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      Enter the SF Gateway …

      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:

      
      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’

      

      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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I

Victor Radcliff didn’t like to go into Hanover or New Hastings or any of Atlantis’ other seaboard towns. Too many people crowded too close together to suit him in places like that. He lived on a farm well to the west, more than halfway out to the Green Ridge Mountains. Whenever he found—or made—the chance, he ranged farther afield yet.

But towns were sometimes useful. He had a manuscript to deliver to a printer in Hanover. Unless he cared to buy a printing press himself (which he didn’t) or to stop writing (which he also didn’t), he needed to deal with the men who could turn his scribble into words someone besides himself and the compositor could understand.

His wife kissed him when he left. “Come home as soon as you can,” Margaret said. “I’ll miss you.”

What might have been lay not far below the surface of her voice. They’d had two boys and a girl. None of the children saw its third birthday. Without Victor, Meg had a lonely time of it. Adam would have been fourteen now.…

“I’ll miss you, too.” Victor meant it, which didn’t keep him from plunging into the trackless swamps and forests of western Atlantis as often as he could. A lot of Edward Radcliffe’s descendants—those who still kept the e on the end of their surnames and those who didn’t—still had the restless spirit that came down from the Discoverer.

No doubt Edward had it, for without it he never would have started the English settlement in Atlantis. On sea and land, his descendants through his sons—and others through his daughters, who didn’t wear the family name any more—had kept it through more than three centuries now.

“Give my regards to all the cousins you see,” Meg said.

“There’ll be a swarm of them,” Victor replied. Radcliffs and Radcliffes had thrived here as they never would have in England. Without a doubt, old Edward had known what he was doing when he decided this was a better land than the one he’d left behind. Englishmen thought of Atlanteans as colonials, and looked down their noses at them. Atlanteans thought of Englishmen as strait-jacketed on their little island, and felt sorry for them.

Someone knocked on the front door. “That will be Blaise,” Margaret said.

“Not likely to be anyone else,” Victor agreed.

He opened the door. It was Blaise. “You are ready?” the Negro asked, his English flavored both by the French he’d learned as a slave farther south and by the tongue he’d grown up speaking in Africa. He and Victor and two copperskins from Terranova had escaped French Atlantis together. Victor didn’t know what had become of the men from the west. Blaise had stuck with him. The black man had been his sergeant during the war against France and Spain, and his factotum ever since.

“I’m ready,” Victor said.

“Let’s go, then. It will be good to get away.” Blaise had two boys and two girls. He and his wife had buried only one baby. With the genial chaos in his household, he probably meant what he said. He made sure this trip wouldn’t be for nothing: “You have the manuscript?”

“Put it in my saddle bag half an hour ago,” Victor replied. “I won’t be the kind of author they make jokes about—not that kind of joke, anyhow.”

“Good.” Blaise lifted his plain tricorn hat from his head for a moment. “I’ll bring him back safe, Mrs. Radcliff.”

“I know you will.” Meg smiled. “I don’t think I’d let him go if you weren’t along.”

“I’m not an infant, Meg. I have been known to take care of myself,” Victor said, a touch of asperity in his voice.

“I know, dear, but Blaise does it better.” No one could deflate you the way a wife could.

Victor left with such dignity as he could muster. He swung up onto his horse, a sturdy chestnut gelding. Blaise rode a bay mare. Stallions had more fire. They also had more temper. Victor preferred a steady, reliable mount. Blaise had come to horsemanship late in life. He rode to get from here to there, not from a love of riding. A temperamental horse was the last thing he wanted.

They rode off Victor’s farm and down a little, winding side road toward the highway east. It had rained a couple of days before—not a lot, but enough to lay the dust and make the journey more pleasant.

Fields were broader than they would have been in England. Most of the crops were the same, though: wheat and barley, rye and oats. Here and there, farmers planted a field in Terranovan maize, but English farmers were doing that these days, too. Horses and cattle and sheep cropped grass in meadows, as they might have on the home island. Chickens and ducks and Terranovan turkeys strutted and waddled across farmyards.

Apple orchards and groves of peaches and plums and walnuts grew among the fields and meadows. Lettuce and cabbage and radishes, turnips and parsnips and carrots flourished in garden plots. Dogs barked and played. Cats sauntered or snoozed or sat by woodpiles waiting for unwary mice. Again, everything was much the way it would have been in England.

Only in the unsettled stretches did Atlantis remind Victor of what it must have been like before Englishmen and Bretons and Basques first began settling here. Pines, and even a few redwoods, made up the woods in those stretches. Barrel-trees, with their strange, short trunks and sheaves of palmlike leaves sticking off from the top of them, showed themselves here and there. All manner of ferns gave the native forest an exuberant, bright green understory.

A bird called from the woods. “An oil thrush!” Victor said. “They’re getting scarce in settled country.”

Oil thrushes were plainly related to the brick-breasted birds Atlanteans called robins. That name irked Englishmen, who applied it to another, smaller, bird with a red front. It seemed natural to Victor, though; he’d used it all his life. Oil thrushes were much larger: easily the size of chickens. They had wings too small to let them fly and long beaks they thrust into soft ground in search of earthworms. Their fatty flesh gave them their name. Settlers rendered them for grease to make soap or candles. And …

“Good eating,” Blaise said. “They’re mighty good eating.”

“Do you want to stop and hunt?” Victor Radcliff asked.

As if to tempt a yes, the oil thrush called again. Like a lot of Atlantean creatures, the flightless birds didn’t know enough to be wary of men. But, reluctantly, Blaise shook his head. “I reckon not,” he said. “We know where our next meal’s coming from. I do like that. Don’t need to take the time.”

