in the most highly regarded brothel of the city. I sent a messenger to him and expect him to arrive shortly.”




Sharon counted over all the ways a rescue mission in a city just next door to another city technically kinda-sorta under siege could go wrong and reminded herself that Ruy had survived sixty and more years of rascally behavior which would have made Bo and Luke Duke turn pale. Harry Leffert had once been even more reckless, but the last year, an op had gone bad in a big way, and most of his crew had been killed. Since then, he had schooled his pride and taken another level in badass. She ended up shrugging.




“Try not to kill anyone who doesn’t really need it,” she said.




“My heart,” Ruy said, pressing his hand to his heart in injured innocence, “only the very worst of people have died upon my sword. It is a privilege afforded to a select few.”




She cracked up.




“Oh, get out of here,” she said, and then grabbed his doublet. “But first, give me a kiss.”







Defeating the Frisian gang took less time than it did to get everyone on their horses. The men, nine in total, had commandeered a small grog shop. Some of them were in the main room, drinking through the product, and in varying stages of inebriation. A quick check of the buildings on either side and across the street informed them that the grog shop was owned by the uncle of one of the men, and that the gang had arrived only recently. With no money and no work that didn’t require backbreaking labor, the men had fallen to scheming different ways to get money, and the Americans they’d taken hostage had nearly fallen into their laps.




The neighbors wanted nothing to do with it. Yes, Americans were all rich. Most of them were fat. Many of them were overly trusting. But one thing anyone in Europe could tell you after the events of the past five years was, as Harry put it, you did not fuck with Americans, because they would fuck you right back up. Royally.




“There are the five men in the front room, drinking, playing cards, and talking about how they’ll spend their money. The Americans apparently had quite a bit of treasure,” Harry’s scout, Franz reported. “The wife is constantly moving from the front room to the kitchen in the back, back and forth. She’s very unhappy about the whole thing, thinks it’s unChristian. The hostages are held in a strongroom—one woman, very sick, and two men. The owner and his nephew are upstairs, arguing.”




“Over what?” Harry asked.




Franz shook his head. “The shit-for-brains can’t figure out who to ransom the hostages to. The embassy? No, that’ll only get them killed. Their families? Well, the woman’s too sick to talk, and one of the men says he’s got no family at all. The other…?”




Franz gave a shrug that under any other circumstances would have been Gallic.




Ruy and Harry traded a look.




“What?” Ruy asked, piqued.




“The younger one says he’s Graf von und zum Hentzau,” Franz explained. “Only I know that stone cold bastard was killed fighting for Ferdinand, and even if it were him, you know what that family’s like.”




Harry raised an eyebrow at Ruy, who offered his own shrug.




“You know how your Señor Stearns went on about millions for defense, not a penny for tribute?” Ruy said. “The Hentzaii could have invented that saying. They’re insane. The last time one of them was held for ransom, she killed three of the hostage takers before dying, and her parents, husband, and brothers captured the ransomers, summarily executed them, and then hunted down every family member and associate, and wiped them from the face of the Earth.”




“I think I like him already,” Harry said.




“You said there were five men in the front room, the owner and nephew upstairs,” Ruy said, his brows drawing together. “There are two more in that gang.”




Franz looked unhappy. “They went into the strongroom. One of the reasons the mistress is so unhappy. Apparently, the girl’s quite pretty.”




Ruy made a disgusted noise.




“How long ago?” Harry asked.




“Half an hour, maybe more,” Franz answered. “The men in the front, they don’t notice much. Don’t know how they lucked into this.”




Ruy scratched at his beard. “Well, I don’t like delaying more than necessary. You take the back door, and I’ll take the front?”




“Sure thing, Sancho,” Harry said.




Ruy pointed a finger at him. “Only from you do I take that nonsense. Because I like you.”




Harry grinned. “Ain’t I just the lucky fellow.”




The two groups split, Ruy taking two men with him, and Harry taking four. Ruy went through the front door, his men two steps behind him, one on either side.




“Hallo!” he roared. “My name is Ruy Sanchez de Casador y Ortiz. Prepare to die!”




The men in the front room were in various position of drunken dissipation and looked up at him, stupified. The smarter two scrambled to their feet and took off for the back door. The dumber three grabbed weapons and went for him. Block, parry, thrust through the heart. Slash, dodge, gut the man with the red hair. Sidestep, turn, plunge his offhand dagger into the third man’s neck just below his ear, and lower him, twitching, to the floor. From the kitchen there were two explosive shots from Harry’s shotgun.




“Tcha!” Ruy spat. “Dogs, the lot of you.”




He looked up in time to see his men put a quick, horrible end to the owner and his nephew, who’d come thundering down the stairs when Ruy introduced himself. Harry came through the connecting hallway, hauling the wife who heaved with sobs of semi-hysterics.




“I told them!” she cried, her fingers digging into her cheeks. “I told them I wanted no part of it! Kidnapping and murder and ransom! No!”




“Woman,” Ruy snapped. “You will pull yourself together. You have my apologies for depriving you of your husband, but answer our questions and cooperate, and that is the worst of it.”




She managed to nod.




“Harry,” Ruy said, changing topics, “what do you make of this mess?”




Other than flagons, bottles, platters, chicken bones, and other detritus, the front room was jam packed with uptimer objects. Ruy recognized books, clothes, a fascinating array of weapons, and a litter of glass vials and plastic pill bottles he knew from his wife’s own work. Many of the vials were smashed under foot, as were several hundred pills, squandered for the sheer joy of destruction.




Harry knelt and picked up one of the vials, turning it so he could read the label.




“Son of a—” he muttered. “Well, shit, if those boys weren’t already members of the choir angelic, I do believe I’d open them from stem to stern. This was penicillin.”




Ruy made a skeptical face. “That is one of the miraculous medications my beloved wife speaks of so often?”




“Yeah, an antibiotic that we’re completely out of,” Harry answered. “Where the hell did it come from? Medical supplies were under lock and key even before the Ring of Fire, and they were nationalized within a couple of days. Weren’t anyone to smuggle it out before it was used up.”




“Perhaps it is time to check on the hostages,” Ruy suggested. He turned back to the wife of the ringleader. “The two unaccounted for, where are they?”




“They went to the storeroom, scheming to despoil the woman before Helmut could stop them,” she said, her face screwing up with anger and disgust. “Bors and Dieter. Oh, God, you killed the others, sir. Kill them as well, I beg you. They are animals, pissing and eating and shitting wherever they please. No decent woman is safe from them.”




“I think we can oblige you,” Ruy said, drily. “Any others?”




“No,” she sighed, gustily. “Ah, I am free of them. I thank you.”




“How were they armed?” Harry asked.




“They each carry knives in their boots, at their belts, and elsewhere. Dieter has a blackjack.”




Ruy and Harry shared a glance and nodded. Harry pushed the woman over to two of his men.




“Keep her quiet, but don’t touch her otherwise,” Harry ordered.




“And if she offers you food or drink, don’t take it,” Ruy added. “You’re on duty.”




The woman looked like she might take offense—kill her husband and his cronies, but don’t you dare impugn her hospitality—but relaxed at the reason. Harry chuckled silently and shook his head.




“You laugh,” Ruy said quietly. “I’ve met more than handful of women who said their husbands were pigs, but adamantly believed they were the only ones allowed to do the slaughter.”




“Oh, no,” Harry said. “I’m right there with you.”




They went to the cellar door and paused. The house was solid enough, but the people kept within would still have heard doors slam and boots thud. After a quick, almost silent consultation, Ruy opened the door slowly. The smell of blood and urine tickled his nose. The contents of the shelves hid much of the details of the room, and a nearly guttered candle shed unsteady light on a very small circle, including on the head of a drunken, passed out guard. Had they been so stupid as to not bring their own light? Ruy thought not.




“Hey, Dieter,” Ruy called in his passable Amideutsch. “You got that pretty piece in there? You gonna share?”




A man laughed. “Sure, amigo. Come on in.”




The man sitting on the floor raised his bottle and waved it a little, but didn’t turn his head. There was something wrong with the motion. Sword in right hand and dagger in left, he stepped in. Harry followed two paces behind him, shotgun in hand. Two steps in, he could make out a body on the floor, bulging eyes staring sightlessly at the ceiling. The woman they expected was laid out on a row of crates, wrapped in suit jackets with great care, her face showing, still as death and just as pale.




The man on the bench collapsed, his bottle hitting the brick floor in a hard clatter but not leaving his fingers. A glimmer of something—a twinkling line drawn from the man’s wrist towards the ceiling—sent Ruy turning just as the attack came. The man who grabbed him and hauled him off balance was strong, fast, and desperate. Ruy’s knife cut the garotte as it came over his head, and when the man’s hands ripped at his face, pushed him off. After a moment grappling, Ruy managed to throw him off and deliberately knocked him back towards the woman. Harry stepped forward, his shotgun raised.




“Basta!” Ruy shouted as the man got his feet under him, and then switched over to German. “Halt! Wir meinen nicht Schade.”fn1




The man had already put himself between Ruy and the woman and was, at Ruy’s experienced estimation, ready both to kill and die to protect her. He’d switched over to the long knife taken from one of the dead bastards and crouched in front of the woman, snarling silently. From his torn clothes and split lip, he’d already fought several times.




“Easy, friend,” Ruy said, moving slowly. “The American embassy sent us. My name is Ruy Sanchez. This is Harry Leffert. The third man is Franz Schmidt. We’re here to get you out.”




“Then fall back,” the man spat, “and sheathe your weapons.”




Carefully, slowly stepping back and signaling Harry and Franz to do the same, Ruy sheathed his sword and tucked his knife into his belt. The man didn’t relax at all, only crouched, balanced on the balls of his feet, waiting to attack.




“Hentzau,” a new man said, stepping out of a slender stripe of shadow. “Easy. This might actually be the cavalry.”




He dragged his right leg, crippled just as the descriptions had it. His accent was close enough to the one Sharon, Harry, and the other Americans spoke with, that Ruy gave him the benefit of the doubt.




“Fishing line on the first corpse, Ruy,” Harry said, pointing at the glimmer which had caught his eye.




They had strung up one of their captors like a puppet and manipulated his arm so it looked like he was waving. Ruy’s opinion of them rose considerably.




“Introductions might be in order,” the man said. “My name’s House. I’m a doctor. Twitchy guy with the knife is Hentzau. Sleeping beauty is Dawn Summers. We don’t get her to a safe, clean place real soon, she’ll die.”




“Hang on a minute,” Harry said, going deadly serious. “I know every face and name out of Grantville, and I sure as hell know there wasn’t a third doctor. Who the hell are you, really?”




“Grantville?” House asked, his eyes narrowing. “I’ll be damned. So this is where you guys got to. Hentzau, put your knife away.”




“What is Grantville?” Hentzau demanded, only shifting his grip on his knife.




“Grantville,” House repeated. “Little town in West Virgina that made international news a few years ago when it disappeared off the face of the planet. Three thousand people went poof with it. No reasonable explanation, but a lot of crackpot theories.”




“Cute,” Harry said. “Your accent’s good, but the only Americans in this world are the ones who came through by the Ring of Fire.”




“My favorite album is the Beatles’ White Album,” House said. “Favorite car is the ’65 Mustang. Favorite movie is Jaws. My favorite animal is the pet rock, and I will never understand why Brock Morton went back to his ex-girlfriend instead of staying with the conjoined twins.”




“What?” Harry asked, startled. “I liked those girls!”




“You understood that?” Ruy asked.




“You didn’t?” Harry asked back. He studied House with narrowed eyes. “Favorite commercial?”




“ ‘I wanna claw my way into middle management,’ ” House quoted.




Harry nodded. “Yeah, you’re for real. Let’s get you out of here.”




“How far are you talking?” House asked.




“Twenty minutes on foot,” Harry answered. “For most of us. Ten minutes by horse. We got plenty of horses.”




House and Hentzau exchanged looks.




“She can’t take any rough movement,” House said. “If her spleen ruptures, she’ll die.”




Ruy grunted. “Spleens, bad business, those things. My wife cut mine out of me. We can commandeer a table and use that. We’ve enough men to push through the crowds and make sure she isn’t bumped.”







Hentzau paused in the front room, looking at the mess.




“These belongings are yours?” Ruy asked.




“They belong to the lady,” Hentzau answered.




He stepped away from the table they’d chosen to bear Dawn and searched through the clutter. After a moment, he found a leather bag cut to pieces.




“Dammit,” he muttered.




“A great deal of material for one lady,” Ruy observed. “Did you have servants with you?”




“No,” Hentzau answered. “Our arrival here was…precipitous.”




“Hmmm,” Ruy grumbled. “The mystery deepens. Well, if Harry is satisfied that House is American, that is at least a start. I shall deliver you to the hands of my wife, and she shall make whatever determination is necessary on your behalf.”




“I thank you,” Hentzau replied, nodding formally and clicking his heels together.




“Franz, get whoever’s hands are not full to gather up all of this, including the broken bits, and bring it with us. If you have to make two trips, leave a couple of men behind.”







Once helped up, House could sit a horse without much of a problem. Hentzau stayed on his feet, though, and took one of the table legs, one of four men who carried Dawn as gently as possible to the embassy. House reluctantly accepted the help of one of Harry’s crew, leaning heavily on him while he limped up the stairs. Once inside the safety of the American embassy, they stood in the main foyer less than a minute before the ambassadoress came directly to them.




Sharon Nichols was a black woman in her late twenties with a lush figure and an EMT’s quick, assessing glance. She strode in, her heavy skirts billowing behind her.




“Hannelore, Birgitte, kick everyone out of the solarium and get it set up for a patient,” she said.




Two women curtsied and left at a quick pace.




“Tavo, send word to the kitchen,” she continued. “I want food for these three. Tell cook to start a beef broth, and have enough hot water for three baths hauled up. Then tell the chatelaine I want good clothes and boots for the two men and a cane for one as well as sickbed clothes for the woman. Are you injured?”




The last was to House.




“It’s an old infarc,” he answered.




She looked him over, then Hentzau, then she checked Dawn.




“Mildly hypothermic, diaphoretic, pallor, slight jaundice,” she noted. “Pulse is rapid and weak. Respirations over twenty per minute.”




She pried Dawn’s eyelids apart and checked her pupil.




“Sclera is yellowing.”




Dawn moaned and tried to turn away from the light.




“Patient is guarding abdomen,” Sharon said.




“Is this necessary?” Hentzau asked.




“It is,” House answered before Sharon could speak.




“History?” Sharon asked, looking up at him.




“Approximately three hours ago,” House said, “patient collapsed. Extreme pallor, incompetent capillary refill, loss of consciousness, followed by report of severe pain in upper left quadrant of abdomen. Since then, patient has had varying levels of consciousness, but has not been alert or oriented. Complaints of headache, myalgia, arthralgia, and severe, diffuse abdominal pain.”




“Any fever or shivering?” Sharon asked.




“None.”




The ambassadoress frowned in thought and looked back up at House after a moment.




“Are you telling me she has sickle cell anemia?” she asked, dumbfounded.




“Not that, but it’s the closest analogue I could find,” House answered. “Call it paroxysmal hemolytic anemia. She lost nearly half of her erythrocytes in one event.”




Sharon’s mouth fell open in shock, and it took her a moment to close it.




“Well, that explains her symptoms,” she said. “She’ll need a blood transfusion. I think we can jury rig a set up. We may have to call back to Magdeburg for equipment.”




“Plasmapheresis, too, if you can manage it,” House said.




“Ruy?” she turned to her husband.




“Write the big words down for me, my love, and I will take them to the radio operators for communication,” he responded.




She did so, using a notebook and pen her aide handed her.




“The weather’s been iffy lately,” she told him, “so it may take a few days for the equipment to get here.”




“If she makes it out of this crisis,” House said, “we can wait that long for plasmapheresis. We need to do a transfusion today. In the next two hours if possible.”




“Okay,” she agreed. “Who are you anyway? I thought I knew all the uptimers by face or name.”




“Doctor Gregory House,” he replied.




She stopped, slightly opened mouthed. Then she turned to her husband.




“Ruy, you’re kidding me.”




“My love, this is what he has said since we found them,” he replied. “Harry believes him.”




She looked back, up at House.




“Gregory House,” she repeated. “Doctor Gregory House.”




“Yes.”




“Doctor Gregory ‘I’m so awesome I literally wrote the textbook on diagnosis and pissed off the AMA until they kicked me out’ House?” she asked.




“That was a while ago, but yes,” House replied.




“The doctor so infamous that my father, whose practice was in Chicago, has used the phrase ‘pulled a House’ to describe both miracles of deductive logic and stunts so boneheadedly stupid that your license should have been revoked on at least five different occasions?” she asked.




“Yes,” House agreed. “Probably more than five by now.”




“You weren’t in Grantville when the Ring of Fire hit,” she declared.




“I got here as fast as I could.”




She pressed the heel of her hand to the point above the bridge of her nose for a moment.




“If you need proof, I could sing Minnie the Moocher,” he offered.




“No!” Sharon declared. “You’re not even British!”




“House,” Hentzau finally interrupted. “Will you see to Dawn?”




“I tell you what,” House said to Sharon, taking the cane offered by one of her servants and testing it, “why don’t you quiz me while I keep my patient from dying?”







“How bad?” Hentzau asked, toweling his hair dry.




He had bathed and changed clothes in a hurry and rejoined House, who stood over a long table with the contents of Dawn’s bag roughly sorted out.




“The antibiotics are gone,” House sighed. “Apparently, they made cool noises when stepped on. Half the hypodermic needles were destroyed. They made great darts. On the plus side, we’ve got pain killers, muscle relaxants, and a couple of nitrous oxide chargers.”




“How does—”




“It’s a vasodilator,” House answered. “Right now, she’s got so many dead erythrocytes in her blood vessels, she’s in danger of a clot landing somewhere vital. She’s on the cusp of organ failure from hypoxia. The nitrous opens her blood vessels, lets more of the remaining red blood cells through. Lowers her blood pressure though, so I can’t give her much. At least it helps with the pain.”




“When can you start the transfusion?” Hentzau asked.




“I’m going to crossmatch her blood against possible donors while I wait for the last of the decanting vessels to sterilize. What’s your blood type?”




“O positive,” Hentzau answered. “I’d prefer to be the donor.”




“Yeah, fine by me.”




“House,” Hentzau started, watching him closely, “we’ve been in this world for hours, and you haven’t asked a single question about how we got here.”




“Doesn’t matter,” House answered. “What matters is keeping Dawn alive until she can recover. After that, I’ll have plenty of questions.”




Hentzau went over to the bed that held Dawn and checked on her. It had been positioned near the fire and piled high with blankets. Hentzau put the back of his fingers against her cheek. Even though her brow was drawn with pain, she didn’t stir from her silent, still sleep.




“She’s cold,” he told House.




“Her cells are barely getting enough oxygen to stay alive,” House answered. “Her temp’s a couple of degrees below normal, and it’ll stay that way until we get more red blood cells in her.”




“This isn’t enough to keep her warm,” Hentzau told him. “She’s in pain, too.”




Dawn made a soft noise and turned her head a little towards Hentzau.




“Not much we can do until the transfusion,” House said.




“What about kangaroo care?” he asked.




“That’s for preemies,” House responded.




“I used it for my little sister when she was six years old and sick with pneumonia,” Hentzau said. “It provided her with body heat and comfort, both of which Dawn needs.”




“Knock yourself out, hero,” House answered, tired. “Just don’t kill her when you move her. She shouldn’t be alive with a spleen like that, and I can’t figure out how it hasn’t exploded on her.”




It took Hentzau a few minutes to set up a chair with the necessary blankets, even closer to the fire than Dawn currently lay. She was limp when he picked her up, but he carefully, gently cradled her against him, sat in the chair, leaned it back, and then pulled the blankets over her.




“I’ll bet you do that for all the boys,” House said.




“Actually, I’ve done this for a comrade by the name of John Brant, a Mohican sachem,” Hentzau replied. “He was badly injured when we hunted a loup garou in Romania. It was winter, and I helped keep him warm until our unit reached us.”




“Hunting a loup garou,” House repeated.




“One of the more vicious types of werewolves extant in Europe,” Hentzau explained, settling in a bit.




“Needs a haircut around the full moon, does he?”




Hentzau relaxed a little, rocking the chair with his foot against the hearth. “As a matter of fact, no. John was always careful to wear a totem charm carved from mountain ash.”




“Dear Penthouse,” House muttered, “I never thought I’d write one of these letters, but the most amazing thing happened to me and my friend.”




“I believe the saying is ‘don’t knock it until you’ve tried it,’ Doctor House,” Hentzau told him. Then he paused and tried to look at his neck.




“What?”




Hentzau sighed.




“She’s drooling.”




“That,” House answered, “we can fix.”







It was the initial blood draw to crossmatch her blood against Hentzau’s that woke her. House had rigged up a quick and dirty way to centrifuge both tiny glass tubes of blood and spun them around his head on a piece of twine. After he was satisfied with the results, he daubed plasma on two pieces of paper when Dawn stirred and lifted her head.




“Where,” she said, blearily. “Ow, oooowww. What…”




“Dawn, try to hold still,” Hentzau told her. “You’re badly injured. You shouldn’t move.”




“Hurts,” Dawn groaned. “Oh. Owwww. This really hurts.”




“Hold on,” House said, setting the glass tube aside and picking up one of few remaining vials left from her bag.




“Shhh, Dawn,” Hentzau tried to soothe her. “Just go back to sleep.”




“No, I—” she gasped in pain.




“Keep her still,” House ordered, drawing a dose into a syringe.




“Put your head down, Dawn,” Hentzau murmured. “It’s all right. He’s going to give you something to help you sleep.”




“No, please,” Dawn pled. “I don’t want to sleep. No. No no no, please.”




“Hold her,” House ordered, bringing the syringe over.




“No, please, Hentzau, no,” Dawn begged.




“It’s all right,” he assured her. “I’m right here.”




“I don’t want to,” she said, tears running down her face.




“Why not?” Hentzau asked.




House pushed the blanket down and her sleeve up, stuck the needle into the muscle of her upper arm, and pushed the plunger down.




“What if I don’t wake up?” she asked Hentzau, sobbing.




“Jesus God,” Hentzau whispered. “You’ll wake up, Dawn. I promise. I give you my word.”




She struggled to stay awake, but in less than a minute, her head nodded, she stopped fight, and she slumped against Hentzau once more.




“I’ll set up another couple of syringes with a similar dose,” House told Hentzau, “in case she wakes up and I’m not around.”




“I won’t give it to her,” Hentzau told him. “That was cruel.”




“You damn well better,” House snapped.




He stepped over to where Hentzau could see him easily and pointed at Dawn.




“Every calorie she spends crying or struggling or even looking around is a calorie she’s not using to make new blood cells. Even if the loss of that calorie doesn’t kill her, it may introduce her to a new and interesting form of mental vegetation,” House bit out. “Don’t argue, just do, and if she’s mad at you afterward, buy her a greeting card that says ‘I’m not a doctor, but I do whatever the hell one tells me to’.”




Hentzau glared at him but didn’t answer. House returned to his preparation.







“Hentzau? Hentzau? Help me get him back up, Ruy,” Sharon said, grabbing Hentzau under the arm.




He was floppy with syncope, and Ruy had to apply himself to lift the man back to standing.




“I’m fine,” Hentzau said, dizzy.




“Did you eat anything?” Sharon asked. “House, how much did you take?”




“Not quite two pints,” House answered. “I wanted it all from one donor.”




“Great,” Sharon said, leading Hentzau back to his chair. “Who’s going to donate to the donor?”




“I’m fine,” Hentzau repeated. “I just don’t like needles.”




“I do not blame you, Señor,” Ruy said, “it was a very large needle.”




“Hentzau,” House ordered. “Eat something.”




“He is one of the leading medical minds in the world,” Hentzau muttered, “yet I may still kill him.”




“Makes friends fast, too,” Sharon answered, patting his arm and retucking the bandage around his elbow. “Now stay there, and I’ll bring you some bread, cheese, and beer.”




Ruy joined her at the buffet laid out by the embassy’s servants.




“Your judgment, my love?” he asked, unusually grave for him.




Sharon shook her head in near disbelief.




“I don’t understand it, Ruy,” she said. “They can’t be here, but they are. They didn’t come through the Ring of Fire, but the only way House could be faking is if he’d been a different American in Grantville that day, and if he was, how did he stay unknown until now? If he wasn’t, how did he get here?”




“I spoke a little further with this Hentzau,” Ruy told her. “I can tell you a few things immediately. He’s not American. He is aristocracy of some kind, but not of the current time period. Is there any way he might have been in Grantville?”




“A titled European in Grantville the day of Tom and Rita’s wedding?” Sharon asked. “Tom’s parents would have been glued to his side. And this guy would have spoken up. I’ve got no doubt about that.”




“My bride is as wise as she is beautiful,” Ruy said, stroking his mustaches. “Perhaps we will learn more when this young lady, Dawn Summers, recovers.”




“Maybe,” Sharon said. “Poor kid’s in bad shape. She’s got a long road back.”




“She will flourish under your care,” her husband told her. “Of this, I have no doubt.”





fn1. Enough! We don’t mean you any harm!





Recovery II



She drifted in a world of soft shadows, gentle voices, and pain. Other people moved in and out like ships passing too far away to signal. 




“No fever, that’s a good sign.”




It seemed, at times, that she woke or came close to waking, stirring the surface of the water above her, and then sank back down into stillness and quiet. Sometimes, she realized she was in the middle of a conversation she didn’t remember starting.




“I’m just saying,” Xander said, “that maybe, just maybe, you could try not getting killed for a while. Change in pace. Mix things up. After all, if you die, who’s going to eat all the Hohos?”




“I like Hohos,” she said.




“See,” he answered. “It’s a win-win proposition. I keep the supply of Hohos topped off, and after not dying, you eat as many as you like.”




Other times, there was something she desperately had to tell the others about. Only she didn’t know who the others were, just that she had to find them and tell them.




“Dawn, it’s all right,” Buffy told her, holding her shoulders and keeping her from getting up. “It’s okay. You need to rest.”




“In the courtyard,” she said, trying to grasp whatever the information was so she could speak it out loud, and send it to someone. “It was a red dot.”




“It’s all right,” Giles told her. “We’ve already discussed it and come to our own conclusion. Your responsibility is to rest.”




But Giles wasn’t the person she was supposed to tell, so it only frustrated her. When she got angry and grabbed his jacket to make him listen, a bee stung her. Then all the bees came and swarmed over her head, buzzing, and she fell asleep.




Once she fretted so much that she managed to get out of bed and stumble down a peculiar hallway where one side overlooked a large dining room, replete with enormous fireplace, mounted animal heads, flags, coats of arms, displays of swords and muskets, and a long table peopled by rowdy men and a few nearly as rowdy women. She held on to the wall and tried to make her way to the stairs. They could help her. She was sure of it.




Only a man was in her way, watching her with curiosity. She didn’t recognize him, but she realized he was Spike. He just looked completely different.




“Now, Niblet,” he said, moving slightly to keep her from getting around him, “you of all people recognize the importance of geography.”




“Geophagy?” she repeated, confused.




“Which is why you need to go back, saddle your horse, and reorganize your pantry,” he told her.




“I don’t have a pantry,” she argued. “I need to find them and tell them about the dot.”




“Oh, they know all about the dot,” Spike said sagely. “They’ve got a capture-release program going. Have to repopulate the dots, you know.”




“No, that…” she paused, confused. “That makes no sense. I have to talk to Gehring and warn him. It came from somewhere.”




He wouldn’t let her past him, and when she tried to push him, he caught her by the wrists. She managed to break the hold on her right wrist and go for his eyes. 




“Whoa.” Spike grinned, dodging. “She’s full of sausages.”




“I don’t have any sausages!” Dawn declared, offended. 




“Nope,” Xander agreed, picking her up. “No sausages for you. Just sleep and maybe some Hohos later.”




“I think she’s sleepwalking,” Willow said, peering at her with wide brown eyes.




“Her brain’s recovering from an acute insult,” Lee said. “It’s good that she’s dreaming, not so good that she’s walking around while she’s dreaming.”




“Honestly, I’m surprised she got this far,” Xander said. 




“Stop talking about me like I’m not here,” Dawn protested. “I have to tell Gehring there was a dot.”




“I’ll tell him for you,” Hentzau assured her. 




How had he gotten there?




“I’m a Watcher,” she told him. “This is my job.”




“Your job, Niblet,” Spike told her, “is to stay in bed and keep it from running off. Got it?”




“What?”




“Lost three beds last week,” Xander told her. “We think it’s migratory season, but they never run away if there’s someone sleeping on them. So you’re on bed duty.”




“You guys aren’t making any sense at all,” she complained.




“Says the sausage girl,” Spike snickered.




She refused to talk to them after that.







She woke because things hurt. Her head hurt. Her shoulders and hips ached. So did her muscles. Her stomach hurt a lot. 




She lay there for a few moments, eyes closed, trying to draw her sense of self and memory back together. She couldn’t remember how she’d gotten there, and she didn’t know where there was. Both were bad signs. She ran through her list of orientation clues. She was indoors. She was in a bed. She was warm, except for her head and arms, which stuck out from the blanket, and those were only a little cool. There was plenty of sunlight from her left, and it wasn’t hot. She could hear the occasional snap and crumble of a fire consuming a log, and there was another sound, a mix of little whimpers, smacks, and sucking. Someone patted whatever was making the noise and shushed it. A woman with a soft, gravelly voice. She spoke an antique, backwoods German, centuries older than what was spoken in Strelsau and twanging with a kind of hillbilly accent that spoke of isolated farms and small village life.




“There now, piglet,” the woman said in a soft, slightly slurred voice. “You don’t have to fight anymore. You’ll do better than any of your brothers and sisters.”




It took a lot of effort, but Dawn got her eyes open and looked around. She was lying propped up on several large pillows on a feather mattress in a four poster bed of dark, carved wood. The drapes were pulled back, and she could see a rank of windows with panes of wavy glass held together with lead strips. The walls were dressed stone and covered with tapestries of good quality. There was a wardrobe, a chest, and a stand with a bowl and pitcher. 




To her right was a fireplace, in use, a bedside table covered with bottles, a tray, glasses, several books, and supplies from her bag. Next to the table, sitting in a rocking chair, was a woman wearing the plain clothes of a servant, including a wimple and veil. The front of her dress was open, and she held a roly-poly puppy to her breast. The puppy had been making all the noise, nursing from the woman. It took Dawn a few moments of frowning consideration to determine that she wasn’t dreaming, and, yes, it was very strange. 




The woman looked up, saw Dawn was awake, and smiled. She looked older than any woman capable of breastfeeding ought to be. From the level of technology around, Dawn figured she was somewhere in the late middle ages or early Renaissance, which meant the woman probably wasn’t as old as she looked. 




“Good morrow, ladybird,” the woman greeted her, and Dawn could see she was missing some teeth. “Dost thou ache? Art thou hungry?”




Nodding took more energy than she expected as well. In fact, anything other than lying there took more effort than she had.




“Why are you feeding a dog?” she managed to ask in Ruritania German. Even to her own ears, her voice sounded weak.




“I have no babe to nurse, mistress,” the woman answered, “and I must keep my milk if I wish to take another position when thou art well.”




The woman lowered the puppy into a basket where it grizzled and whined before falling asleep, then she sat up, pulled her shift back up, tied it, and relaced her bodice. She was, Dawn realized, a strikingly large woman—broad shouldered, strong armed, and stoop backed. She looked like a middle-aged milkmaid capable of carrying one of her charges home on a winter night. 




“My name is Agnes, mistress. Thou mayest call me Nurse,” she said, a smile creasing her broad cheeks. “And thou art my charge until thou art recovered from thy illness.”




Agnes? Shame made her look away.




“All is well, mistress,” the woman said. “Call me only Nurse and never mind the rest of it.”




What was she sick from? There was a clutter of half-remembered sights, sounds, and sensations between her and…the courtyard at Hentzau’s? Pain, cold, suffocating fear, House peering at her and telling her something. Hentzau’s voice. Darkness. How had she gotten there?




Nurse got to her feet, picked up something from the bedside table, went to the door, opened it, and rang a bell. Then she came back to her chair, put the bell on the table, and bent over Dawn, checking her covers and her pillow. She folded Dawn’s arms over her stomach, and Dawn noticed that her skin was a bright, daffodil yellow. Even the palms of her hands. Confused, she looked up at the nurse.




“Doctor House wished to be notified as soon as thee had woke,” the nurse assured her. “He’ll be here presently.”




House? House was here? Panic gripped her, and somehow, even in her exhaustion, she started pushing herself up.




“Ah, ah,” the nurse said, gently pushing her back down. “Thou art safe, little one. Neither thee nor thy friends are in any danger.”




She didn’t have enough strength to fight, and as far as she could tell, Nurse was telling the truth. She stopped and relaxed, letting her breath catch up. 




Someone sat down on the bed beside Dawn, startling her awake again. She’d fallen asleep? She opened her eyes and saw House studying her. His graying brown hair was cut very short, and his stubble almost matched it for length. He looked cadaverous, but his eyes were calm. His hands were folded over his knee. He sat on his bad leg and extended his good leg. He was wearing a doublet of blue satin and velvet over a baggy, ruffled shirt, and equally baggy pants and hose. The shirt was clean. The doublet had clearly been the victim of an errant goblet of wine and had been cleaned but remained stained. It was the kind of clothing pulled out of a slop chest somewhere, to keep someone from being naked until more appropriate clothes could be found. House looked like he’d been sleeping in it.




“The jaundice is from the breakdown of hemoglobin,” he told her, calm and scholarly. “It’ll fade. The best I can tell is the moment you brought us here, about half of your red blood cells died. Let’s call it paroxysmal hemolytic anemia. You spent the better part of eight hours in what’s called a hypoxic crisis, and that’s on top of the trauma you experienced before that. The good news is that there’s no sign of radiation poisoning, your spleen is starting to shrink, and your decompression illness is almost over.”




It was a lot to take in.




“But…how are you here?” she managed.




“I should ask you the same thing,” he said. “All I know is, we were out in Hentzau’s backyard, you gasped, grabbed both of us, and then we were here. By the way, here happens to be The Hague, and now is the year sixteen thirty-seven. We’re the guests of the ambassador of the United States of Europe, which was founded five years ago by the citizens of Grantville, West Virginia. Still with me?”




She stared at him.




“Both Hentzau and I have talked with uptimers,” House continued. “Those are the ones from Grantville, and downtimers—those are the original contemporaries—and there are enough little differences to make me think that this isn’t our Grantville or our historical version of Europe. Any ideas?”




She kept staring at him.




“Didn’t think so.”




“Where’s Hentzau?” she asked.




“He’ll be along,” House answered. “He’s extremely popular.”




He checked her eyes and tongue, snapped his fingers on either side of her head, made her push back against his hand, and asked her math questions. In just a few minutes, her headache worsened.




“Doctor,” Nurse said, leaning in with a cup of water. “She’s tired.”




“Nurse Agnes here is in charge of you,” House told her. “I got tired of all the sitting. You need anything, let her know.”




Nurse held a spouted cup to Dawn’s lips, helping her drink. Then she produced a small white pill. Dawn looked at it and then looked at House.




“Aspirin,” he told her. “Mostly for the blood thinning properties. I’m going to give you a very small dose of morphine to make you comfortable. By the way, you’re on a liquid diet until your spleen stops hurting. So, every time you look like you can swallow, she’s going to be holding a cup to your mouth.”




“Okay.”




She took the pill and swallowed it back with more effort than she thought anything should really take.




“So, where are we?” House asked her.




“You said The Hague,” she answered, exhausted.




He gave her a little half smile. “Looks like the short term memory’s starting to kick in. Good. I’ll stop by later.”




She woke up again when he got up, drifted off, woke up again when he gave her a shot, and then watched the shadows on the ceiling for a bit before falling asleep again. None of that took any effort. Every time she woke, Agnes put a cup to her lips and got her to drink. Usually water, but sometimes it was a hearty broth that she gratefully sipped and sipped again. 




She stirred from strange dreams of pulling curtain after curtain aside, trying to find Buffy, and opened her eyes to find Hentzau sitting next to her bed, holding her hand between his. She knew her smile was wan, but she tried anyways. He smiled back, and there was a world of relief in it.




“Hey.”




“Good evening,” he said, formal as ever. “I’m sorry it took me so long to return. I was offsite.”




“Well, you missed the demolition derby,” she answered. “Tons of fun.”




Nothing hurt, and when she took an extra deep breath, it felt deliciously good. Nurse leaned in with a cup of warm, sweetened chamomile tea.




Just as Hentzau had said, it was evening. The sky outside was a soft, brilliant lapis blue, and stars were beginning to appear. Hentzau wore a very well fitted black velvet doublet, tailored black pants, and a snow white linen shirt. He had his signet ring on his left hand. There was a bruise on the left side of his face and a bandage around his right hand.




“What happened?” she asked.




He made a little shrug. “Some trouble when we first arrived here. Nothing to worry about.”




“You’re to drink this as well, Sir Dmitri,” Nurse said, handing him a cup of broth.




“Thank you,” he answered, taking the cup from her. “Do you remember where we are?” 




“Mmm, House said The Hague,” she responded, feeling a little muzzy. 




He ducked his head a little, and she felt him squeeze her hand.




“What?”




“That’s the first time you’ve remembered,” he told her, smiling ruefully. “You’ve woken up before, talked a little, answered questions as best you could, and not remembered five minutes later. House told me it would get better. I’m afraid I didn’t quite trust him.”