“Sensible. I was thinking the same thing.” Radcliff laughed at himself. “Funny, isn’t it, how often we think He’s a sensible fellow means the same thing as He agrees with me?”

Blaise laughed, too. “Hadn’t looked at it like that, but you’re right, no doubt about it.”

Victor’s good humor faded faster than he wished it would have. “No wonder Englishmen don’t find Atlanteans sensible these days, then, and no wonder we don’t think they are, either.”

“What can we do about it? Can we do anything about it?” Blaise was, above all else, a practical man. Victor supposed anyone who’d been a slave would have to be.

“I don’t know,” Victor answered. “Along with seeing my manuscript off to the printer, finding out whether we can do anything makes me put up with going to Hanover. I won’t have to wait for the news to come out to the farm.”

Blaise looked at him sidelong. “Thought you liked it there.”

“I do,” Victor said. “God knows I do. But Edward Radcliffe came here three hundred years ago so he wouldn’t have lords and kings telling him what to do. They seem to have forgotten that in London.” Air hissed out between his lips. “Some people in Hanover seem to have forgotten, too.”

They came into the little town of Hooville as afternoon neared evening. Only an antiquarian—of which there were few in Atlantis—would have known it was named for the Baron of Hastings in the mid-fifteenth century. The sun going down toward the Green Ridge Mountains cast Victor’s long shadow, and Blaise’s, out ahead of them.

Hooville had three or four shops, three or four churches, and several streets’—or rather, rutted lanes’—worth of houses. Most of the streets in Hanover and New Hastings and other prosperous coastal towns were cobbled. No one in Hooville had seen the need, or, more likely, cared to spend the money.

A boy took the travelers’ horses. Victor tipped him a penny apiece for them. The boy grinned, knuckled his forelock, and made the broad copper coins disappear.

Smoke and noise greeted Victor and Blaise when they walked into the tavern. The taproom was nearly full. A pockmarked man raised his tankard in salute. “Here’s to the major!” he called.

“To the major!” Mugs rose. Men drank. A dozen years earlier, Victor had been the highest-ranking officer from the English Atlantean settlements in the war against France and Spain. He saw several people here who he knew had fought under him. Some he knew by name. Others were just familiar faces.

“And here’s to the major’s shadow!” shouted the fellow who’d hailed him before. Amidst laughter, the topers drank again. Blaise smiled, his teeth white against his dark skin. What he thought was anyone’s guess. But, as a practical man, he must have known he couldn’t keep people from noticing and remarking on his blackness.

“Let’s get us something to drink,” he said.

“Now you’re talking,” Victor replied. They made their way over to the tapman and ordered mugs of flip. The potent mix of rum and beer, sweetened with sugar and mulled with a hot poker, went a long way toward letting a man forget he’d been in the saddle all day—or, if he didn’t forget, at least he didn’t mind so much.

“Something for your supper, gents?” By the way the tapman said it, he was stretching a point to include Blaise in that, but stretch the point he did. Nodding toward the big fireplace, he went on, “My brother-in-law shot a wild boar this morning, so if you hanker for pork.…”

“Bring it on, sir, bring it on,” Victor said expansively: the flip was hitting him hard. Blaise nodded. Victor lifted his mug on high. “And God bless your brother-in-law, for turning an ugly beast into a fine supper.”

“Good to think God will bless him for something,” the tapman said. But then, men who spoke well of their brothers-in-law were few and far between.

The cheap earthenware plates were locally made. So were the pewter forks. Victor and Blaise cut the pork with their belt knives. They drank more flip and listened to the Hooville gossip. Part of that was the inevitable local scandal: So-and-So had run off with Such-and-Such’s daughter, while Mr. Somebody was supposed to be paying entirely too much attention to Mrs. Someone Else.

Mr. Somebody had some sympathy among the Hoovilleans. “Can you blame him, when the body he’s stuck with is cold as Greenland winter?” a well-lubricated fellow asked.

“How do you know?” cried another drinker, and everybody laughed.

Sooner or later, though, the talk veered toward politics, the way it did in any tavern sooner or later. “Major, how come England thinks it can tax us here?” somebody asked Victor. “Doesn’t the king recollect our grandsires crossed the ocean to get away from all that nonsense?”

As far as Victor knew, his many-times-great-grandsire came to Atlantis because of the cod banks offshore. Men still fished those banks today, even if the man-sized monster cod the old chronicles talked about had grown rare. But cod weren’t what this fellow was talking about. Radcliff had to pick his words with care: “The king recollects that he spent a pile of money keeping the French from taking these settlements away from us. He wants to get some of it back.”

“He’s got no right to do it the way he’s doing it, though,” the man insisted. “England can’t tax us, not in law. Only we can tax ourselves.”

“That’s how we see it. England sees it differently.” Again, Victor spoke carefully. Ordinary people could talk as free as they pleased. No one cared about them. But chances were somebody in this crowded room would report his words to the English authorities … and someone else would report them to the local leaders squabbling with those authorities. He didn’t want either side to conclude he was a traitor.

He didn’t want the two sides banging heads, either. Whether he could do anything to stop them might be a different question.

Another man banged his mug down hard on the tabletop in front of him. “Me, I’m damned if I’ll buy anything that comes from England, as long as she’s going to play these dirty games,” he declared. “We can make do with what we turn out for ourselves.”

“That’s right!” someone else shouted. Heads bobbed up and down. Support for the latest boycott ran strong.

A hundred years earlier, the settlers couldn’t have done without England. The mother country made too many things they couldn’t make for themselves. No more. Oh, some luxury goods, furs and silks and furniture and fripperies, still came from across the sea. But Atlantis could do without those, even if certain rich Atlanteans—some of them Radcliffs and Radcliffes—still pined for them.