“Yeah, well, you should,” she said. “He’s smart.”




She must have fallen asleep again, because she woke up when several people carried a wooden tub into the room, draped it with a sheet, and then began filling it, bucket by bucket. A brigade handed off bucket after bucket, filling the tub with piping hot water. Nurse supervised, and when the tub was filled, picked up a large, heavy blanket. 




“Sir?” she asked Hentzau.




“Of course,” he said, setting his cup aside. “Dawn, I’m going to pick you up.”




“You are?” she asked, confused.




“Just as I have the last three nights,” he told her.




He stripped off his doublet and rolled his sleeves up. She saw more small injuries on his arms—cuts, bruises, and scrapes, the kinds she expected to see after a hard fought sparring match. 




“But, it’s a bath,” she protested.




“You get to wear your nightgown,” he said. “It’s more about the warmth and the water pressure than washing.”




That would have been reassuring, except when Nurse pulled the covers back, Dawn realized the nightgown she wore was a nearly sheer linen that would turn transparent when wet. Hentzau picked her up with no effort, and she looked around, trying to figure out how she could cover up. 




“Don’t fidget, dearest,” Nurse said.




She couldn’t bring herself to say she didn’t want Hentzau to see her as good as naked. It seemed petty and ungrateful, but it was suddenly important out of all proportion to everything else happening.




“Dawn,” Hentzau said in a soft voice. “It’s all right.”




And that made it all right. He carefully lowered her into the tub, and when she was submerged, he pulled his arms out, looking up at Nurse. She handed one end of the blanket over to him, and they worked together to roll it out over the tub, trapping the steam and heat underneath. 




She laid back while Nurse brought over a basin and two last pitchers of hot water, a comb, and the shampoo and conditioner Dawn carried in her bag. She relaxed while Nurse washed her hair, combed it, and braided it. Hentzau sat in his chair next to the bed and read a book. Nurse laid out another thick blanket and towel on the bed while Dawn dozed. 




“All right, ladybird,” Agnes said. “Sir Dmitri will fetch you out now.”




She barely woke when Hentzau reached in and picked her up—one arm under her knees and the other across her back. He held her against his chest to support her, but the blanket still covered her while she dripped all the way to the bed. He laid her down and said something softly to the nurse.




She stirred when Nurse worked the wet nightgown off, dried her, and put a new nightgown on, and then fell into a deep sleep.







That was her world for another week. Every time she woke, her nurse was there with a puppy in a basket at the side of her chair or at her breast. She slept and woke. Nurse held a spouted cup to her lips to feed her broth, tea, or water. House stopped in two or three times a day to examine her and ask her questions. Hentzau came twice a day and stayed at least an hour each time. He read to her or told her about the world they found themselves in. Then the bath came in, and he lifted her into it and out of it and left when it was time for Nurse to change her. 




The first three days, she fell asleep without warning and woke, often perplexed, but sometimes confused and frightened. She struggled to do anything. Sitting up in bed was exhausting. Then, it was walking a handful of steps to the commode—a chamber pot set into a carved chair, Nurse supporting and half carrying her. Then it was climbing into the bathtub on her own. She still needed help out. All of it left her shaking with fatigue and sleeping for hours afterward.




“Let’s talk about your recovery,” House said, twiddling his cane back and forth.




“Okay.”




Discussions with other people tended to be one-sided with her listening and them telling her things. She was too tired to do more than say yes or no.




“You experienced several hours of diffuse cerebral hypoxia caused by hypoxic hyoxia,” he told her. “While your body was able to provide enough oxygen to your brain to stave off coma and brain death, you almost certainly experienced some cell death and loss of neural connectivity.”




It took her a while to review what he said.




“I’m brain damaged?”




House gave her a look she couldn’t interpret.




“Your brain has experienced a global insult or trauma,” he said. “It’s been injured. It’s going to take a while to heal. Neural plasticity means that you’ve got a good chance for a complete recovery, but we need to make sure that you don’t take any more damage while you’re healing. That means you’re going to find yourself extremely babysat.”




“Okay.”




“When you start to do things again,” he continued, “you’re going to run into deficits. Problems with memory, cognitive processing, emotional stability, language, dexterity, and judgment. They probably won’t be permanent. What won’t help is punishing yourself when you can’t do something, so don’t.”




She kept her eyes on her yellow hands while he talked and tried to take it in.




“You’re going to feel stupid and clumsy,” he summed it up for her. “Don’t. Your brain is healing along with the rest of you. If you get overwhelmed, take a break. Nurse is in charge of you. If she says to try something, try it. If she says not to do something, don’t do it. If something is bugging you, let me know. Okay?”




She nodded, overwhelmed. 




“Other things,” he continued. “We’re calling Hentzau Sir Dmitri von Ritter. Turns out his family in the here and now are kind of sadistic, bigoted assholes. He’d prefer they didn’t hear of him. Nichols is helping with that. You are Lady Dawn von Sommer, a cousin of his and under his protection. I’m American, you and Dmitri are not. 




“It’s going to be close to two months before your body has replaced all your lost erythrocytes,” he said. “Sir Dmitri donated close to two pints, so you’re at about seventy percent, instead of fifty. You’ll continue to feel extremely tired and weak. Jaundice will clear up in another couple of weeks. We’re going to focus on loading you with red meat and dark leafy greens. If Nurse gives it to you to eat, eat it. If you’re not feeling good, take a nap. Got it?”




“I think so,” she answered.




“I’ll go over this every morning,” House told her. “Some of it you’re not going to get until it smacks you in the face. Now, get some rest.”







She began to get visitors and found that House hadn’t been joking. The palatial compound they resided in was peopled by West Virginians and Europeans of every nationality and persuasion. The first was a black eyed Catalonian Spaniard with graying black hair and a wicked grin. He brought a handful of wildflowers that Nurse graciously accepted on her behalf.




“Lady Dawn, glad am I to see you awake and recovering,” he told her. “If you will allow me to introduce myself, I am Don Ruy Sanchez de Casador y Ortiz, husband of Her Excellency, the USE ambassadoress to the Vatican, Sharon Nichols, and head of His Holiness’s security forces.”




“Don Ruy,” she answered, smiling, “it’s a pleasure. I guess you’ve met my friends.”




“Sir Dmitri and I are fast becoming friends,” he answered, taking her offered hand and bowing over it. “Doctor House is an enigma among men.”




“An enigma?” Dawn asked. “How’s that?”




“I, for one, am still puzzled by how a man can make enemies so easily and still draw breath,” Don Ruy told her. “Or why such a learned man would feel the need. He seems to take pride in offending all that he can. How my beloved wife can put up with him, I do not know, but I am thankful for it.”




“Yeah, that sounds like House,” Dawn agreed. “Try not to kill him, though. I need to get him home in one piece.”




“I am your devoted servant, Lady,” he told her.




He took a chair, sat, and started a story about the cook’s goat eating Harry Lefferts’s bootlaces, making her giggle. After a few moments and a look from Nurse, he stood.




“I have free access to the library here,” he told her. “Is there any volume I can bring you? Dotorro House has been rapacious in his reading.”




“How about Don Quixote?” she asked. It would take her forever, but it wasn’t like she couldn’t finish it back in her own world.




“Ah, the lady recognizes greatness,” he said, smiling. “Your wish is my command.”




He bowed and excused himself just in time for Dawn to fall asleep.







Don Ruy’s wife, Sharon Nichols, was the next to visit. Theirs was clearly a love match, despite the thirty-five year gap in age. She brought a basket of tangled knitting and picked at it while sharing her thoughts with Dawn.




“Seriously, no one can figure you guys out,” she told Dawn while untangling one loopy piece of work and accidentally knocking half her stitches off her needle. “We finally got the Pope to declare that the Ring of Fire was a miracle of God and we weren’t agents of Satan, and then you three show up out of the blue. You understand why we’re keeping this hush-hush, right?”




“Oh, sure,” Dawn agreed, nodding. “First half of the seventeenth century, religious wars left and right. Last thing you need is another uproar. Besides, I prefer to blend in.”




“You blend,” Sharon assured her, lifting her mess of yarn and scowling at it. “House does not. I’ve had to assign him a bodyguard when he leaves the embassy because he keeps getting in arguments and dropping bombs like ‘then your god wants babies to die’.”




Dawn winced.




“Still, he’s in unbelievable demand,” Sharon continued, tugging at a different point in the yarn and getting nowhere. “One of the local inns has lent him a room, and he lectures for four hours a day.”




“On what?” Dawn asked.




“Anything,” Sharon answered. “Everything. I stopped in, and he was going on about the laws of optics and their practical application in microscopy. The room was packed with people taking notes. From what I’ve heard, he’s covered microbiology, epidemiology, anthropology, organic chemistry, composting, birth control, Marxist theories of economics and history, the double blind standard of empirical testing, the Franklin stove, and advances in baking technology.”




“Wow,” Dawn managed, a little stunned.




“Your Excellency, give me that,” Nurse said, holding her hand out.




Sharon handed over the knitting with a grateful glance.




“I saw him drive a Jesuit into a screaming fit of rage,” Sharon continued. “Same Jesuit was back the next day, asking for an explanation of a chemistry diagram. And then there’s Sir Dmitri.




“The family is kind of a holy terror,” Sharon explained, “and the grafschaft is currently part of the Holy Roman Empire. Totally hardline Catholics, behavior that would count as crimes against humanity back in our day. Your Hentzau decided he would do better to go without his title and leave his family connections in the dark. In the meantime, we’re pumping him for everything we can get on central and western European resources.”




 Dawn’s head tilted further to the side.




“Sir Dmitri knows uptime locations of mines, especially metals, coal, and salt,” Sharon explained. 




“Oh,” Dawn said, nodding. “That does sound important.”




“Here you are, Your Excellency,” Nurse said, handing the knitting back, unknotted, reset on the needle, and ready to go.




Sharon took it and grimaced.




“Why do you knit if you hate it so much?” Dawn asked.




“Because it’s supposed to be relaxing,” Sharon answered.







On the seventh day after she woke up—the eleventh since they’d arrived—she managed a slow and shaky walk, holding on to her nurse, to another room, where she sat on a well stuffed divan while her room was cleaned. House sat with her while Nurse worked on a bit of knitting. The puppy was just starting to explore outside of its basket. It had found the toes of her slippers beneath the hem of her robe and was pouncing on them.




“So, you want to talk yet?” House asked, twiddling his cane. 




“Talk about what?” she asked.




“The two things that happened before we ended up here,” he said, looking up at her.




For a moment, she actually didn’t know what he was talking about. Then she remembered. She felt sick and turned her face away from him. Her cheeks burned, and she couldn’t get a full breath. Nurse was there in a moment, putting her cool hands on Dawn’s hot skin.




“What’s wrong, ladybird?” she asked. “What happened?”




Why was she so panicky? She couldn’t face Nurse or meet her eyes. She wanted to hide, crawl under something, be invisible.




“Doctor House,” Nurse said in an especially pleasant voice, “wouldst thou be so kind as to excuse us?”




“No,” House answered.




Then something happened that Dawn didn’t expect. Nurse stood, reached over, and grabbed House by an ear. With a grip like a horse’s bite, she hauled him to his feet and walked him to the corridor. They disappeared past the doorway, but Dawn could hear her nurse’s voice.




“Good doctor, thou didst take me in thy employ to care for the young lady, and I abide by thy countless rules in good faith. I tell thee now, I know the care of her spirit better than thee, and when I ask for something in those regards, I do expect to have it anon without complaint. If thou art in discord with my wisdom, thou mayest relieve me of my duties. Until that time, bugger off, thou mangy, crooked beast, or I’ll thump thee until thy head rings like the very bells of all Christendom on the day of the Second Coming.”




It was all said in a voice like Granny Clampett chewing a hole through a bear. She didn’t hear House’s reply, but Nurse returned, her shoulders straight, at the center of a very satisfied air. She picked up the puppy, put it in Dawn’s lap, and took her seat next to Dawn. Then she put an arm around Dawn’s shoulder and held her.




“Now my sweet ladybird,” she said, “thou’rt not to fret on these things. Lay thy head on my shoulder and take comfort in knowing thou art as safe as a babe in a cradle, thy friends are with thee, and all good things shall come to thee in their time.”




As worn and old and frankly as ugly as Nurse was, there was a warmth in her arms, and when Dawn put her head on the old nurse’s shoulder and was enveloped in her soft, bosomy embrace, she melted. Nurse rubbed Dawn’s back with the palm of her hand, and Dawn curled up against her, hands tucked under her chin. A deep breath became a sigh, the sigh became an exhalation of exhaustion and grief, and the next thing she knew, she was crying.




“Oooooh, shhhh, my lambkin, sshhhhh, my ladybird,” Nurse crooned to her. “Thou art well. All will be well presently.”




It wasn’t bad crying. It felt like long wished for rain. It didn’t hurt. It comforted, and Agnes rocked her and soothed her until it passed, and she was nodding with sleep. She felt a blanket drape across her shoulders and looked up to see Hentzau standing beside them. The puppy on her lap had snuggled in and started chewing on her fingers. Hentzau knelt beside her.




“I’m okay,” she said, sniffling.




“I know,” he told her. “House has retreated to his rooms, and the guards are passing around a collection for Nurse, to buy her a mule with a golden saddle and train as reward for her good works.”




“Get on with you, sir,” Nurse said. “Shank’s mare is good enough for the likes of me.”







She was falling breathless, soundless, and screaming. She could feel her skin burn and the moisture in her mouth and nose boil off into vacuum. She fell, knowing that she would die in seconds, that her body would tumble through space forever, and no one would ever know what happened to her. She screamed even though no sound came out.




“Dawn, breathe!”




She flailed, reaching for something, anything, and a hand caught hers and pulled it in. Arms wrapped around her chest, and something heavy lay across her legs, holding them down. She couldn’t breathe.




“Just take a breath,” Hentzau told her. “Breathe. Come on, Dawn.”




Some tiny switch in her brain flipped, and she inhaled, filling her lungs, and she screamed again, hearing it for the first time. She gasped, bucking against whoever held her.




“Shhhhh,” Hentzau said in her ear. “Shhhh, spätzel. Shhhhh, it’s all right. You’re safe. Shhhhh.”




He held her from behind, gathering her arms to her chest and then crossing his arms over hers. Nurse lay over her legs to keep her from kicking or throwing herself out of her bed.




“D-Dmitri?” she asked, her voice tiny and quaking.




“I’m right here,” he murmured, keeping his voice gentle and soft. “You’re safe. It was just a nightmare.”




“I was falling,” she told him. “The airlock.”




She started crying from the backwash of terror, and he rocked her.




“It was only a bad dream,” he assured her. “Shhhh. Try to go back to sleep.”




She saw Professor Jones leaning over and talking to Agnes von Holofernes’s decapitated head before she lost consciousness in the dissolution of death.




“No! I don’t want to sleep,” she gasped, panicking. “I don’t want to sleep, Dmitri. Please. I don’t.”




“It’s all right,” he said, brushing her hair back and holding her. “Shhhh. You don’t have to do anything. Just breathe.”




Nurse got up, allowing Dawn to pull her legs in and curl up against Hentzau. He continued rocking her and murmuring soothing things while she cried, and she turned her face towards him. Nurse mixed something in a cup and brought it over, bringing it to Dawn’s lips.




“Drink this, lamb,” she said.




Dawn dutifully sipped at it. It was sweetened rosehip tea with an undertaste of something else. After several swallows, Nurse took it away. Her shaking calmed, and she burrowed against Hentzau’s chest, closing her eyes.




Outside the room, people were moving around and talking.




“Das show ist kaput,” someone said in Amideutsch. “Alles is good. Gehen Sie back zum bed.”




“Harry,” she heard Don Ruy say, “take half the men on a full patrol. I’ll take the other half. That was a fine distraction for anyone seeking to do harm to the souls in this place.”




House came in, and Nurse moved out of the way to give him room. He took Dawn’s wrist and held it for a minute, taking her pulse.




“Could be better,” he said. “You give her anything?”




“Five drops of laudanum,” Nurse answered. “As you said.”




He sat on the side of the bed and leaned in.




“You okay?” he asked.




Dawn nodded, not looking up.




“Yeah, because you look like it,” he said. “Okay, here’s the deal. You need to stay awake for at least an hour. Don’t sleep. Got it?”




She nodded again.




“You can nap all you like tomorrow,” he told her.




“I already do,” she mumbled into Hentzau’s shirt.




“I’ll bring you a cookie if you stay awake,” he added.




She didn’t answer. After a moment, she realized he was gone, and she didn’t remember him leaving. She lifted her head a bit, and Hentzau looked down.




“Better?” he asked.




She felt fuzzy and tired.




“What happened?” she asked.




“You had a nightmare,” he told her. “It’s happened before, but you usually go right back to sleep.”




“I don’t want to sleep,” she insisted.




“Then don’t,” he said, smiling a little. “Doctor House said you had to stay away for at least an hour.”




“Okay.” 




She blinked slowly several times and rubbed her face.




“Is it okay if I lean on you?” she asked.




“It’s perfectly fine,” he said.




She leaned back against him and tucked her hands under her chin. Hentzau’s arms circled her, and she rested her head against his chest. She could hear his heartbeat, and it reassured her. Nurse pulled her blanket up over her shoulders. She had no idea when she fell asleep again.







“Dammit!” Dawn swore, crying. She tried to throw the book to the floor, but she barely had enough strength to lift it to shoulder height. “Stupid fucking book!”




It still hit the ground with a satisfying thump.




“Lady, easy,” Nurse said, effortlessly picking up the book, closing it, and setting it aside. “Rest thyself, ladybird. Thou art overtired.”




“I’m not tired!” Dawn yelled, knowing she was being completely unreasonable, hating it, and still not being able to get her temper under control.




She stood up abruptly, took one step, and everything went black.




“There we go,” someone said some fathomless time later.




A ghastly, pungent smell stung her nose, and she tried to fan it away. A breeze blew across her face, and the smell retreated. She managed to open her eyes and saw Nurse fanning her, anxious. House was just past Nurse, watching her with a disinterested expression.




“Lady, thou shalt not ever give me such a fright again,” Nurse breathed.




“Welcome to the world of orthostatic hypotension, Dawn,” House said. “You’re lucky you didn’t crack your skull.”




Nurse helped her back to her feet and then to the chair.




“What happened?” she said, looking around uncertainly. 




She felt weak and hot and unsteady.




“Remember the part about being anemic?” House reminded her, sitting on the footstool. “And you will be for weeks. When you stood, your body couldn’t compensate for the change in altitude. Your blood pressure bottomed out, your brain didn’t get any oxygen, so it turned itself off. Dawn fall down, go boom.”




She felt incredibly foolish. Nurse spread a blanket over her legs.




“I’m sorry,” Dawn apologized. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”




“See it doesn’t happen again, ladybird,” Nurse said.




“Now,” House said, holding the volume of Don Quixote up, “what’s all the hubbub, bub?”




She flushed with embarrassment.




“I can’t read it,” she admitted, fiddling with the fringe on the blanket.




“Uh huh,” he replied. “What happens when you look at it?”




“I can read the words,” she said, frustrated and feeling tears prick her eyes, “and I know what all the individual words mean, but I can’t…it’s not there.”




“What’s not there?” he prompted her.




“It’s just,” she paused and took a deep breath, “usually when I read, I don’t even see words on a page. I have a movie running in my head. When I try to read this, I have to keep restarting lines, or I have to read out loud to myself, and I can’t get the…the…”




She waved her hand as her voice ran out, angry with herself, feeling like the stupidest idiot in the world.




House’s gaze softened.




“Don’t be so hard on yourself. Remember what we’ve been talking about? Your brain sustained a hypoxic insult. It’s in the process of rebuilding neural connections, and here you are reading a complex story in a non-native tongue printed in the most illegible typeface imaginable.”




“But I should be able to do this!” she protested.




Tears filled her eyes and started running down her cheeks. Frustrated, she tried wiping them on her sleeve. Nurse handed her an embroidered linen handkerchief.




“Before the fun and games, you could,” House agreed. “Emotional trauma depletes neurotransmitters. Physical trauma bounces the brain around in the head, causing neural shearing, concussion, and all sorts of other bad stuff. Then the hypoxia. You are sincerely lucky you didn’t get knocked down to ‘sexy rutabega’.”




He rested his chin on his cane handle, looking off into the distance. 




“Will I ever get better?” she managed.




“Sure,” House told her. “That’s why you’ve got company all day long. Social interaction helps, and neither me or Hentzau can be here all the time. As you recover, you’re going to increase your physical activity, which will help. It’s just going to take longer than you want.”




“So we’re stuck here until I’m all better,” she said bitterly.




“Bringing us here nearly killed you,” House told her flatly. “Neither of us is willing to risk you, especially when there’s no sign of anyone anywhere who can help. Maybe you can get one person home and not die. That should be Hentzau.”




She looked up, horrified. “House…”




“Don’t worry about it,” he told her. “It’s a crappy world, but I get to take credit for inventing Pokemon, and given a chance, there’s a hell of a lot of music I can transcribe and take credit for. Plus, the whole doctor thing. Apparently, I’m one of only three genuine doctors in the entire world. I’ll get to shape medical science for the next five hundred years.”





Set Back



Rewind to two days after arrival…



Don Ruy and Harry Lefferts faced one of their newest recruits to the USE embassy. The recruit in question was being held—and held up—by his sergeant, who was red with embarrassment. 




“Tell me, Harry,” Ruy said in a casual way, “what was the remark my beloved wife made about one of the valid defenses for homicide in your original home?”




“It’s called the ‘he needed killin’ ’ defense,” Harry drawled, leaning. “With a dash of ‘and Sir Dmitri was just the fellow to do it’ alibi.”




“Don Ruy,” the sergeant began and cut off with a glance from Ruy.




“Is there not also one regarding the number of brain cells needed to feed oneself?” Ruy asked.




“That one’s the ‘too stupid to live’ defense,” Harry replied amiably. “An’ of course, had Sir Dmitri actually pried this gentleman’s head off his neck, Private Ferris would be eligible for a Darwin Award. She tell you about those?”




“Why, no,” Ruy answered, curious.




“Friend, if you will hold still long enough for me to buy you a drink,” Harry said. “I will regale you with the stories of the friends of Darwin. Once upon a time, a section of my hometown, including my history teacher, believed I would be one.”




“That promises to be an entire evening of drinking, Harry,” Ruy replied. “I look forward to it.”




The recruit started to mumble an apology past a fat lip and two missing teeth, and his sergeant gave him a brain rattling shake.




“Did you or did you not make a comment in front of Sir Dmitri and Doctor House that you’d prefer Lady Dawn von Sommers to heal up before you gave her ‘a kiss and a little more’?” Don Ruy asked, his voice suddenly hard and flat.




“Or that as pretty as she was in her nightgown, you’d like to see her in less,” Harry said, looking less like a man having a chat than he did a jaguar about to bring down a deer.




Private Ferris looked like he might wet his pants in abject fear.




“I didn’t mean it,” the private pled.




“Yes, you did,” Harry said very quietly. “You lie to me, boy, I’ll hand you back to Sir Dmitri without a moment’s hesitation.”




“Sirs,” the sergeant began, “this fool is the eldest son of my brother’s wife’s youngest brother. I would take it as a personal favor if you did not kill or cripple him. Other than that, I leave it to your wisdom.”




“I think a full week cleaning out the privies and middens should remedy his lack of forethought,” Ruy said drily. “Have him start with the southwesterly privy. My wife’s delicate nose finds it offensive, and I will not have her troubled in the slightest.”




“Two weeks,” Harry said. “And give him a toothbrush.”




“Yes, sir!” the sergeant said, snapping to and saluting.




When Harry nodded his dismissal, the sergeant dragged his hapless kinsman from the office, and as soon as they were out of sight, began a verbal flensing that made even Ruy give an impressed frown.




“I say keep the sergeant,” Ruy said, pouring a cup of wine. “If the boy survives his punishment, hand him over to the Committee of Correspondence as an embassy liaison with the suggestion that he be put on the public health patrol in the fleshpot district. If that does not correct his flawed habits of thought, he can’t be salvaged.”




“Why, Ruy, I do declare,” Harry said, “even Miss Mailey would consider you a force to be reckoned with in the fight for women’s rights. No wonder Sharon thinks you hung the moon and the stars.”




“Happy wife, my friend,” Ruy said, handing him a cup of wine, “happy life.”



Third day after arrival…



Hentzau closed the door into the study granted to him and House. House looked up from his stacks of material and paper.




“She’s asleep,” Hentzau said, “and resting comfortably. The attendant Her Excellency assigned is watching over her.”




Both men looked exhausted, but Hentzau had managed to find a downtime tailor capable of assembling appropriate clothing adjusted to Hentzau’s tastes. He had a wearable outfit in twenty-four hours, and more on order. House still looked like a beggar with friends in high places.




The remainder of Dawn’s possessions from her bag had been organized, cataloged, and stored for the time being. Her clothes were in the room she was given. Hentzau held and made good use of the gold and silver she’d carried. The remaining medications and medical supplies were lined up neatly on the wide table House used as a desk, as were a stack of stained and mishandled sketchbooks and journals, a plethora of art supplies, pens, pencils, erasers, and paper. 




Hentzau glanced at the ranks of pill bottles, frowned, and glanced away.




“I think we have the reason for why Dawn pulled us here,” House said without looking up from the notes he was working on.




“A red dot,” Hentzau replied, sitting and stretching his legs out. “A laser pointer, of course. If, that is, she wasn’t simply confabulating something in her dream state. She mentioned Hohos several times.”




“Not that it matters one way or another, since we’re here,” House said. “But if you ever get back, you might take a look into who wants you or Dawn or me dead they’re willing to hire a sniper.”




“Whatever it was, it wasn’t a sniper,” Hentzau answered, getting to his feet.




“Oh?”




Hentzau returned to the desk, dragged a piece of paper over, and picked up a pen. He sketched a rectangle and began filling in details.




“The walls around the courtyard are fifteen feet high and specifically designed so that there are no lines of sight from any of the surrounding buildings,” he explained. “The trees planted on either side of the wall have reached heights of thirty or more feet and were chosen for their dense foliage. Anyone trying to fire into the courtyard at an angle giving them access to the area in front of the door into the billiard room would have to face west, putting them opposite of the sun on a clear sky, illuminating them and putting the sun, at that time of day, less than forty-five degrees from their target.”




“That won’t blind a shooter,” House pointed out. 




“No, but the glare will make their job more difficult,” Hentzau answered. “Never mind that a professional sniper will not use a visible laser for the simple reason that it might make the target aware. It does leave us with some uncomfortable implications.”




House considered the map for a moment.




“Drone?”




“Probably,” Hentzau replied. “As it could climb above the line-of-sight limitation in place. It would take a fairly large and noticeable drone to carry a firearm capable of reliably doing damage. Of course, it might have been a target designator for something more dramatic than a firearm.”




House leaned back in his chair. “Seriously? Of the three of us, who’s managed to piss off someone so bad that they’re going to lob a missile at us?”




“Have you looked in the mirror recently, House?” Hentzau asked. “It took both Harry and Franz to pull that Lutheran off you. I’d say Strelsauns have more sense, but you could drive the Virgin Mary to violence.”




House grinned.




“Yeah, but I’d only been in Strelsau less than an hour, and I tipped the taxi driver,” he replied. “Got anyone who’d do a softshoe on your grave?”




“Several,” Hentzau answered. “Thankfully, one of the benefits of belonging to the outdated, parasitic aristocracy is that the members prefer their violence be hands-on and personal. Remote killing simply isn’t their style.”




“Dawn?” House asked, raising a skeptical eyebrow.




“We have substantial reason to believe Elizabeth Brown disseminated the picture Lee took of her,” Hentzau answered. “It’s difficult to gauge her priorities and a little hard to believe she’d go that far, but for all her canniness, she does seem to lose perspective when her son is personally involved.”




“Could have just been surveillance,” House said. 




“Could have,” Hentzau agreed. “I sincerely hope that when all three of us return, it won’t be to a smoking crater and multiple dead bodies.”




“You really think we’re going to go back?” House asked. 




“Of course,” Hentzau said. “More than that, we’ll return within moments of when we left. Dawn and I have discussed her abilities on a few occasions. She has managed miracles, though she refuses to think of it in that manner.”




“Huh,” House said, a noncommittal reply. “We’ll see.”



Six days after arrival



Hentzau quietly entered the auditorium and found a place along the wall that had recently been vacated. Doctor House’s reputation as a prodigious intellect, polymath, naturalist, doctor, and all around Renaissance man had spread, and people were coming from a hundred miles around to attend one of his lectures.




It didn’t matter what the subject was. There was a whole coterie who arrived hours before he was expected, took the first row of seats, and transcribed everything he said, diagrams and everything. They then repackaged it and sold it to anyone with the requested money. House bought a copy every day, and the first thing he did on arriving the next day was tear holes in the copyists for the mistakes they made and insist they add an appendix of corrections for the previous versions. The Committee of Correspondence had sent someone to go over ideas for pamphlets—hygeine, folk medicine, innoculation, nutrition, education. Hentzau had already seen knock-off pamplets and snake oil medicines being offered in the marketplace.




He spent more time making sure House didn’t get mugged, beaten, kidnapped, or summarily executed than he did at Dawn’s side, which annoyed him to no end.




“—used to create denatured alcohol,” House continued. “That is, mixed with ethanol to make it toxic. Governments use this so they could continue taxing ethanol for consumption while still making it available at low cost for industrial uses. If you do this without adding a bitter agent to discourage consumption, you will blind and kill people, because a small but persistent percentage of the human population will drink anything to get drunk. And if you think prohibiting an intoxicant will make the people around you sober and moral, you are an idiot, and you should be drowned and preserved in a vat of ethanol as a specimen for other idiots to consider.”




A burgher raised his hand, and House indicated he could speak. Hentzau watched as he palmed a white pill, dropped it in his mouth, and then took a drink of water.




“Doctor House,” the man began in a reasonable voice, “are we not our brother’s keeper? Should I not make an effort to prevent my neighbor from sinning, even if he does not appreciate it?”




Hentzau winced in anticipation and surreptitiously checked his weapons. A near brawl had started under similar circumstances three days previously.




“Brother’s keeper,” House repeated. “How many hungry people did you feed on your way here?”




Most of the heads in the room turned towards the burgher.




“I give money to my church to feed the poor,” the burgher stated. 




“You give money to your church and assume they feed the poor,” House corrected him. “Which, maybe they do. What’s more likely is that you’re involved in the decision making for charitable causes in the church and direct the money to a corn factor or a baker—because God knows you aren’t going to feed those nasty poors with meat, diary, vegetables, or fruit—that you know. Maybe you are the factor. Maybe you just get bribes or kickbacks. Maybe all you want is the satisfaction of everyone knowing you’re a righteous man. A man worthy of the ermine collar you’re wearing.”




The man squirmed.




“Sumptuary law reserves ermine for the nobility,” House said, eyebrows raised. “Got a title?”




“No, doctor,” the man said through gritted teeth.




“Yeah,” House said drily. “You could build a palace for the poor from all the planks sticking out of people’s eyes around here. You want to be your brother’s keeper? Start feeding people and don’t stop until there isn’t a hungry person left. You get that far, take up a hobby and leave your brother alone.”



Two weeks after arrival…



Dawn had graduated from nightgown and robe to uncorseted, high waisted dresses with wide, all encompassing skirts. Fashion in the wake of Grantville’s arrival had fractured, and the breaks were still radiating through society. Harry Lefferts had contributed by having the tailcoat of a Western gunslinger tailored for him. Corsets still had their place, but many women—taking up everything from arms to business to political office—had begun demanding more comfortable and simple clothing. The low waisted, tightly corsetted, wide pannier dress was dying an unlamented death. Some women, to the consternation of all around them, had taken to wearing trousers or dungarees. 




Dawn had her hand tucked into Hentzau’s left arm as they walked the garden cloistered between the wings of the USE embassy’s palace. Nurse followed several steps behind, picking flowers for later.




“You’re feeling better?” Hentzau asked her.




She shrugged. The points of her collarbones and her shoulders stood out in high relief. House had said she needed to put on at least ten pounds, but her appetite hadn’t returned. She had a kind of solemn melancholy to her that lifted for a little while when they talked but returned as soon as she was still again. He hoped it was just the tiredness. It was something of a gentle running joke downstairs, how many people Dawn had fallen asleep on—Nurse, him, Sharon, Ruy. If you sat just beside her for more than twenty minutes, there was a good chance that she’d nod off and eventually lean over you.




They were on their second turn around the garden, which was excellent progress. She loved the sunlight and the chilly weather, as the layers of silk in her dress kept her warm, and Nurse always brought a shawl for her.




“Dima,” she said with a hesitation and then looked up at him.




“Yes.” He turned all his attention to her.




“House said that there was no way to get all three of us back,” she told him.




“I believe you would know that better than him,” he said. “After all, you’re the one who brought us here.”




She nodded and continued strolling with him.




“He is a terrifyingly intelligent man,” Hentzau continued, “but his faults are just as terrifying. Don’t accept his judgment of your abilities as final. You are the only true judge.”




“Were you able to help Sharon with that problem?” she asked, changing the topic.




“I was,” he answered.




It had been not just the presence of certain crucial, unexplored ore deposits in his grafschaft but advice and recommendations on how to approach his family for the right to mine there. There was a serious amount of intelligence provided by agents of the USE which only confirmed his understanding of his family’s intransigence. He had been able to supply the names of families in the region who were of a more practical bend at that time, though he’d had to wrack his brain for several days to come up with them. All he’d told Dawn was that the embassy was working on a project where his knowledge of the region would come in handy. She hadn’t asked further.




“Are you doing okay?” she asked him. 




He nearly said ‘of course’, and stopped himself. 




“You know, it’s the strangest thing,” he told her. “I am poorer than I’ve been in my entire life, but I live in the lap of relative luxury. I am surrounded by people of equal authority to my peers at home, and yet, I can afford to both like and trust the ones here, just as I am liked and trusted by them. My responsibilities are limited to your care, not allowing House to get himself killed, and contributing in some meaningful way to our hosts. I have more free time and fewer cares than any time since my childhood, but all I want to do is…”




“Get back home,” Dawn concluded for him. “Where Gretel and your aunt are.”




“You are not to feel rushed or driven in any way,” he said. “I only admit it because I know you do as well.”




“Well, yeah, if I had enough energy to want anything,” she agreed. “Can we stop here?” 




There was a stone bench for them to rest on. Nurse occupied herself with the border of lavender. Dawn’s skirt swamped the entire bench, burying his left leg under a hill of figured silk.




“I like this dress,” she said, brushing down one of the anticlines of skirt. “It’s warm, it’s pretty, and if I get lost in the woods, I could leave a trail of fabric scraps from here to the Russian frontier.”




“Did you know a group of high schoolers created a sewing machine company?” he asked her. “It used to take an entire week for a tailor to sew a man’s suit. Now it takes only one day. Tailors are giving up on the sewing part and sticking to measuring, designing, and altering clothing and hiring a dozen seamsters and seamstresses to work under them. The most expensive part of a new suit used to be the sewing, and now it’s the fabric. The children—well, adults now—are now some of the richest people in the world.”




“Go them.” She nodded with the emphatic movement of a very tired, slightly loopy person.




She leaned against him, resting her head on his shoulder, and after a minute or so, he noticed her breathing had slowed down. Nurse came over and checked on her.




“Give her a few minutes, sir,” she told him. “She’ll most like wake up on her own. Then I’ll take her back upstairs for a proper nap.”




“Is she doing better?” he asked her.




“She sleeps more soundly, sir,” Nurse told him. “But her waking hours, she drifts off, like an unmoored boat. She’s afeared of loud noises and cries when she thinks I’m asleep or occupied. Hides it. She does like to cuddle little Piglet. It’s hard to get her to eat enough. She gave up on her book. Won’t even look at it.”




“I’ll see if I can’t find anything, food or otherwise, to tempt her,” Hentzau said. “Is there anything I can fetch for you from the market?”




“Bless you, sir, I wouldn’t mind some more wool,” Nurse replied. “My ladybird is one of the easiest charges I’ve had, and I’m nearly out of yarn from all the knitting I’ve done.”




He smiled.




“I’ll see to it.”




Dawn jerked slightly, and Hentzau put his arm around her to keep her from falling back.




“Oh, I did it again, didn’t I?” she asked, looking around.




“Well, you didn’t drool this time,” he said.




“Yay me,” Dawn murmured, giving him a wan smile.



Three weeks after arrival…



House reached for another pill and not finding the bottle, checked his pockets.




“Dammit.”




Not in the insane Ren Faire coat he was wearing, not in his pants—which were at least pants and not hose and puffy shorts—not in his belt pouch. He climbed back up the stairs, cursing the pain in his leg on every step. When he reached the study, he unlocked the glass cabinet he’d moved the medications to. The bottle of Vicodin was gone.




“Addiction,” Hentzau said, “is a serious illness.”




House turned and saw him standing there, holding the container he’d used for his personal stash. 




“You taking on the role of brother’s keeper?” House asked.




“Every pill you take to feed your habit,” Hentzau answered, “deprives an injured or sick person of safe and reliable pain relief.”




“There’s plenty of IV morphine,” House answered.




“And every time you break someone’s skin with a needle, you expose them to possible infection, embolism, and nerve injury,” Hentzau answered. “Would you like to explain to her how you’ve gone through enough Vicodin to keep a cancer patient pain-free for a month in less time than that, and the next time she’s groaning in pain from nitrogen bubbles emerging into her bloodstream, there may not be any Vicodin left?”




“I have nerve damage in my leg,” House told him.




“You know as well as I do that narcotics are not suited for chronic nerve pain,” Hentzau said, “and there are other palliative treatments they can accomplish even here and now. If you still want opiates, you can go down to the brothels and smoke all the opium you want. What you will not do, ever again, is divert medication to feed your habit. Do I make myself clear?”




House glared at him. He shut the cabinet door and locked it. He left without a backward glance at Hentzau.







Hentzau joined Ruy in the booksellers’ row, a bag of purchases slung over his shoulder.




“Have you found what you sought?” Ruy asked, considering a freshly and cheaply bound copy of Pet Cemetery by Stefan le Roi.




“Well, I’m not completely versed in Lady Dawn’s literary tastes,” he admitted. “Outside of very thick, dusty research tomes in extinct languages. It’s a difficult task, finding something that will be easy for her to read yet compelling enough for her to bother with.”




“I am fond of Zane Grey,” Ruy mentioned. “Does she like Westerns?”




“Not that she’s ever mentioned,” Hentzau replied. “I did find a copy of The Secret Garden in French. It’s a strange market, uptime books translated to a multitude of downtime languages because so few people read English. I’d hate to think what this has done to the nascent concept of intellectual property rights and copyright.”




“Well, considering that the original writer of that particular story will never be born in this world,” Ruy replied, “it is just as well the bookmakers don’t have to worry about such things.”




They stopped at a food stand, the smell of fresh seafood stew drawing them over. The proprietor had a kettle over an open fire at a low simmer.




“Bouillabaise,” Hentzau said, inhaling the fragrance. “Ev vous Marsellais?”




The proprietor nodded and continued shucking oysters, discarding the shell to the side and pushing the meat into a bowl.




“How long has this been on the fire?” Hentzau asked.




“All morning, monsieur,” the man answered.




“Well, even House can’t complain about that. Two with bread and cheese please,” Hentzau ordered.




He and Ruy both produced the flagons they wore dangling from their belts, an accessory nearly all the Americans were in the habit of keeping, as it avoided the rather lax standards of hygiene in public eateries. The owner served them a full ladle apiece, cut off bread and cheese, and waited while each tried the stew.




“Ambrosia,” Ruy assured him.




“I swear, the food tastes better here,” Hentzau said, chewing on an oyster. “I wonder if Dawn would enjoy this? Perhaps we can take some back to her.”




“He’s here every day,” Ruy commented. “Except Sundays.”




“Well, if the book is successful, I’ll come back with a crock to bring her some,” Hentzau decided. “Now what are the chances of finding some chocolate.”




The owner of the food stand watched them leave, shaking his head in disbelief at the strangeness of Americans. He ran a proper stand, and they acted like his dishes were coated in filth. He shucked the last oyster from the bucket, tossed the shell, and emptied the bowl into the kettle to cook up just as he had the last batch not five minutes ago. 




Americans.







“Another cup of wine?” Nurse offered.




The table was loud and boisterous with conversation, but all the people around Dawn took care not to jostle her. She smiled and nodded at Nurse, who smiled back, pleased. Oh, if only the majority of her life she could please everyone by drinking another cup of watered down wine or eating another bite of roast beef. Every single person in her life offered her food at every turn. A glance in a mirror was enough to confirm that she was underweight and needed to put some mass on, but it was hard to pull off when she was never hungry.




Don Ruy was demonstrating one of the finer points of sword technique with a broomstraw while Sharon looked on, amused. House ate with a kind of dogged persistence, staring off into space. He used to eat with books propped open in a semi-circle around him while he reviewed something, checked something else, and memorized a third thing, but Sharon had forbidden books at the dinner table after a fight nearly broke out over some spilled wine. Dawn kept looking around for Dmitri to show, wondering what kept him. He was probably chin deep in some antique map as we—




“Man down! Get the doc up here!”




The yell came from Hentzau’s room, and it was Harry doing the yelling, not Dmitri. Scared, Dawn stood up, and felt Nurse grab her around the waist as she nearly fainted again. House was up, cane in hand, hobbling towards the stairs, but Don Ruy saw no reason not to throw House over his shoulder and swarm up the stairs. Everyone ran towards the room, like an anthill stirred up by a stick.




It took Dawn longer than she wanted to get up the stairs, holding on to the bannister the entire way, but she made it, and then she pushed her way through the crowd of people outside his room. Sharon Nichols pushed past her, into the room, and as she passed, a wave of putrid stench hit Dawn’s nose, the smell of outhouses, diapers, and vomit.




House looked up from where he knelt next to Dmitri’s prone body.




“Nichols, get out of here, and take Summers with you,” he snapped. 




Behind him, Ruy and Harry were lifting Hentzau by his arms and legs. His trousers and shirt were sodden, and his skin was nearly white. She couldn’t tell if he was conscious or not.




“Lady, come with me this instant,” Nurse said, taking her by the hand.




“But, Dmi—” she started.




“Is in the most capable hands on God’s good earth,” she answered. “Come with me. Now.”




They went to the drawing room, and Nurse herded her towards the divan and put one of the cats in her lap to occupy her.




“What’s going on?” Dawn asked, alarmed. “What’s wrong with Dmitri?”




Sharon followed them in and tugged hard on the bellpull to summon a servant. One appeared almost instantly.




“Rouse the kitchen staff,” Sharon told the woman. “I want two hogsheads of boiled water made available, tell Cook to start mixing rehydration drink and to send the first batch up as soon as it’s stirred. Tell the cleaning staff to put on gloves and face masks and use bleach. Have Hentzau’s clothes and linens burned. Find someone to bring in bales of clean fleece and a tarp.”




The urgency in Sharon’s voice pushed Dawn into a world of anxiety. Nurse took her hands and held them firm.




“But what’s wrong?” she asked several times.




Why wouldn’t anyone answer her? What was this current of tension connecting everyone from the ambassadoress to the lowest chambermaid? She grimaced. She knew she couldn’t think as clearly as she was used to. She couldn’t just look at things and understand what was happening anymore, and it made her insane with frustration. What was going on?




Dmitri was sick. Very sick, apparently. Sharon wanted clean water and ordered things burned. It was contagious? Was that why House had ordered her out? She was near tears with imagined horrors when House finally came in. He’d stripped off his doublet and rolled his sleeve up nearly to his shoulders. His hands were red with washing, and the pungent aroma of disinfecting alcohol followed him. He nodded to Sharon and pulled a chair over to where Dawn sat. Dawn gripped Nurse’s hands tight.




“It’s cholera,” House told her without preamble. “The bacteria produces a toxin that severely irritates the intestines, causing vomiting and diarrhea. We’re getting him rehydrated now, but he’s extremely weak. I doubt he has any immunity to it, which is why I don’t want you or Nichols anywhere near it.”




“But Sharon’s a doctor, too,” Dawn said, confused.




“Dammit,” Sharon swore, standing up and pacing. “God damn it. Cholera didn’t show up in Europe until the 19th century. We don’t have the infrastructure to deal with this.”




“You went and jump started the Industrial Revolution two centuries earlier,” House said. “Progress has its downside.”




“Yeah, but I thought we had a little more time,” Sharon replied. “We’ve barely even established contact with the Mughal empire.”




“Can’t you give him antibiotics?” Dawn asked. “I have some. I have plenty.”




House exhaled, bracing himself. 




“Dawn, you remember what we told you about the men who captured us and tried to hold us for ransom? About how they cut open your bag? They destroyed a lot of the medication, including all the antibiotics. We don’t have any antibiotics to give him.”




“But…he can’t…House, cholera kills people,” she told him. “We can’t just do nothing. He can’t die, House. He can’t die!”




She reached for him, and Nurse took her hand and pulled it back.




“We aren’t doing nothing,” he told her. “I’ve got a feeding tube down to his stomach, and we’re pumping in rehydration fluid as fast as we can. Dehydration is the main danger. If we can avoid that, he’ll get better on his own. So long as he doesn’t come down with anything else, he should be okay.”




“Can I see him?”




He paused. 




“In a little bit. They’re still getting him set up, and I want to make sure he’s not going to go into a purge while you’re there. While you are there, you’re going to wear gloves and a face mask, and you’re not going to argue about it. Got it?”




She nodded in agreement.




When she was finally allowed in, Dmitri been through a second purge, what House called the wave of uncontrollable vomiting and diarrhea brought on by cholera toxin, and they’d had to clean him up and get more fluids in him. The windows were opened, and a servant stood at the door, waving a large fan, to move air through the room and get rid of the smell. Dawn was allowed in with Nurse at her side.




The bed had been disassembled and moved out, and in its place were two large bales of fleeces, pushed together, covered with a waxed canvas tarp and topped with several sacrificial fleeces to absorb fluids. Hentzau was naked under the draping cover, and Dawn was shocked by his appearance. He’d visibly lost weight, more than ten pounds. His eyes were sunken, and his skin was terribly pale and clammy. His hair was wet with sweat, and his mouth and eyebrows were set in an expression of pain, even though he was asleep.




Nurse brought a chair over so she could sit beside him. She took his hand in hers as he’d done so many times with hers. She looked over him, lost and scared. What was she supposed to do?




“Try talking to him, lambkin,” Nurse said, resting her hands on Dawn’s shoulders.




She looked up at Nurse and then back down at Hentzau.




“Hi, Dmitri,” she said, not sure what to say. “You’re…you’re sick. Did you know that? I mean, I’ll bet you don’t feel good, but you’re actually really sick. Except, you’re going to get better. That’s what House said. They’re going to give you fluids, and it’ll take you a little while, but you’re going to get better, okay?”




She thought of how he had talked to her while she was sick, telling her what was going on and reassuring her that everything would be okay.




“And once you’re better, we’ll figure out what I’m supposed to do here so we can go home,” she told him. “I mean, who knows. Maybe we need to save the dodo. They haven’t gone extinct yet. Or passenger pigeons. Or maybe I have to write down the entire Cornish language before it’s lost. I’ll bet there are other dialects out there, ones no one even knows about anymore. Or maybe you get to spark Ruritanian independence fifty years early. No one even likes the Holy Roman Empire right now. You could find an early Elphberg and kick them in the pants.”




She held his hand between the two of hers, gently rubbing the back of it. It seemed to her that she felt his hand flex once or twice, as if he were trying to squeeze her hand in return. She talked for several more minutes, long after she’d run out of things to say and had been repeating herself. Nurse squeezed her shoulders.




“Come along, lambkin,” she said. “You both need your rest.”




“He’s going to get better,” Dawn told her. “House said so.”




“Then of course he will,” Nurse replied.





Recovery III



Hentzau roused a bit from his sleep and looked around, confused.




“Wo ist Gretel?” he asked Dawn.




“Sie ist in der Küche,” Dawn answered. “Mit Tante Clarimonda.”




“Sie ist…sie ist…haben wir nicht ein Spiel?” he asked.




“Jah, Hentzau,” Dawn told him. “Diesen Abend. Schlafen sie jetzt.”fn1




He relaxed back against his pillow and closed his eyes, exhausted by the trials of his body. They were on the third day of his illness, and he showed no signs of improvement. The only reason he was still alive was House’s diligence in keeping him hydrated and the people around him as germ free as possible. 




 Several times a day, there was a rush of servants in and out of his room, removing sodden, stinking fleeces, and bringing jug after jug of clean, sweetened, salted water to rehydrate him. In the garden, a fire was kept burning so the contaminated fleeces could be immediately burned, along with any rags used in the clean up. House supervised all of this, barking and snapping at everyone, including Sharon when she looked like she might roll up her sleeves and start helping.




Dawn sat at Hentzau’s side, holding his hand, while Nurse sat behind her, rolling bandages, mixing measured drafts of salt and sugar for later, and when there was nothing better to do, knitting. A maid came in with two large jugs of water and sat them down on the table Hentzau used as a desk. House’s eyes popped open.




“Geh raus,” he ordered. “Du bist entlassen.”




The girl looked up, horrified. Dawn stayed still, unsure why House would want to fire the servant when Dawn couldn’t begin to tell what she’d done wrong.




“Bitte, Herr Doktor,” the girl pled.




“Raus,” he repeated in the nastiest voice she’d ever heard from him.




The girl fled, and, disgusted, House picked up one of the pitchers, took it to the doorway and set it just outside the room to be picked up, and then carried the other one out as well before returning to his chair, hanging his cane up, and massaging his leg. It seemed every day, his leg bothered him more and more.




A few minutes later, Sharon appeared, the girl in tow, shamefaced.




“What happened?” she asked.




“Her hands were dry,” House answered. “That was the second time I caught her.”




Oh. The servants were under orders to wash their hands before coming into the room, and because they couldn’t make sense of the idea that a towel could only be used once before being laundered again, House had ordered them to let their hands air dry. 




Sharon switched to German and explained to the girl why she was being let go. The girl buried her face in her apron and sobbed.




“Go to the kitchen and tell cook that I said to feed you lunch and pack you a dinner,” Sharon told her. “I will write you a recommendation and bring it down.”




Bereft and utterly crushed, the girl left, weeping. 




“You can’t find her another job?” Dawn asked, disturbed.




Sharon looked over, sad. 




“Dawn, we have to be able to trust our servants to follow orders to the letter, especially when they don’t understand the reasoning behind them,” she said. Githa’s slackness could have infected Hentzau with something he can’t fight off. It really is a matter of life and death. At least this way, the other servants will know we’re serious.”




She looked back down at Hentzau, who was nearly as white as the sheet he lay on. He’d lost a lot of weight. His eyes were sunken, his brow ridge stood out, his knuckles and wrist bones were knobby beneath dry skin. She’d never seen someone as sick as him. Even her mom hadn’t looked as bad after her surgery. 




It occurred to her that if she’d been the one with cholera and Hentzau had been watching over her, he would have been livid. She owed him the same protectiveness.




“Okay, I get it,” she said. “We don’t take any chances.”







Ruy stopped by later with news.




“The Committee of Correspondence has canvassed the sites you gave them,” he told House without preamble. “They found hygiene lacking in all of them, but you specified either exposure to sewage, tainted water, or seafood, and that would be the bouillabaisse we had the day he was taken ill. They have vigorously educated the owner on proper food safety, and he has taken oath he understands the necessity.”




“Good. Tell the boys and girls on the Committee I’m proud of them,” House said.




Ruy paused, frowning a bit.




“What?”




“Why would it be that I ate not only in the same place as Sir Dmitri but also in the same food from the same kettle, yet I did not become ill?” he asked.




House sighed. 




“Hentzau’s blood type O, which is susceptible to severe cholera infections. He might have gotten one bad oyster while you didn’t. You might have previously been exposed to levels of cholera too low to cause an infection, giving your immune system a chance to build up immunity.”




“Is it because he donated blood to me?” Dawn asked. “Because it weakened him?”




“No,” House said firmly. “Bacteria need free iron to proliferate. Hentzau’s donation meant his body scavenged all the free iron in his body to build new erythrocytes. If anything, donating to you slowed down the infection and saved his life.”




“Oh. Okay.”




“You, on the other hand,” House continued, “have extremely high levels of iron in your blood and will until your erythrocytes are restored naturally. You’re at risk of bacterial infection, which is another reason to make every single person here wash their hands.”




“What’s going to happen?” she asked.




He scratched the back of his neck.




“If we can keep his potassium levels steady, his enteric biome should recover and out compete the vibrio bacteria,” he said. “Biggest worry is an opportunistic infection taking him down before his immune system has caught up with things.”




The word ‘biome’ triggered some faint memory in the back of Dawn’s mind, but she couldn’t pin it down. She puzzled at what to do. The antibiotics were gone. House had shown her one of the smashed vials. The pills had been ground into the filthy floor of the building where they’d been kept as hostages for several hours. She didn’t care that many of her belongings were ruined, but it constantly bothered her that there was nothing more to do for Dmitri. She couldn’t leave it alone but went over it again and again in her head. There were no antibiotics to give him. House was doing everything he could to make Dmitri comfortable and give his body a chance to fight off the infection. 




But there was supposed to be something else, and for the life of her, she couldn’t remember what it was.




“My beloved wife has appealed to Magdeburg for chloramphenicol, fearing that Hentzau and the three other cases the Committee has found are the beginning of an epidemic,” Ruy said, “but there is typhus in Leipzig, diphtheria in Frankfurt, and terrible dysentery along the Polish front. All supplies are spoken for.”




“So long as we keep the existing cases quarantined and use appropriate sanitation measures,” House answered, “we should be able to keep it from spreading. I am going to recommend outlawing filter feeders for the time being. They can harbor vibrio bacteria even when the human population isn’t experiencing an epidemic.”




“Filter feeders?” Ruy asked.




“Oysters, clams, scallops,” House replied. “Should probably go whole hog and say no shellfish. The Jews will be thrilled with how many more places they’ll be able to eat.”




“I will pass the word,” Ruy said, gave them a bow, and then left.







On the sixth day of Dmitri’s illness, when his stubble had become a beard, and a third set of fleece bales had been brought in, Dawn sat at his bedside, took his hand, and paused. She felt his forehead and then went to find House, pulling off her mask as she left the room.




House was at a desk in the drawing room, reading through stacks of yellowed parchment.




“He’s running a fever,” Dawn told him.




House looked up, got his cane, the stethoscope that had survived Dawn’s bag, and followed her, limping heavily. In Dmitri’s room, House bent over the young man, listened to his chest, thumbed back his eyelids, pressed his nails, and pulled his lip back.




“Nurse, help me get him up to a sitting position,” House said.




Nurse came over immediately.




“I can help,” Dawn declared, stepping in.




“You, sit down,” House ordered and then ignored her.




Hentzau stirred when they pulled him into an upright position, looking around blearily.




“Papa,” he mumbled, “Ich habe die Fische nicht vergessen. Ich werde Sie zu futtern.”fn2




His eyes were sunken and ringed with blue. His lips were pale. His skin was waxy. Dawn sat as she was told and waited, gathering up the jacquard fabric of her dress in her fingers and clutching it hard.




House listened diligently through his stethoscope, placing the bell at several different spots.




“Dima, gibt mir ein Husten,” House said.




“Ich bin mude,” Hentzau whispered. “Ich mochte schlafen.”




“Gibt mir nur ein Husten, bitte,”fn3 House repeated.




Hentzau coughed several times and subsided. Nurse had to hold him up. Once House was satisfied, he looped his stethoscope around his neck and helped Nurse lower Hentzau back to the bed. 




“Make him comfortable,” House told her. “See if you can get any fluids in him. I need to talk to Dawn.”




“Certainly, Doctor,” Nurse answered.




“Dawn, come out here with me,” he said.




Dawn followed him out onto the railed passage above the dining room, where the bedrooms and drawing rooms branched out. He leaned hard on his cane and rubbed his bad leg, his expression drawn.




“House,” she started.




“He’s got pneumonia,” he told her. “He’s going to die in a day or two.”




He watched while she struggled to recognize the words he’d pronounced.




“He can’t,” she argued.




“Well, he’s going to,” House replied.




“No, you don’t understand, House. He’s got a little sister with Down Syndrome. His only other relative is in her seventies. They need him,” she explained. “We need him.”




“The bacteria in his lungs don’t really care about that,” he replied.




“No!” she cried out.




Several people below looked up.




“Come on,” he said, nodding towards the drawing room they shared and putting a hand on her shoulder. “You should sit down.”




“No, House!” She ignored his last sentence. “This isn’t good enough. There has to be something. There is something; I just don’t know what it is.”




Something in his gaze sharpened, and he nudged her towards the drawing room again. That morning, he looked almost as bad as Dmitri. Pale, blue circles under his eyes, and constantly rubbing his leg, the only thing he lacked was the waxen complexion. 




“Sit,” he instructed. 




She sat, wishing Nurse was with her. Being directly under House’s razor sharp gaze made her nervous.




“Who fixed your spleen?” he asked.




“What?” She looked up at him.




“Your spleen,” he repeated. “There was a point when it was nearly four times its original size, swollen with dead erythrocytes. If it had been a normal spleen, it would have ruptured before it reached twice its normal size, and you would have died. So, who fixed it?”




She flailed mentally for a moment, trying to place what he was talking about.




“Hentzau said you were under the care of a ship’s surgeon at one point,” House prodded her.




“Oh!” she gasped. “Doctor McCoy. Doctor Leonard McCoy of the starship Enterprise.”




“Starship?” House asked.




“They were about two hundred years ahead of our time,” she told him. “I mean, our time in Strelsau. Ships capable of faster than light travel, multiple sapient extraterrestrial species, the United Federation of Planets, the Klingon Empire. Doctor McCoy saved my life the first time I had that…paroxysmal hemolytic anemic crisis.”




“Uh huh,” House said. “What else did he do?”




“Well, he kind of freaked out about my IUD,” she remembered. “Said it was barbaric. Oh, and he vaccinated me for…”




Finally, the sensation that she’d been grabbing for a bar of soap in the bath resolved, and she felt her mind close around the knowledge she’d been seeking for days. She looked up, wide eyed and breathless.




“Where’s my stuff?” she demanded. “My stuff from my bag?”




“Medicine’s in the cabinet,” House answered. “Your clothes are in your wardrobe. Supplies are in the chests over there.”




“What about stuff that didn’t look like anything?” she asked. “Three one centimeter cubes, completely black, no markings.”




“Here.”




House got to his feet, pulled the key from his trouser pocket, unlocked the door, and opened it. He pulled a few items aside and found a small dish with three black cubes the size of sugar cubes. He put them in Dawn’s outstretched hand.




“Oh, thank God,” she breathed and closed her fingers over them.




“Want to let me in on the secret?” House asked.




“Doctor McCoy gave these to me,” she told him. “Each one of these contains a customized enteric biome that inoculates the subject against all known bacterial and viral gastro-intestinal diseases, most respiratory diseases, and even some skin diseases.”




“All known diseases as of our date or as of Doctor McCoy’s?” House asked, suddenly focused like a laser.




“Doctor McCoy’s,” she answered. “You put one of these in a liter of warm clean water with twenty five grams of sugar, honey, or molasses, and two grams of salt, and wait half an hour for the biome to reconstitute itself.”




“One treatment per cube?” he asked. “Three people, Hentzau first. Okay.”




“House, no,” she corrected him. “It’s like sourdough starter. You keep adding sugar and salt, you can divide the solution into quarters, give it six hours for the bacteria to replicate, and start over. If you don’t feed it for two days, or let it fall below ten degrees Celsius or above sixty, and it’ll die. Three one hundred cc doses per healthy person spaced over a day will inoculate them. A sick person needs a larger initial dose and four follow up doses.”




He stared at her, hard, a muscle jumping in his cheek.




“Are you lying to me, Summers?” he demanded. “Because if you’re lying to me, I will punish you forever.”




“I’m not lying, House,” she said, grinning. “Doctor McCoy made me memorize a twenty minute long spiel on it. For now, all you have to do is put this in some warm rehydration solution, wait half an hour, and give Dmitri his first dose.”







She was so exhausted by the sudden burst of hope and purpose that she slumped against Nurse, who held her with one arm around her shoulder. House had summoned Sharon, and they had both listened gravely while Dawn closed her eyes and began reciting the information and instructions Doctor McCoy had given her. Both had taken notes and kept silent until she reached the end. Nurse fixed honeyed tea for her to soothe her throat and poured some for House as well. He put some drops of something in it, getting a look but no comment from Sharon.




When the first batch was ready, and House held the spouted cup to Hentzau’s lips. Hentzau’s lip wrinkled after the first swallow.




“Das schmeckt wie Scheiße,”fn4 he complained in a weak voice.




“Let’s not get picky,” House told him.




As Hentzau lay on a brand new bale of wool, the level of his bed was higher, allowing Dawn to put her head down next to his arm while she held his hand between the two of hers. Nurse draped her with a shawl and tucked a pillow under her head.




“Thou must rest, ladybird,” she said. “Close thy eyes and be patient.”




Her crooked, knobby hand smoothed Dawn’s hair down. Dawn gave her a tremulous smile and put her head back down.




“Don’t die,” she told Hentzau. “Please don’t die. I can’t go back without you. I can’t tell Gretel that her only brother died.”




Not understanding if she were relieved or stressed, she started crying. She pressed his hand against her face as her shoulders shook.




“Please don’t die,” she begged him. 




She felt his fingers flex under hers.




“Dawn?” he asked faintly. “Was ist los?”




“Nichts,” she answered, drying her eyes.




He pressed the backs of his fingers to her cheek weakly, frowning with exhausted concern.




“Warum bist du traurig?” he asked.




“I’m sad because you’re sick,” she told him. “And I’m worried. You have to get better.”




He took a deep breath and cupped her face with his hand.




“I will get better,” he whispered. “I promise. Try to get some rest, Dawn.”




Half an hour later, Nurse insisted she rest properly and led her back to her own bed. Two hours after that, there was another scramble as Hentzau went through a purge. House stopped by Dawn’s room after order was restored.




“No vomiting. Less than half the previous volume of fluids lost this time around,” House told her. “And there were signs of normal stool formation.”




“That’s good?” Dawn asked.




“That’s good,” House confirmed.




An hour and a half after that, Hentzau’s fever spiked dramatically, and he started coughing. Nurse left Dawn to her own devices to stay at Hentzau’s bedside and care directly for him. Dawn finally gave up on reading Le Jardin Secret and came and sat with him again. She watched while Nurse and House held him sitting up by one arm apiece, and House beat his back with a cupped hand over and over. House seemed pleased when it caused another wracking spasm of coughing. 




He got his second dose and Nurse had him sipping water until he’d managed to get a full liter down. His skin color changed from waxen and nearly white to flushed and sweaty, he coughed more and more frequently, and Nurse had to hold a napkin in front of his mouth to catch the sputum, which she handed to House for examination.




“Consolidation is breaking up,” House noted. 




“That’s good?” Dawn asked.




“That’s good,” he confirmed.




But it was his fever climbing higher and higher that worried her the most. 




“It’s going to be close,” House said, watching Hentzau’s breathing.




“It doesn’t just fix him?” Dawn asked. 




Everything about the treatment Doctor McCoy had given her sounded miraculous to her, but House was watching him as closely as if he were in the ICU.




“I’d bet my medical license that if his cholera infection hasn’t already resolved, it will in the next couple of hours,” House answered her. “It’s the pneumonia we have to worry about. From what you described to me, the inoculation included strains of the most common causes of bacterial pneumonia engineered to out compete and do less harm as well as bacteriophages that target the original strains. His immune system’s been run up to fight the original lung infection. The question is, does he have enough resources left to fight it off, or is he going to die before he wins?”




Dawn and Nurse started wiping Hentzau’s arms, legs, and torso cold water mixed with alcohol to cool him off, and Nurse poured cold water over his head. then they had to throw a blanket over him while he shivered and shook. Exhausted, Dawn fell asleep holding his hand, and Nurse would sit and knit. House stopped by and took his vitals frequently.




“Keep hanging in there,” he advised her.







She woke when something jarred her. Confused, Dawn lifted her head, winced at how tight her neck and shoulders were and tried to stretch them. When she sat up, she saw Hentzau watching her, and he looked down right peevish.




“Dmitri?” she asked.




His color was significantly improved, though he still looked exhausted and emaciated.




“I’m cold, I’m wet,” he complained, and then he looked down at himself, “and apparently, I’m naked.”




“House!” Dawn called. “House, he’s awake!”




While Dmitri picked at his covers and the damp wool beneath him, House limped into the room. 




“Cold, wet, naked, and cranky is no way to go through life, Sir Dmitri,” House told him.




“I blame you,” Hentzau answered, glaring.




House smiled at him and then tugged the bell pull. A few moments later, a servant paused outside for a moment and then trotted in, wet hands held up to dry.




“Not bad,” House noted. “Send down to the kitchen for some food—”




“Oh, my god, I’m starving,” Hentzau said.




“Get whatsisface here dressed and put him in the study while the room is cleaned up. You can take out the wool bales and bring back the bed. He shouldn’t give you any trouble. Dawn, get some dinner and get to bed. Take Nurse with you.”




“Dawn, are you all right?” Hentzau asked, looking up at her.




“Better now that you’re better,” she told him. “Just tired.”




Then, on an impulse, she leaned over to hug him.




He made a noise of surprise and cleared his throat.




“Summers, I’m not appropriately dressed,” he said.




“Oh, hush, you,” she told him. “You scared me half to death. You can take a hug.”




“Ladybird,” Nurse said in a warning tone. “Come along. Vexing the patient is Doctor House’s responsibility.”




Bone weary and smiling, she let Nurse pull her along back to her own room. There, with Nurse’s help, she slipped out of her dress and into her nightgown, climbed under the covers, and was asleep before she could think about anything.





fn1. Where is Gretel

In the kitchen, with Aunt Clarimonda.

She is…she is…don’t we have a game?

Yes Hentzau, this evening. They’re asleep now.



fn2. Father, I haven’t forgotten the fish. I’ll feed you too.



fn3. Dima, give me a cough.

I’m tired. I want to sleep.

Just give me a cough, please.



fn4. That tastes like shit.





One step forward, two steps back



The noise from the dining room downstairs filtered in through Hentzau’s open bedroom door. Several lamps were lit. The uptimers had published all the information necessary to make nineteenth and early 20th century lamps, gaslights, and other illumination. Apparently, Hentzau had been able to point Sharon’s people to several unexplored rare earth deposits in his homeland, and in thanks, they’d set him up with a mantle lamp. He kept it on his bedside table for reading.




Dawn paused in the doorway, checking on him. He’d fallen asleep with a book on his chest. Recovery from pneumonia apparently could take as long as recovery from acute anemia. He currently spent more time sleeping than she did. She glanced back down the passage at the study, which was lit by a rectangle from the study door as House scribbled notes for the next day’s lecture, reviewed the epidemiology stats the CoC supplied him with, or added to the lists and lists of things for the clinic opening under the auspices of the USE embassy. 




She wasn’t supposed to be alone in Dmitri’s room. House had told her to stop bugging him and let him rest, but she’d wandered through the whole of the short wing of the embassy residence and hadn’t found what she was looking for. The problem being that she didn’t know what she was looking for. Nurse was busy with a hungry infant brought in while his mother was sick. It was temporary, but Dawn couldn’t help feeling abandoned.




She didn’t want to be alone. She didn’t want the company below, which was too happy and noisy for her head. She’d finally drifted to Hentzau’s room, because even asleep, he was better company than anyone else.




She paused beside his bed, troubled and not understanding why. After a great deal of progress, she didn’t seem to be getting any better. Her spleen was normal. Her skin was no longer yellow. But she was still pale, still got out of breath climbing just one flight of stairs, still had trouble sleeping, and when left to herself, she felt small, grubby, and wretched.




She cried without any warning and didn’t know why. She was lonely, but with the exception of Dmitri and Nurse, she felt overwhelmed around other people. She had no appetite, and House had ordered Nurse to spoon feed her if it came to that. Instead, Dawn glumly chewed on whatever Nurse put in front of her, choking down what she could until she felt like she might get sick. She was always cold. She was always tired, and even when House assured her that her decompression illness was over, she ached. She could sit for an hour, slowly stroking Piglet’s coat or staring off into space, and not realize any time had passed.




So she stood near Hentzau’s bed, twisting her fingers with indecision and misery, until he woke up on his own.




“Dawn.” He smiled and then saw her uneasiness. “What’s wrong?”




“I don’t know,” she whispered. “Nothing.”




After all, there was nothing wrong with her that hadn’t been wrong the previous week.




Dmitri pushed himself up, set a bookmark on his page, closed the book, and set it aside. Then he patted the edge of his bed.




“Come and sit,” he said. “I could use the company.”




She sat, aware that Nurse would have frowned and pull over a chair if she’d been there. Dmitri took her hands in his.




“Still having nightmares?” he asked gently.




She nodded.




Nightmares of falling forever in burning blackness. Nightmares of a man screaming a warning to his friends while he grabbed his rifle. Nightmares of Buffy screaming, calling for her, desperately afraid for her. Nightmares of von Holofernes’s head rolling back and forth on the pavement. She didn’t wake screaming anymore. Usually, when she woke, she was only breathing hard. Nurse didn’t always wake with her, so she would cry herself to sleep, trying not to bother the woman who took such good care of her.




“Dawn,” Dmitri said, covering her hands with his larger one, “try to remember that you went through a hideous amount of trauma even before we arrived here. Your injuries aren’t visible to the naked eye, but they are real nonetheless.”




She nodded.




“Could I…” she started but couldn’t finish. She felt tears fill her eyes and tried to stop them.




“What?” he asked, squeezing her hands.




“Could I lean on you?” she asked, not looking up.




“Of course,” he answered. “Come here.”




She laid down next to him and put her head on his shoulder. With her back against his chest, she couldn’t see his face, but she turned hers towards his shoulder and the soft linen shirt he wore. He pulled an extra blanket up from the foot of the bed and dragged it over her shoulders.




“The only thing you have to do, Dawn,” he told her, “is keep breathing.”




“Okay,” she said, feeling the tears spill over.




“And…try not to drool,” he added. “Though I’ll understand if you do.”




She giggled, closing her eyes. For a moment, it no longer hurt just to exist. For a moment, she was safe and sheltered next to Dmitri. She felt a terrible ache ease and sighed deeply.







When Nurse found her, sleeping soundly on Hentzau’s shoulder while he tried to read one handed, she sighed.




“Thou art a good and patient man, Sir Dmitri,” she told him.




“She’s worth it,” he told her, looking down at Dawn.




He’d made sure that she was above his covers and both his hands were visible, knowing that even those precautions wouldn’t have stopped any gossip had a servant wandered in, but he could never have sent Dawn away when all she wanted was some form of human contact and comfort. She had the look of a baby bird, fallen from its nest—confused, frightened, and desperate for reassurance.




“Let me get her settled, sir,” Nurse said, “and I’ll be back to check on you.”




“Take your time,” he replied.




“Ladybird,” Nurse crooned, smoothing Dawn’s hair away from her face. “Ladybird, wakest thou for a moment. I shall see thee to thy room.”




Dawn sat up, groggy and silent, and let Nurse shepherd her from the room. As soon as she was under the covers of her own bed, she went completely limp, leading Nurse to believe that she’d never really woken. So, she tucked her charge in, poured a glass of water for her and set it on the table, made sure Piglet was sleeping soundly in his basket, checked the fire, laid out clothes for the morning, put her lady’s dress back in the wardrobe, bundled up her shift for the laundry, put an extra blanket over her lady, and closed the bedroom door behind her.




Then she went to the study, walked up to House where he was absorbed in a set of illustrations, and slapped him upside the head. Hard.




“What the hell was that for?” House demanded, putting a hand on the back of his head.




“Tell my lady that she’s not to bother Sir Dmitri again when he has no objection to her presence, and I’ll take a switch to you, good doctor,” she said. “I know how to handle a brat, be they large or small, and you won’t sit comfortably for a week when I’m done with you, you arrogant, shit clenching clotpole.”




“It was reverse psychology,” House said, rubbing his skull.




“Twas reversed wits, and you have few enough to claim as it is,” she answered. “Book learning is to be praised as it is found, but you, good doctor, are a sinkhole where wisdom is lost and never seen again. Her Excellency has promised me employment if I will but chase you with a hammer any time you forget your manners. I told her she had issued one of the labors of Hercules, but I will shoulder the task if you don’t mend your ways.”




“I’m busy,” House told her. “Next time, make an appointment with my social secretary.”




“If I can find that poor creature, Doctor,” she answered, “I will smuggle him to a proper Christian employer that he may work without wishing to cut his own throat.”




House glared at her and went back to his work.







“Eat,” House said, putting a plate in front of her.




“But dinner’s in twe—” She stopped and stared at the small plate. “Is that a brownie?”




“That is a brownie,” House replied. “It’s the only brownie you’re going to find in seventeenth century northern Europe. At least until the chocolate market gets set up properly.”




The problem with chocolate was that it was only cultivated in the New World, and there, it was reserved for royalty. While five years was enough time to get some business and trade relations going with cacao growers in Central America, the Spanish government took a very dim view of their colonials doing business directly with USE or other traders. Getting cacao pods or chocolate liquor from the growers in the New World to the new markets in Europe had become a dangerous, insanely profitable business.




“There’s actual chocolate in this,” Dawn said, amazed.




“And sugar,” House added. “It would have been easier to get a thousand pounds of cocaine. It’s the same kind of market.”




“Ah, heh, no cocaine, thanks,” Dawn told him.




She picked up the brownie and took a delicate bite. Dark, rich, sweet, gooey, and it had walnuts in it.




“You found something she’ll eat?” Nurse asked, impressed.




“Yeah, well, the usual tempting titbits did nothing,” House said.




“No puns,” Dmitri said. “You didn’t bring one for everyone?”




“Dawn’s the one who needs calories,” House told him. “You’re doing just fine.




Which was true. Dmitri ate enough to accommodate the nutritional needs of several teenage boys playing lacrosse while experiencing a growth spurt. It had become a constant source of humor at the dinner table.




Dawn noted that the brownie had a perfectly crisp edge all the way around. It had not been cut from a larger batch.




“You could only get enough for this?” she asked, plaintively.




“It’s an experiment,” he told her. “If this works, you’ll get one every day, and we’ll bankrupt the embassy to do it.”