“Do you buy English, Major?” asked the man who’d said the king had no right to tax Atlanteans.

A hush fell. Everyone waited on Victor’s answer. He passed it off with a laugh, or tried to: “What? This far inland? I didn’t think they let English goods get past the coast.”

When the laugh rose, it was an angry one. England might think of the Atlantean settlers as bumpkins one and all. The rich merchants in the seaside towns resented what the English thought of them—and thought the same thing of their inland cousins.

“You can’t win. No matter who you are, you can’t win,” Blaise said. The color of his skin gave him uncommon authority on such questions.

“Someone will have to win, I think,” Victor said later that evening, hoping the mattress he’d lie down on wouldn’t be buggy.

“Mm—maybe.” Blaise still didn’t sound convinced. “When he wins—if he wins—will he be happy in the end?”

Victor said the only thing he could: “I don’t know.” He blew out the candle he’d carried from the taproom. It was guttering towards an end anyhow. The landlord wasn’t about to waste a quarter of a farthing by giving a customer any more light than he absolutely had to. Darkness fell on the bedchamber like a cloak. Victor fell asleep before he found out whether the mattress held bedbugs—but not before Blaise, whose first snores he heard as darkness came down on them.

By the time Victor and his colored companion got to Hanover, they were both scratching. One inn or another—or, more likely, one inn and another—had proved buggy. Victor was more resigned than surprised. Blaise was more apt to complain about big things than small ones.

Hanover was a big thing, at least by Atlantean standards. With about 40,000 people, it claimed to be the largest city in Atlantis. Of course, so did New Hastings, farther south. And so did Freetown, south of New Hastings. Croydon, north of Hanover, also had its pretensions, though only locals took them seriously.

Down in French Atlantis, Cosquer might have been half the size of the leading English settlement towns. Of course, most of the people who’d flocked there since the end of the war came from one English settlement or another. The same held true for the still smaller St. Denis, south of Cosquer, and for New Marseille, smaller yet, on the west coast of Atlantis. As for Avalon, north of New Marseille, it wasn’t a pirates’ nest any more, but it remained a law (or no law) unto itself. Nobody could say how many people lived there, which suited those who did just fine.

None of Atlantis’ leading cities would have been anything more than a provincial town in England or on the Continent. Even Terranova to the west, settled later by Europeans, boasted larger human anthills than any here. Of course, the Spaniards, who dominated the richer parts of the western continent, built on the wreckage of what the copper-skinned natives had done before they arrived. Atlantis was different. Atlantis was a fresh start.

Cross-topped spires dominated Hanover’s skyline. Churches here and farther north were Anglican or belonged to one of the sterner Protestant denominations. Officially, New Hastings and points south were also Anglican. Unofficially, Popery thrived there. The southerly English settlements in Atlantis were a lifetime older than the Reformation. Kings had always had trouble enforcing their will here. Sensible sovereigns didn’t try too hard. Victor’s mouth tightened. George III and his ministers seemed unwilling to stay sensible.

Along with the spires, masts in the harbor reached for the sky. Some of them were as tall as any church steeple. Not only merchantmen lined the quays, but also English frigates and ships of the line. Redcoats garrisoned Hanover. The locals had, and did not enjoy, the privilege of paying for quartering them.

When the travelers rode into town, more English soldiers were on the streets than Victor Radcliff remembered seeing since the war. Then, the redcoats and English Atlanteans fought side by side against France and Spain. They were comrades-in-arms. They were friends.

The redcoats in Hanover neither looked nor acted like friends. Their faces were hard and closed. They carried bayoneted muskets, and stayed in groups. When they went by, locals called insults and curses after them—but only from behind, so the soldiers had a hard time figuring out who’d done it.

Instead of going straight to his printer, Victor called at the house of Erasmus Radcliff, his second cousin once removed. The Discoverer’s family had flourished mightily in English Atlantis, and no doubt Radcliffs and Radcliffes and other kinsfolk with different surnames were busy helping to turn what had been French Atlantis upside down and inside out. Erasmus, these days, headed the trading firm William Radcliff had brought to prominence a hundred years before.

He looked like a prosperous merchant: he wore a powdered wig, a velvet jacket the color of claret, and satin breeches. He had manicured hands, an exquisitely shaved face, and a gentleman’s paunch. His eyes were a color somewhere between blue, gray, and green, and as warm as the Atlantic off the northern reaches of Iceland.

“Yes, it’s very bad,” he said as a servant with the map of Ireland on his face brought in ale and smoked pork for him and Victor—Blaise was taking his refreshments with the house staff. “I always think it can get no worse, and I always find myself mistaken.”

“Hanover has not the feel of a garrisoned city, as it did when I was here year before last. It has the feel of an occupied city.” Victor raised his mug. “Your health, coz.”

“And yours.” Erasmus Radcliff returned the compliment. They both drank. Victor praised the ale, which deserved it. Erasmus waved the praise aside. “You would know what occupation feels like, wouldn’t you, from your campaigns in the south? Well, by God, here we find ourselves on the wrong end of it. How dare the Crown treat us like so many Frenchmen?” His voice was soft and mild, which only made the indignation crackling in it more alarming.

“We cost England money,” Victor answered. “In their way, King George’s ministers are merchants, too. They want to see a return on their investment.”

“If they so badly want money of us, let them ask our parliaments for it,” his cousin said. “London has no more right to wring taxes from Hanover than Hanover has of taxing London: the difference being that we presume not, whereas London does.”

“The other difference being that London can put soldiers into Hanover, whereas we cannot garrison London,” Victor said dryly. Erasmus Radcliff’s response to that was so comprehensive, so heartfelt, and so ingenious that Victor stored it away for future reference. But he asked a blunt question of his own: “Dislike it as you will, coz, but what do you propose to do about it?”

Erasmus sent him a look filled with dislike—and with reluctant respect. “Damn all I can do about it, as we both know too well.”

“Oh, indeed.” Victor Radcliff nodded. “And since we know it, what’s the point to so much fussing and fuming?”

“Do you know of the newfangled steam-driven engines they’re using in England to pump water out of coal mines?” Erasmus asked. When Victor nodded, his cousin went on, “They have a valve that opens when the pressure from the steam inside grows too great. Absent this valve, the boiler itself would burst. All Atlantis curses England. By cursing, we harmlessly vent our steam. Did we not, this island might explode. Or will you tell me I’m mistaken?”

“I’ll tell you you may be,” Victor replied. “For ‘all Atlantis’ does not curse England. Much of Hanover may, but Hanover, however loath you are to hear it, is not Atlantis. It never has been. Please God, may it never be. As things stand, most of Atlantis is content with England, or at least resigned to her. Were it otherwise, the explosion you speak of would have come long since.”

His cousin seemed even less happy than he had a moment earlier. Erasmus, Victor judged, didn’t care to hear that Hanover and Atlantis weren’t synonymous. Few Hanoverians did. Pity, Victor thought, because it’s true whether they care to hear it or not.

“That it has not come does not mean it will not come,” Erasmus said at last. “These valves can fail. These steam-driven engines can blow up. I have heard of several such misfortunes. And when they do … When they do, Victor, things are never the same afterwards for anyone who chances to stand in the way.”

Victor eyed him. Was Erasmus hiding a message there? Victor laughed at himself for even wondering. If Erasmus was hiding a message, he was hiding it in plain sight.

“Way! Make way there!” bawled the teamster atop the brewery wagon. He cracked his whip above the four big, strong horses hauling the cask-filled wain. Then he cracked it again, this time in front of the nose of a man who didn’t step aside fast enough to suit him.

The man swore, but flattened himself against the side of a building nonetheless. He wore a knife on his belt—who didn’t?—but a man with a belt knife was even more disadvantaged against a bullwhip than against the rapiers some gentlemen still carried to mark their status. You had to be able to judge when picking a fight made sense and when it was only foolishness.

Victor Radcliff had stepped to one side as soon as the teamster started shouting. The heavy wagon clattered past, iron tires banging and sparking on cobblestones. Puddles from the last rain lingered between the stones and in the holes where a few of them had come up. The wagon wheels splashed passersby, but not too badly.

A sign hanging above a small shop creaked in the morning breeze. CUSTIS CAWTHORNE, PRINTING AND PERSUASIONS, the neatly painted letters proclaimed. The breeze carried the smells of sea and smoke and sewage: like any other town, Hanover dumped its waste into the closest river, for ultimate disposal in the ocean.

Manuscript under his arm, Victor ducked inside. A bell over the door jangled. The shop was gloomy inside. It smelled of wood and paper and sweat and ink. A harassed-looking ’prentice fed sheets into a press, one after another. A printer worked the lever again and again. Another ’prentice stacked the newly printed broadsheets.

Custis Cawthorne watched the work from behind the counter. “There’ll be a mistake somewhere,” the printer said mournfully. “There always is. Perfection, they say, is for the Lord alone. They don’t usually know what they’re talking about, but when it comes to printing I’m persuaded they have a point.… And how are you, your Radcliffishness?”

“I thought I was pretty well, till I set eyes on you,” Victor replied.

Cawthorne gave back a sepulchral smile. He was tall and thin and stooped, with a fringe of white hair clinging to the sides and back of a formidably domed skull. “You do me too much honor, sir,” he said. “Of course, when it comes to honor I hold with Falstaff, so any honor would be too much. Is that the latest effusion from your goose there under your arm?”

“Maybe I should pluck you for quills next time—you seem prickly enough and to spare,” Victor said.

“And here I was going to do you an honor.” Cawthorne stared reprovingly over the tops of his gold-rimmed spectacles. They were of a curious design he had devised himself. A horizontal line across each lens separated weaker and stronger magnifications, so he could read and see at a distance without changing pairs.

“A likely story,” Victor said. “More likely, you were about to set some libel against me in type.”

“Oh, any printer from Croydon down to the border of Spanish Atlantis could do that,” Custis Cawthorne said dismissively. “But no—I had something new and interesting and perhaps even important to tell you, and did you want to hear it? It is to laugh.”

“Go ahead. Say your say,” Radcliff replied. He laughed at himself. “Why should I waste my time encouraging you? You’ll do as you please anyhow. You always do.”

“ ‘Do what thou wilt’—there is the whole of the law. Or so said a wiser man than I.” Cawthorne might have been—probably was—the wisest man in Atlantis. By mentioning someone he reckoned wiser, he reminded his audience of that truth. “Because you make yourself so obnoxious, I ought not to tell you.”

“Fais ce que voudrais,” said Victor, who also knew his Rabelais.

He surprised the printer into laughter by knowing. To hear Custis Cawthorne guffaw, anyone would think him fat and jolly, not a somber-seeming beanpole. Victor didn’t know how he brought forth such a sound from that narrow chest, but he did.

“I shall do exactly that,” the printer said after guffaws subsided to chuckles. “Hear me, then. When that indifferently written drivel of yours—”

Victor bowed. “Your servant, sir. Plenty of rope for all the critics to hang themselves.” That was from Rabelais, too.