“There can’t be that many calories in this,” she said, scraping a bit of chocolate off her thumb with her teeth.




The brownie was gone. She hadn’t even left crumbs.




“It’s a good start,” Dmitri observed.




House left them to their card playing until the dinner gong sounded, and then he stuck his head back in the room.




“I hear it’s roast beast tonight. You ready to go down?”




It was some type of roast every night. Beef, pork, goose, chicken, duck, pheasant, or anything else the cook could get his hands on. Technically, it was good. Dmitri certainly ate enough of it, but Dawn’s palate hadn’t been able to adjust. Every night, she did her best to choke down a few bites, wishing there was salad or shrimp or barbecue or pizza. She might have been able to eat pizza.




“Oh, er,” Dawn said, looking for an escape.




“Let me know how you feel when it’s served up,” House said.




He disappeared, and they heard the sound of his limping steps and cane.




“He’s up to something,” Dawn told Nurse and Dmitri.




“Of course he is, lambkins,” Nurse said. “But we’ll let him have his little plot as it makes him happy and keeps him out of our hair for the time being.”




Dawn was still thinking about how good the brownie had been. Dmitri gave her a hand up and then offered her his elbow for the walk down. By the time they reached the stairs, she frowned and looked around.




“I think my perception is off,” she told him, holding her left hand in front of her face.




“How so?” he asked.




“I don’t know.” She considered it. “Like maybe deja vu? I mean, like my hand looks weird to me. And I’m feeling kind of warm and fuzzy. I didn’t take the wrong pill at lunch, did I? Nurse?”




“No, ladybird, thou didst not,” Nurse told her.




“Huh.”




The fragrance of roast goose wafting up to them, and her mouth started watering.




“Wow, that smells amazing.”




Dmitri gave her a look.




“What?” she asked.




“Nothing,” he told her. “You usually either don’t notice the smell of the food, or you don’t like it.”




“Well, this smells great,” she said. “I wonder what they did differently.”




They sat just as the bread was brought out. Dmitri plucked out one for her, one for Nurse, and three for himself. Dawn went into raptures over the bread.




“Don’t eat too fast,” House warned her. “You might puke.”




“This is so good,” she told him, eating a bite of goose. “Have you tried this? You should try this. Everything tastes soooo good.”




Dmitri watched her for a minute and then turned to House.




“Very well,” he said. “What was in the brownie?”




“What?” Dawn asked.




“You mean, aside from flour, eggs, sugar, and cocoa? No idea what you’re talking about,” House deadpanned.




“Dawn’s had little to no appetite her entire recovery,” Dmitri said. “The last thing on her mind has been eating, and when she’s eaten, it’s clearly a chore for her. Now, with no change in the food, she’s gorging herself? What was in the brownie?”




“I’m not gorging myself,” Dawn said around a large bite of stewed apple.




She paused and looked down at the crumbs and spots of juice and grease that had collected on her napkin.




“Huh. Maybe I am gorging myself,” she said. “Why am I gorging myself?”




“Because tetrahydrocannabinol is a powerful appetite stimulant,” House replied. “And, thanks to a Grantviller by the name of Tom Stone, cannabis is the go to treatment for anorexia, PMS, chronic pain, anxiety, and some forms of depression in the here and now. You lose some—like antibiotics. You win some—like legal weed.”




Dawn looked at the faces around her. Nurse seemed slightly curious and unworried. Dmitri gave House a sour look and continued eating, plowing through a large portion of sauerkraut. House smiled.




“You gave me pot?” she asked.




“Cannabis infused oil in the brownie,” he said. “It’s strong tasting by itself, so I scrounged the cocoa. Took a while. If that ship hadn’t come in last week, I’d have gone with a really strong spice cake instead.”




House had scrounged the cocoa? House? It spoke of effort she hadn’t known he’d been willing to put out. So far, she’d seen him pull everything out of his head or order someone else to do it.




“Wow.”




She blinked several times, trying to get other words lined up properly, but ‘wow’ seemed to be the most she had on hand.




“You’re spacey,” he noted. “Dose might be a little high, but better too high than too low. Your recovery’s been stalled by lack of calories.”




“Well, I’ve never been high before,” she said. Then considered several other occasions when required pain meds, muscle relaxants, or other medications had left her in an altered state. “On pot.”




“You’re kidding me,” House said.




She shrugged.




“That wasn’t my crowd at school,” she answered. “And after this whole virgin sacrificing cult of death worshippers at one of the local fraternities, Buffy was death on any recreational substances as far as I was concerned. Willow and Tara weren’t interested in it at all, neither was Xander. My idea of a good time was always an old book and a decent light to read it by. Maybe a night at the Bronze, dancing. It’s not like anyone was willing to sell the Slayer’s little sister some dope.”




She looked over at Dmitri, who was clearly interested in the conversation.




“Have you?” she asked him.




He shrugged a little as well.




“It’s not a hobby like it is for some, but I’ve partaken. It’s legal in my grafschaft, so far as local laws are concerned. My father decriminalized it and granted clemency to anyone convicted of minor possession. So far as it doesn’t extend into a grand commercial enterprise, I really couldn’t care.”




“Ooh, can’t have people making a profit,” House said, a little snidely for Dawn’s tastes.




“Can’t draw the attention of Her Majesty’s gendarmerie and judiciary,” Hentzau corrected him. “National highways, forests, and schools—with the exception of Queen Flavia University—are all under her direct control. My subjects understand that it would be extremely unfortunate for everyone if the national police became involved.”




“Cole smokes occasionally,” Dawn said, and then wondered if she had gotten him in trouble. Or herself. Or…




“Mild paranoia is one of the side effects,” House said, drily.




“Oh.” She relaxed. A little. “Well, I asked him about it. He said it helps him unwind if he’s had a bad day, especially if he…sees someone he recognizes.”




House raised his eyebrows.




“He saw Charna von Frankenstein,” Dmitri added. “It was the day after her death. She was distracted and wouldn’t speak to him. We talked. I forwarded the information to Herr Chang, who was able to redirect her.”




“Cole,” House repeated, long familiar with the names of Dawn’s cohort after IMs and emails over the semester, “sees dead people?”




“It’s not easy for him,” Dawn whispered. “It’s really sad.”




“Oh, god, not a maudlin pothead,” House said.




“Oh my god,” Dawn protested. “You’re so awful, House. Does everything have to be bleak cynicism?”




“Ah, the pothead calling the kettle bleak,” Hentzau said. “We should have seen this coming.”




House gave him a look of disgust and contempt. Dawn cracked up.




“I like this,” she told Nurse. “It’s actually kind of fun.”




“I foresee more meals like this one, my lamb,” Nurse answered serenely. “Now, will you have some rice pudding?”




“Ooh, that looks good!”







“Okay, I don’t like this anymore,” Dawn said, sitting down at the dinner table. 




Dmitri pushed her chair in as she sat and then sat next to her.




“What’s wrong?” he asked.




“I don’t like the pot,” she told him. “I don’t feel right. Cole says he feels mellow and relaxed. I just feel itchy and, and…like I’m about to be sent to the principal’s office, only I don’t know what I did.”




“Different people have different reactions,” he said, studying her. “When I’ve smoked, I spent my time listening to music and becoming completely entranced by it, but I’ve known some who never did enjoy it.”




“I don’t want to take it anymore,” she said, her shoulders tensing.




The trouble was, it was working. She was eating significantly more than she had been, and it wasn’t having to force it. Food tasted good, and Nurse would tell her when she’d had enough so she didn’t overeat. In the past several days, she already felt better. She wasn’t as cold. She could climb the stairs more easily, and she didn’t have as many of the overwhelming waves of misery as she had been.




“You should talk to House,” Hentzau advised her. “He can lower the dose or spread it out through the entire day.”




She nodded. House was out that evening. There had been a fresh corpse found with no obvious cause of death, and Sharon had asked him to perform an autopsy. When word got out, nearly two hundred people had shown up on the doorstep of the embassy, begging to be allowed to watch. As it was getting close to the summer solstice, the evenings went on for hours, and there was enough light to illuminate the subject at hand. Knowing House, he would drag it out as long as he could, adding details about every system he examined, every murder, accidental, or natural death he’d ever read about, and throw out ideas about what systems could be kludged up to come close to twentieth century pathology technology.




Hentzau kept the conversation around him going without any effort. Dawn had noticed that he never discussed any details of the work he did for Sharon or the other members of the USE. She’d started to hear names repeated from the list of Grantville notables in connection with him—Ed Piazza, Mike Stearns, Becky Stearns, Gretchen Richter, Melissa Mailey, Tom Stone, James Nichols, and Jesse Woods—but even when she asked him directly, he would demure and say only that he was offering some of his specialized knowledge of his own grafschaft and the others around it.




Nurse glanced up from her knitting every now and then, keeping an eye on her. She was tired of being sick. Tired of being cossetted and sheltered. Tired of having nothing to do but read, nap, or wander through the private wing of the embassy and go for a short walk in the garden. Nothing felt right. She didn’t fit in her skin. The world around her was cluttered and loud. It felt like…




It felt like when she’d returned from the world of blue glass and the seven men who’d taken refuge in a coulee.




Someone further down the table laughed at a joke and beat the table with his fist.





Sheezere! Litz, sheezere!






She jerked and looked around.




“Lamb, art thou well?” Nurse asked, covering Dawn’s hand with her own.





Art thou well, cousin?






“I’m…I’m fine,” she said, trying to keep her breathing under control. “I just…”




She looked down at the table and her plate, at the bowls and platters of food, the plain candelabra, and it all seemed flattened out and strange, like she was watching something instead of actually being there. She felt like she wasn’t really there.




“Lady?” Nurse asked again, worry furrowing her brow.




She wasn’t really there, she realized. It wasn’t real. All this, it was something that her brain had conjured and made her believe. Maybe she was dreaming. Maybe she was in a coma.




Maybe she was dying, and her mind had simply switched everything else off and given her this comforting fantasy. A motherly woman who took care of her, a doctor who could solve any problem, a friend she could trust with her life and more. 




She swallowed, looking up from her plate but not moving her head. 




She felt hot all over and shaky. Then the worst realization of all struck her.




There’d been only one time when she’d been trapped in a hallucination so completely real, and it had been when the Betazoid demon Lashar Drata had trapped and tortured her. 





Kirk had never rescued her. She was still under their power. They were still torturing her.






It had been months since that day, both in that world, in Ruritania, and in all the other worlds she’d been too. Except, it hadn’t. They’d been playing with her mind, letting her live what she thought was her normal life, filling in the gaps, and then pulling the rug out from under her feet. That was why she’d gotten to watch when that soldier had turned his rifle, not on her, but on himself. Put the barrel of the rifle in his mouth, and pulled the trig—




She stood abruptly, grabbing her dinner knife and hiding it in the folds of her dress. Lashar Drata could be anywhere, anyone. 




“Lady, speakest thou to me,” Nurse said, taking her arm.




“Dawn? What’s wrong?” Hentzau asked.




“Nothing,” she lied. “I have to…I have to go upstairs.”




She didn’t wait for him to get the chair but slipped out, her skirt catching and dragging against the legs. She went for the stairs, unable to think of anything she could do but run and hide. She had to get away.




Don Ruy stepped away from his conversation, wary.




“Lady Dawn, I have a special favor to ask,” he said. “A moment of your time only.”




“I can’t right now,” she answered, but found that he’d blocked her escape, and Dmitri and Nurse were just behind her.




“Is everything all right?” he asked.




Another spate of laughter and banging broke out from the other end of the table, making a horrendous clatter that completely unnerved her. She clapped her hands to her ears and tried to step away, but Ruy reached out to take her arm.




A pitcher crashed to the floor and broke. Several of the men cursed aloud.





Let’s show this bitch what we do to skinjobs!




“No!”






She lunged with the knife, thrusting for Ruy’s heart. With a speed she’d never have credited to him, faster than any normal person or Klingon or even most of the Slayers she’d known, he deflected the attack, turned her wrist so that her fingers popped open and released the knife, and lowered her to the ground in a dizzying spin of air and walls. Terrified, she screamed.




“Dawn! Dawn, look at me!” Dmitri ordered, taking her face between his hands. “Look at me.”




“This isn’t real!” she sobbed. “You’re not real!”




She couldn’t move a muscle or see past his shoulders. Someone was holding both her wrists, and someone else had stretched across her legs, keeping her struggle limited to panicked wriggles. There was yelling all around her.




“¡Cállate!” Ruy shouted.




It got quiet.




“Hold her,” Dmitri ordered.




She kept struggling, crying with panic, while he searched through several pockets inside his doublet and finally came up with something. 




“Give me her hand,” he said. 




She felt the grip on her hand release, and Dmitri took it. He pressed something into her hand.




“Dawn, look at this,” he told her. “Just look. You’ll understand.”




She brought her hand up to her face and opened her fingers. She was holding a battered and bent box of Queen’s Best Sultanas. She stared at it. It was real. She could feel the smooth surface of the box and see the tiny dots of color where the printer was misaligned. A pretty Ruritanian maiden held a flat basket of grapes, displaying her wares, both fruit and otherwise. It was real.




“You’re safe,” Dmitri told her. “This is real. You’re real, and so am I. You and the others defeated Lashar Drata. You told me about it. Do you remember that?”




After a moment, trembling, she nodded. 




“I thought…I thought I was still trapped,” she whispered.




“You’re safe,” he repeated. “Come on. Let me take you upstairs.”




She put her hands around his neck, and he picked her up. When she realized everyone in the room, nearly forty people all told, was staring at her, she buried her face against Dmitri’s neck.




“All is well,” Ruy said. “Go back to your meal. You, clean up that mess.”




Hentzau moved slowly, climbing the stairs carefully one by one. Dawn realized he was breathing hard with the strain of carrying her.




“I can walk,” she told him, trying to get down.




“Don’t,” he told her. “They need to see that you’re still ill.”




On reaching the room, Nurse had her bed’s covers turned down and gave her a pill and a cup of water.




“I don’t want to take another pill,” Dawn said miserably.




She started to cry.




“Dearest, it’s only until the other medication wears off and thou art thyself,” Nurse told her. “Doctor House said this was the treatment if thou becamst overly anxious.”




“I practically lost my mind,” Dawn cried. 




She wanted to curl up and die. She wanted to go home and be in Buffy’s arms and have her sister promise her everything would be okay. She wanted her mom.




“Shhhh,” Nurse whispered and smoothed her hair back. “Be a good lamb for me, ladybird, and takest thou the pill.”




Dmitri sat beside her, still getting his breath back. He nodded to her when she looked up at him.




Wretched, she put the pill on her tongue, and swallowed it with a gulp of water.




“House said that you might have a panic attack or other symptoms of post traumatic stress,” Dmitri explained. “I’m sorry. I should have realized you were close to one.”




“I didn’t know I was until now,” she whispered.




“Give me a few moments to get her ready for bed, sir,” Nurse said to him, “and then you may stay and hold her hand.”




As Dmitri stepped out, Don Ruy knocked on the door.




“How fares my lady?” he asked, in all sincere worry.




Dawn remembered how fast he’d ducked. If he hadn’t been so fast, her thrust would have badly injured or maybe even have killed him.




“Oh, Don Ruy, I’m so sorry!”




“Please do not for a moment worry,” he said gravely. Then he cut a deep bow. “I should have trusted such a lovely young lady as you would find a way to keep me on my toes. I ask only that you do not give my beloved wife any ideas.”




She sniffled.




“I trust I will see you for breakfast tomorrow,” he concluded, gave her another bow, and left.







Later, much later, she woke, bleary and tired. The lamp on her bedside table glowed with a low flame. Nurse slept on her small bed, and House sat on a chair, watching Dawn.




“I’m taking you off the cannabis for now,” he said. “Though I need you to eat as much as you can manage.”




She nodded.




“I know,” he began, twiddling his cane between his fingers, “that you’re not going to tell me about what happened. I have a pretty good idea from the circumstantial evidence and what Hentzau could tell me, so I can still treat you. But, you need to talk to someone about what happened. You can’t talk to me, talk to Hentzau. You can’t tell him, try Nurse. You can’t tell her, try Ambassadoress Nichols or Don Ruy or Lefferts. Just once, and then you don’t have to do it again.”




“I don’t know if I can,” she admitted.




He nodded in understanding. “Give it a try. I’m not big on sharing feelings, but this isn’t going away until you externalize it.”




“Okay.”




“Glad we had this talk,” he told her. “Get some sleep.”





Seven for a secret finally told



“How did you know?” Dawn asked Hentzau. 




They walked in the garden behind the residence wing of the American embassy in the warm sunlight. Two days after her panic attack at dinner, she was still reluctant to go out, though boredom had gotten her this far.




“House and I had a fair amount of time to talk,” Dmitri answered, “both while we were being held captive and after we arrived here. I explained some of what you’d been through, and he described what post traumatic stress looked like to bystanders and what you were likely to experience. I’ve kept a box of raisins on me since then, just in case.”




“You know, House said something about you being more prepared than the world’s best Boy Scout,” Dawn said. “Is this like that time Cole and Lee kept asking you for stuff until they found something you didn’t have?”




“Something like that,” Dmitri allowed.




“I can’t believe you had a corkscrew with you,” she muttered.




“You don’t?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.




“Har har,” she answered. “What did they finally get you on?”




“A splicing tool,” he said, looking a little aggravated. “I had a sailmaker’s needle.”




“Of course you did,” she sighed.




“The curved ones are excellent for stitching wounds,” he explained.




“I know,” she said. “I’ve used them for that on Buffy. I just don’t carry them on my person.”




Two men passed them, deep in conversation, but pausing long enough to look her over and get interested. One of them even smoothed his mustaches down with his fingers and gave her a little smile. She looked away. 




Hentzau had, however, perfected a kind of even, flat glare that was impersonal and very firm. It discouraged without threatening and made it clear that even polite niceties of ‘good day’ were unwelcome. He probably couldn’t have carried it off if he hadn’t been armed with sword, main-gauche, and pistol. The sword marked him as a gentleman, the main-gauche as a duelist, and the pistol as either very, very rich or very well regarded by the Americans, since the model he carried wasn’t produced anywhere in the USE and must have been an original uptimer weapon. 




Because Dawn was young, pretty, rich, and had obvious connections in the USE embassy, Sharon’s office had received dozens of requests for introductions and even a handful of marriage proposals to men she might have glanced once and had never spoken to. Don Ruy had reviewed them, dismissed four in every five out of hand, and given the remaining ones to Hentzau to respond to. Hentzau’s responses each took two or three pages but boiled down to a very polite ‘my cousin will not be marrying anyone’. The few who persisted were given a very curt ‘hell, no’ and ignored after that.




Six weeks in the Netherlands, sheltered in an impossible embassy, in the middle of one of the most destructive wars fought in the Old World, waiting for the Spanish armada to reach them, and she had achieved the status of local legend without even trying. 




“It’s all right,” Dmitri murmured to her. 




“What?” She looked up at him, startled.




“Whatever you’re thinking about,” he told he. “It’s going to be all right.”




She sighed. “I don’t even know what I’m thinking about anymore. Other than ‘I want to go home’ or ‘I’m bored’. Six weeks, and I’ve never been outside of the residence or the garden. I feel like an invalid.”




“In a manner of speaking, you are,” he reminded her. “Physically, you’re still weak due to the anemia. Mentally, you’re very fragile.”




She felt a sudden spike of irrational anger. She was fine! She wanted to go outside and be a person! She wanted to do things! But the memory of lashing out at Ruy, of screaming in terror, and of the heart-stopping false realization that she was still being tortured by Lashar Drata belied her intense craving. She wasn’t fine. If she went outside, she would probably have another panic attack. There were things she flat out couldn’t do.




“Have you been able to speak to anyone?” Hentzau asked her, his voice gentle. 




She shook her head. It had been constantly on her mind, the idea of telling someone, anyone, about what she’d seen. But it was as if there were a huge wall in her mind, barring her from doing anything about it, keeping her hemmed in.




“You know I’ll listen to anything you have to say,” he told her.




“I know,” she said. “It’s just…”




She didn’t want it to be him. She didn’t want him to know just how much those events had changed her, how bad they’d been. She didn’t want him to see her differently.




“I trust you, Dima,” she said. “I really do. I just, I can’t make the words…”




“It’s all right,” he replied. “Sometimes, it’s easier to tell someone who doesn’t know you as well. I’ve been there. John Brant was a huge help to me when I joined Captain Finn’s unit.”




“Really?” she asked. It was hard to see Hentzau as anyone other than the self-contained, uber-capable person he was.




“Oh, yes,” he said. “I was eighteen. I’d just killed Adolph von Holofernes in a duel. The only people I cared for were my sister and aunt. I was convinced that everything else in the world was a plague upon me. I was far worse than Lee.”




“That’s kind of hard to believe,” Dawn remarked.




“Be glad you didn’t know me then,” he told her. “Brant and Finn worked very hard to civilize me.”




“Guess Riley’s back on the Christmas card list,” she said.




Dmitri gave her a smile.







Don Ruy Sanchez de Casada y Ortiz accompanied her on her walk a day or two later. Dawn had taken an instant liking to him. He was in his early sixties with black hair threaded with silver, dark brown eyes framed by lines of laughter and life, and a wicked smile underneath a pair of mustachios. She’d noticed that he was unfailingly polite and gentle with the people around her for all that she’d heard the guards tell stories about what a terror he was with a sword.




One of the stories, which she didn’t believe, was that he’d led the Pope’s rescue party to the Castel Sant’Angelo, banged on the door of the tower, introduced himself and his comrades, and gained entrance to the heavily fortified tower while it was under siege. It completely sounded like something Don Ruy would do. She just didn’t think the Swiss guard would have bought it. 




Whatever his martial skills were, the older man was a cheerful, tolerant companion and had a way with diversion and patience that surpassed even Hentzau’s. She was, she found, almost as comfortable with him as she was with Dmitri and more comfortable than she was with House.




“How did you meet Sharon?” she asked him.




He gave her a grin and went into a recitation of a comic opera plot, casting himself as the foolish and clumsy lover and Sharon as the unapproachable beauty he worshipped. How much was his spin of what had happened and how much was really truth was hard to say, until he reached a point where his smile drooped.




“A countryman of hers was murdered,” he said. “Bad business, messy. As my beloved was the ambassadoress to La Serenissima, it fell to her to investigate and deal with the killer. This man was what she called ‘an investigative journalist’. I had read some of his tracts. He seemed more interested in raking up useless scandal and embarrassing his betters than he was in speaking truth to power, but there was a political facet to his latest story, and it behooved all of us to make a thorough inquiry.




“A man, Michel Ducas was his name, had befriended this Joe Buckley and misled him, used his contacts for nefarious purposes,” Ruy continued. “When he had gotten what he wanted, Ducas killed the man out of hand. Garrotted him. As I said, an ugly business.”




She nodded in agreement. She knew, technically, what garrotting someone would do. She didn’t like to think about it.




“Forgive me, Lady Dawn,” Ruy said. “I should not have drawn your thoughts towards something so unpleasant.”




She gave him a half-hearted smile. 




“I have plenty worse in my head,” she told him. 




“Whatever I can do to help you,” he said with all sincerity, “you have but to speak it.”




Her smile this time was true.




“Sharon told me you were married before,” she said.




“Married three times before,” Ruy answered. “Each of my wives called home to God long before I would have surrendered them. Each time, I swore I would not bother with love again, and each time God has laughed at me and brought me to a woman who woke my heart as spring wakes the flower.”




“What happened?” she asked. “I mean, if I’m not prying.”




He gave her hand on his arm a squeeze.




“You do not pry, little one,” he told her. “All of us, we carry scars on our hearts as well as our bodies. God heals us as He chooses, but the scars remain. My first wife was Maite, and we were children in the same village. I loved her all my childhood. Had she lived, I would have lived and died a farmer with a reputation for sharp dealing. But there was an accident before we had been married a year, and she drowned.”




“I’m so sorry,” Dawn said.




He gave a nod of his head.




“I grieved as long as it was proper and more. I was convinced my life was over before it had truly begun,” he said. “I sold my farm and bought a commission in His Majesty’s army and was sent to the New World. There, I both saw and did many things that I still carry with me. The priests said we did God’s work. I found myself thinking that either God was the Devil Himself, or the priests had the wrong of it, or that perhaps there was no God at all. 




“I married Citlali, and we were married for many years,” he said, his eyes focused on something far away. “She was a fine woman. Strong as an ox, patient, and smarter than me by far. It was her advice that took me to the rank of captain, and she was the one who nursed me through illness and melancholy when I learned that the world was nothing like what I had believed. She died of smallpox. That was hard.”




He sighed, and his eyes dimmed with sadness. 




It was hard to imagine having gone through all of that, having lived as many years as Ruy, and still being as passionate as him. Sometimes, Dawn thought that there had to be a point when being an adult meant that things came easier. You figured out how life worked. You made your plans, and step by step, reached your goals. She felt her mind protest and resist the idea that you could do all that and still end up with nothing.




“I stayed in the Yucatan for several more years,” Ruy continued. “But I became ever more disenchanted with how the encomenderos would treat the natives, even against the established law, and how little I could do, even as a hildago.”




Dawn had heard Giles talk in a similar tone just before he’d left for England after Buffy’s death. Did every man face that? A point in their lives when they realized just how difficult it was to change the great machine of society in an attempt to make the world even the tiniest bit better? All Giles had wanted to do was give Buffy a fighting chance, let her live a few years more than most Slayers did and to do so in a way that gave her some chance of happiness. For that, the Watchers Council fired him, leaving him in financial distress and with few of the resources he needed to train and protect his Slayer. He must have felt he was a failure, which was the last thing Dawn thought of him. It cast his decision in a new light.




“Some of the priests were good men, yes,” Ruy commented. “Some of them were bad men. There was never any telling whether a pious man would be good or bad. It was almost as if their devotion to their faith had no influence on their worthiness as men before God. I have long thought that was one of God’s better jokes. You must either laugh with Him or cry with Him. Perhaps both.”




She hadn’t thought in terms of God in a long time, probably not since she found out what she was. Definitely not since her mother had died. Buffy died. Giles left. Buffy came back, but she was broken. Willow went all dark side. Tara died. Buffy nearly died again. Giles came back, but their bond was never the same. The only one who’d been there for her without fail was Xander, and he’d lost an eye. It was hard believing in an all-loving God with a Plan For Everything, when Everything included losing almost everything that mattered to her.




“Some advice?” Ruy asked, gauging her expression correctly. “Don’t worry what the priests say. Tell God He is an asshole. He can take it. Tell God to go to Hell. He’s already been. Tell God you don’t believe in Him anymore. He can wait. You can be as angry as you like, not that it will do you much good, but it won’t do any harm either. I will say, though, if I don’t get a good explanation for some of this nonsense, He and I will have a such a discussion as will make the ears of the angels ring.”




She managed a smile. They were at a good stopping point in their walk. The garden had started off as a fairly formal French affair, but under Sharon’s hand had been replanted with herbs and useful plants as well as roses and lavender. Ruy led her to a bench surrounded by fragrant woodbine, and they took seats there.




“Have you shared your thoughts with the Pope?” Dawn asked him, a little mischievously.




“Good God, Lady, no,” Ruy answered with a wicked smile. “Do I look as if I wish to be excommunicated as a heretic? No, what His Holiness does not know cannot hurt him.”




Dawn smoothed her skirt down, enjoying the way the color changed from warp to weft. From one direction, it was a sweet blue-green. From another, it was a dark bronze. She liked it very much. 




“You’ve seen some bad things?” she asked him.




“I have been a soldier nearly all my life,” he answered, the friendly twinkle in his eye dying down. “I have seen friends die, honorable enemies betrayed, evil men triumph, the strong beaten, and the weak destroyed. I have seen many bad things. I have also seen many good things. Love, patience, strength, compassion, fortitude. All these things I have seen bound together with the bad until I had no hope of untangling them, simple man that I am.”




She waited a moment until she understood that the fear inside of her wasn’t going to go away.




“I saw…” she started and then took a deep breath. “I saw a man kill himself, and I think it was because of something I did. And then, it got worse.”




Ruy watched her, his expression solemn and unmoving.




“If you wish to speak of this thing, I will listen,” he told her.




She swallowed and started.








The man she’d been carefully walking up to woke before she reached him. He gasped in horror and grabbed for his rifle.




“Sheezeer! Litz, sheezeer!”




“No! Wait!” Dawn yelled, pleading, holding her hands up, palm forward to show him she wasn’t a threat.




But just as he brought his rifle up, the wind gusted, throwing sand in her face. The gun went off, and a warm spray hit her face in the same instant, smelling of copper and gunsmoke. She wiped her face off, feeling soft, squishy bits like Jell-O and grease smear under her hand.




“No, do—”




She held very still, not sure what she was looking at. For a moment, she literally could not make sense of it. People’s heads didn’t look like that, fallen forward with a large chunk missing from the back and spatters and gobbets of crimson red and clumpy white sprayed across the rock behind him and dripping from his mouth onto his pants. 




He was dead, some small part of her brain explained. He’d put the rifle in his mouth and pulled the trigger, and he’d blown his brains out. Funny. She’d heard that expression before, but she’d never imagined the kind of catastrophic damage it would do. His brains were literally pasted across the rock.




The next gunshot echoed off the canyon walls around them, so instead of being one hideous bang, it was eight or so, all mushed across three seconds. Then another, then another and another and another. Dawn stood there for a moment, unable to understand what was happening. She even looked around to see if there were bullets hitting the sand at her feet or ricocheting off the walls, but the men in the camp weren’t firing at her.




A boy started screaming, begging, and his voice was cut off by another gunshot. There was one last gunshot, and she finally realized what was happening. 




They were shooting themselves. They were committing suicide because of the warning the guard had given them. The warning about her.




Sheezeer! Litz, sheezeer!




She’s here! Lads, she’s here!




Numb, she stepped carefully around the thornbushes and cactus to reach their camp. There might be a survivor, she told herself. She had to check.




There was. One last man, and he held the body of the screaming boy. He’d used his last rifle shot to kill the boy, and now he held a knife to his neck.




“Don’t,” she pled, staring at him. “Please don’t. You don’t have to. I won’t hurt you.”




He cried a string of syllables at her. Liar, hellbitch, she and her sisters wouldn’t get to play with his guts while he was still alive.




He cut his own throat.




She remembered the woman who’d died in Doctor Watson’s care, who’d bled out from a horrific wound to her neck. Watson had held her hand and comforted her, so she went over to the man and took his hand while he bled out. He spat at her and pulled his hand away. Then the hatred in his eyes died out, and he went slack.




She checked the boy, but he’d been shot through the heart and must have died instantly. Slowly, methodically, she checked all the other men. Each one of them was dead. The air smelled like blood and slowly filled with the drone of flies, each of them landing to eat and lay eggs.




She could leave. She felt the pull of home on her, telling her that whatever thing she had to do in that world had been accomplished. Apparently, she was supposed to get seven men and one boy to kill themselves. She kept standing there, staring at them, trying to understand it.




“Art thou well, cousin?” a woman asked her.




She looked up, not startled when she should have been. She hadn’t heard a single footprint or scuff, and there were now several women walking back and forth in the little camp, expressions flat with disgust and disappointment.




“Fine,” Dawn answered in the same language. “I’m fine.”




The woman next to her looked her over.




“Thou art plainly dressed,” she noted. “What clan claimest thou?”




“The one furthest from the wind,” Dawn answered without thought, “and closest to the sea.”




As far away as she could get from there. 




The woman, who from her garb was some sort of high rank, let that pass. 




“Poor pickings,” she commented. “Only corpses and their belongings. Did you kill any of them?”




“I think I killed all of them,” Dawn said softly.




The woman gave her a skeptical look. Like Dawn, she had blue eyes and brown hair. In fact, all of the women now picking over the men’s bodies had the same eyes and hair, the same general cast of feature, like they were all related. They all wore blue silk robes over white linen and wrapped their heads with white silk. Most of them, though, had decorated the sashes with gold or brass pins and chains. They all wore earrings, carried knives, and even had a leather bag at their hip. 




“Well, next time, cousin,” she said a little drily. “Try to leave a few alive. There’ll be no entertainment at dinner tonight.”




Dawn nodded and walked out of the canyon. As soon as she was out of sight, she turned and went home.









House found her that evening, sitting by the fire, petting Piglet, and staring into the flames. Nurse sat a little ways back, knitting socks on double pointed needles. He took a chair and brought it alongside hers and took a seat. She didn’t respond.




Just then, she didn’t feel much of anything. After recounting what had happened to Don Ruy, she was more tired than anything else. And cold. Nurse had built up the fire, even though it was warm by Netherlands standards, and wrapped a shawl around her. Dmitri was out, which she was thankful for. She didn’t want to explain to him that it was her fault seven men and one boy had died.




House sat silently for a time as well, warming his hands and his bad leg, staring at the same flames she did.




“Ever heard of the Pashtuns?” he asked her.




She shook her head, unwilling to even try.




“Tribe in Afghanistan, among other places,” House said. “During the Second Anglo-Afghan War, it was understood by the British soldiers that the one thing you did not want was to be left injured on the battlefield where the Pashtun women could find you. Reports of the tortures they inflicted included castration, cutting out tongues, gouging out eyes, cutting off ears, and the like. One of their favorites was to stake a man out so he couldn’t move, then take turns straddling his face and holding his nose. When he opened his mouth to breathe, they would urinate, and they’d keep doing this until he drowned.”




She felt sick.




“Rudyard Kipling wrote a poem called ‘The Young British Soldier,” House continued. “The last stanza is





‘When you’re wounded and left on Afghanistan’s plains, 

and the women come out to cut up what remains, 

jest roll to your rifle and blow out your brains, 

and go to your Gawd like a soldier.’ ”







He stared at the fire another minute longer before speaking again.




“Don’t ever let anyone tell you that death is the worst thing that can happen to you,” he said. “You woke that guard a couple of minutes before he and his buddies would have been captured. I’m guessing they had a pretty good idea what was waiting for them if that happened, so they took the other way out. I’m sorry you had to go through that, but I’ll bet they were thankful.”







Nurse was gentle and patient with her, ordering a bath and then scrubbing her back and washing her hair. 




“I thought,” Dawn finally said, “that I could do what I can do so that it would be better. I mean, I didn’t always get it, but I could see where maybe sometime later it would pay off. I thought when I did something, I’d make people happy.”




“Happiness is a thing to be treasured, dearest,” Nurse said, combing her hair out. “But it is not the end all and be all of life. Not everyone can be happy. Some lack the circumstances. Others lack the place in their heart. A few have no idea how to reach it. Better to be of service to others and God than to be happy. Happiness can be taken away through no fault of your own, but no one can change your deeds.”




Dawn finally asked the question she’d wanted to ask since her first day awake.




“Nurse Agnes, what happened to your baby?”




Because there was no such thing as a woman with milk in her breasts who hadn’t had a baby. Many of the nurses for hire were women who’d lost a husband and needed the income or women who’d lost a baby and had spare milk. Between the babies who’d lost mothers and the women who didn’t want to breastfeed, there was always a job for a woman who could still produce breast milk.




“Babies, dearest,” Nurse said softly. “I had three babies, and they are all with God.”




“What happened?” Dawn asked.




“My husband, Joseph, and I had a farm near Magdeburg,” she said. “When the war came to us, they raided our crops, killed our livestock, burned our farm, and told my husband he was a soldier in their army. After what happened in Magdeburg, we counted ourselves lucky, though we went to bed hungry nearly every night.”




“I’m sorry,” Dawn whispered.




“It’s all right, my lamb,” Nurse told her. “Josef and my boy, Drugi, died of camp fever. My eldest, also called Agnes, was backhanded by a drunken soldier and hit her head. She died that very night. My youngest, Hulda, had fits where she would shake. They came on more and more until one day, she kept shaking and wouldn’t stop. When she did, she was dead.”




Nurse continued brushing her hair from scalp to ends.




“I do wish they’d let me bury her,” she murmured. “She was such a little thing, and it wasn’t as if it were any trouble. But they said not to bother, as she wasn’t a boy child, and sent me off with the rest of the camp followers.”




“They should have let you bury her,” Dawn said, crying. “That was wrong.”




Nurse paused and gave her a kiss on the forehead. 




“Never you mind about that, ladybird,” she said. “My babies are safe with God, and what I couldn’t do for them, I now do for others. It is how I manage.”




Dawn took Nurse’s hand between her own and held it.




“I haven’t said thank you,” she told Nurse, tears running down her face. “You’ve taken such good care of me that I’ve never felt safer. Or more…more loved. I’m sorry if I’m not getting better. I’m sorry I’m not very good at—”




Nurse laid a finger on her lips.




“Hush, ladybird,” she said in her creaky grandmother voice. “Thinkest thou that Doctor House never speaks to me or that I cannot hear what thou doest say in conversation? I may not have so much English that I can carry on a conversation, but I know enough words that I can understand much of what you say. I know the things that have passed in thy days before thou camest to me. Thou wert gently raised and so are all the more injured by these events. Thy friends love thee, and thy words are always gentle. Thou needest my care, and therefore thou shalt have it. My love, I give freely, for thou art quite easy to love, ladybird.”




Dawn broke down crying until Nurse hugged her and shushed her and stroked her hair back. Later, when Nurse helped her into her nightgown and settled her into bed, she wrapped Dawn’s hands in her own.




“The wound has been lanced,” she said. “Pray, let it heal all the quicker.”





Into the World



“God in heaven, ladybug,” Nurse cried, “what art thou doing?”