“If you were my servant, I’d thump you the way you deserve. As things are, all of Atlantis has that privilege,” Cawthorne said. Before Victor could ask him what he meant, he went on, “Here is the honor I propose giving you: setting your work with the first font of type made on this side of the Atlantic. We not only speak English in Atlantis, we write it and we print it … with or without let or hindrance from the so-called mother country.”

“So-called?” Victor raised an eyebrow. “Your ancestors did not come from England?”

“There was a Cawthorne aboard the St. George, which you know as well as I,” the printer said. “But a proper mother knows when her offspring is grown and ready to set out on his own. She does not garrison soldiers on him to keep him from leaving home.”

“If I were an Englishman, I would clap you in irons for that,” Victor said.

“If you were an Englishman, I would despair of Atlantis,” Custis Cawthorne replied. “But since, by the favor of Providence, you are not, I still have some hope for us. And I also have some hope of turning your manuscript to print without too much butchery along the way. Multifarious as your flaws may be, you do write a tolerably neat hand.”

“I hope you will not do yourself an injury, giving forth with such extravagant praise,” Victor said.

“Nothing too serious, anyhow,” Cawthorne said. “And a good thing, too, for a visit to the sawbones is likelier to leave a man dead than improved.”

He had a point. Doctors could set broken bones and repair dislocations. They could inoculate against smallpox—and, in Atlantis’ towns, they did so more and more often. That scourge still reared its hideous head, but less often than in years gone by. Doctors could give opium for pain, and could do something about diarrhea and constipation. Past that, a strong constitution gave you a better chance of staying healthy than all the doctors ever born.

Victor doled out such praise as he could: “They do try.”

“And much good it does them, or their sorely tried patients,” Cawthorne said.

“Are you done insulting me and physicians?” Victor asked. “Can I make my escape and let you get back to reviling your ’prentices and journeymen?”

“I do less of that than I like these days,” Custis Cawthorne answered. “Good workers are hard to find. Even bad workers are hard to find. The good ones would sooner set up for themselves, whilst the bad ones try to squeeze more money out of an honest man than they’re worth.”

“Did some honest man tell you that?” Radcliff asked innocently.

“Ah! A fellow who fancies himself a wit but overestimates by a factor of two,” the printer said. “You had better go, all right, before I thrash you in a transport of fury.”

“I’m leaving—and quivering in my boots.” The bell rang again as Victor went out onto the street.

Custis Cawthorne’s voice pursued him: “If you think you’re quivering now, where will you be in five years’ time?”

On my farm, working and writing, Victor thought. I hope.

“More brandy?” Erasmus Radcliff inquired.

Victor was feeling what he’d already drunk, but he nodded anyway. His cousin poured for both of them with becoming liberality. “Your health,” Victor said, a little blurrily.

“And yours.” Erasmus drank. “Whew! After the first swallow numbs your gullet, the rest doesn’t taste quite so much like turpentine.”

“We don’t make it as well as they do in Europe,” Victor agreed. “But it will leave a man wobbly on his pegs, which is a large part of the point to the exercise. We can live with this.”

“You can, perhaps,” Erasmus Radcliff said. “I find myself compelled to, which is not the same thing. If England treats us unjustly, our only recourse is to refuse intercourse with her, which keeps us from importing anything finer than this … firewater, I believe, is the term they use in Terranova. I could easily trade with France or Holland and once again have a source of fine brandy … save that the Royal Navy would impound or sink my ships if I presumed to try. This leaves me with nothing to do, nothing whatsoever.”

“What do you want from me? I can’t change anything about it,” Victor said. “No one in London will listen to me, not to the extent of changing set policies because I ask it. The policy is to squeeze all the revenue England can from Atlantis. It is the same policy England uses wherever she rules.”

“Yes, I know, but most places have to put up with it, because they needs must buy some large proportion of their necessities from the mother country,” his cousin replied. “That is no longer the case with us. We can subsist on our own, and England pushes us toward demonstrating the fact with every ill-advised tax she tries to ram down our throats.” He drained his glass and filled it again. He would be crapulent come morning. Now … Now he seemed determined. “What we have here may not always be as good, but we can make do with it.”

“I suppose so.” Victor also drank more; he couldn’t let Erasmus get too far ahead of him. “Custis Cawthorne said he would print my latest from type cast here in Atlantis, not brought from England.”

“Yet another example,” Erasmus agreed. He paused, then went on, “You do realize that, if my fellow settlers keep me from trading with England whilst the English prevent me from dealing with anyone else, I shall in due course commence to starve?”

Victor Radcliff looked around the well-appointed office where they drank. Whale-oil lamps lit it almost as bright as day. Some strange and almost obscene fetish from the South Pacific shared pride of place in a cabinet of curiosities with a bejeweled elephant from India and the mineralized skull of a long-snouted creature from southern Terranova. None of those would have come easy or cheap. Neither would Erasmus’ desk, a triumph of marquetry in multicolored wood.

“I concede the eventuality, coz, but it does not strike me as imminent,” Victor said.

“Perhaps not. Then again, I am more fortunate than many in similar straits,” Erasmus replied. “Not everyone has so much to fall back on when times get hard.”

No sooner were those words out of his mouth than someone started pounding on his front door. The octagonal window in the office rattled in its frame at the insistence of the blows. “That doesn’t sound good,” Victor said.

“A knock in the nighttime is never good news,” his cousin said, and he could only nod.

The pounding stopped as abruptly as it had begun. One of Erasmus’ servants brought a plainly dressed man who smelled strongly of horse into the office. “Mr. Mitchell, from Croydon,” the servant said. And so it was: Richard Mitchell was a leading goldsmith in the northern town, and a leading light in the struggle to turn Atlantis against the mother country. His pamphlet called Where Now? was banned wherever the English could seize it.

“For God’s sake, Radcliff, give me a drink,” he said. Without a word, Erasmus did. Mitchell, a squat, powerfully built man, gulped it. “Ahh!” He seemed to notice Victor for the first time. “What? You here, too? Just as well! It’s started up north.”

“What do you mean?” Victor and Erasmus asked together.

“They heard we had guns. They marched to get them. They did, too, or some of them—but we gave them a black eye and a bloody nose in the getting. It’s war up there, Radcliffs—war, I tell you! And it will be war here, too, war all through this land, unless you’re a pack of spineless poltroons.” He slammed down his mug. “Fill it up again! Atlantis and liberty!”





II

Victor Radcliff looked at the English soldier. The redcoat, standing on a Hanover street corner, glowered back. He carried a flintlock musket; with its long bayonet, it was about as tall as he was. He had pale blue eyes, yellow hair, and pimpled skin almost pink enough to belong to an albino.

Had he known who Victor was, he might have tried to seize him. If the Atlantean settlements had risen against the unloved and unloving mother country, they would need someone to lead their soldiers. Without false modesty, Radcliff knew he had more practice at that than any other man born on this side of the ocean. No doubt some English officers knew it, too, but the knowledge hadn’t trickled down to this spotty young fellow.

He just disliked being looked at. “Move along, you,” he growled in a clotted, barely comprehensible Northern accent.

“Yes, indeed.” Victor touched the brim of his hat. “I never argue with a man with a gun.”

“Damned well better not,” the redcoat said. Victor thought that was what he said, anyhow; he swallowed so many vowels, it was hard to be sure.

What Blaise swallowed was a chuckle. “Oh, no, you never argue with men with guns,” the Negro said. “Not much, you don’t.”

“Hush.” Victor looked back over his shoulder. To his relief, the redcoat was paying attention to a pretty girl crossing the street, not to him any more. “You don’t want to give him ideas. He’s liable to come up with them on his own even if you don’t.”

“Him?” Blaise didn’t bother hiding his scorn. “He wouldn’t know an idea if it walked up and honked in his face.”

By such idioms did the Atlantean distinguish himself from the Englishman. The irony was that honkers had grown rare on this side of the Green Ridge Mountains. The enormous, flightless gooselike birds were, like oil thrushes, unlucky enough to hatch from the egg without fear of man. As settlers advanced, honkers retreated: or rather, they died in place, and their haunts grew ever scarcer and more remote.

Custis Cawthorne had written a pamphlet arguing that land should be set aside so honkers and other native productions of Atlantis could have somewhere to survive. It struck Victor as a good idea; most of Custis Cawthorne’s ideas were good. That didn’t mean it was likely to happen. People wanted to grab land, not set it aside for anything.

Somebody shouted from a second- or third-story window: “The Devil fry all murdering English dogs!”

“There! There he is!” Victor might not have known just where that cry came from, but the young English soldier pointed like a hunting dog. At his shout, four more redcoats charged out of an eatery. When they saw where he was pointing, they rushed in.

A pistol shot rang out. Other gunshots answered it. A redcoat lurched from the building, right hand clutched to left shoulder. Blood welled out from between his fingers, brighter than the dyed wool of his coat.

More gunshots boomed. Victor heard the crash of breaking furniture and several voices high and shrill with pain and fury. A couple of minutes later, the other three redcoats came out dragging a wounded local. The man was bloodied and battered, but he had no quit in him. His head came up. “Atlantis and freedom!” he called in a great voice.

One of the redcoats hit him in the face. “Shut up, you bloody big-mouthed bastard!”

“Shame!” a woman screeched.

“Atlantis and freedom!” the prisoner cried again.

This time, the English soldier clouted him with his musket butt. The local went limp in the other redcoats’ arms. “Shame!” the woman said again.

“Maybe you’d better let him go,” a bareheaded, shock-haired ’prentice said, his hands balling into fists.

“Maybe you’d better bugger off, sonny,” a redcoat answered. He had a corporal’s stripes on his sleeve and a scarred, weasely face that warned he’d give trouble no matter the mess in which he found himself.

“Maybe I’d better not.” The ’prentice set his feet. Several other Atlanteans ranged themselves behind him.

More English soldiers came out of the cookshop. The sun glittered off the sharp edges of their bayonets. “Last chance, boy,” the corporal said, not unkindly. “Otherwise, we’ll stick you and we’ll gut you and you’ll end up dead never knowing why.”

“What do we do?” Blaise asked in a low voice.

“Try to keep the town from blowing up,” Victor answered. “The time’s not ripe.”

No matter what he thought, his opinion turned out not to be the one that counted. One of the men behind the bushy-haired ’prentice stooped to grub a cobblestone out of the ground. He flung it at the redcoats. It caught a soldier in the ribs. He said “Oof!” and then “Ow!” and then “Fuck your bleedin’ mother!”

A split second after the curse passed the redcoat’s lips, muskets leveled at the crowd of Atlanteans. “Fire!” the corporal shouted. Triggers clicked. Descending hammers scraped flints on steel. Sparks fell into flash pans. The guns bellowed, sending up clouds of acrid gunpowder smoke.

Most of them bellowed, anyhow: flintlocks were imperfectly reliable. The English soldiery’s muskets were also imperfectly accurate. Some of the shots went wide; one of them shattered a window well off to the side of the crowd. But men screamed. Men fell.