Dawn looked up from her downward dog pose and gave her a smile.




“It’s called yoga,” she said. “I’m just going through some of the poses.”




“It’s obscene, is what it is,” Nurse told her. “If a man came upon thee in that position, thou wouldst be married before sunset.”




“That’s why the door is closed,” Dawn told her and walked back on her hands until she could stand up and go into warrior pose.




Nurse closed the door behind her, making sure no one could see in. Then she bustled over with clean, folded shifts, and put them away in one of the trunks.




“Promise me, lamb, thou wilt not partake of such…hrm, activities, unless the door is bolted,” Nurse said.




“You know, where I come from, people do this sort of thing all the time,” Dawn replied. “By themselves, in classes, out in parks.”




“I’ll have your word, ladybird,” she repeated. “If a man came upon thee in such an attitude, with thy shift hiked up and no other clothes upon thy body, thou wouldst learn a great deal more than thou had any care to and would be sore to sit in the bargain.”




“Nurse, some guy thinks he’s going to screw me because he saw my tail in the air, he’s going to learn the errors of his way pretty fast,” Dawn told her. 




She climbed out of the pose and dusted her hands off. Her shift untwisted itself and hung to her ankles. She shook it out.




“Screw, hammer, maul,” Nurse said with a very specific emphasis. “You would not be treated kindly, and I would have his guts for garters, but not before it was too late for you.”




“Well, you’re right about the shift,” Dawn mused. “It bunches up, it gets in the way, and I’d be better off practicing in the nude. What I need is a pair of trousers and a shirt. Plus something to bind my breasts so they don’t bounce.”




“Thou…what…what manner of thing dost thou suggest?” Nurse asked, outraged.




“Nurse,” Dawn said, enjoying the poor woman’s discomfiture far too much, “I need to start exercising. House said I had enough red blood cells to support greater cardiovascular activity, and I’m dying of boredom. I can’t do it in a dress. Or a shift. And nobody wants me doing it nude—”




“There’s a whole host of young men below who would protest that sentence, my lady,” Nurse muttered.




“So I need some exercise clothes,” Dawn concluded. “Pants, shirt, and those leather slippers Dima wears when he’s sparring.”




“I’ll want Doctor House’s word that this is approved and appropriate,” Nurse told her, glowering. “It does not sound in the least fitting.”







“You go out in public or anywhere a servant can see you in a get up like that,” House said, “and everyone will know you’re American.”




“Not necessarily,” Dawn said. “There’s always a daughter of nobility out there, refusing to play by the rules. Look at the female painters nowadays. Artimesia Gentileschi?”




“She was raped by her tutor,” House pointed out, “who never spent a day in prison. This century isn’t really up on the whole ‘women in the public sphere’ thing.”




“All I want to do is get a little exercise in,” she protested. “Dima’s already spending an hour a day with Harry Leffert’s troop in their morning exercises and half an hour in the evening with Don Ruy.”




House leaned back in his chair. He was letting his hair grow out while keeping his beard closely trimmed. For once, he seemed like he was in a relatively good mood. She noticed he wasn’t as stiff as usual, and he didn’t favor his bad leg as much as he normally did. 




“You walked through the foyer yet?” he asked.




Dammit.




He read her expression correctly.




“You do not get to play Ms. Iconoclast when you still haven’t worked up the nerve to walk through the foyer,” he told her. 




“It’s loud, and there are a lot of people in there,” she muttered.




“I understand,” he said. “The crowding, the noise, all those triggers for your PTSD. You think you won’t attract attention if you leave your room wearing what people consider men’s clothes? At best, most of the people here will think you’re cracked. At worst, there are a few reactionaries who’d like nothing better than to prove a point by punishing you for your unnatural wickedness. You’ve made a lot of progress, Dawn, but it wouldn’t take much to bring it crashing down.”




She looked away.




“Get the clothes,” House told Nurse. “Make sure she’s got a heavy robe that can cover her up. She doesn’t wear them outside of her room until after she’s crossed the foyer every day for a week.”




It was enough to make both of them grimace, but Nurse cut a curtsy.




“Yes, Doctor.”







The foyer of the USE embassy was a little too small for the amount of traffic it saw. The Noordeinde palace started its life as a rich man’s farmhouse and had been built up and over many times even by 1637, but it had never been intended to handle as much business as the USE embassy did in one day.




Not only was it the USE government in the Netherlands for all USE citizens, it also expedited business matters for those wishing to do work or trade within the USE or with its people. It had become the social hub for anyone concerned with the United States of Europe, as it had the best and most reliable communications network in all of Europe. Telegrams and radio messages could be sent from there, though they were incredibly expensive. Mail made its way by wagon or the occasional airplane or dirigible. The embassy offered contracts and grants, advised on uptimer technology, and provided references to knowledgeable contacts. It was the place to be and be seen.




Dawn stood at the edge of the hallway leading to the residence wing and considered. 




She didn’t like it there. The floors were marble tile. The walls were plaster or wood, and the ceiling was plaster. Sound bounced around like a pinball, echoing and reverberating. Even at a relatively early hour, there were a large number of people entering, leaving, waiting, or standing and chatting with someone. She could hear conversations in Dutch, Amideutsch, English, French, German, Russian, Swedish, Spanish, and several other languages.




Nurse had insisted on dressing her for this foray into the public world. She had a gold figured red silk gown over a gold underdress over a white linen shift. Her hair was pulled back in a braid wound around itself and wrapped in a snood. She wore small gold earrings and a gold chain with one of her largest pearls hanging pendant. Between her dress, her nervous comportment, and her chaperone, she must have appeared to the people there as some sort of princess escaped from a tower, unsure about her next move.




She should have asked Dmitri to come with her.




She shut that thought down. He checked on her in the morning, at lunch, and then spent most of the evening with her. He had, she’d noticed, a thousand things to do, and he still made sure to spend time with her every day. She couldn’t be dependent on him all the time. 




Still, she wished he was there.




“All I have to do is walk across to the other side,” she told herself. 




Several of the men in the room had taken note of her, and a few of them looked like they might separate themselves and come over, which was the opposite of what she wanted. On the other side, opposite the doors she currently stood in front of, were the large wooden door leading to the offices of the embassy. A well armed guard stood on either side, and one had to either have a pass or a guide to get them past.




“Okay.” She took a deep breath. “I’m doing this.”




She took a step out, and then another. There was no path from point A to point B. Instead, she would have to dodge around several groups of conversations and no small number of individuals standing and waiting patiently. Nurse followed two steps behind, her eyes sharp. 




“Mamzelle?” a young man asked, stepping towards her.




Both Sharon and Dmitri had explained to her that not only was she allowed to ignore any man she hadn’t been properly introduced to, she was expected to. Stopping to talk indicated that she was of less than stellar character. Not to mention that Nurse might have a heart attack or break out a rolling pin to take to the offending man.




Instead, she turned her face away from him and kept walking, pausing here or there while traffic turned people one way or the other. It wasn’t that big of a room, but somehow it seemed much larger when she got out in it. The reverberations of voice and conversation slapped at her ears like physical blows. She reminded herself that no one was shouting, no one was angry, and no one would even think of hurting her.




After half an eternity, she made it to the other doors and heaved a sigh of relief. She caught one of the guards giving her a smile while the other glanced at her, enjoyed her cleavage, and then turned his eyes back to the crowd. She smoothed her skirts down.




“There, my lamb,” Nurse said. “Not so very bad, was it?”




Dawn managed a smile. “Now I just have to go back.”




It wasn’t so hard. She just had to keep a handle on her nerves and an eye on the crowd. A group of loud men came in, men she recognized as soldiers assigned to the embassy from the USE army, men she’d sat next to at dinner. Even knowing their names, the noise they made still made her heart lurch with panic, and she skittered up to the door into the residence wing and waited breathlessly for the guards to open it. Once through, in the quiet of that private space, she could breathe again and leaned against the wall with a hand pressed to her stomach.




“I did it!” she told Nurse.




“Thou art dewed with thy exertions, lady,” Nurse said, taking a handkerchief to blot her skin. “We should return to thy room.”




“Oh, no,” Dawn said. “I want breakfast. Food. You can’t say no to that.”







She swung round the doorway into the kitchen, happier than she’d been since they’d arrived in The Hague, and crashed right into a broad expanse of bare male chest.




“I did it! I did it! I d—oof!”




Hands caught her on the rebound, and she checked her nose, aware that she was only a few inches away from manly chest hair and a great deal more sweat than she’d had.




“Dima, what are you doing?” she asked, taking a step back.




“Trying not to run you down, apparently,” he answered. “And just coming in from morning exercises. I was hoping the cook had a scone or three left.”




“See?” Dawn indicated to Nurse. “Other people run around half naked, and I’m not even asking to do that.”




“As well you shouldn’t,” Nurse answered. “Sir Dmitri.”




He gave Nurse a short bow, and Dawn saw his shirt was in his hand. He’d probably been about to put it on before she’d run into him. His cheeks were flushed a bright pink.




“Did you get sunburned?” she asked him.




“Lady,” Nurse began.




“Ah, no,” Hentzau answered. “The exertion. I’m still nowhere near where I was before I took ill, so I’m working hard to recover my stamina.”




“But you weren’t—”




“Lady, let us sit,” Nurse said in a gentle voice.




She took Dawn by an arm and politely dragged her over to the table.




“He wasn’t all flushed when I bumped into him,” Dawn told her.




“Lambkins, let the poor man be,” Nurse told her. “Even his nerve can be shaken by a chance encounter.”




Dawn stared at Nurse for a moment.




“I don’t get it,” she admitted.




Nurse patted her hand. “Then never you worry about it. All is well, and I asked Cook to save you some hotcakes.”




With a suspicious look, Dawn settled on her seat and waited for the food to arrive.







“I need a favor,” Sharon said, taking a seat across from her.




As the highest ranking member of the embassy, Sharon usually sat at the head of the table. As high ranking guests, Dawn, Dmitri, and House usually sat several seats down, within conversation distance, but this seemed more private.




“How do you feel about going to House’s lectures with him?” she asked Dawn.




“Um.”




She was up to the residence wing, the gardens, and now crossing the foyer three days in a row. House gave his lectures at a college lecture hall where nearly three hundred people could squeeze in. It was two miles away, and he usually hired a palanquin to take him there, since he wasn’t up to the walk and didn’t ride well.




“We’ll send Sir Dmitri and Nurse with you, so you’ll be chaperoned the whole time,” Sharon explained. “We need House to continue his lectures, but he’s got to have someone there of equal or greater status to keep an eye on him. There have been three near riots because he can’t let some idiot continue thinking astrology or dream interpretation or augury is the proper foundation for medicine.”




“Can’t Dmitri do it?” Dawn asked, feeling her nerves tighten.




“He’ll end up killing House,” Sharon said. 




Well, she had a point.




“Look, tensions are starting to rise,” Sharon said. “This isn’t to be repeated, but the Spanish armada has been confirmed off the northern coast of Scotland, and if the weather continues to be as good as it has been, they’ll be here in just over a week. The moment the armada is spotted, there’s going to be panic.”




“I don’t understand what House’s lectures have to do with that,” Dawn said.




“House’s very existence and what he keeps pounding over and over in his lectures—rationalism, the scientific method, empirical data—those are principles of the Enlightenment and progress and also of the USE,” Sharon explained. “Everytime he spends another four hours explaining why hygiene, sterilization, and pasteurization are absolute necessities, he sends people back into the world with our philosophies, and when they see it proven, they inch further and further to our side.




“Every inch is important. Spain knows that the Infante has thrown in with the Pope, and by extension us, but they don’t know just how much we’ve built on that. We’re trying to get Amsterdam status equivalent to an Imperial city under Ferdinand’s rule. It means they’ll have freedom of religion and speech. House has become something of a mascot of the Committees of Correspondence, and they’re pushing for this in Amsterdam. If we can have even just another week of his knowledge disseminated to the people here, there’s a chance Amsterdam will capitulate to Ferdinand when the Spanish Armada shows up. But, if House gets into a fight or triggers a riot, the burghers in Amsterdam will pull away from everything he represents. Neither Amsterdam or Ferdinand can afford that right now, and we need both of them on our side.”




Dawn stared at her, horrified. “And you think I can keep House from doing something stupid?”




“I think you can get away with throwing a shoe at his head better than anyone else in Europe right now,” Sharon told her. “It won’t be easy, but you’ll have Sir Dmitri to back you up, and if necessary, I’ll assign a couple more soldiers to you, to act as bodyguards and bouncers.”




“Look, I haven’t been out of this building since I got here,” Dawn protested.




“I know,” Sharon answered. “And I’ve talked to House about it. He says that so long as you’ve got Nurse and Dmitri looking out for you, you should be okay. He’ll also make sure he’s got some anti-anxiety medications with him if you have a panic attack. Would you give it a try and see how you do?”




It was, she thought, the least she could do, considering that Sharon and the USE had sheltered her, Dmitri, and House for more than two months now. She and Dmitri would have been dead if it hadn’t been for Sharon, and House probably wouldn’t have lasted much longer.




“I’ll give it a try,” she said. 




“Thank you.”




Sharon hugged her briefly and then returned to her dinner seat.







Dawn threw her shoe at House’s head and clipped him.




“Give it a rest, Nolan Ryan,” House yelled at her.




“Then op-stay eing-bay an ick-day,” she yelled back. 




There were enough people there who spoke English that she slipped into Pig Latin when she had to resort to name calling. No one was fooled.




“Lady,” Nurse said, offended. “If thou must see him pelted with shoes, please let me attend to it. I’m wearing boots.”




“So am I,” Dmitri said.




“You’re an idiot,” House told the man who’d challenged his explanation of pain relief for women in labor. 




“The Bible clearly states that woman will suffer the pangs of labor as punishment for Eve’s Original Sin,” the man repeated.




“Yeah, and you look all sweaty after earning your daily bread,” House sneered. “Your holy book has some semi-decent poetry, a little bit of decent porn, and proof that psychedelics existed before the creation of LSD. What it doesn’t have is anything resembling a code of ethics to apply in the use of medicine or any foundation of scientific knowledge whatsoever.”




Dawn lifted her other shoe meaningfully. House glared at her. 




“I’ll say it again,” House said. “I don’t give a damn what or how you worship, but if you bring that idiocy into medicine, the only thing you’re going to do is kill people.”




The man he’d harangued took a deep breath to start a rebuttal.




“You want to argue?” House asked. “Argue with them.”




He pointed at the two large men and one medium sized woman standing at the entrance to the theater. They were leaders of The Hague’s CoC. The man shut up.




House turned to his subject, a pregnant prostitute he’d hired for the week. Nurse was utterly scandalized to see the young woman standing there in a two part shift and nothing else, but she stayed quiet. 




“We’ll start with a general examination,” House said, “using just eyes, ears, and fingers.”




Dawn heard some wit in the back make a comment about using fingers, and House made a little gesture with his head. The woman and one of the men from the CoC climbed the steps to the row the wit sat on, stepped past the many other audience members, grabbed him by his hair and lapel, and dragged him bodily from the room. Dawn was surprised to see that it was a white haired, dignified gentleman.




“If you can’t treat your patient with a minimum of respect and decency,” House said, “you shouldn’t be a doctor.”




On the walls behind him were several very large, meticulously drawn diagrams of the human body, the female reproductive tract, the fetus in womb, and the types of equipment that House recommended as standard. They included several different types of forceps, clamps, specula, and stethoscopes. He also taught how to make an examination using just the physical senses. Including taste. Dawn hadn’t seen, but she’d heard the story of House tasting someone’s urine enough times that she believed it. Something about determining if the person had diabetes or not, and House pointed out that he’d dipped a finger and tasted, not chugged it.




Getting there that morning hadn’t been as hard as Dawn had feared. She’d ridden behind Dmitri on his horse, a big, calm gelding. Nurse had gotten her mule, though the saddle was plain leather, not gold. The room, though filled to capacity, was quiet, and very few people paid any attention to her—except for when she threw something—so she felt a great deal calmer than she had expected. Except for House being an irascible jerk to everyone.




The medical model stood patiently while House gave her instructions. She looked to be in the third trimester, with her stomach protruding well past her hips, giving her a swayback appearance. 




“You,” House said, pointing at one of the younger men on the second row, “how do you check for Vitamin C deficiency?”




“Ah.” The poor man looked terrified. “Vitamin?”




House shot him a venomous look.




“You.” He pointed at one of the few women. “Same question.”




“By looking for the symptoms of scurvy, Doctor House,” she replied. “Malaise, lethargy, bruising, petechiae, bleeding gums, blistered tongue, and changes in emotional state.”




“How do you fix it?” he asked. 




“A diet plentiful in fresh fruits, raw meat, and cruciferous vegetables,” she replied.




“Good,” House said. “Now, how do I know that this woman might have scurvy?”




The woman, dressed as a burgher’s daughter, got up and came down the stairs to the platform. She performed the same examination that House did, though often pausing and thinking.




“She has blisters in her mouth,” the woman said. 




“Good,” House repeated. “Now, how do I know that she absolutely does not have scurvy?”




“Her gums are good,” the woman said, considering. “She shows no bruising or petechiae. Also, I do not know for certain, but it would seem to me that scurvy and advanced pregnancy are not compatible. If she truly had scurvy, the baby would have died in her womb before this or she would be much, much sicker.”




“Any other reason?” House asked. 




“There is lemon zest under her fingernails,” the woman observed. “Her breath smells of lemon, and her teeth have been eaten by the acid.”




“There you go,” House said. “Adequate job. Go have a seat.”




He waited until the woman had taken her seat.




“Anyone want to guess what this woman does have?” he asked.




Not a single person opened their mouth or otherwise moved.




“Summers.”




Dawn looked up, terrified. “Me? I don’t know anything.”




“Make a guess,” he told her.




Trying not to panic, she looked over at the model, who gave her a sympathetic look. 




“Uh, she looks cold,” Dawn said. “And uncomfortable. Her ankles are swollen.”




“Edema is common in the third trimester,” House said. “Barring any other symptoms, it’s non-indicative.”




Dawn held up her hands in surrender.




“Nurse?” House called. 




“Why ask me, sir?” Nurse asked.




“To give you a chance to show off,” House replied.




With a sigh and a grumble, Nurse got to her feet and went over to the model. She asked several soft voiced questions that House had to translate into Dutch for her, since Nurse’s German was more than a little Polish, Czech, and impenetrable. The model answered in a similar soft voice. Nurse checked the young woman’s fingernails, her eyes, her breath, and then she laid hands on the woman’s large belly. She felt, firmly, along the horizontal circumference, and then from the top to the bottom, and then along the underside.




“She carries twins,” Nurse told House.




There was an immediate grumble from the rest of the auditorium. House looked pleased.




“How do you know?” House asked her.




“The lady tells me her courses were last upon her not six months gone,” Nurse answered. “Yet, she appears as large as if she were in her eighth month. She has experience greater movement from the babe than with her previous children, and in more than one place at a time. And her father had a twin brother who looked the same as him.”




“Summers, how would you confirm the diagnosis,” House asked.




“Use the stethoscope?” Dawn guessed.




“Explain.”




“The babies are far enough along to have their own heartbeats, which you’ll be able to hear,” she said. “And they’ll be much faster than the mother’s heartbeat. So, you should hear one slower heartbeat, hers, and two faster ones, if she’s carrying twins. If there’s only one heartbeat, she only has one baby.”




“Wrong on the last,” House corrected her. “If there’s only one fetal heartbeat, there’s a chance one of the twins has recently died.”




“Oh,” Dawn said.




“It happens,” House said to the room. “In fact, there’s speculation that most pregnancies start off as twins, and end with one of the twins dying and being reabsorbed. Complications of twin pregnancies include premature labor, twin death, conjoined twins, twin-to-twin transfusion syndrome, gestational hypertension, anemia, and a very rare whopper called fetus in fetu.”




He excused the model with his thanks and some coins. Everyone in the room scribbled as fast as they could while House took a rolled up sheet of paper, stretched it out, and hung it up on the wall. It was a diagram of the early stages of pregnancy with…Dawn turned her head slightly, trying to read it, and felt Dmitri stiffen.




Oh, shit.




It was a diagram of an abortion.




No wonder Sharon had wanted her there. Except, how was she supposed to keep a riot from breaking out over this. Even Nurse was staring at it open mouthed.




“There will come a point in every doctor’s practice when you will need to perform an abortion to save your patient’s life,” House began. “Indications include recent miscarriage, hyperemesis, pre-eclampsia, eclampsia, tubal pregnancy, rape, diabetes, kidney failure, and severe emotional distress. It is absolutely vital that every piece of equipment be sterile, including your hands, or you’re condemning your patient to a drawn out, painful death by peritonitis.”




“Well, I’ll be,” Nurse murmured.




Dawn looked around and saw that everyone, all the students, were scribbling away. No one looked angry.




“Dima,” she whispered.




He bent down to hear her.




“Why isn’t anyone protesting?” she asked. 




“I suspect because they’re all familiar with women dying of pregnancy or childbirth,” Dima answered. “And until now, there’s been no safe way to perform an abortion. Even the most ardent anti-abortionist here and now must admit that there are circumstances where the only way to save the life of the woman is to sacrifice the life of her child.




“I don’t envy them that choice,” he added.




“I don’t know if I like letting the doctors into the birthroom where the midwives belong,” Nurse said. “Doctors have a tendency to judge. And they rarely wash their hands.”




“What do you want to bet this blows up in a few months?” Dawn asked.




“I don’t bet sure things,” Dmitri replied.




“What am I going to tell Sharon?” Dawn asked no one in particular.





Because…House



“Are you out of your ever loving mind?” Sharon demanded. “Or did you just wake up today and decide ‘I think I’ll destroy nine months of hard fought groundwork without even asking’?”




Dawn sat, wide-eyed, next to Dmitri and Nurse while Sharon read out House at the top of her lungs. She got the feeling that Sharon didn’t lose her temper very often, because servants who made the mistake of entering the room immediately backed out again, and even Ruy was alarmed.




“You didn’t exactly hand me a list of off-limit topics,” House answered.




“I bloody well told you to step lightly around anything with the potential to start riots!” she fired back.




“Forgive me, my love,” Ruy said, “but I am not seeing the reason for rioting. Doctor House has knowledge of a procedure that will save the lives of women when they cannot bring their child to term. I doubt there is a man alive who has not seen a mother, sister, wife, or daughter in peril while carrying a child.”




Sharon took a deep breath.




“No one has a problem with therapeutic abortion, Ruy, not even the Pope. Up until now, the procedure has been so dangerous that something like half the women who get one die of complications—peritonitis, bleeding, septicaemia. So it was never done unless the woman’s life was well and truly in danger, and most of the time, the decision was made between the woman and her midwife. No doctors involved. What this…asshat just did was publish the procedure so every Tom, Dick, and Harry can perform one whether it’s needed or not.”




“Ah,” Ruy breathed, nodding his head. “This…does present a problem.”




“I don’t get it,” Dawn said, watching the conversation like a tennis game.




She was tired of feeling conversations going over her head. House assured her that she’d catch back up eventually, probably in another six to eight weeks as the lost neural connections reestablished themselves, but in the meantime, it was a complete and utter pain not to understand the implications of what people said.




“Therapeutic abortions are performed to protect the life or health of the mother,” House said. “By providing the details of a safe procedure, I’ve allowed doctors to perform elective abortions.”




“And thank you so much for that fucking wrench in the works, House,” Sharon snapped. 




“The more doctors who know how to perform a safe abortion,” House told her, “the fewer women will die.”




“No, House, they won’t,” Sharon replied. “Because in this day and age, Christian doctors still hold themselves accountable to church laws. They will judge the women who come to them and decide whether or not that abortion is allowed. Some of them will tell a dying woman that it’s God’s will, others will tell her that she doesn’t get an abortion because the baby was conceived out of wedlock, and somewhere out there is an asshole ready to tell a woman that if she didn’t want a baby, she shouldn’t have gotten herself raped. You saw how many of them thought it was immoral to give a woman in labor pain relief.”




House considered her words for a moment and finally shrugged.




“So I send an invitation out to the midwives,” he said.




“What the fuck do you think I’ve been doing?” Sharon screamed at him.




Ruy went to her and gathered her in his arms, shushing her as she cried with frustration and rage. House, for once, stayed quiet.




“Negotiations with the Amsterdam burghers and Don Ferdinand have not been going well,” Dmitri murmured. “There are several religious factions, especially the Calvinists, the Orthodox Jews, and the hardline Catholics, who want nothing to do with the USE or Don Ferdinand’s promise of free city status. As each of them believing they are the one, true faith, the promise of freedom of religion is an insult to them. A handful of doctors setting up abortion clinics in Amsterdam will completely destabilize not only the negotiations but the entire city.”




“Her Excellency has been working with the Committees of Correspondence and all the midwives she can find to begin programs for contraception, family planning, women’s health, and, yes, abortion,” Ruy said. “It has been the work of months, and finally, we begin to see results. Now this.”




“Ah.” House said.




“Just…stay out of my way, House,” Sharon finally said, dismissing him with a wave. “I’ve got to get ahold of the heads of the CoCs and start doing damage control.”




House got to his feet.




“I’ve got a follow up lecture tomorrow with a demonstration,” he said.




“A demonstration?” Dawn asked, appalled.




“Fourteen year old girl, end of the first trimester,” House told her flatly. “Hyperemesis, and she’s a shoe-in for pre-eclampsia.”




“You are not performing an abortion in front of an audience,” Sharon said. “If you’re convinced the girl needs one and she consents, do it in private and get a midwife to act as chaperone. Any of your students want to see one done, send them to the CoC.”







“What do you think?” Dawn asked.




“Me?” Dmitri returned. “I think Doctor House is one of the most intelligent, self-absorbed idiots I’ve ever met, and I’ve been to court in Strelsau.”




“Is this really going to wreck negotiations for Amsterdam?” she asked.




“It’s hard to say,” Dmitri answered. “It simply isn’t the same kind of controversy here and now that it is in our world, but it could easily become so. One of the hallmarks of women’s rights is reproductive rights. The reactionary forces within the different religious factions will find that change very frightening, and they’ll respond to it within the scope of their religious beliefs. It would have been far, far better if this had stayed in the hands of the midwives.”




“Seems like an odd thing for a Catholic to say,” she noted.




“Even a Catholic can be a realist,” he said wryly. “I watched my parents struggle through three miscarriages, a stillbirth, and a sister with a profound mental disability, and they had the financial and social resources to cope. I would never presume to dictate to another person what they must do in similar circumstances. I simply try to ensure that my subjects have the resources they need to make informed, responsible choices.”




“I wonder why now,” Dawn said. “Literally the first time I sit in at one of his lectures, and he does this.”




“I wouldn’t read too much into it,” Dmitri told her. “If he has a…a patient ready for tomorrow, timing was less dependent on you than her.”







After the excitement of the morning, crossing the foyer four times in a row was nothing much. She was deep in thought the whole time, so it was easy to ignore the looks and smiles. Back in her room, Nurse sat with a six month old baby, feeding him and playing with his feet while he gazed up at her.




“Where’d this little guy come from?” Dawn asked, fluffing out her skirts and taking a seat.




“His parents and sister died in a fire last night,” Nurse said. “His father managed to throw him down to a neighbor before the house collapsed.”




“Oh, geeze,” Dawn said, her heart hurting for the baby. “Poor kid. What’s going to happen to him?”




“The Committee is searching for relations to take him in,” Nurse replied. “Until then, he is mine—and thine, if thou likest—to care for. He’ll do better on my breast than a goat’s teat, that’s for sure.”




“Nurse, have you ever thought of having another child?” Dawn asked.




“Oh, child, I’m nearly too old to catch again,” Nurse said. “And I started late. Besides, I can keep body and soul together with my current work. I could not do so for two people.”




“Don’t we pay you enough?” Dawn asked, worried. 




She hadn’t asked. She’d never asked, and suddenly, she was ashamed of it.




“Oh, dearest, I am very well paid for what I do,” Nurse told her with a smile, “and thou art the easiest charge I’ve ever had. It’s only that a baby should have a mother’s full attention when possible, and…if I had one to myself again, I would not be able to give it up to do anything else. Not after I lost my others.”




“You know,” Dawn began, trying to broach the subject carefully, “there will be a point when we go back, me, Dmitri, and House, and there won’t be any way we can stay in touch.”




“I know, ladybug,” Nurse said, lifting the baby to her shoulder to burp him. “All my patients leave me sooner or later. I’m not a very good reader, but if you’ll send me a letter when you arrive at your home, I’ll find someone to read it to me, and then I’ll find someone to write my words down for you.”




Dawn’s heart broke a little, realizing she couldn’t really explain to Nurse that she wouldn’t be in this world anymore.




“I want to make sure that when I leave,” Dawn said, “that you’re taken care of. That you won’t have to worry anymore.”




“Lambkin, I already have my next job arranged,” Nurse told her. “Her Excellency has hired me to work for her.”




“Really?” Dawn asked.




“Mmmm,” Nurse replied. “She is expecting. Now that’s not to be shared until she or Don Ruy make an announcement. They’ve lost one already, but Doctor House has told her that this one is far enough along it should be fine.”




That was enough to make Dawn feel like someone had bumped her world and set it rocking. No wonder Ruy was so protective of her. No wonder she’d bitten House’s head off. That is, other than him completely deserving it.




“Have you studied as a midwife?” Dawn asked.




“I delivered a few babies in the camps,” Nurse said. “Before the Americans set things to right. I wouldn’t call myself a midwife, though.”




“You need to start studying,” Dawn said. “I’ll make sure you get all of House’s notes, and you should make rounds.”




“Child, what is this?” Nurse asked, baffled.




“You would be the best midwife or doctor in the world,” Dawn told her. “You’re smart, you take care of people, you don’t take crap from anyone, not even House.”




“That’s all very well, dearest,” Nurse said, “but becoming a doctor takes years of study and practice, and there are no women doctors.”




“Sharon’s one,” Dawn said. “And how old are you, anyways?”




“Why I’m…oh, let me see, I’m forty-three this winter,” she answered.




Dawn’s jaw nearly swung in the breeze. Her mother had been forty-four when she’d died, and Nurse looked at least twenty years older that. 




“That’s plenty of time,” she declared, trying to cover her shock. 




“You have such faith in me, ladybird,” Nurse said, smiling. “I hope I shall fulfill it.”







“Dawn, Dawn, wake up.”




She roused to Dmitri’s voice and started to sit up.




“What’s wrong?” she asked, bleary. “What is it?”




“We need your help with something,” he said.




“Come, lambkin,” Nurse said. “Let me put your robe on you.”




She cooperated with robe and slippers and met Dmitri outside her bedroom where he held a lamp. 




“I’m going to take you to a room,” Dmitri said. “There’s an injured man there. House is already taking care of him, but no one can understand what he has to say. Don Ruy and Harry Lefferts say he has important information. We need you to translate without asking too many questions. Do you understand?”




She nodded.




“Let’s go,” he said, taking her hand.




Nurse stayed behind, and Dmitri hurried her along a set of passageways she wasn’t familiar with. When she started to ask a question, he lifted his finger to his lips, and she stayed silent.




Inside the room, the smell of blood made her gag. The man lay, half-naked in a pool of light, while House tugged and pulled at things that Dawn immediately looked away from.




“Put a drape up, Sanchez,” House said. “Summers, sit by his head. He’s pumped full of ketamine, so he’s not feeling any pain, but he may not make much sense. Von Ritter, bring that light over here.”




It impressed Dawn to no end that House was focused enough to use Hentzau’s false name even when they were with the only people who knew what his real name was.




Harry Lefferts brought a chair over for her, and she took a seat by the man’s head. She reviewed the languages the patient couldn’t be speaking, if no one in the room understood him. English, German, Amideutsch, Dutch, French, Spanish, Portugese, Latin, several Native American tongues on Ruy’s behalf, Russian, Polish, Czech, and Slovak on Hentzau’s part, Swedish, Thai, Cantonese, ancient Greek, Hebrew, and probably a dozen others on House’s part. Whatever it was, it wasn’t going to be easy.




“Did he say anything you recognized?” she asked. 




“Nope,” House said. “Give me some hemostats. Pretty sure between the injuries and his current mental state, he’s down to whatever he spoke natively, and that is currently up for grabs.”




She started with Latin, as most Catholics spoke a smattering of it. While he looked around for the speaker, he didn’t seem to understand the words. He looked, in the wavery, golden lamp light, like he could be from anywhere around the Mediterranean, from Italy to Lebanon to Tripoli. Greek got nothing. Neither did ancient Hebrew. She switched to Arabic.




“La ’ilāha illā llāh,” she said.




“Muhammedur-rasūla-llāh,” he murmured.




“Of course he’s Muslim,” House muttered. 




Well, he was, and Arabic was not his first language. Dawn struggled to pin him down between Arabic and whatever else he spoke. 




“He says his uncle’s trees don’t bear fruit?” she repeated, looking up.




Both Ruy and Harry watched, faces drawn with concern.




“Ask him about his father’s,” Harry said. “Only make it ‘papa’ or whatever the word is.”




She did, shifting in tone from formal recitation to casual conversation. The man shook his head, repeating two vowels. 




“That’s not Arabic,” Dmitri said.




She waved at him to be quiet.




He babbled a little, and she listened. Definitely a semitic language, but something isolated and archaic. She hobbled together a question out of babytalk. He answered.




“His father’s vineyards survived the fire,” she repeated to the others. “But his brothers are dead.”




The man started talking, fast and desperate.




“Azim lied,” Dawn told them.




Harry stood up straight from his slouch.




“He says Papa’s garden still has snakes, and the worst wears a gold collar.”




“Ask him when the full moon is,” Harry said.




She did, and he replied. 




“This coming night,” she said. “Does he know what time it is?”




“Probably not anymore,” House said, snipping away at something.




“Who bears the cup?” Ruy asked.




Dawn repeated the question in the odd, inside out syntax the man used. His answer was difficult to parse.




“The one enlightened by the moon? The man in the moon?” she asked.




“Try lunatic,” House said. “Islamic theology says the mentally ill are touched by Allah, and it’s every man’s duty to treat them with compassion, because one of them is Allah, testing his believers.”




“Does that make sense?” Hentzau asks.




Ruy stroked his mustaches. “Yes, I believe I know who he is talking about. We don’t have much time to waste. Sir Dmitri, would you accompany Lady Dawn back to her room?”




“Of course,” he answered.




“And please remember,” Ruy said, “this is not to be spoken of to anyone.”




On the way back, Dawn looked up at Dmitri.




“We really don’t talk about this?” she asked. “At all?”




“Once we’re home,” he said. “I’ll tell you what I can. Until then, forget it happened.”







She woke up at a reasonable hour but later than she usually did. Nurse’s other charge, little Heinrich, had cried half the night. Nurse had taken him to the study and walked with him until he’d fallen asleep again. She slept, breathing heavily, in her bed, next to the cradle Heinrich slept in.




The study door was open. Hentzau’s door was closed. House’s door was open. It usually meant he was there and willing to talk to someone, so she went over, and knocked lightly. When there was no answer, she stepped in. House snored, bent over his desk. He was still dressed. There was an empty bottle of wine, one of the big ones, and a much smaller bottle with a black cap. 




Laudanum. She knew it was made cheaply those days—opium in an alcohol base—and taken by more than a few people. She’d seen it there before and assumed that House had picked it up in order to have pain medication available for patients, but the level was lower than the day before, and he hadn’t treated anyone except the man she’d spoken to. She hadn’t realized House had been using it, but it explained why his leg hadn’t bothered him as much.




“House?” She nudged him, waiting for him to snort and wake up.




He didn’t.




“House?” she repeated.




She shook his arm, and when he didn’t respond, thumbed back his eyelid. His pupils were tiny. He’d had a lot of laudanum. Plus the alcohol, that made her nervous. She took his pulse and counted. Sixty beats per minute. Slow, but acceptable. Then she counted his respirations. Twenty-one per minute exactly, slow and even. Well, he must have finished drinking some hours previously, so he should have been past any danger.




She went and knocked on Hentzau’s door. After a few minutes, he answered. He had a brand new black eye, scraped up knuckles, and a bulky bandage around his upper right arm. He looked like he hadn’t been to bed.




“What the hell happened to you?” she gaped.




He put a finger alongside his nose.




“Absolutely nothing of interest,” he told her. “I’ll tell you all the boring details when we’re home.”




“Okay, well, in the meantime, House is drunk or stoned or both and sleeping in his clothes,” she told him. “Will you help me put him to bed?”




Dmitri frowned with concern and joined her in House’s room. With a bit of effort, he got his arms around House’s chest and dragged him over to his bed. They worked together to get his boots off, and then Hentzau pulled his shirt tails out of his pants, took his belt off, and set it aside. Then, on seeing that House’s cuffs were stained with blood, he pulled the shirt off over House’s head and bundled it up for the laundry. Dawn put a pillow under his head and pulled a blanket over him.




“He’s going to have God’s own hangover when he wakes up,” Dmitri responded. “There won’t be a lecture today. I don’t know if that’s a good idea or a bad one.”




“Why would he…” Dawn started, and then she paused. “The man last night, he died, didn’t he?”




Dmitri put a finger to his lips as a reminder and then nodded. 




“Oh, hell,” Dawn said softly.




She smoothed the blanket over House’s skinny shoulders and followed Dmitri out of the room.







House was awake in time for dinner, but from his red eyes and brutal temper, no one wanted to be around him. Dawn saw him pour nearly a teaspoon of laudanum into his wine glass before filling it the rest of the way.




“How’s Amsterdam doing?” he asked Sharon.




“A work in progress,” Sharon said in a tone that did not encourage discussion. “Word’s gotten out that the Spanish armada is nearly here. Merchant vessels are lifting anchor and heading out. You want to give a lecture tomorrow, try first aid, water purification, and all the things necessary for surviving a siege.”




“No more lectures,” House said, glaring at the food in front of him. “I’d rather do clinic duty.”




“Your call,” Sharon said. “Just try not to get crucified.”




Dawn watched the byplay, not quite understanding what was happening, but knowing it wasn’t good.




“Ruy, when does your Pope say life begins?” House asked, picking up the bowl of mashed potatoes and dragging it over.




“He is not especially my Pope,” Ruy said with an attempt at humor. “I share him with the rest of Christendom.”




“He’s a flexible guy,” House agreed. “What’s he say?”




“That life begins at conception,” Ruy said. “However, it is impossible to know when this occurs or for some time afterward, so most people tend to count life beginning with the unborn child’s quickening.”




“And, of course, terminating the pregnancy at any point is considered homicide,” House said. “According to Sixtus the fifth, am I right? It was not quite sixty years ago.”




“Check with the Jesuits, my friend,” Ruy said, his voice taking on an edge. “I am a simple man.”




“Simple man,” House repeated. “That’s funny.”




“House, what are you doing?” Dawn hissed at him. 




Nurse caught her hand and squeezed it, then gave her a shake of the head.




“Of course, what nobody in this day and age has figured out,” House continued, eating a spoonful of dry potatoes, “is that nearly a third of all pregnancies end in miscarriage, usually because of chromosomal abnormalities.”




“House,” Dmitri said in a warning tone. 




“Here’s the great thing about Christianity,” House said.




Several of the others at the table had fallen silent and were glaring at House.




“Christian doctrine,” he continued, “says that God is all powerful, all knowing, and all loving. So, this all loving god kills more babies than all the abortionists put to—”




Hentzau backhanded him. Hard. House fell backwards off the bench and stared up in a daze. When he wiped his mouth, he smeared the blood dripping from his nose.




“So much for freedom of speech,” House said.




“I don’t give a damn what your beliefs are,” Hentzau said, getting to his feet and picking House up by his collar. “But you will not incite enmity at a peaceful gathering, and you will not taunt our hostess, who has done far more for us than you have for her. Your Excellency, if you will excuse us.”




He dragged House bodily up the stairs, threw him in his room, and closed the door. 




“So, what’d y’all think about that version of My Fair Lady they’re putting on down at the Mauritshuis?” Harry asked.




“I think Henry Higgins out to have some sense beaten into him,” Dawn muttered.







To her surprise, House was still conscious when she brought him a plate of food after dinner. 




“How’s it going out there?” he asked, accepting the plate. 




“Currently the odds are three to one that Hentzau will be the one to beat you senseless and Ruy is two to one,” Dawn told him. “House, what the hell was that.”




“Me getting tired of dealing with stupidity,” he said, eating the spinach.




She gave him a very doubtful look.




“So, what was the deal with talking to our friend and guest last night?” he asked.




“What do you mean?” she asked in return.




“Come on, Summers,” he said. “You went from phonemes to intelligible conversation with idiomatic expression in something like fifteen minutes. Nobody can do that.”




“It was an eastern Semitic language similar to Akkadian,” she told him. “I picked some up at the beginning of the semester traveling with my tutor.”




“Nope,” House said. “Nobody just picks up Akkadian, at least not fluently enough to start speaking a related language in fifteen minutes. You brought us here, and now it turns out you can learn languages the way everyone else learns what comes in a Happy Meal. What gives?”




“House, this isn’t something I can talk about,” she said, already regretting taking pity on him. “Not here, not now.”




“Uh huh. It’s got something to do with the scars on your stomach, doesn’t it?” he asked.




She looked away and refused to answer. 




“You know he killed two men to keep you safe,” House told her.




“What are you talking about?” she asked.




“Hentzau, excuse me, von Ritter,” House corrected himself. “When we were being held captive. A couple of guys came in to sample the goods. Your goods. He killed one in your defense. The other one, I’m going to have to say was murder, since the poor bastard was already unconscious. Well, he probably would have died of the closed head trauma anyways, so maybe it doesn’t count.”




“Stop it,” Dawn said. “I don’t know what you’re doing or why, but stop it.”




“Come on, Summers,” House sneered. “Your blood count is almost back to normal, your brain’s coming back online. Start using it. You’re going to take him back and leave me here. That’s fine. Just try to remember how much he’s going to owe you afterwards.”




“Jesus, House,” she nearly yelled, “I’m not leaving anyone behind, okay? I got you here. I’m taking you back.”




“Nearly killed you the first time,” House reminded her. 




“Well, last time, I was in a hurry,” she replied. “It works a lot better when I can meditate into it.”




“This is the seventeenth century,” House said. “Nobody meditates.”







Hentzau stopped by late that evening, after Dawn had retired to her room.




“Leave her alone,” he ordered.




“Nichols or Summers?” House asked, going through piles of notes and organizing them. 




“Both, but especially Summers,” Hentzau said.




House turned his glare on Dmitri.




“Do you know how boring you are?” he asked. “I’d tell you to sleep with her and get it over with, but—”




“Nobody cares, House,” Hentzau said. “This is not a civilized age. Your intellect will not matter at all if you get yourself kicked to death in an alleyway by one of the many, many people you’ve offended. Trying to even things out by offending your allies isn’t going to make any difference either. Now stop bullying Summers.”




“Go away and stop boring me,” House said, looking away.




“What was it about that last lecture?” Hentzau asked, leaning against the doorway. “It can’t possibly be that you have any ethical or moral quibbles about abortion. Nichols confirmed that you went out this afternoon and performed one on the girl you mentioned.”




“Go away.”




House poured another teaspoon or so of laudanum into his cup and added enough wine to drown out the taste. 




“You’ve built up an appalling tolerance,” Hentzau noted, “but even that is a large dose for you. What sorrows are you drowning?”




“Hey, I may not be able to give you a bloody nose,” House said, giving him a different glare than the one previously, “but I can get my hands on all kinds of poisons and make your death look like an accident.”




“Better and more able men than you have tried,” Hentzau said, giving him a cold, toothy smile. “And failed.”




“Oh, right,” House sighed and threw his cup into the intellectual rubble on his desk. “The gift of the Hentzaii. So long as you don’t mess with the rightful monarch, your line never dies out.”




“You found that old saw?” Hentzau asked. “You did do your research.”




“Twenty-five years ago,” House said, pushing papers away. “Dates don’t line up, so I don’t even get any wishful thinking.”




“Twenty-five years ago, what?” Hentzau prodded.




“I was a resident,” House said, nodding with the solemn clarity of the very drunk. “Very attached to a very pretty, very smart woman. Looking forward to working my way up the system, landing a prestigious job with Johns Hopkins, Cedar Sinai, or one of the other big name research hospitals. What I couldn’t do and had no interest in doing was start a family.”




“You made her get an abortion.” Hentzau’s stare turned very cold.




House shrugged. 




“She was supposed to be on the pill,” he said. “Maybe she made a mistake, maybe it was intentional. Didn’t matter. It was not the time for a kid. I gave her the money, told her that was all the cooperation she would get from me. Never heard from her again.”




“She might have had the child,” Hentzau pointed out.




House shook his head. “Looked her up a few years ago. Never married, no kids, best lawyer in her state. Nope, she decided she couldn’t do it on her own, so she went through with it. I had a vasectomy afterwards so I couldn’t get trapped again.”




“And now you’re punishing Dawn because she’s not the daughter you might have had?” Hentzau asked. “Do you understand just how…sick that is?”




“Believe me, that kid’s better off dead than having a father like me,” House said. “And I’m not punishing Summers. I’m trying to figure her out. I’m her doctor.”




“House,” Hentzau said gently, “go to sleep, cut back on the laudanum, and try to behave like a decent human being. You’ll hurt fewer people, including yourself.”





The Lace, the Book, and the Peach



House returned to lecturing the next day, hungover and bitter. As Nurse had her hands full with little Heinrich, Dawn went without her under Dmitri’s chaperonage and packed a bag full of kitchen leavings—cabbage stems, potato eyes, carrot tops, and other throwable objects. 




“I’d get him a puppy,” Dawn told Dmitri, “except I don’t think any puppy should have to put up with that.”




“I agree,” he said. “You might cause the formation of the SPCA several centuries early. Not that this is a bad thing.”




The day’s lecture was not on abortion or anything regarding women’s reproductive health, but on exactly what Sharon had suggested—water purification, food storage, emergency management, and how to survive a siege.




House had a large diagram of a multi-chamber sand and charcoal filter that he posted and a stack of printed diagrams he handed off to the last person on the end of the row to be handed out.




“If you’ve got the resources, a sheath of copper, or better yet, silver, has antimicrobial properties,” House explained. “It can even be silver or copper leaf. While it does clean debris and many unwanted chemicals out of the water, it does not, however, guarantee water sterilization.




“Pour your water into clear bottles, preferably sterile. If you’ve got chlorine bleach, add two drops per liter, eight drops per gallon, and let it sit for half an hour. If you don’t have bleach, set the bottles in direct sunlight for one sunny day or three very cloudy days. Lay the bottles on their sides for full UV penetration, and if you can, put them on a reflective surface. Figure a minimum of four liters or one gallon per person per day for drinking, minimum. Err on the side of caution, have five gallons per person per day available.”




“That’s ten bottles per person per day,” one of the students objected.




“Maybe you should get busy,” House suggested in a dark tone.




“Doctor,” another asked, “what if one does not have the time or materials to build such an elaborate filter?”




“Got five silk handkerchiefs?” House asked.




“Er…yes,” the young man answered.




“Stack them, stitch the edges together, line a smaller basket, and use it as a strainer, then follow the sunlight purification steps. Once the top layer of the silk looks dirty, wash it, and leave it in direct sunlight, face up, until it’s dry. Do not turn it over. You’ll only add all the stuff you previously filtered out to your next bottle of water.”




To Dawn’s amazement, she hadn’t had to throw anything at him. 




“All of this, of course,” House said, “is in case you run out of beer or wine to drink. You can water strong wine down, half and half, and still have enough alcohol to act as a disinfectant. If you need some alcohol fast, sterilize a bottle, add water, honey, and yeast, and let it go. I don’t guarantee the taste. If you don’t have yeast, set the bottle out in open air for about an hour. It’ll collect enough wild yeast to get started.”




“What about milk?” someone asked.




“Follow the steps on pasteurization,” House answered. “If you can’t, it’s a last resort. Save the beer, wine, and water for the elderly and the very young. Milk goes to adults with a healthy immune system.”




“But what about the inoculation?” a second person asked.




“Numbers from the CoC are that less half of the city has been inoculated at this time,” House responded. “If you haven’t been, go get some. It could very well save your life. What it isn’t going to do until better than ninety percent of the population has been inoculated is provide herd immunity. It’s also not foolproof. A bad enough infection could conceivably overwhelm the biome the inoculation supplies you with. So don’t do anything stupid.”




“How do we know it really works?” a third person demanded. “You want us to drink that devil’s concoction, but what proof is there?”




Dmitri stood up.




“My name is Dmitri von Ritter,” he said. “My family comes from Hentzau. You have my word that I was given the inoculation on my deathbed, and it saved my life.”




A buzz of talk started.




“I would have survived the cholera, God willing,” he added. “But I also contracted pneumonia. The inoculation cured the cholera and gave my body the stamina to fight off the pneumonia. I am as strong as I was the day before I took ill.”




“That is one person,” the questioner said. “This city has tens of thousands of people in it.”




“Tell you what,” House said. “I’ll drink a glass of water with three full doses of the inoculant in it. You drink a glass of water with one drop of sewage in it. I’ll make sure it comes from the district with the twenty-five other cases of cholera the CoC identified. We’ll see who makes it to the end of the week.”




The questioner shut up, and House continued his lecture, turning to first aid.







“Can we go to the market?” Dawn asked as they left the lecture hall. “Oh, please?”




Dmitri paused.




“Ah, it’s very busy, Dawn,” he warned. “The merchant vessels have offloaded all their cargo and left ahead of the Spanish armada. Everyone is stocking up on provisions. You’ve already spent the entire morning in a crowded room.”




“Look, I’ll stay close to you the entire time, and we’ll stick to the edges,” she told him. “I just want to do something new, okay? I’ve been trapped in the palace, and even the lectures aren’t much different.”




Dmitri glanced at House.




“I wouldn’t,” House answered without looking up.




Dawn rolled her eyes.




“Ten minutes,” she bargained. “Five. And I promise, if I start feeling wonky, I’ll let you know immediately.”




Hentzau made a face that spoke to him knowing better.




“If I say we’re leaving,” Dmitri began.




“Then we leave, no argument or questions,” Dawn agreed.




“Ah, very well,” he surrendered.




“Yay!” She hugged him enthusiastically.




“Yes, yes, very well,” Hentzau said, gently prying her off. “We’re in public, cousin. Nurse would tell you to behave yourself.”




“Good thing she’s not here,” Dawn replied with an impish smile.







The market was just as busy as expected, and most of the people were there to buy and go home, not to shop, so there was a great deal of traffic.




“Stay with me,” Hentzau said, getting more and more guarded. 




“I’ll be right at your should—oh, look at those fabrics!” Dawn declared. “And the beads!”




“Dawn,” he said in a warning tone, and took her hand.




There was no point in settling at one booth. Dawn pulled him along from counter to counter. Each of the sellers had pennants and signs proclaiming their wares. The displays were set out to lure in even the most disinterested buyers, and everything from scarves to ribbons to hats to dishes was available.




“We could get some chamomile for House,” she suggested.




“House has all the herbs he needs and more,” Dmitri told her.




“What about some beeswax candles? They smell so good,” she said.




“You do realize that just because you have money does not mean you’re required to spend it,” he said.




She stuck her tongue out at him.




“I’ve been cooped up for two and a half months, Dima,” she told him. “I get to enjoy my outing.”




Then she gasped and made a little moan. “Lace! Look at that lace!”




Hentzau groaned in reply.




Dawn watched the lacemaker for a few moments and then began picking out purchases.




“For me, for Nurse, for Sharon, for Sabrina, for Gretel, for Buffy, for Willow, for Jenny,” she chanted. 




The seller’s eyes went wide, and he started to look around when Hentzau caught up.




“We’ll take them,” he said. “Please wrap them up individually.”




“They’re two guilder apiece, sir,” the seller said.




Hentzau gave him a jaundiced look. “We’re friends of the American embassy.”




“Oh, well, I could go to eight pieces for fourteen guilder.”




Dawn half-listened to the haggling while she looked around. Yes, the Spanish armada was on its way, but the crowd seemed business-like and even a little cheerful. After all, Don Ferdinand’s army to the south and the turmoil in France meant that Spanish troops wouldn’t be marching over land. 




“It’s very nice, well, for Dutch lace,” Dmitri said, “but that doesn’t mean I’ll pay more than half a guilder for each piece.”




“I could have you shot for such sedition, sir. One and a half guilders per piece.”




“You could try. No more than one.”




The Dutch fleet had been half destroyed four years previously, but they had rebuilt a fair amount, enough to hold off the Spanish ships from landing and perhaps even take them in battle. Everyone knew the Dutch had the best navy in the world. There was even talk of the USE sending its navy to back up Amsterdam, which was why, Dawn supposed, the negotiations with Don Ferdinand were so cru—




Books.




The seller across the aisle had books. Without a thought, Dawn went straight to the counter and started reading titles. Oh, she didn’t have her bag of holding anymore, so she couldn’t just get anything. She should stick to the smallest volumes, the little books designed to tuck in a sleeve or a pocket. Most of those appeared to be New Testaments, but there were some more obscure translations.




“Dawn? Dawn!”




She gasped. A volume of Shakespeare’s sonnets!




“How much?” she asked the vendor.




“For you, pretty lady, ten guil— You get out of here!”




A crowd of boys and young men suddenly crushed in on her.




“Money for the bonfire!” one of them shouted. “Come on! We’re going to burn old Phillip when the ships show up!”




There had to be eight or ten of them, all bumping her, hands touching her waist, or worse, reaching past her so that there were arms all around her. Her heart started to race in panic.




“Mind the lady!” the bookseller snapped. “Lady, pay no attention to these ragamuffins. Apprentices, all of them.”




But they wouldn’t stop jumping up and down around her, and she kept getting bumped.




“Stop!” she protested. “Please, stop!”




“Dawn!”




“A damsel!” one of the young men declared. “Boys, we’ve got a bonafide lady here.”




“A pretty one, too!”




She felt her control slipping. 




“Lady, please,” one of them said, pulling his hat off. “Let us be your champions. We’ll fight any foe, perform any deed, face any obstacle.”




“Let me go, let me go, let me go,” she pleaded, but she’d slipped into English, and none of them understood.




There were too many people around. It was turning into a crush, and the bookseller had started yelling as well. She turned and looked for Hentzau.




“Dmitri? Dima!”




When had the market gotten so crowded? There were people coming through on horses, like it was a parade. Her protests turned to struggles.




“Let’s take her to bonfire,” one of the boys suggested. “She can light up old Phillip!”




The rest of the boys cheered, and two of them took her by the arms to guide her out. 




She screamed as unfettered terror took her over.







Hentzau looked up from the haggling where he’d gotten the lacemaker down to eight pieces for twelve guilders.




“Dawn?”




She wasn’t there. His heart lurched. Dammit. Dammit!




“She’s just over there, sir,” the lacemaker said, pointing to the stall across the wide aisle.




The aisle had started filling up with people, and several yards back, there was a group of horsemen with banners. The city guard, heading to the docks before the Spanish armada arrived. Of all the idiotic, unnecessary—but the surge of people included a group of unruly apprentices begging money for a bonfire, and they gathered around Dawn, desperate for the attention of a pretty young woman.




“Keep it,” he said, abandoning the deal and starting for her. 




In the space of five seconds, it went to hell. He shoved past as many people as he could, calling her name, and just as the first horseman pushed him aside, he heard her scream. The horsemen were too tightly packed to push through without falling beneath the horses’ hooves, and when they were finally past, it was too late.




One of the boys was out cold, blood trickling from his nose. Another had a set of four deep claw marks down his face, and he was covering his eye. A third was on the ground, curled around what had to have been a violently flattened scrotum. The rest stood back, horrified and speechless.




“Which way?” he demanded.




The bookseller, shocked, could only point in the direction Dawn had fled. Hentzau ran after her. 




“A girl, in a blue dress, very frightened,” he asked at the next corner.




The woman pointed him in a new direction. At every turn, he asked, and on the fifth turn, no one knew what he was talking about.




“This tall, long brown hair in a net, blue eyes,” he repeated, frantic.




The candlemaker shrugged helplessly.




“What language does she speak, sir?” he asked.




“All of them,” Hentzau replied.




He pulled a guilder out of his pocket and gave it to the man. “Here, get the word out. Anyone who finds the girl and keeps her from harm without frightening her will be rewarded. Tell the first committee member you see, and ask them to pass it on. Don’t try to capture her. Just keep her from harm and tell me where she is.”




The candlemaker nodded and immediately repeated the offer to his workers.




House found him a few minutes later.




“How bad?” House asked.




“Bad,” Hentzau said, raking his hair back with his fingers.




Idiot! Fool!




“We can talk later about the difference between making someone happy and doing what’s best for them,” House said. “In the meantime, you need to go back to the bookseller’s booth and wait there while we coordinate the search.”




Hentzau swallowed the pulse of rage that threatened to engulf him and left without another word.




There, the boys who’d triggered Dawn’s panic attack were all gone, even the unconscious one. The bookseller eyed Hentzau with sympathy and fear. The lacemaker approached him with a wrapped package.




“For the lady, sir,” he said. “When she returns, God willing, unharmed.”




Hentzau gave him twelve guilders for the eight pieces. The man returned four and gave him a nod.




Half an hour passed. Every few minutes, someone would approach him to confirm the offer or Dawn’s description. One man started to proclaim that he had found her, but a committee member dragged him off, beating him. Beside himself with worry, he started to pace. She’d stayed alive in a score of other worlds, even the one where she’d been lynched. A young woman of obvious wealth and station was far safer in this world than a poor one, and Dawn was dressed like the daughter of nobility. The worst that might happen would be abduction and ransom.




Or she might run afoul of criminals as stupid and venal as the ones the met their first ten minutes in this world.




She might be raped. 




Or murdered.




There were Spanish agents in the town, and her cover story of being his cousin was paper thin and sure to be blown if she were questioned by anyone knowledgeable. 




He would never forgive himself if—




“Dima?”




He turned on his heel, and she was there—dirty, snagged, scuffed, with big, frightened blue eyes in a pale face. 




“Oh, God,” he whispered.




And then he had his arms around her and felt her hug him back.




“I’m sorry,” she said in a tiny voice. “I’m so sorry. It’s just that there were books, and then…”




“No, there’s nothing to be sorry about,” he told her, holding her close, finally breathing again.




She was shaking with exhaustion.




“Are you hurt?” he asked, releasing her so he could check.




She shook her head. “Some scrapes and a bump. I think…I think I hurt one of the boys. I just lost it. I didn’t mean to.”




“It’s all right,” he told her. “He’s been taken care of.”




She started to cry. “I know it wasn’t real, but I thought that the mob w-was…”




“Shhh,” he whispered, brushing her hair back and then finding her a handkerchief. “It’s all right. You’re safe now. We’re going home right now.”







“I don’t want to take a pill,” Dawn said. “I’m just tired.”




Nurse had wordlessly put her to rights, washing her face, hands, and feet, cleaning the scrapes and bandaging them, taking the torn and dirtied dress away, and helping her into a clean shift, robe, and slippers.




“Give me your wrist,” House said.




He’d gone surprisingly easy on recriminations with her. Instead, he counted her pulse, listened to her heart and lungs, and checked her eyes.




“I’ll make you a deal,” he said. “Eat the whole bowl of oatmeal, with whatever Nurse puts on it, and I’ll skip the pill.”




“Okay.”




“So, what’d you do after the freakout?” House asked.




“House,” Hentzau started.




He was still hovering over her, like a mother hen that had watched all but one of her chicks get grabbed by hawks.




“It’s okay,” she assured him. “I, uh, I ran. I have no idea how far, just whatever direction was easier. Then when there were finally fewer people around, I must have found someplace to hide. It was back behind some barrels, up against a building, under, I guess, a loading dock. I crawled up in there and pulled my skirts behind me.”




“Uh huh,” House encouraged.




Nurse sat out a tray with a bowl of oatmeal. It had strawberries on it. They waited while she ate the first several spoonsful.




“I don’t know how long I was there,” she said. “Long enough for the panic to fade, but I was still absolutely sure that they were going to find me and get me.”




No one asked who ‘they’ were.




“And I kept arguing with myself that yes, I had freaked out, but no, I wasn’t in danger,” she continued. “I just had to climb out and find my way back home, and then the other part of my brain would laugh and get hysterical again. Finally, this little kid saw me and came and sat by me. He handed me a bunch of sticks and then started taking them one by one so he could build a house. After the second addition was built, I was calm enough, I could come out.”




“How’d you get back?” House asked.




“I asked for the lacemaker,” she said. “Apparently, there’s only the one this week. People kept staring at me, asking me if I didn’t want to stay, and they’d go get you. At one point, there were like five people following me. I nearly hid again.”




“Should have seen that one coming,” House murmured.




Dmitri stiffened next to her, but she gave his hand a squeeze.




“And, then I found you,” she said, looking up at him.




“I should have said no,” he told her. 




“Hey, I’m my own responsibility,” she said. “And I don’t think any of us saw that kind of crush coming.”




“I did,” House muttered.




Nurse smacked him. He glared at her, and she sniffed.




“I beg your pardon, doctor,” she said, looking ahead. “My hand slipped. It’s been itching of late.”




“No more market,” Dmitri said. “And as soon as the Spanish armada is sighted, the city will be under martial law, so you will have to content yourself with the palace as you did before.”




“Yeah, I got that,” she sighed. “Dima, I’m sorry.”




“Don’t be,” he told her. “Now, I need to check in with Don Ruy. I’ll be back.”




He left, and Dawn sighed again.




“Guess I’m under house arrest for the duration.”




“Thou art under nurse arrest as well,” Nurse said. “Little Heinrich has gone to his mother’s cousin’s family, and nothing shall divide my attention from thee, ladybird.”




“Once Dmitri’s done talking to Don Ruy,” House said, digging into his coat, “I’m going to talk to him about adding you to the evening training.”




“What?” Dawn asked. “Really?




“You need the mental and physical discipline,” House said. “Plus, it’s time you started getting back in shape. Anything that will tire you out and keep you out of my hair is a plus.”




“Angels and ministers of grace defend me,” Nurse whispered.




House held out a small book, just the size she’d been looking at. It was the volume of Shakespeare’s sonnets she’d wanted.




“Stay out of trouble, okay?” he said. “I think your boy aged about ten years there when you were missing.”




She smiled at him and took the book.




“Thanks, House.”




He made a noise of impatience, got up, and left without excusing himself.







The next day was spent with bated breath. The lectures had been called off, to limit the number of people moving around the city. The merchants either exhausted their inventories or packed them up and moved away from the docks. The embassy staff worked double shifts, packing anything that had to be taken with them in case of evacuation and readying several burn stations for whatever couldn’t be taken and couldn’t be allowed to fall into the hands of the Spanish. The dining room had constant traffic, and Dawn kept pacing back and forth, under Nurse’s watchful eyes, feeling the weariness and guilt from the previous day’s events. 




Sharon spent her entire day on the public and business side of the embassy. House had gone over several times to check on her. There was also a radio room on that side, which Dawn had never seen, doing land office business sending and receiving coded messages. Ruy had spent most of the previous day at the Pope’s residence and had just returned to go over evacuation plans with Harry Lefferts. All the embassy’s soldiers were on duty and constantly patrolling. Dmitri had made himself available to run all manner of errands and small missions, and he was constantly in and out as well.




Ruy had noticed her nervous pacing and drawn her aside, showing her the big map of the Netherlands on the wall.




“Phillip wants Amsterdam,” he explained to her. “Politically, it is most expedient to undermine his brother and force him to capitulate. Ah, but Amsterdam, she is not so easily taken. The barrier islands here are fortified, and the Dutch know them better than any Spaniard—including myself—ever will.”




“Everybody’s worried about the Spanish landing troops,” Dawn said. 




“True,” Ruy agreed, “because the Spanish cannot go through France to get here. Landing in one of the Italian provinces and coming north along the great Spanish Road is also impossible now, as they have lost their grip on many of the territories, and the emperor of the Holy Roman Empire is more disposed to to his brother-in-law, Don Ferdinand, than he is to Phillip. The only way he can get troops on the ground here is to land them from the sea.”




“But?”




Ruy made a thoughtful moue and shrugged one shoulder.




“He will have to go through the Dutch navy, which will fight like a sack of angry badgers, as well as through the armed merchant vessels, which is to say, all of them. The Dutch preferred the lighter touch of the archduchess, and with the exception of Amsterdam, they are satisfied with Don Ferdinand. None of them want Phillip sticking his fingers in. And perhaps the field is not so clear as Phillip thinks. He may find himself surprised by the allies Don Ferdinand has gathered to himself.”




“Of course,” House said, “half of them signed up just for the opportunity to stick it to Phillip. He made a lot of friends setting the Spanish Inquisition loose.”




“As you say,” Ruy agreed. “As my clever and industrious wife has instructed me, ‘Ruy, sometimes it’s not so much about who you like better as it is who you hate less.’ ”




“My ears are burning,” Sharon said, coming in with Hentzau.




He held the door until her skirts cleared and then came through, a basket on his other arm.




“Ah, light of my heart,” Ruy greeted her.




For all that he sounded like a romance novel gone wrong, he was on his feet, pulling out a chair for her and kissing both her hands. Sharon let her head fall back and accepted another kiss from him with a satisfied smile. 




“Just for a few minutes,” she said. “Then I’m upstairs for my prescribed nap. Everything going okay?”




“Adjustments are made hourly according to the need,” Ruy told her. “I return to His Holiness’s side in another hour and will remain in touch. And what does the young hero bring?”




“I managed to talk a vendor out of these on my way back,” Dmitri said, holding out the basket.




“Peaches!” Dawn’s eyes lit up.




She got the first pick, and then Hentzau offered the remainder to everyone else. She brought the peach—with leaves still attached to its stem—up to her nose and inhaled the fragrance. Hentzau was right. The food really did taste better here. House said they were being maudlin idiots, but he picked up a peach just the same.




She took a bite, and the flesh was dripping with juice, tangy and sweet. Laughing, she slurped some off her fingers and pulled another bite off, pushing it into her mouth with one finger.




“Oh, my god, Dima, this is sooooo good,” she moaned. “This is the best peach I have ever…”




She looked up. Everyone was staring at her.




“Tasted,” she concluded. “What?”




Ruy ducked his head and covered a smile with his fingers. Sharon was snickering. House had rolled his eyes while Nurse remained stoic and smiled gently. Dmitri stared wide-eyed at her.




“Did I get some on me?” she asked and looked down at her dress. 




Sure enough, a large drop of juice had landed above her neckline and started to roll down her skin. She looked back up.




“Oops. Could I get a napkin? No idea this would get so messy.”




She heard a noise from Ruy that sounded like he was in pain. She looked at him and didn’t see anything wrong with him. When she turned back to Dima, he was still staring, a little open mouthed.




He met her eyes and turned a bright, agonizing crimson from his hairline to his shirt laces.




“What?” Dawn asked.




“Aaahhh…nothing,” Dimtri finally managed, snapping his eyes away. “I’m…going to see if anyone else would like a peach.”




He went straight for the stairs.




“But there’s no one…” Dawn started and then turned back.




House had covered his eyes. Ruy was turning red from silent laughter.




“But…I just…is Dima okay?” she finally asked, not getting it, knowing she was not getting it, hating it, and refusing to admit it. “Should I go check on him?”




Ruy nearly fell over.




Nurse took her hand and tucked it into the crook of her arm.




“Ladybird, thou wilt not bother that young man for at least an hour, if not three,” Nurse told her and handed her a napkin.




Something in her expression finally caused a neuron to fire.




“Oh, my god, you people are pervs!” she declared. “That’s Dmitri!”




Sharon died laughing. Ruy wiped tears from his eyes.




“Let’s call that a thirty second delay,” House said, giving her a sardonic look. “Yes, you do have all your original brain cells, but they’re still not in proper working order. Give it another couple of weeks, and you might catch on before he leaves the room. Then it’ll be really awkward.”




“My brain works,” Dawn muttered. “You people are messed up.”




“Finish your peach, my lamb,” Nurse told her and handed her a fork and knife.





Complications and Comfort



“Dima,” Dawn called, chasing after him. “Dmitri, wait!”




He paused, just short of the supply wagon he’d been loading, and faced her. 




“I can help,” she insisted.




The battle taking place less than a mile off the coast and less than five miles away from the embassy had been fought for the last hour and showed no signs of ending. With the sunrise, the only guarantee was that there would be more fighting, more casualties, and more work needed.




“I’ve got training in first aid,” she repeated. “I can do triage, stitch wounds, hold hands, sterilize tools, anything.”




“Dawn,” he said as patiently as he could, considering the fact that people were running past them in every direction and a squire held his horse, “two days ago, you had a dissociative panic attack and nearly blinded a boy. That battle is being fought with seventeenth century artillery. The men we bring in are going to be missing limbs. They will be mangled, and many of them are going to die. I would hesitate to put anyone through that, but you are still recovering from post traumatic stress disorder. You stay here.”




“Less arguing, more moving,” House said, hobbling up.




He tossed two packed bags into the wagon.




“I understand all that,” Dawn answered, not letting go of his arm. “You don’t have to put me in with patients if it’s that bad. Stick me in a supply room, put me in a corner, and I’ll roll bandages. I’ll free up someone to take care of the injured.”




“There are Spanish soldiers washing up on the beaches, some of them still armed and angry,” Dmitri told her. “You are safe in the embassy, not near the shore.”




“I need to help!” she cried.




“Here’s how you can help,” House said. 




She turned just as he stuck her arm with a hypodermic needle and pushed the plunger down. Dawn gasped in shock and anger. 




“House!” Hentzau yelled.




“What the hell did you give me?” Dawn demanded.




“Ten mils benzodiazepine,” he replied, capping the needle. “Dmitri, you might want to catch her in ten, nine—”




“You asshole!”




Dawn took a swing at him, which he ducked.




“That’s right,” he said, “keep your heart rate up. Four, three, two—”




She wobbled, and Hentzau caught her, picked her up, and swung around.




“Lefferts,” he called, “I’ll be right back.”




Harry looked over from where he sat his horse and rolled his eyes.




“Are you fuckin’ kiddin’ me, von Ritter?” 




“Talk to House,” Dmitri told him. “It was his idea.”




“I’m going to kill him,” Dawn declared, trying to climb over his shoulder.




“Stay with me, Dawn,” he said, pulling her back. “I’ll get you to Nurse.”




“It’ll keep her down for about six hours,” House yelled. “More if you spike her tea.”




Dawn was not amenable to being carried, but her efforts to slip out of his hold, climb over his shoulder to freedom, or kick something, anything, were too uncoordinated to come to much. He did have to stop twice to reorganize her, as her skirts went everywhere and hampered his hold.




“It’s not fair,” she slurred, her head lolling. “Argue with him, bam, needle in the arm. Tell him you’re going outside, boom, needle in the butt.”




Then she looked at him, eyes narrowed. “He never gives you a needle in the butt.”




“That’s because he knows I would kill him,” Dmitri told her.




“Well, I think you should kill him anyways,” she said, nodding emphatically in agreement with herself. “With rocks. Or…or a…sandwich.”




The one thing he could count on was that Dawn was invariably a happy drunk. She struggled a little bit more and complained, but by the time he got to the stairs, she had found his shirt laces and was tugging on them. By the top of the stairs, she was twiddling his beard.




“You should keep the beard when we get back,” she said, starting to get sleepy. “Freak everyone out and also looks…looks awesome sexy. Like a sea captain. And I like your hair. I didn’t know it was curly.”




He could feel himself blushing.




“Nurse?” he called




“You’ve been keeping secrets,” Dawn accused him, owl eyed and unblinking with her newfound stupor. “Curly hair!”




She reached up and ruffled his hair. Then she snuggled against him and looped her arms around his neck.




He was going to kill House.




“Nurse?” he called again, coming up on Dawn’s room.




“Good heavens, what happened?” she asked, coming out.




“House,” he said, which explained enough. “She’ll be out for at least six hours.”




“You ’ave to stay, Dima,” Dawn murmured. “Don’ go. Nursie, don’ let ’im go.”




“Oh, dear. This way, sir.”




“We’re going to the old cathedral. I think it’s called the Maria Sterre von Zee,” he told her. “They’re triaging the casualties and bringing all the captives there. If and when she wakes up, Nurse, do not let her out of your sight. She wants to help, but keep her here.”




“Of course, sir.” Nurse nodded and helped him pull Dawn free of his shirt laces and doublet buttons. “Come along now, dearest. There’s a good girl.”




“I can get another peach,” Dawn offered and then started giggling. 




“I’m going to kill him,” Dmitri said to himself.




“Would you like me to hold your jacket, sir?” Nurse asked him.




“I’ll take you as my second any day,” he answered before leaving.







“I hate you,” Dawn said, glowering at House. “You’re an asshole.”




“Tell me something I don’t know,” he said, looking up from the numbers he was compiling.




“I could have helped,” she insisted. “I can still help.”




“What you could have done was triggered another panic attack as bad or worse than the one you had in the marketplace,” House told her, “and considering your original trauma was caused by seeing mangled corpses on a battlefield, I’m guessing a change to mangled corpses on a beach isn’t going to be much help.”




“This isn’t fair!” she declared.




She had slept through the entire rest of the sea battle—five hours of cannons, two dive bombing planes, ironclads, timberclads, acts of heroism, a complete surrender by or destruction of all but five ships of the Spanish fleet, and all the churches in all the cities along the coast ringing their bells. She’d slept through it. She hadn’t been so mad in all her life.




“No, it isn’t,” he agreed. “The good news is you’ve got enough energy and insight to get angry. Congratulations on another milestone in your road to recovery. The bad news is that you still haven’t regained control over your emotions. You’re going to experience the wacky fun of adolescent mood swings all over again while there’s a war raging, and I don’t have time to hold your hand.”




“It would help if you’d stop with the tranq gun!” she yelled. “I am not an antelope on Wild Kingdom.”




“You’re right. An antelope would have enough sense to steer clear of dangerous situations and not get itself eaten,” House snapped. 




With a half-yelled growl of frustration, she stormed out and went down to the dining room. Dmitri was sitting, eating a bowl of oatmeal, occasionally blinking his eyes in an effort to stay awake.




“Ooooh, that…that…” she ground to a stop verbally and went into a pantomime of punching, strangling, kicking, and setting someone on fire.




“Ah, you’ve been talking to House,” Dmitri surmised, taking another spoonful.




“He’s impossible, and I hate him,” Dawn declared, sitting beside him. 




She waited a moment while he slowly ate with the dogged determination of the incredibly tired.




“Dima, there has to—”




“No,” he answered.




“But—”




“No,” he repeated.




She threw her hands up in frustration, and he turned to face her.