And men who didn’t scream or fall hurled more stones at the redcoats. One of them had a pistol, which he discharged. The ball hit the weasely corporal in the arm. What he said made the other soldier’s obscenity sound like an endearment.

The sound of gunfire brought more redcoats at the run. More Atlanteans boiled out of houses and shops. The two sides hurried towards each other like lodestone and iron. The Englishmen had discipline and firearms and bayonets. The Atlanteans had fury and whatever makeshift weapons they could snatch up and numbers. The fury kept them from fleeing when the redcoats shot and stuck some of them. What the Atlanteans did to a couple of redcoats they managed to grab …

A paving stone sailed past Victor Radcliff’s head. He ducked, as automatically and uselessly as a man did when a musket ball came too close for comfort. If it was going to hit you, it would before you could do a damned thing about it.

There were fights to join and fights to stay away from. This struck Victor as a fight to stay away from. He’d faced more dangerous enemies with qualms no worse than those of any reasonably brave man. When he had, though, he’d done it with some purpose in mind. If this mêlée had any point at all, he couldn’t see it.

He pulled Blaise into a narrow, stinking alley. He didn’t know where it went, but it led away from the madness that had kindled here. “They are liable to tear this whole big place down,” Blaise said mournfully.

“That they are,” Victor agreed. “They’re liable to tear Atlantis apart while they’re doing it, too.”

“What can we do?” the Negro asked.

“Get away. Live through this. See what happens next. Try to shape what happens next. Have you got any better ideas? If you have, spit ’em out, by God. I’d love to hear ’em.”

But Blaise shook his head. “If we gonna get away, we better do it right now,” he said. That struck Victor as one of the best ideas he’d heard in a long time. The two of them wasted not a moment using it.

Hanover writhed under martial law. The redcoats strode through the streets by squads. When they went by ones or twos, or even by fours or fives, they were much too apt to be mobbed. Rocks and crockery and the contents of chamber pots came flying out of upper-story windows.

Blaise had already escaped the city. He and Victor had gone their separate ways precisely because they were known to stick together. Blaise had got away clean. Victor’d expected nothing less. Englishmen—Atlanteans, too—had trouble taking black men seriously.

And now it was time for Victor to get away himself, if he could. Coming into Hanover, he’d worn the clothes of a prosperous farmer, which he was. Leaving the city, he was by all appearances a down-at-the-heels shoemaker. He even rode a swaybacked nag, the kind of horse such a man would have if he had any horse at all.

The English had checkpoints west of Hanover. They also had men scattered between the checkpoints. If you got caught trying to sneak out, you landed in real trouble. Things at the checkpoints were supposed to come closer to routine.

They’d better, Victor thought. Up ahead of him, the redcoats were searching a fat man’s carriage. The fat man didn’t like it, and let them know he didn’t. “I’m a loyal subject of good King George! It’s not right for you to treat me like a common criminal,” he said.

“Everybody’s a loyal subject … when he talks to us,” said the underofficer in charge. “Find anything, Charles?”

“No, Sergeant. He’s not a smuggler, anyhow,” said a soldier, presumably Charles. “Do we strip him to his drawers?”

“No. I expect he’s clean.” The sergeant nodded to the fat man. “Pass on, you.”

“Strip me to my drawers?” the fat man spluttered. “You’ll win few friends playing such games.”

“And do you think we care?” the sergeant said. “If you settlers weren’t in revolt, we wouldn’t have to worry about keeping you from sneaking guns out of Hanover. If you haven’t got guns, who cares if you’re friendly or not? Now get going, or we will find out if your linen’s clean.”

Still spluttering, the fat man rolled on. The soldier called Charles gestured Victor Radcliff forward. “And who are you, friend?” he asked.

No friend of yours, Victor thought. “My name is Richard Saunders,” he replied. Some Radcliffs and Radcliffes favored the English; the clan was too large to have uniform opinions. But if the redcoats knew they had hold of Victor Radcliff, they’d never let him go.

“Well, Saunders, what are you doing coming out of Hanover?” the sergeant asked. “Where are you bound?”

“I’m heading for Hooville,” Victor answered, which was true, although he wouldn’t stop there. Then he blossomed into invention: “I was seeing my solicitor. My uncle just died childless, and looks like I’ll have to go to law with my cousins over his property and estate.” He tried to seem suitably disgusted.

The sergeant and Charles and the rest of the redcoats put their heads together. “Are you loyal to his Majesty, King George III?” the underofficer demanded fiercely.

“Of course I am.” Victor lied without compunction. As the redcoat had said to the fat man, who would tell George’s soldiers no?

And the English soldiers’ crooked grins said they understood the likely reason for his answer. “Then you won’t mind if we search you?” the sergeant asked.

“Yes, I’ll mind,” Victor said. “Not much I can do about it past minding, though, is there?”

“Too right there’s not, friend.” Charles used the last word to suggest anything but its literal meaning. “Why don’t you get down from that sorry piece of crowbait you’re riding?”

“Sam’s a good horse,” Victor protested. The redcoats laughed. In their boots, he would have laughed, too.

They patted him down and looked inside his saddle bags. They found nothing to make them suspicious—Victor wanted to look as harmless as he could. The sergeant still seemed unhappy. “You’ve fought in war,” he said, and it wasn’t quite a question.

Victor nodded. “I fought the French here, back about the time your beard sprouted.”

The English underofficer scratched at a side whisker. “We were on the same side then, England and Atlantis.”

“I am on England’s side still,” Victor Radcliff said once more.

“Yes, of course you are.” The sergeant didn’t believe it, not for a second. But he had no real reason to disbelieve it, no proof Radcliff was anything but what he claimed. He looked unhappy, but he jerked a thumb toward the swaybacked horse. “Climb on your old screw and get out of here.”