“There is something you can do, Dawn,” he said gravely.




“What?”




“You can stay here without complaint and without looking for some sort of loophole,” he told her.




She started to protest, but he overrode her words.




“So that when I go out on patrol, looking for stragglers, survivors, and Spanish agents with the rest of Captain Lefferts’s men, I know that you are safe here,” he continued. “And I don’t have to worry about returning at the end of a sixteen hour shift to find that you’ve gone missing and no one knows where you are.”




She subsided and stared at her hands guiltily.




“You are the only person who can get me and House home,” he reminded her. “Gretel already misses me. If something happens to you, she’ll never know what happened to me.”




All the fight in her subsided, and she nodded.




“Okay, Dima.”




He exhaled in relief. “Now, I get a whole six hours of sleep, and if I’m lucky, there will be time enough for me to wash before I’m expected to be out on patrol again.”




“I can get you some wash water,” Dawn said. “Go on ahead, and I’ll bring it up to your room.”




“Don’t over exert yourself,” he warned. 




The fact that he didn’t turn her down spoke to how tired he was and how much he wanted to get clean.




“I’ll see you upstairs,” she told him.




When she made it up to his room, he was stretched out on his bed, face down, snoring. She set down the two large pitchers she carried, and went to his side. He was out. There was even a little spot of drool on the pillow under his mouth. With a sigh of sympathy for him, she went back to his feet, straddled one leg, undid his bootlaces, and with a heave, pulled his boot off. She followed through with the second, and set them out for one of the servants to clean and polish.




Then she poured some of the water into his washstand bowl and wet a washcloth. She washed both his feet and his hands, knowing that even that little would make a difference when he woke up. She was trying to figure out how to wash his face when she gave up, elbowed him, and when he snorted, pushed at his shoulder.




“Dima, turn over,” she ordered. “Turn over, you big lug.”




He managed to turn over without quite waking, lifting his head so she could slip a pillow under it, and then relaxing back into a totally limp state, this time without snoring.




“Snug as a bug in a rug,” she murmured. It was something her mom used to say.




She got his doublet unbuttoned and managed to pull his hands back through the sleeves, though it got complicated a couple of times. That allowed her to push his sleeves back and wipe down his arms up to his elbows. She ran her fingers across the scars on the inside of his wrist and elbow, remembering when he told her about how he’d gotten them. It couldn’t have been easy for him.




She washed his face and neck, down to his collar. He’d let his hair grow out while they were there. Once past the meticulous close cut he usually kept, his hair started curling. Nearly an inch long now, there were red highlights in the brown. His beard was well trimmed, not scruffy like House’s, and he shaved every third day to keep the lines neat, which was saying something in a world where safety razors were far more rare than dodos. Stupid birds hadn’t gone extinct yet.




His lips were soft, and the bottom one was full. She realized she’d been sitting beside him for several moments just staring. She wanted to kiss him. She wanted to kiss him and have him wake up and find out what would happen. All of a sudden, it seemed like forever since she’d felt anything like this. She wanted to be close to him, to smell his scent, to taste him, to feel him. She knew with total conviction that it would be good. It would be so good.




Like it had been with Lee?







He had just gotten down to the end of the column, carrying the numbers in his head, when Dawn crashed back into his room.




“What is wrong with me?” she demanded. “Seriously, House, why am I so messed up?”




And he lost the sum he’d had and two other trains of thought in the background.




“Didn’t we just have this conversation?” he asked.




His head was aching, his eyes wouldn’t focus quite right, and his leg was killing him, yet there was always time for Dawn to have a meltdown.




“No, no,” she said. “That was when I was pissed off at you. This is different.”




“What could be so different?” he asked.




Then he actually looked at her. Flushed face, color in her cheeks, her cuffs were rolled back, and her hands were clean to the wrists. There were water drops and soap on the lap of her dress because she hadn’t bothered to put on an apron, which meant Nurse hadn’t been around, and he’d heard her talking with Hentzau downstairs.




“So, did you have sex with him before or after the sponge bath?” he asked. 




“What? No!” she cried with outrage. “I didn’t have sex with him at all! That’s the point! He’s asleep, out like a light, and I’m supposed to be helping, but suddenly all I want to do is jump him before he can even wake up.”




“He’s not going to complain.”




God damn he was tired, and having to gear down and deal with hysterical young women was not helping at all. Where the hell was Nurse?




“Yes, he will!” she nearly yelled at him. “House, he’s betrothed. And never mind that, he’s my mentor. I’m his protegée. He’s in charge of me. We’re in the same cohort. We’re not supposed to be anything other than friends. And…and never mind that I’m going home as soon as we’re back, and I’m going to be with Xander, and I’m not going to treat him like I did Lee!”




Ah, there it was.




He took a deep breath and woke up as best he could.




“You’re right,” he said. “You’re not going to treat him like Lee. You’re not in a dissociative state brought on by extreme emotional trauma. He isn’t Lee, and he hasn’t been nursing a crush on you for nearly as long. You don’t want to complicate things because he’s in your cohort, well, that little problem will be solved a week after you get back. He graduates. He’s not in your cohort anymore. I think you can fudge things by that much.”




“He’s going to marry Grand Duchess Natalia Romanov, one of the daughters of the Emperor of All The Russias,” she protested.




“No one actually believes he’s going through with it,” he told her. “London bookmakers put the odds at three to one.”




She blinked in consternation and then recovered herself. “And I’m going home to Xander. This whole time, that was the plan. I grow up. I figure out sex and love, and when I get home, I’m so different that Xander has to see that I’m not little Dawnie Summers anymore, and he’ll see the real me.”




Didn’t anyone have some cholera for him? Ebola? Surely there had to be an outbreak of Black Death somewhere.




“You know, sometimes, the point of having a plan is not in accomplishing the goal,” he explained to her. “Sometimes it’s just in having a plan to hold on to. Sometimes, you’re better off not actually going through with your plan. Your family back home has been going through plenty of changes of their own. They weren’t on hold while you’ve been at school, and you’ve been gone a lot longer than one semester, from your point of view.”




He paused and considered.




“How long have you been gone?” he asked her




She looked guilty. 




“Um…I’d have to go through all my journals and add up the dates from each of my trips with the Doctor and then on my own,” she mumbled.




“Rough estimate,” he suggested.




“About two years,” she admitted.




“Yeah,” he breathed out. “Yeah, kiddo, you’re not just waltzing back in. Anyways, you and Studly Do-Right clearly have a thing. You should stick with him and give the lumberjack back home a break.”




“Xander isn’t a lumberjack, and I’m not getting involved with Dima!” Dawn declared. “Look, I just need to understand why all of a sudden I’m all horny girl around Dima and how do I control it?”




“Seriously?” House asked, and then groaned. “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me, Summers. Have you looked in the mirror? All things being equal, you are a healthy, heterosexual young woman with all her parts in the right place. Your body wants to make babies. Dmitri in there has just the baby batter a girl like you would love. He’s all good smelling and masculine, and I’ll bet he never leaves the seat up. Of course you want to fuck him. I’d be worried about you if you didn’t want to fuck him.”




She stared at him, horrified.




“So fuck him,” he told her. “Or don’t fuck him. But for the love of God, would you take this Loveline teen romance wangst out of my room so I can get some sleep!”




She left, which meant he could get some sleep, which was all he wanted. Half an hour later, Nurse came in and laid into him with a switch until all he wanted was a cold compress the size of a desk and some sleep. He settled for two cold compresses the size of dinner plates, a large dose of laudanum, and some sleep.







Nurse took pity on her and set her to tearing up old sheets and linens and then rolling bandages. It was hard to feel sorry for herself sitting next to a woman who’d lost her husband and three children and moved her crooked hands over rolls of bandages with a good heart. 




“Dost thou love him?” Nurse asked.




“What?” Dawn looked up, startled.




“Thy cousin, Sir Dmitri,” Nurse clarified. “Dost thou love him?”




She watched Dawn with compassionate eyes. She had already sewn the lace collar Dawn had given her onto her best dress and wore it prominently. Dawn wasn’t sure, but she thought she could see where some of the marks of care and woe on Nurse’s face had faded. She didn’t look quite as old as she had.




“Well, yes,” Dawn said. “I mean, he’s…he’s family, and he’s also my friend. Him, Sabrina, Cole, and even Lee, they mean tons to me. The only people I’m closer to—and sometimes I’m not even sure of that—are Buffy, Willow—”




“Xander, Giles, and Jenny,” Nurse finished for her. “Yes, dear. I know thy stories. I would that I could meet them.”




“Oh, I wish you could too,” Dawn breathed. “They would love you. You’d never be out of work, what with all the girls at the school.”




“Tis a pleasant thought, but let us return to the first question,” Nurse said. “Dost thou love Sir Dmitri?”




Dawn fumbled for an answer for a moment, and then admitted the truth. “I don’t know.”




“That’s fair, lambkin,” Nurse told her. “Sometimes the heart cannot find itself.”




“It’s just, I’m going home to Xander,” Dawn explained.




Nurse nodded. “And art thou promised to young Xander?”




“No, you know I’m not. My family doesn’t do arranged marriages.”




Nurse grunted a bit. “Normally, I’d say ‘twas a pity they didn’t, but in this case, it may be all to the better.”




“Besides, if we had arranged marriages, Xander would end up married to Buffy, and she doesn’t even want him.”




“More fool she,” Nurse commented with a wise and cynical look.




“I know!” Dawn declared, then she looked at Nurse. “Hey.”




“Sisters sometimes grow jealous over what one has and the other doesn’t,” Nurse told her. “I should know. I grew up with three sisters. Any of them fool enough to discard a young lover I admired, I would have made sure she lived to regret it. That does not mean it is the right and proper thing to do.”




“Buffy wouldn’t even go out with him,” Dawn complained. “It took him forever to get over that, and then he slept with Faith—”




She finished a roll, tucked the end in, and piled it with the others.




“Ah, yes, Mistress Faith,” Nurse murmured. “I do hope that young woman finds her way.”




“Oh, she’s okay,” Dawn grudgingly said. “But after Faith, he went with Anya, and I never got Anya.”




Nurse finished her third for Dawn’s second. 




“Wert thou required to?” Nurse asked.




“It would have been nice,” Dawn said. “But it’s not like it made a difference. Sometimes…”




“Yes, my love?”




“Sometimes I feel guilty about her dying,” Dawn admitted. “Like I benefitted from her death.”




“Didst thou cause her death or delay help to her in her need?” Nurse asked.




“No, of course not,” Dawn answered. “But the only reason I’ll get to be with Xander is because she died.”




“And the only reason I married my husband is because his first wife died in childbirth,” Nurse told her. “There is no untangling the good from the bad in these things, lamb. God wills it for His own reasons. ‘Tis a folly to try to do His work for Him.”




“Yeah,” Dawn agreed without much enthusiasm.




“But Sir Dmitri?” Nurse prodded her. “Thou knowest he is a good and righteous man.”




“That doesn’t mean I’m going to…” she searched for a less explicit metaphor than the ones that came to mind, “uh…dishonor myself or him.”




“Well, of course not, lamb,” Nurse said. “And I will be present to ensure there is no temptation. What are your parents’ thoughts on the matter?”




This was headed into territory much deeper than she’d ever thought about. She watched for a moment while Nurse swiftly wound her roll with a tidy spin. Dawn struggled to keep hers from looking like a mummy gone mad.




“Well, his are both dead, and…”




“Thy mother is dead as well,” Nurse said, nodding. She had heard all of Dawn’s stories. “What of thy father? What of Mistress Jenny and Master Giles?”




“I know my dad likes him. Hentzau hired him to work on a property he purchased, an old monastery. I’m sure Jenny and Giles would as well.”




Nurse made an uncertain noise. “Liking is all very well and good, dearest, but what of his prospects as a husband? Is he acceptable to them?”




Dawn’s brain came to a complete and utter stop.




“I wasn’t thinking about marriage,” she said, aghast.




“Thou shouldst be,” Nurse told her. “As should Sir Dmitri. In fact, I’m a little surprised he hasn’t seen thee married to a man of good family. Perhaps he does intend thee for himself, once he convinces his betrothed to void the contract. Thou art too old for this flitting about. Thou needst a household and children to care for.”




Dawn blinked. “I’m going to school. I need to finish that first.”




Nurse tutted. “With all the chances for thee to form an unacceptable attachment to some ne’er-do-well? Or, God forbid, be tempted into error?”




Error, of course, being sex, and sex, of course, leading to an illegitimate pregnancy, for which there was no prevention, no abortion, no adoption, but plenty of shame to go around.




“Nurse, what do you think would happen if there were a medicine a woman could take that would keep her from getting pregnant?” Dawn asked, curious. “And when she stopped taking it, she could get pregnant again.”




Nurse stared off into space for a long moment.




“Well, I’d not have had my first child, that’s for certain,” she said. “And there would be far fewer children in the world when it was all said and done. Perhaps we’d care better for the ones who were conceived in purpose, instead of letting so many of them starve, drown, or die. But then some high man in a church or a castle would say it thwarted God’s will, because he had fewer people to tithe and tax, fewer soldiers to go to war, fewer peasants to labor. I know more than a handful of women who would still be alive, because they hadn’t died in childbed or been worn to a shadow taking care of too many children. Good women, too. How many good works could those women have done had they lived? Had they not spent all their days feeding little ones? It’s a melancholy thought, ladybird. I would that it were possible.”




“What about you?” Dawn asked. “Would you go to school if you could?”




“To what purpose?” Nurse asked. “I can read and write and number well enough to run a farm. I’m not asked to do even that when I nurse a child.”




“To do good works,” Dawn suggested. “You could be a doctor.”




“Like thy Doctor House?” Nurse asked. “No, thank you. I like people. His head may be stuffed with knowledge, but he’s as miserable a fish as ever I’ve seen, and not even in a net.”




“You could be a nurse,” Dawn said.




“Aren’t I already?” Nurse asked, startled.




Dawn laughed. “A different kind, I mean. Where I come from, nurses go to school to learn about medicine. Then they take care of people. They do, oh, all sorts of things. Some nurses are like midwives, some take care of sick people, some help injured people get better. Some go to communities and teach them things like hygiene and nutrition.”




“That sounds like a good and noble profession,” Nurse agreed. “But where would I find the money to live on while I went to this school? And what of my promise to Her Excellency?”




“Well, I was thinking,” Dawn said, putting the bandages down and digging into her voluminous skirts for the contents of her pocket. “I was going to make sure you got these when I left, but I’d rather give them to you now.”




She took out a velvet bag with silken strings drawing it closed and gave it to Nurse.




“What is this, ladybird?”




Nurse opened the bag and gasped when she saw the contents.




“Thou canst not mean to give me such things!” she cried. “Child, this is your family’s wealth.”




“It’s mine,” Dawn said, looking over Nurse’s shoulders to see the handfuls of pearls in the bag. She’d put half of her remaining stock in. “I’m the one who got them, so I get to decide where they go.”




“This is too much!” Nurse protested. “I am but a farmer’s wife, a camp follower. Child, some have called me whore, and they would not be too far off.”




“Anyone even thinks of calling you that in front of me, and after I slap them silly, I’ll ask Dima to be my second,” Dawn told her. “You know he’ll do it. You did what you had to survive. You’re also one of the best people I’ve ever met.”




“Ladybird, I cannot…” Nurse struggled.




“Won’t you let me give you this?” Dawn asked, sad. “I have my own money, thanks to my dad and Giles, and Dmitri won’t have a problem with it. I know he won’t. Nurse, he likes you—no, he loves you as much as I do. Even House would say yes.”




Nurse pressed the backs of her fingers against her trembling mouth, and tears filled her eyes and then fell down her face.




“Do you know what this means, dearest?” she asked hoarsely, close to sobbing. “It means I will not die alone and ungrieved, left in a ditch or thrown in a pauper’s grave.”




“That’s never going to happen,” Dawn said.




Nurse nodded. “It happens all too often, my lamb. I’ve seen it. Old, used up women with no family, cast off and shut out when they are too old to do chores. I’ve seen their bodies and knew one day I would count as one of them.”




“No,” Dawn contradicted her, taking the woman’s body shoulders in her hands. “That’s not going to happen. I’ll make sure Sharon and Ruy know. I’ll make sure they promise. I’ll leave everything I have with you, so you don’t ever have to worry.”




“Oh, my sweet ladybird,” Nurse said, her voice breaking. “Little did I know the gift God gave me when he called me to thy care.”




For once, after two and a half months, Dawn got to give comfort instead of receive it. Nurse held onto her as she shook with crying, and Dawn wrapped her arms around the old woman and rocked her.




“I am safe,” the old woman sobbed. “I am saved.”





The Reason To Be There



“Is something wrong?”




Dmitri had caught her and Nurse out in the garden on a walk, and Nurse had tactfully stepped out of hearing while staying within sight.




“No,” Dawn answered.




She was bored out of her mind, felt as useless as a kickstand on a Sherman tank, and was completely unable to think of anything to say around Dmitri. For that matter, she’d run out of things to say to House, especially as he was impatient and tactless to her whenever she did say anything. It didn’t help that things were starting to calm down and both he and Dmitri had more time to spend back at the embassy. 




The wounded were recovering. The prisoners of war had either signed oaths of loyalty and gone into service with one of the allied forces, been released on parole, or were comfortably ensconced waiting for a ransom to be paid or a swap to be made. The streets were filled with sailors on shore leave. The markets were filled with things to be bought and people thrilled to buy them. And Dawn was stuck in the embassy.




“Are you angry with me?” Dmitri asked, watching her.




“What? No!”




She took a breath and centered herself. Adolescent mood swings, House said. He didn’t know the half of it. She brushed down her skirt and twitched it into place, having found she could take a few moments to do that and gather her thoughts. He waited for her.




“I’m just…” she sighed. “There is nothing for me to do, Dmitri. I’ve been reading and drawing still lifes for the last month, and it’s gotten old. I get that I don’t get to go to the market, and House isn’t lecturing right now, but…”




She ran down, feeling bitter and stupid and ungrateful. She wanted to forget what she’d felt when she’d sat at Dmitri’s side. There was no way that was going to happen. They were friends, that was all. She was going home once they were back. There was Xander. Dmitri was graduating. They’d keep in touch. She only hoped he’d find some way out of marrying Natalia Romanov, and the five of them could all work together to get rid of Sycorax.




So that Crown Prince Rudolph, the one who’d nearly raped Sabrina after she’d been roofied, could take the throne? Or maybe there was some way of bypassing him and seeing the Princess Royal, Antonia, crowned. Plus there was Lee’s mom who presumably still wanted Dawn dead, a brand new…something called Guardian which could make every copy of a photograph disappear off the Internet, Buffy was sick, House wouldn’t tell her anything about that, and there was still the far off prophesy of doom that seemed closer and closer every time she looked. 




“I want to go home,” Dawn said.




There was the crux of it. She had no idea what she was supposed to accomplish in this world, only that it was the only way to get House and Hentzau back home as well. She didn’t even know if she could do it. What if she couldn’t?




“I’m sorry,” Dmitri apologized, taking her hand. “I hadn’t realized you were so worried.”




She looked up at him, confounded. She hadn’t said anything about her worries. He gave her a crooked smile.




“You’re easier to read than you used to be,” he told her. 




“And I practically had billboards up before,” she muttered.




“Captain Leffert’s squad will be training in about an hour,” he told her. “And Don Ruy has promised to come and work on fencing techniques. Why don’t you come?”




“Right, I’ll stand off to the side and stare at all the beefcake,” she said. “Maybe I could get some pompoms.”




“Why don’t you come and train?” he corrected himself. “You still have those pants, don’t you? If you don’t, I imagine you could find a plain enough dress to fence in, but don’t expect Don Ruy to go easy on you. He doesn’t know the meaning of the word.”




She looked up at him again, this time wide-eyed with hope. 




“Really?” she asked. “Dmitri, he’s one of the best swordsmen in Europe. Of course I’ll come! Nurse, we have to go back in, right now! Thank you, Dima!”




She squeezed his hand and ran off for Nurse and Piglet, dragging them back inside as fast as she could.







An hour later, with Nurse sitting on a stone bench at the side of the small courtyard, Dawn tested her slippers on the pavement. Her hair was braided tightly against her head, and the long queue coiled against her neck. Her pants were breeches, buttoning just below her knees, with a pair of silk stockings. She wore a plain linen blouse and a leather bodice, and Nurse had found her a pair of gloves with wide cuffs, perfect for fencing.




Many of the men went shirtless, but Hentzau kept his on. He got a few looks, but then, so did she. Don Ruy had them split up into lines with plenty of space in between and drilled them on positions, strolling past with a stick he used to correct each of his students. Some of them got several corrections, most of them got one or two, and only a few escaped with just a nod. Hentzau got one correction. 




He tapped her on the elbow.




“Bring it in, mistress,” he said.




She did so. He tapped the back of her heel. 




“Step forward by two inches.”




She did.




“Keep your knee over your ankle,” he told her. “Never forward of it.”




“Yes, sir,” she answered.




“Good.”




He went on. She felt like she’d won a gold star at the county fair. On the second drill, Hentzau was awarded a nod, and Dawn got only a reminder to bring her elbow in. The drills, once they started moving through them faster and faster, with Ruy giving only a tap where he found fault, were enough to wear her out, but everyone else considered them a warm up. She looked longingly at the bench where Nurse sat, but kept at it. Sooner or later, she had to get her stamina back. The next time she looked over, House was sitting next to Nurse.




“Choose a partner,” Ruy instructed. “On my mark, start your dance.”




She got Harry Lefferts. He gave her a wink.




“Promise you won’t hold it against me when I win?” he asked.




“Oh, no hard feelings at all,” she told him. 




But then, Harry wasn’t a swordsman. He was known to prefer his shotgun and Bowie knife, both of which were as widely emulated as his cowboy hat, sunglasses, and tailcoat. Hentzau frowned in their direction but returned his attention to his own bout. After all, Harry had a reputation as a ladies’ man, but then, he also had a reputation as a stone cold killer. Dawn couldn’t help but wonder which one bothered Hentzau more.




They were armed with foils—slender, bendable steel with a small bulb of clay or wax affixed to the end—and set to one another. From the first pass, Dawn knew he wasn’t trying. His thrusts were sloppy, his repartee was slow, and he barely kept his form. She couldn’t help letting her annoyance show.




“Do you suck this much on a first date, Harry?” she asked.




“Only if the gal in question asks nicely,” he answered.




She disengaged her blade, stepped back, and came again, this time batting his blade away, and tapping him mid-chest. 




“Oooh, now there’s a touch,” he called. “Girl’s got some game.”




“Girl would like some actual game, captain,” she told him. “If you could be bothered to get off your lazy ass.”




“Tell him, lady!” someone called.




“I was of the opinion,” Harry said, “that your ‘cousin’ would prefer we go easy on you.”




“Right now,” she said, panting a bit with anger and frustration, “your opinion is worth about as much as your fencing. So stop playing around. I can’t get better unless I push myself.”




There was a sudden change in the cast of his eyes, and it occurred to her that she might have just done something very, very stupid.




“Whatever the lady wants,” he said, “the lady gets.”




And he came at her like a runaway freight train.







Hentzau checked on her when Ruy finally allowed them a few minutes to rest. Nurse brought her a bottle of ginger lemonade made to House’s recipe, which she gulped down. It was actually a little watered down, but the ginger made it possible to drink a lot fast without getting stomach cramps.




“And are you all right?” Dmitri asked her.




“I died,” she told him. 




She had actually beaten Harry in three of five passes, but it was hard won indeed. When he was serious, he was far better than Holofernes had been. Where Dawn’s hits were close to surgical, Harry put so much power behind his that the strikes left a cherry red mark. Both of hers were currently hidden by her blouse. She didn’t want to think about the fuss Nurse would raise when she saw them. 




“For a dead woman, you’re fairly spry,” Dmitri told her.




“That’s just cause I haven’t fallen over yet,” she said. “Can I go to bed? I’m tired.”




He’d beaten Harry four out of five times and still had a visible bruise showing through his open collar. She’d won against her second opponent as well. She was now getting some curious and gauging looks from the others.




“After you fight Ruy,” Dmitri told her. “He asked.”




She went wide eyed.




“I, uh, I’m not feeling well,” she told him. “I think my spleen ruptured. I might have cholera.”




“Don’t listen to a word she says,” House said. “She’s fine.”




“You’ll get yours, turncoat!” Dawn answered.




“Like I haven’t heard that one before!” House replied.




“Courage, ladybird!” Nurse told her.




Dmitri gave her a hand up, and she brushed off her butt.




“Nos morituri te salutamus,” she said, sweeping her fence in a salute to the onlookers.




“We who are about to die salute you,” House translated for Nurse, who nodded in appreciation.




Ruy waited for her, the point of his foil grounded. 




“You and Sir Dmitri have similar fencing styles,” Ruy said, “which I have not encountered elsewhere. “There were no swordsmen in Grantville, you understand.”




“Well, Dmitri’s old school,” Dawn pitched her voice low. “I was taught by an Englishman. Giles picked his up from public school and then Oxford. I started learning from him when I was ten. My sister has a much more mixed style, because she calls on so many different disciplines, especially the Asian martial arts. So, I’ve probably got a hodgepodge of Giles, Buffy, and Dmitri.”




“If you are willing,” Ruy said, with a twinkle in his eye, “I will put you to the test and see what I may learn from you.”




This, from the man both House and Hentzau said had burst into the place of their captivity with “prepare to die!”.




“I’m up for it,” she told him.




He wagged a finger at her. “You know, I want nothing less than your best, and I will push you to get it.”




“You got it.”




They separated, faced, saluted, and went en garde, and in three seconds, she knew she was doomed.




He was, literally, the fastest man she’d ever crossed steel with. He would have handed Giles his head. He could have gone in against Eshvar and come out smiling. He was Slayer fast, and Dawn hadn’t known it was possible for a non-Slayer human to pull that off. Unlike Harry, he was surgically precise in his thrusts, though he too had that trick of a tiny little flick that turned the striking point of the foil into a three inch welt-raising laser.




He went easy on her, starting the bout at a sensible pace and then slowly forcing her to speed up. She started hearing coos of astonishment from the onlookers at the speed of their engage and disengages. She noticed he didn’t bother with stomps or calls to rattle her nerves. In fact, it was the closest she’d ever been to a dance during a duel. His attacks invited a very specific response of parry, and his parries always pointed to the repartee that he wanted. She was being weighed and measured by an expert.




And then, just briefly, she caught a glimpse of a tiny sliver of an opening, and without thinking, dove into a low lunge, twisting to sixte, and catching him on the ribs. Everyone in the courtyard fell silent.




“Not bad,” Ruy said, delight dancing in his eyes. “Not bad at all! You see that? I could make her the greatest swordswoman in all of Europe, if she would but accept my humble tutelage.”




She looked over at Hentzau, who’d gone wide eyed and had a tiny little smile of both horror and sympathy. He’d managed to do exactly the same thing. Once. 




“Come again!” Ruy ordered, grinning like a hungry pirate.




Oh.




Crap.







Nurse and Hentzau had to help her up to her room, as she refused to be carried.




“How many times did he tag you?” House asked, smiling with the memory. “I lost track.”




“So did I,” she whimpered.




“Well, it’s a good thing your red blood cell count is back up to normal,” he told her. “You won’t miss the ones you lost today. Shame about the welts, though.”




Ruy had a special gift with the rapier. Just before the point of his foil was about to hit, he gave it the tiniest of twitches, and instead of the point hitting, the last several inches of the foil slapped the skin and left a welt. When Ruy realized she’d started to favor her left side because of the pain of the welts he’d left, he kindly switched to marking her right side. He’d even hit her once between the shoulder blades, which she hadn’t known was physically possible.




Back in her room, Nurse tutted to herself and applied cold poultices of arnica and chamomile and gave Dawn a sip of tea with a tiny bit of laudanum in it, just enough to take the edge of the pain.




“You were amazing, dear heart,” Nurse told her.




“Amazingly stupid,” Dawn said. “I’m never going to complain about not having enough to do again. Seriously, if I start, please gag me.”




Nurse patted her hand. 




“I heard several of the soldiers, including Captain Lefferts, say very complimentary things about you.”




“Do I want to know?” Dawn asked, opening one eye.




“Captain Lefferts said you were faster than greased lightning,” Nurse recited, “and Franz said that for a young lady, you had an admirable pair of balls.”




Dawn considered.




“That’s actually pretty good.”




“I thought so, ladybird.”




A servant knocked and delivered a tray with a bottle and a card. Both were from Don Ruy, who had written out his poetical thanks, deepest admiration for her spirit, and his hope that she and her cousin would accept his personal tutelage. 




“Anis del Toro,” Nurse said, reading the label. “I’ll make you a palomita, lamb, and that shall make you forget your pain.”







“Thou seemest a bit easier around Sir Dmitri,” Nurse noted, lacing her into her fancy gown for the evening.




The dress was a gift from Sharon for the occasion of the treaty signing between Infante Don Fernando as ruler of the Spanish Netherlands and the burghers of Amsterdam who, with the defeat of the Spanish fleet, had agreed to come to terms to be re-absorbed into the Netherlands, only this time with status as an Imperial City. There was some talk that the infamous Gretchen Richter, leader of the Amsterdam Committee of Correspondence, had lined the burghers up against a wall and explained at length the consequences of not coming to terms with Don Fernando. While holding an automatic weapon.




The signing had taken place early that afternoon at the Infante’s palace. With the reunification of the Spanish Netherlands and the end of the extremely polite siege of Amsterdam, Fernando and his wife, Maria Anna, sister of the Holy Roman Emperor Ferdinand III, were now the co-regnant King and Queen in the Low Countries. Celebrations had broken out all across the cities, and as the USE ambassadoress and her staff had been crucial in negotiations and brought the weight of the USE navy to the aid of the new country, Sharon and her household had been invited to the royal palace that night. Hence, the dress and the impossibly long preparations.




“You know, it’s fine,” Dawn said. “It was just a thing, and it’s not a thing anymore. I refuse to get worked up over it.”




Nurse wore a new dress of black silk in keeping with her status as a widow and had applied the lace collar Dawn had given her to this dress. Her position had become less that of a nurse and more that of a companion and dueña. She had also had one of the pearls, a rosy baroque the size of a cherry, hung as a pendant on a gold chain. With Sharon’s assistance, she had translated the other pearls into enough wealth to endow a monastery, but had invested it in Tom Stone’s dye and trading company. Sharon had guaranteed to both Dawn and Dmitri that Nurse Agnes would never be in need or alone. 




“Perhaps that is the wiser course, my lamb,” Nurse said. “But what is wrong?”




Dawn shrugged her shoulders. “Oh, I’m itchy.”




“Why didst thou not sayest so, ladybird?” Nurse asked. “I would have put oatmeal powder in thy bath to calm thy skin.”




“Not that kind of itchy, Nurse,” Dawn told her.




No, it was the itchiness that she had overstayed her trip, that she needed to find what she was supposed to do and get it done. 




“Ah, well, perhaps a tisane,” Nurse said, looking at a loss and worried for it. “We really should find thee a husband.”




“Oh, not that kind of itchy either!” Dawn declared. “I’m fine. I just feel like…like there’s something I need to do, and I don’t know what it is.”




“Well, should it present itself, only tell me, and I shall help,” Nurse said, brushing Dawn’s hair out again.




As it was a formal event and Dawn was unmarried, she was going with her hair down, though Nurse had woven a neat little cap of silver wire and semi-precious stones into the braids that pulled her hair away from her face and then cascaded down to her back in brunette waves. She was decked out from head to foot in silks, brocades, gilded leather, and jewels that would have paid for her entire college education back home, if she’d had to buy it there. If anyone had asked her, she would gladly have swapped it for a t-shirt, sweatpants, moo shu pork, and a marathon of Galaxy Quest episodes to watch with Sabrina.




“Don’t sulk, dearest,” Nurse told her. “It is time to descend.”




Dmitri waited for her at the head of the stairs, resplendent in pure black and white, his sword and main-gauche at his hip, gauntlets tucked into his belt. He’d kept his beard and trimmed it even closer so now it was a line along his jaw connecting to a well groomed van Dyke. His hair had been trimmed recently but was still long enough to curl at the ends. He could have played the bad guy in any number of period movies and ended up more popular than the hero.




The whole Peach Episode, as Dawn had taken to calling it in her head, was, she decided, just an aberration. They’d been gone for just over three months now, and Dmitri hadn’t seen his betrothed, hadn’t been out on one of his mystery dates, and—unlike House—had shown no interest in the local prostitutes, even the expensive ones who were guaranteed to be clean, even after House made a point of mentioning that lambskin condoms were effective for both contraception and disease prevention. One of House’s lectures, just before Dawn had started going, had been on the the purpose, manufacture, and use of condoms. It was now a booming industry in the Netherlands.




As far as she knew—from the teasing Dmitri took from the others of Captain Leffert’s squad, gossip from the servants, and what she saw with her own eyes—Dmitri had been completely abstinent the entire time. Well, she had been as well, and they had both almost died, albeit under different circumstances, which cut into their social lives. Still, he was…easily distractible and no more than that. So was she for that matter.




Yeah, that was it. Just hormones. That was a—




He offered her his elbow with a smile, and she grinned back.




“You look enchanting,” he told her, his eyes lighting up. “The dress brings out your eyes.”




She ducked her head a little, smiling. 




“Thank you,” she answered. “It’s a shame we can’t bring the doublet back into fashion when we get home. It suits you.”




“I could always bribe my tailor,” he replied. 




Nurse gave House her support as they climbed down the stairs.







It reminded her of the St. Hilary ball in that the room was enormous and filled with people she had seen in portraits in museums. Instead of electric lights, there were giant candelabras everywhere, and the scent of beeswax was stronger than that of the food. There was dancing, and to Dawn’s amusement, it was the closest thing to square dancing she’d ever encountered outside of elementary school PE, and when the ladies all turned and their skirts swept the air, the candle flames on that side of the room fluttered in time.




She, Dmitri, House, and Nurse had been introduced to Their Majesties, King Fernando and Queen Maria Anna. She had to stay close to Nurse, who looked like she might faint or cry at the honor. Don Ruy and Ambassadoress Sharon Nichols made expert rounds of the rooms, greeting and hobnobbing in every direction. Rubens was somewhere in the room, and Sharon had promised her an introduction.




After more than two hours of dancing, talking, and being introduced to more people than she could ever remember, Dawn ran back into Hentzau, who put a hand at her back and gestured with his glass to the man he was talking to.




“Lady Aurora,” he said, stressing the Latin form of her name, “may I introduce Herr Johannes Sibertus Kuffler, a German alchemist and inventor. Herr Kuffler, my cousin Lady Aurora von Sommer.”




“How are you, sir?” she asked, switching over to the Ruritanian Deutsch she was nearly native in.




“Oh, poorly, mistress, poorly,” the man sighed. 




He had the look of a disappointed academic—somber, threadbare black clothes, and a beard spotted with burns. Dawn glanced at Hentzau for guidance but got only a twitch of his eyebrows. Dmitri was powerfully amused by something.




“I’m very sorry,” Dawn said. “What troubles you?”




“These pernicious Americans!” the man declared. “Do you know that in their history books, I left a mark? I was a noted chemist and inventor. Yet, in the same strike that gives me that knowledge, they take all glory from me. Everything I might have done, might have discovered or invented, has not just been done, but the secrets that would have made me wealthy have been published for every pair of eyes to read.”




Dawn looked back at Dmitri. He gave her a tiny go-ahead gesture. 




“Oh, how…”




“Wretched? Terrible? Despairing?” the man asked without looking up. “Yes. Yes, it is. I have trebled my research into that obscure branch of gnosis that even the Americans have not mastered.”




“Oh. Ah, well, that sounds…”




“Exciting? Illuminating? Indeed, mistress!” the man declared, looking up in a challenge. “Yes, Lady Aurora, I am proceeding into the labyrinthine depths of Epimethean knowledge. Never mind any business of stannic chloride. Worthless stuff. I shall decode the foundations of the universe through the channels of alchemy and astrology.”




Dawn stared at Kuffler for a long minute, completely at a loss. Then she looked back at Dmitri. He had to be having her on.




“I’ve been telling Herr Kuffler about Doctor House,” Dmitri said, “and his impressive list of publications on many topics. I have no doubt that these two will strike some impressive sparks in their conversation.”




She didn’t blink for nearly five seconds while she came to terms with just how downright evil Dmitri had turned out to be, and that she might just have to fall in love with him because of it.




“Oh, you must meet him, Herr Kuffler,” she said, turning back to him and putting a hand on his frayed cuff. “He is a man of great wisdom and insight, and he is also used to the scorn of his colleagues, suffering their lack of vision with unparalleled dignity.”




“Sir Dmitri said as much,” Kuffler answered, his expression beseeching.




“And I think I see him over there.” Dawn gestured.




“Lady Aurora, why don’t you introduce Herry Kuffler,” Dmitri said, valiantly keeping the smile she knew he wanted to break into off his face. “I’ll check on your progress in a few minutes.”




“Oh, could we?” Kuffler asked.




“Come with me, Herr Kuffler,” Dawn offered, taking his elbow when he offered it, and leading him to House. 




Three minutes later, Dmitri called her away on an invented reason, and they retreated to where they had a decent view of the conversation. It didn’t take long for chaos and enmity to set in.




“It’s called empiricism,” House yelled, his voice carrying. “You don’t get to fill in unfavorable results with fairy tales just because the facts don’t fit your pet theory.”




“A man who cannot see the guidance of a Divine Hand in the workings of the universe,” Keffler shouted.




“Is actually a man and not some mewling infant still sucking at his nurse’s tit,” House spoke over him.




“Oh, damn,” Dawn breathed. “That might have worked too well.”




“Apostate!”




“Moron!”




“I thought I’d found a chunk of sodium to throw in House’s glass of water,” Dmitri said, shaking with laughter, “but it looks like I found caesium instead.”




“You’ll burn at the stake for your heresies!”




“And you’ll never perform a repeatable experiment in your entire life!”




Men separated the two, dragging Kuffler away from House and nearly gagging House in an attempt to quiet him. Mortified and nearly hysterical with laughter, Dawn leaned her head against Dmitri’s shoulder while she shook with repressed giggles. Dmitri’s own laughter was closer to sniggering from his not quite successful attempt to keep it quiet.




“Look sharp,” he warned her. “House is coming this way.”




She stood straight, trying to compose herself and not getting very far. She knew her face was flushed Dmitri’s was pink. She bit her bottom lip and still couldn’t quite stop laughing. House limped over, a dire expression written large across his face.




“Very funny,” House said when he reached them.




Dmitri lost his composure and snorted with amusement before mastering himself. 




“Uh huh,” House continued, looking over the two of them with cold and angry eyes. “The two of you are going to sleep together before the summer is out, and it’ll ruin your lives.”




Dawn’s laughter cut off like she’d been strangled. Dmitri sounded like he’d been punched in the stomach. House gave them a little smile and left. She and Dmitri stood there, petrified, for a long minute.




“Well, that was unnecessarily harsh,” Dawn said, her throat tight.




“Disproportionate, even,” Dmitri added, and he sounded strangled as well.




“I think…I think I’m going to go get some punch,” Dawn managed.




“Yes,” Dmitri said faintly. “That…yes, go do that. I’ll stay here.”




She stayed away from both Dmitri and House for the rest of the evening.







Close to the end of the night, well after midnight and after many of the guests had departed for home, Dawn found Sharon on her way to the lady’s restroom. 




It was actually a room designated for resting, though there was a plumbed toilet off the room. There were several divans to sit or recline upon, chairs and ottomans, and tables with all the supplies necessary to repair a dress in mid-dance. Sharon was only a few yards away but looked gray with exhaustion. Dawn slipped up beside her and put an arm around her, helping her the last bit.




“Thanks,” Sharon said. “Don’t worry. It’s just nerves and sheer cussed tiredness. Ruy’s been after me to take a break, but with the negotiations, I couldn’t.”




“Well, at least now that they’re out of the way, you can take it a little easier,” Dawn said, helping Sharon sit in a chair and then pulling over an ottoman to prop her feet on.




She noticed Sharon’s ankles were very puffy.




“I have been on my feet way too long tonight,” Sharon breathed. 




“Would it help if I rubbed your feet?” Dawn asked.




“Oh, would you?” Sharon groaned. “Ruy does it for me, but if I let him in here, I’ll never hear the end of it.”




“From the other women?” Dawn asked.




“No, from him!” Sharon said. “ ‘So many lovely ladies, my heart, and you the greatest beauty of them all. How could you deny me such a panoply of beauty for so very long?’ ”




Dawn grinned at the impersonation, slipped Sharon’s shoes off, and began to rub her left foot. She used to do the same for her mom after a long day at the gallery, and she’d even done it for Buffy after a full night of patrolling.




“How far along are you?” Dawn asked. 




“Best I can figure?” Sharon said, “about six months. I can’t believe I have another three to go. My back hurts, my ankles are swollen, and this kid is going to start for the very first All American Soccer League from the way he’s kicking. Or she.”




But Dawn didn’t like Sharon’s color or the fact that her breathing hadn’t eased since she’d sat down. 




“House has been taking care of you, hasn’t he?” she asked.




Sharon nodded, trying to get comfortable on the chair.




“My blood pressure is up, which isn’t too surprising,” she said. “Family history of it and all, and I have got the worst indigestion.”




“You know what,” Dawn said, “why don’t I go get him? We’ll all be heading back in another hour, but if you need to leave early, House can order you, and that way, you won’t have to explain to Their Majesties.”




Sharon nodded without argument or complaint, which worried Dawn all the more. She put a cushion under Sharon’s feet, gathered her skirts, and went to find House.




She ran into Dmitri halfway to the ballroom.




“Can you find Ruy and have him come to the lady’s restroom?” she asked him. “Sharon isn’t feeling well. I’m going to find House.”




“Of course,” Dmitri responded, setting his drink aside and excusing himself from the circle of men she’d found him in.




Dawn found House, to her surprise, sitting at a grand piano in one of the salons off the ballroom. An appreciative, silent audience had found seats while he twittered around on the keys, playing like she’d heard Lee play, half practice and half performance, going through songs he knew by heart, bending them with some new technique or improvising ideas through them. Only he was lightyears better than Lee, and Lee was plenty good on his own.




She leaned over House’s shoulder and whispered in his ear. He asked a soft question, and she answered it, and he got to his feet, grabbed his cane, and motioned for her to lead. The audience sighed unhappily but didn’t argue.




“I’m fine,” Sharon protested, when Dawn returned with House.




“Uh huh,” House said, taking a seat on the ottoman and picking up her feet. “I’ll be the judge of that. When was the last time you slept?”




“Last night,” Sharon answered with a little asperity.




“No, you didn’t,” House said. “I checked with Ruy and your maid. Try again.”




“Night before last,” she said.




“On the carriage ride to and from the Ritterhaus?” he asked.




He pinched the skin on the top of her foot, released it, and then watched while it relaxed back to its original state.




“You’re dehydrated,” he told her. “You haven’t slept in nearly three days, and you’re close enough to an electrolyte imbalance that you could throw rocks at it. Would you like me to spell out why those are bad things?”




“I’ll be fine,” Sharon said. “I just needed to see this out.”




“Sure,” House agreed. “In the meantime, I’m going to tell your husband to take you home and put you to bed, and he’s going to do it without even entertaining the thought of having sex with you, because you look like week old roast beef. Now, if you don’t stay in bed, I’ll give him something to put in your tea.”




Dawn glanced up at the windows looking out onto the courtyard where they had been delivered by their coaches.




“What was that?” she asked.




“Nothing,” House answered.




“Look, after tonight, I’ll take a week off and sleep through the whole thing,” Sharon said. “I just need to get through the rest of the night. Do you have anything for this stomachache?”




The sounds outside caught Dawn’s attention again, and she felt a cold sweat break out on her skin. Men yelling, people running back and forth, a bell going off somewhere.




“What kind of stomachache?” House asked.




Another bell started gonging. This one was inside the palace.




“House,” Dawn called, going to the window and pulling the drape aside.




“It’s just…I must have eaten somethi— oh, lord,” Sharon gasped.




Outside, at the gate into the courtyard, at least two dozen men were moving into formation, hoisting weapons. There was some sort of fire outside the gate, something big and bright. She could even see the smoke against the sky.




“House, something’s going on,” Dawn said, turning toward him.




House had a hand on Sharon’s shoulder and was propping her up while she was ignominiously sick into a basin.




“No kidding,” House said. “Be sure to keep me updated on that.”




Sharon heaved several more times and finally spat out the last bit of foulness for her mouth.




“Oh, I did not see that coming,” she groaned. “I feel terrible.”




“That’s because you’ve been poisoned,” House said.




“What?!” Dawn cried.




Sharon only gave him a very aggravated look.




“Don’t worry,” House said. “It’s not anything fatal. Looks like some may apple or holly. We’ll fill you full of charcoal, and you’ll be miserable for a while.”




“Why?” Sharon asked. “Why target me?”




The guards at the gate started firing their guns. The king’s guards had flintlocks, which were loud, single shot, and gave off a lot of smoke. House and Sharon both looked up. Then the automatic weapons fire started, which meant that Harry’s squad was involved.




“That’s a diversion,” House said. “Anyone else look sick? Either of you?”




“No,” Dawn said, shaking her head. “I followed Sharon because she looked so bad.”




“I didn’t see anyone,” Sharon said, and then another vomiting spell started.




“Where’s Hentzau?” House asked.




“He went to get Ruy,” Dawn told him.




“Keep an eye on what’s going on out there,” he ordered. “As soon as she’s through with this round, we evacuate Sharon and all the other Americans however Ruy thinks is best.”




An explosion shook the grounds, and Dawn looked back at the gate to see that it had been blown open, and a large wagon, filled with barrels and engulfed in flame, rolled through the gate, scattering the few men left standing. Dawn saw several new men race through the gate, all of them armed.




“House, for a diversion, they look really serious,” she called.




Then she saw one figure kneel and put a long metal tube on his shoulder while another raced up to him with a torch.




“Oh, shit! Incoming!” Dawn screamed.




She turned, ran for Sharon and House and tackled them, bringing them to the floor.




“Watch her airway!” House yelled, holding Sharon as Dawn brought them down. “Watch h—”




The explosion was on the floor directly above, and Dawn had no idea if it had been the sixteenth century bazooka she’d seen, a bomb planted ahead of time, or something completely different. All she knew was the airless, suffocating hell of the blastwave and the complete silence that followed. 




It wasn’t that it was actually quiet. When she finally looked up, she could see huge pieces of the ceiling above and the walls around them falling inward. The window she’d been standing it was annihilated, and the seat Sharon had taken was crushed, and all of a sudden, the itch she felt all day long evaporated in a full body shiver.




They’d saved Sharon’s life. That’s why she was there. 




The itch now reversed, and everything in her bones told her to leave. No waiting. Just go.




“House!” she screamed, barely able to hear herself. “House! We have to go!”




She saw him mouth ‘no shit, Sherlock!’ as he struggled to his feet and got his cane in his hand. They helped Sharon, shaken and dizzy, get to her feet. The door to the salon was shattered, and an enormous fall of plaster, wood, stone, and brick half-buried their escape.




Damn.




She looked up and saw Dmitri and Ruy racing towards them from the ballroom through the salon. 




“Dmitri,” she yelled, “we have to go! We have to go now! It happened! We’re done!”




They made it to the doorway, and Hentzau immediately tried to scale the slide of debris, but more rained down on him.




“Get Sharon out!” Dawn ordered. 




House had grabbed Sharon around the waist, and using muscles Dawn didn’t know he had, half threw her close to the top of the debris, and then braced her as she tried to climb over. Ruy got a foothold, threw his weight on it, reached up, took his wife by her arms, and lifted her the rest of the way, pulling her free.




Something creaked ominously overhead.




“Dawn!” Dmitri yelled. “Come on! The whole side of the building is about to collapse!”




“We have to go!” she yelled back at him.




House grabbed her arm.




“Up! Now!” he ordered.




She started up, and a shrieking, tearing, grinding noise drowned out everything else in the world. Dmitri’s eyes went wide with horror, and he reached for her, screaming her name, only for Ruy to grab him by the waist and haul him back. Dawn grabbed House, causing him to fall backwards, closed her eyes, and—





All’s Well That Ends



Hentzau sat on the steps of the great marble stairs that led up to the second level of the palace of the King and Queen in the Low Countries, and he slowly counted one bead of his rosary after another.




Hail, Mary, full of grace. Blessed art thou, and blessed is the fruit of thy womb…




As his father had promised him, it provided enough calm and comfort to see him through, though just then, it seemed adequate by only the thinnest of margins. Ruy had told him to go home. It would take hours to shift the rubble and recover Dawn’s and House’s bodies. He should go home and rest, just as Sharon had. Just as Nurse had. 




He thought Nurse would have died right there if he hadn’t taken her by the shoulders and told her.




“She’s not dead,” he had promised her. “I will explain later, because I must see the proof, but I know that she is not dead.”




The grounds had to be secured, the fires put out, the living casualties rescued, and the dead ones recovered. As far as they could tell, it had been an assassination attempt directed at Sharon, but they hadn’t yet discerned who or why. It seemed less likely to be the Spanish, as Phillip IV disliked assassination and even if he had acquiesced to it, the better target would have been Their Majesties. It seemed more likely to be the French, looking to sow discord among the USE’s new allies and deprive them of Sharon’s able work. It was also possible it was the Spanish anti-pope, Borja, who would do anything to discredit Urban VIII. 




He knew that Dawn could leave a world before she had accomplished whatever task she was supposed to perform. He knew she could pull House with her, and the last sight he’d had of her, before Hell had rained down on them, had been of her grabbing House in a bear hug, her eyes squeezed shut.




All that really mattered was that she and House weren’t dead. Even if she could never find her way back here, he could still have a meaningful life, one that was far freer than any he’d live in his home. The only thing he couldn’t let go of was how alone Gretel and Aunt Clarimonda would be. How much he would miss them. Just trying to prepare himself for that eventuality left him dizzy with grief.




But so long as Dawn was alive, it was all right.




Ruy walked slowly up to him. He looked tired and ragged. Sharon was under Nurse’s care. House’s last instructions to her had been carried out. Nurse had confirmed that Sharon had been given some sort of emetic, probably to drive her either to her carriage to go home early or to the lady’s restroom for respite. Nurse had given Sharon the medications House had recommended, and then used the stethoscope to confirm that Sharon and Ruy’s unborn child still lived. Ruy’s color had improved noticeably after he’d received the news.




“My friend,” Ruy said, his voice hushed and quaking.




Hentzau braced himself. 




“They removed the last of the debris,” Ruy said, “and…I cannot explain it without the grace of God. It is a miracle. There is no sign of them. No blood, no clothes, nothing. They were not there when the ceiling came down.”




Hentzau felt his shoulders shake as he gripped his rosary in his hands and pressed them to his eyes. 




She was alive. It was all right.




With Ruy’s help, as he was numb and clumsy with exhaustion, he mounted a horse and rode it slowly back to the American embassy. Several people called and waved or cheered as he went by. The Americans were very well liked in the Netherlands, and he was one of those responsible for the inoculant. As the number of child deaths—not just from dysentery, but pneumonia, fever, and all manner of sickness—plummeted through what was usually the deadliest season, especially for the babies, people knew to credit the USE.




A groom took his reins and allowed him to dismount, and no one bothered him on his long, slow walk into the residential wing. He would talk to Ruy and Sharon about a permanent position with the USE in the morning. Not with Harry’s squad. He couldn’t imagine working as a soldier again, especially not in this day and age. Let him be a diplomat.




“Well, it’s about time,” Dawn said.




He looked up in shock, and she ran up to him and gave him a brutal hug.




“But…but…you left,” he barely managed to say.




He hadn’t moved his arms to hug her back, he was so stunned. She looked up at him, smiling. Her hair was braided again and wrapped tightly around her head under a floppy hat with a large, curling feather. She wore a plain doublet, breeches, hose, and boots, and could—if you were a complete idiot who had no idea what a winsome girl looked like—pass for a boy.




“Yep,” she said, grinning. “I sure did. And guess what? I figured out how to come back here.”




This time, he couldn’t manage to say anything. 




“And, someone’s looking out for us, because the bell just went ding! Finding you is what I was supposed to do,” she told him.




“I…”




“You do want to go home, right?” Dawn asked.




“Yes!”




“So, say goodbye to Nurse, and let’s head out,” she finished.




Nurse stood, waiting patiently, her hands clasped.




“You were right, Sir Dmitri,” she said. “And I am well served for the faith I placed in you.”




“Will you be well?” he asked, taking her hands.




“I will be well,” she told him. “Don Ruy said he would rather set his favorite pants on fire while he was in them than lose me. I am become family, he said.”




“Oh, thank heavens,” Dmitri breathed. 




“And Lady Dawn brought books, medicines, and all manner of things for me,” she continued. “I am to better myself by learning, and perhaps one day, I will become a different sort of nurse.”




“Then that day will be a day of betterment for all,” he told her. “Dawn, how did you manage this?”




She held up the satchel she carried at her hip. 




“Sabrina got it finished yesterday and had it with her when she got back from her day long final,” she said. “She made it for herself, but when I explained what had happened to mine, she lent me this one for the mission.”




Then she smiled.




“Your place is a wreck, Dmitri,” she said. “Herr Shang came over. We’ve been camped out in the library, all of us, working on getting me back here so I could retrieve you. Boy, are they going to be glad this one worked.”




“How long have you…?” he started.




“Oh, it’s like four o’clock in the morning there,” she told him. “Farber, Finnegan, and Gehring are on tenterhooks. M gets half-hourly updates. Oh, and we took out the drone that scared me. It didn’t have anything other than a camera and a laser, but still. Lee is so mad at his mom, he won’t even talk about it.”




“Ladybird,” Nurse broke in. “Perhaps you should make your way home, now. I’m sure Sir Dmitri is tired.”




“How long have you been working on this?” he asked.




She looked up at him again, suddenly solemn.




“House made me keep track of all my time,” she told him. “I’m on day thirty-two. So, just over a month.”




“Thank you,” he told her.




“You’re my friend, Dmitri,” she said. “You know that, right?”




“Yes.” He smiled. “I know that.”




“Oh, be off with the two of you,” Nurse sighed. “If you dawdle any longer, I won’t be able to bear it, and you’ll have to stay.”




Dawn turned to her and gave her a hard hug. 




“I love you,” she whispered. “Thank you.”




“I love you too, ladybug,” Nurse told her, hugging her back. “Now, you must go.”




Dawn nodded her head and released Nurse. Nurse gave Dmitri a deep curtsy and left the room. No one else remained but him and Dawn.




“Okay, close your eyes,” Dawn said.




She hugged him again, wrapping her arms around his chest, and he did the same, closing his arms around her. He felt her lay her head against his chest. He closed his eyes.




And they were home.







They tumbled out of the closet in his office, the library just outside.




“Oof,” Dawn grunted, getting to her feet, and grabbing him by the hand. “I got him!”




“You got him?” someone demanded from the library.




There was a sound of chairs being pushed back and people pushing their way through furniture. Just as he got to his feet, his office filled with people who’d been waiting in the library.




“Hentzau!” Sabrina declared. “You look so tired! And you grew a beard!”




She hugged him. Cole and Lee were there too, reaching out to him, putting hands on his shoulders.




“Man, you do not get to scare us like that,” Lee said.




“No kidding!” Cole declared. “Do you have any idea how hard it would be to replace you?”




He was engulfed by his ducklings and hugged them all back. Three and a half months away, and he’d returned no more than a few hours after he’d left. No wonder Dawn’s emotional stability had been so frail. She watched from a few feet back, grinning.




“Your Highness,” Gehring said, trying to reach him.




Hentzau grabbed him by his shoulder and hugged as hard as he could. 




“Brother, it is good to see you again.”




Farber sniffled into her apron, and Finnegan dashed a tear from her eyes.




“Come on,” Dawn said. “House is going to want to see you.”




They pushed into the library proper, where House sat, his good leg propped up on pillows, and Herr Shang stood, hands folded.




“Hentzau,” House said, “about time you got back to the party.”




“You were injured?” he asked.




“Chunk of palace fell on me,” House said. “Nothing an extensive orthopedic surgery won’t fix.”




“Your Highness,” Herr Shang murmured. “It is most gratifying to see you again.”




“Summers, grab a seat,” House ordered. “Let’s check your hemocrit.”




“Betweeen him, Sabrina, House, and Lee, we got it figured out,” Dawn told him, taking a stool next to House. “I should be able to go to a universe I’ve been to before with a little preparation, and now we know I can reliably take someone with me and bring them back.”




“Let us not accept these things as given,” Shang said. “Lest the temptation to do more than you are really capable of drives you to foolish risk.”




Dawn listened gravely while House speared her fingertip and got a drop of blood.




“He has a point,” Hentzau told her. 




“Down by eight percent,” House said. “No trips for you for another two weeks, when your erythrocyte level has recovered.”




“Yeah, I pretty much got my big goal accomplished,” Dawn said. “I’m cool with that.”




Realizing he’d started to shake with exhaustion and nerves, Hentzau took a seat.




“Where did you get these clothes?” Sabrina asked. “You look like a villain out of a Shakespeare play.”




“Which is to say, really good,” Cole told him. “Really, really good.”




“Oh, it’s all the fashion,” he told them, and then smiled with dizzying relief. “You have no idea how good it is to see all of you.”




“You had us worried there for a while,” Lee admitted. “Nothing like a rescue mission the day before finals start.”




“Perhaps it would be best to retire,” Gehring suggested. “A shower, some sleep, and you’ll be restored.”




“We can’t close down now,” Cole said. “I’ve got so much caffeine and sugar in my system, it’ll be hours before I come down.”




“I can put you to work in the kitchen, Master Sear,” Farber told him.




“Minutes, even,” Cole amended his last statement.




With a hand from Gehring, Hentzau got to his feet. He paused, looking at his proteges and feeling a wellspring of affection for them. Everyone was still in yesterday’s clothes, and it was clear from the detritus of plates, bottles, papers, backpacks, laptops, and other belongings that no one had stirred from this room while Dawn had searched for him.




“I would take it as both an honor and a favor,” he told them, “if you would call me Dmitri or Dima, as you prefer, from here on out.”




He’d planned on asking them once he was officially a graduate of Queen Flavia University and no longer their official mentor. It was a mark of friendship greater than mere schooltime cameraderie. But he found he didn’t want to wait even that long.




“Yeah, well, that means no more last names,” Cole said. 




“Yes, I know,” Dmitri answered. “Cole.”




He got another round of hugs, and it took Gehring’s strong hands and House’s snark to pry him loose.







Dawn found Lee out in the garden as the sky gradually began to lighten. He sat with his back to the firepit. She put a bottle of root beer next to him on the ground and took a seat as well.




“You doing okay?” she asked.




“You’re asking me?” he asked back, looking up.




“Yeah,” she said. “I’ve had four and a half months to deal with what happened. You haven’t.”




“Well,” he paused and considered. “I’ve got a psycho mom who thinks it’s cool to slut shame and/or murder any girl things don’t quite work out with. Going to put a crimp in my dating life.”




“It’s not your fault,” Dawn told him. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”




“Yeah,” Lee exhaled, “but I get the feeling that I didn’t do anything right either. Sabrina said that you didn’t get how much I like you.”




Dawn paused this time, cleared her throat and played with the laces on her boots.




“I didn’t,” she said. “I thought you barely tolerated me. You were always teasing me, complaining about me, giving me a hard time.”




“How do you not get that I did all those things because I couldn’t get you out of my mind?” Lee asked.




“How do you not get that pulling my pigtails is so third grade?” Dawn asked back with a little heat. “Besides, you like Sabrina just fine, and you get along with her.”




“Sabrina’s…different,” Lee said. “She doesn’t…she doesn’t make me feel stupid.”




“Right, because that’s what I set out to do,” Dawn snarked. “Today, I’m shooting to make Lee feel like a dunderhead, and if I keep it up, I should have him down to moron by the end of the week.”




“See?” Lee asked. “Like that.”




“Are you even my friend?” Dawn asked, looking hurt. “Or is this going to turn into that crap where my friendship isn’t good enough without access to my vagina?”




“Jesus, Dawn!” Lee protested. 




He looked like he was seriously considering getting up and leaving, but after a moment, he relaxed.




“I am your friend,” he told her. “I like you, I care about you, I want you to be happy. I was…just…hoping for something more.”




He scrubbed at the side of his forehead.




“Well, okay,” Dawn allowed. “And you know I’m your friend, right? You get stranded in another world, I will come back for you.”




“Good,” Lee said. “A guy likes to know these things.”




After a moment of mutual silence, he opened his root beer, took a drink, and handed it to her. She took a sip and handed it back.




“Just so you know,” Dawn said, “the thing that happened—”




“You don’t have to tell me, Dawn,” Lee told her. 




“I want to,” she said. “I think you deserve to know. I didn’t just crawl onto your lap because I was horny. I mean, yeah, I used you, and I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Lee. House said I was in a dissociative state caused by acute emotional trauma. I just remember doing what I did because I thought I would die screaming if I didn’t. You were…it was good, okay? I’m not saying I shouldn’t have been put in a padded cell with some thorazine in my veins, but you didn’t hurt me. You helped me.”




Lee stared silently into the space before him for a long time before finally nodding.




“I was in a desert,” she told him. “No people around, so I started walking to where I thought there might be water. I came across a battlefield. There were…there were a lot of dead bodies, some fires, crows and vultures, dead horses. I just…the smell. Sometimes, I wake up from nightmares and think I can smell that place. 




“I found the tracks of some survivors,” she continued. “I followed them until I found them in an arroyo. They’d posted a guard, but he was injured and sleeping. I went up, trying to figure out how to wake him so he wouldn’t freak out, when he did wake up. He, uh, he shouted a warning to the others, grabbed his rifle, and…”




She had to stop for a minute, pressing her hands to her face and breathing. Lee watched her, not saying anything.




“He put his rifle in his mouth, and he killed himself,” Dawn managed. “The wind threw a lot of the spatter on me.”




“Jesus,” Lee whispered.




“And then I heard six more shots,” she said, looking up at the night sky. “The last one cut off the screams of a boy, begging him not to. I went around, thinking maybe somehow there were survivors, and there was. The man who’d shot the boy had used his last bullet, and as I watched, he cut his own throat.”




“Holy fuck, Dawn,” Lee breathed. “I had no idea. I mean, I knew it had to be bad. Jesus, I’m so sorry.”




“They all died,” Dawn said. “And it was my fault. House says I may have done them a favor. There were women there, dressed like me, who looked like me, who showed up afterwards, and they were ticked off that the men were dead. House thinks they were probably looking forward to torturing the men.”




“He was probably on to something,” Lee told her. “There’s a lot of that in warfare, especially when you’ve got superior firepower and you’re messing with native tribes. They go all sorts of disproportionate retribution on your ass to discourage you.”




She listened.




“So, that’s what I saw just before I came back,” she told him. “And the first person I saw that I knew was you, and…I knew that I was safe with you. I could feel myself coming apart at the seams, so I just got closer and closer to you until I wasn’t. And when I woke up, I realized what I’d done, and I panicked. I’m sorry.”




“Yeah, well, I really, seriously wish it had happened under better circumstances,” he told her. “I wanted to…be with you, you know. I had this whole idea in my head that we were going to wake up, get busy again, cuddle, drag Cole out for some food, and be a thing. That it would work out, because it was too awesome not to work out.”




“I’m sorry,” she said.




He looked up at her, a little speculative, a little sad. “So, no chance of ever…?”




“Oh,” she sighed, looking worried and sad. “No, Lee. I’m…no. If that changes, you’ll be the first person I tell. Well, second. I’d tell Sabrina first and make her hit me to test it out.”




“Okay,” he said. “That’s fair.”




“Don’t wait for me, Lee,” she warned him. “That’s not fair to either of us. Go find some kick ass smart girl who can take you in a fight and makes you feel all dizzy and happy at the same time.”




“See, I thought I had,” he told her. “Didn’t work out, but it looks like we’re going to be friends, which is more than I’d hoped for.”




He took another sip of root beer and handed the bottle back to her.




“I’ll see you when we’re all awake again,” he said, getting to his feet.







House dozed on the sofa, waiting for Finnegan to let him know his room was ready. With two bad legs, he wasn’t climbing any stairs. She was setting him up in the parlor for the time being, as the kids were in and out of the library at all hours. Something caused him to open his eyes, and when they focused, he was looking at Herr Shang, who sat on an ottoman next to the sofa, and watched him with solemn brown eyes.




“I wish to thank you for your assistance this night and all the others,” Shang said.




He should have been wearing some Chinese emperor robes, but instead, he was in a well worn cardigan, a long sleeve shirt buttoned up to his neck, and threadbare twill trousers. He looked like he wanted to tuck his hands into his sleeves, but lacked the sleeves to do it.




“I don’t suppose I could talk you out of a healing spell,” House said. “You know, out of gratitude.”




He indicated his injured leg, which was a mass of bruises and might or might not actually need surgery on the knee. Shang held his withered hand over the leg, moving it slowly, like he was pulling the wrapper off. As he did, House could swear he felt little twinges go up and down, a sudden flow of coolness to some places and heat to others, and the lessening of the ache.




“I have righted the flow of chi,” Shang told him. “This leg will heal without issue. Please do not ask more of it than it is able to give.”




“What about the other leg?” House asked, watching him.




Shang didn’t reach out this time. He merely returned House’s gaze with one of his own, fathoms deep.




“It is an old injury,” Shang said, “and it did not heal as it was supposed to. It causes great pain.”




“Yeah,” House said. “It does. Anything you can do about that?”




“Healing magic does not work as many suppose it should,” Shang said. “It is as much a matter of balance and the allocation of existing resources as it is the knitting up of wounds. As in many things, the demands of time direct all other decisions.”




“That’s great,” House said, not listening. “Can you heal my leg?”




“I can,” Shang said, “but it comes at a price.”




“What, you want my soul?” House asked.




“Do you count your soul so cheaply?” Shang asked.




“I haven’t seen it in years, and it doesn’t return my calls,” House told him. “So you’ll excuse me if I’m a little skeptical about its existence.”




“It exists as surely as you do,” Shang told him. “You have seen many things, Doctor House, in the past few days. You have come to understand that the nature of the world is far different from what you were first led to believe. You have a powerful mind and the will to match. You will be tempted to strike out into the unknown, grasp what awaits you there, and master it, and you will wish to do it alone. I ask that you resist this urge. Should you wish to learn, I will teach you all that I know, if you submit yourself to my will and wisdom.”




“What does that have to do with my leg?” House asked, a little rankled.




“Only that the price is similar in its difficulty for you,” Shang told him. “If I heal your leg, the pain will stop immediately. The disability will continue as the muscles of your leg begin to grow the lost tissue once more. It is not the same as knitting an existing bone. You will have to supply your body with the necessary resources to grow these muscles, nerves, blood vessels, fascia, and tendons, and you will not be able to use the opiate medication you have used for so long. Should you take any, for any reason, the spell will be undone, and the pain will return, beyond even my ability to vanquish it.”




“Wow, so you’re my fairy godfather, and this is my intervention,” House said.




“If you must understand it in those terms,” Shang said. “The why does not alter the what. Do you understand this?”




“No narcotics,” House said. “Yeah, I’ve got that.”




Shang reached his hand forth. “Very well, Doctor House. Close your eyes.”







Elizabeth Brown was not furious. She didn’t get furious. She was annoyed. Miffed, even. If she hadn’t been gagged, she might have given into the urge to fire off a few very sharp statements about the likely events of the future. But she was not furious.




“Mrs. Brown,” an older woman with very short, becoming silver hair said. “Please let me know when you’ve exhausted your attempts so that we may begin our discussion.”




She stood while Elizabeth sat, bound to a chair with a single thin silk rope that had no give in it whatsoever. There was no knot, so she couldn’t untie it. There was no give, so she couldn’t lean into the rope and stretch it. There was a great deal of magic in it, but it was of some shape that she couldn’t recognize or grasp, and so all her fitful efforts at dispelling it failed.




After twenty minutes, she looked back at the women and blinked firmly. With a very small gesture, the woman indicated the guard could ungag her.




“Thank you, Mrs. Brown,” she said, all equanimity.




“It’s a really bad idea to get on my bad side,” Elizabeth said.




“And it is a much, much worse idea to get on mine,” the woman replied in a clipped voice.




“You’re M, aren’t you?” she asked. “You let my son endanger his life, running around doing your bidding—”




“Your son, madam, came to this school voluntarily,” M told her. “He is a young man with great potential, and we are equipping him to fulfill and survive that potential. He is a legal adult with the ability to make these decision. I suggest that you respect this.”




“Like you do?” Elizabeth asked.




M pointedly ignored the question.




“The matriculation board has power only over Queen Flavia University, its environs, and its students. Part of our responsibility is the oversight and conservatorship of the Hellmouth,” she said. “I’m sure you’re familiar with this artifact.”




“I am,” Elizabeth said grudgingly.




“We are aware that the Hellmouth is currently in the territory you claim out of Strelsau Under and that Her Majesty tolerates your claim. Do you know who Her Majesty is?” M asked.




“I know what she is,” Elizabeth said. “And I know she poses a threat to my son.”




“Good,” M answered. “Then we are clear on those terms. I shall spell out the other ones to you. We did not interfere with your killing of Charna von Frankenstein as the baroness chose to seek you out and took employment with you on your terms. Her ill-advised theft of Sir Leroy’s classwork allowed us to pinpoint a weakness in our organization which was subsequently dealt with.”




“Glad to hear it,” Elizabeth said.




M quelled her with one look.




“We will not, however, tolerate any threat to Lady Dawn Summers or His Illustrious Highness, Graf von und zum Hentzau. You may believe you understand the nuances of his position and can transfer his power to your son, but many others have tried that in generations past, and the only thing it has earned them is their doom. Lady Dawn is protected by forces even older than the Hentzau line, and if you threaten her, you will be very fortunate if mine is the only wrath you encounter.”




She gave a small nod, and the guard held out a tablet screen set to a cc television feed. The sound was off, which, after a long moment, Elizabeth decided she was very glad of.




“Who…what…” she started.




“His name was Warren Mears,” M said. “Technically, he is still alive. He was bound under the Prometheus Curse. Are you familiar with it?”




“That’s…even the extant texts say it’s a myth,” Elizabeth said, feeling sweat break out all over. “No one’s ever actually cast it.”




“Warren Mears killed a young woman by the name of Tara Maclay, the lover of Willow Rosenberg. The two acted in loco parentis to Lady Dawn Summers during the short time of her sister’s death. Miss Rosenberg, distraught with grief over the death of her beloved, cast a spell that skinned Mister Mears alive. She then attempted to summon an Apocalyptic demon and bring about the end of the world. The only reason she did not succeed was because her closest friend, Xander Harris, was able to convince her not to. These are the people of Lady Dawn’s world. They are the ones who will come to her defense if I fail in protecting her.”




“But the curse…”




“Oh, yes,” M said. “Mister Mears survived the skinning. Whether it drove him insane is an academic question of little interest to me. He found his way to Strelsau shortly afterward. The Hellmouth here has a very odd pull to it, reaching further for some things than others. Because of what he had endured, Mister Mears received abilities that are not normally granted to the scope of human mystical powers. He could have opened the Hellmouth. In fact, he tried.”




“What happened?” Elizabeth asked.




“I did.”




M gazed at her with cold blue eyes.




“Do not think I am your opponent, Mrs. Brown,” she said. “I am your superior in every way. If Her Majesty remains on her throne today, it is because I have found it necessary to tolerate her there, and if a young man of questionable morals, evil convictions, and absent sanity attempts to open the Hellmouth, I will take the necessary steps to stop him and prevent him from ever doing so or being used to do so again.




“I cast the Prometheus Curse on Warren Mears,” M told her. “It does not require the abilities of other spells, simply a grocery list of unusual items and the willingness to inflict it on another human being.”




Elizabeth stared at her, horrified, terrified.




“You once had a small town at your fingertips,” M said. “Do you remember the feeling of satisfaction you earned when it ran like a well oiled machine? Where is the point in calling a tyrant evil if the scales balance towards lives saved and lived happily at the price of a few malcontents? My family has known that satisfaction on a far greater scale, Mrs. Brown. We dismantled the British Empire, defeated the Nazis, staved off a nuclear apocalypse, and will see all of humanity spread to the stars and beyond before we are done.”




M smiled at her, cold and reptilian.




“In your varied and copious reading, you may have run across mention of my family’s name,” M told her. “The joke was that the founder of our line was Mycroft Holmes, from the fictional detective stories, and that my title, M, was a reference to his first name. But the so-called villain of Arthur Conan Doyle’s work was very real indeed, and he was far more successful in a world without a Sherlock Holmes.”




“Moriarty?” Elizabeth whispered.




M nodded, turned on her heel, and left the room. After a moment, the guard unbound her.




“You’re free to go, ma’am,” he said.




Elizabeth Brown stared around the room for a moment, and then took the closest exit and left as quickly as she could.







“I don’t believe it,” Professor Jones said, watching the screen. “She bought it.”




M came into the room with a smile like a cat that had recently eaten an entire aviary of canaries.




“Oh, that was delightful,” she crowed.




“She actually bought it,” Jones said. “Hook, line, and sinker.”




“Of course she bought it, Henry,” M said, pouring herself a glass of gin. “The story is built on the bones of facts she’s already in possession of. The things she cannot verify—like the existence of Professor James Moriarty—will be taken as proof that he was so skilled and clever, he erased his very existence from contemporary documentation.”




“Honestly, I thought she was a lot smarter than that,” he remarked.




“She could beat us hands down at any chess game or IQ test you could find,” M agreed. “But she is an unbalanced woman. Change the rules on her, allow her to overset herself, and you win the game. Shame about Frankenstein and Holofernes. I really did hold out hope we could shape those two into something worthwhile.”




“What about the video?” Jones asked.




“Oh, there’s a theater major and special effects artist who’ll be receiving firsts for their work on that,” M said, smiling. “Now, what’s our news?”




“Hentzau is confirmed back,” Jones told her.




“Thank God for that,” M breathed. “Too much depends on him to lose him at this point.”




“All other ducklings present and account for,” he continued. “Shang is trying to plant some ideas in House. It’ll be a while before he knows if they’ve taken root.”




“I should like to see that man yoked to our cause,” M said thoughtfully, sipping her drink. “I wonder, does his hospital allow its doctors to take sabbaticals and go to other universities as visiting professors? He’d be an excellent replacement for Blofeld.”




“Poor bastard,” Jones muttered.




“Yes, poor bastard indeed,” M said, smiling.	
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