“Obliged.” Victor pretended not to notice his reservations. When he mounted Sam, the deep curve in the horse’s spine left the stirrups only a few inches above the ground. He pressed his knees against the animal’s sides and flicked the reins. Away Sam went. He’d get where he was going, but he wouldn’t do it in a hurry.

Don’t look over your shoulder, Victor told himself. He didn’t want to give the redcoats any more chances to see his face. Sam ambled along. The soldiers could still call him back. They could, but they didn’t. The road swung around behind a stand of native pines. Only then did Victor breathe easier.

He was riding a better horse by the time he came to Hooville. Someone took Sam back to the farm where he’d labored for a lot of years. Maybe his role in helping Victor escape Hanover would be celebrated in songs and paintings in years to come. He couldn’t have cared less. All he got out of it were a couple of carrots.

Blaise waited in Hooville. “Good to see you,” he said when Victor rode in. “I wasn’t sure I was going to.”

“Well, neither was I,” Victor said. “But here I am. They didn’t know they had me in their hands, and now they don’t, and so they won’t.”

“Custis Cawthorne is loose, too. He’s on his way to New Hastings,” Blaise said.

“Good for him—and that’s the right place for him to go, too,” Radcliff said. New Hastings held fewer loyalists than any other town in English Atlantis. Other places might be noisier in their disapproval of the mother country, but it ran deeper and wider there than anywhere else.

“Not everybody’s going to get away, though. The redcoats do hold Hanover,” Blaise said. “What can we do?”

“Right now? I don’t quite know. If this is truly war …” Victor Radcliff no doubt looked as unhappy as he sounded. If this was truly war, Atlantis stood alone against the mightiest empire in the world. “If this is war, I see only one advantage on our side.”

Blaise raised an eyebrow. “Well, that’s one more than I see.”

“Oh, we’ve got one.” Victor waved to the barmaid for another mug of flip. He’d drunk enough that he should have felt it, but he didn’t, or not very much. As she set the mug in front of him, he went on, “We’re a long way from England. She can’t move quickly against us, and she won’t find it easy or cheap to ship soldiers across the sea.”

After a moment’s consideration, Blaise said, “Huzzah.”

Victor wondered whether the Negro had been so sardonic in the African jungles where he grew up, or whether Blaise had learned it from him. If the latter was true, as he feared, then he had a lot to answer for. Sardonic or not, the Negro had a point with his sour acclamation. Atlantis had merchantmen and fishing boats to oppose the Royal Navy, farmers to face professional soldiers. She was short of gunpowder, and even shorter of firearms. And she was short of people—and how many of the ones she had would take England’s side?

“What will the French down south do?” Blaise asked.

“Good question,” Radcliff said. French Atlantis had passed under English rule only a dozen years before. Since then, the more numerous English-speakers had flooded into lands formerly barred to them. Would the older settlers rise against King George, or against the interlopers disrupting their way of life?

“Have you got an answer?” Blaise seemed surprised to discover his mug of flip was also empty. He waved for a refill, too.

“Only We’ll have to see,” Victor replied.

The barmaid didn’t come back for Blaise as fast as she had for Victor. Was that because he was servant, not master? Because he was black, not white? Or only because she had other orders to fill first? Sometimes you could read too much into things that in fact carried no great meaning. Sometimes you could miss meanings in things that seemed ordinary at first.

Blaise brushed two fingers of his right hand against the dark skin of his left forearm. Victor had seen Negroes use that gesture before. It meant, You did that because of my color. His factotum knew what he thought, then. And he knew what he thought of Victor’s comment as well: “Is that good enough?”

“No,” Victor said honestly. “But it’s what we’ve got.”

When he came to his farm, he found a delegation from the Atlantean Assembly waiting for him. The settlements had tried protesting to England one by one, only to learn that the mother country didn’t want to listen to them. Then they’d all joined together, thinking Atlantis might be heard if only it spoke with a single voice. Thus far, the evidence was against them.

Isaac Fenner had red hair and ears that stuck out from the sides of his head like open doors. He was a solicitor from Bredestown, a few miles up the Brede from New Hastings, and spoke for the older city as well.

Matthew Radcliffe, from Avalon on the west coast, was bound to be some sort of cousin of Victor’s, but neither had set eyes on the other before this meeting. The westerner was short and stocky; he looked travel worn. One of the farm cats had taken a liking to him and fallen asleep on his lap. He absently stroked its back while sipping rum punch.

Everyone called Robert Smith, from Croydon in the north, Uncle Bobby. He’d carried the name since he was young. Victor didn’t know why; he wondered if Smith did himself. Uncle Bobby was also drinking rum punch, with the single-minded diligence of a man who needed it.

From the south came two men: Abednego Higgins and Michel du Guesclin. Maybe Higgins stood for the English-speakers down there and du Guesclin for the Frenchmen, or maybe things had just worked out that way. They were both very tall, the one broad-shouldered, the other slim as a rapier. Du Guesclin, Victor knew, was somehow connected to the Kersauzon family, as prominent down there as Radcliffs and Radcliffes were in English Atlantis.

As soon as Victor came inside and saw them, Margaret said, “They want to talk to you.”

“Well, I expected they could find rum and something to mix it with somewhere closer than here,” he answered.

His wife sent him an exasperated look. “No. They want to talk to you about something important.”

“I was afraid they did.” Victor Radcliff was also afraid he knew what the gentlemen of the Atlantean Assembly wanted.

“You aren’t going to throw them out?” Despite the way Meg said it, it wasn’t really a question.

Victor sighed. “No, I suppose not.” As if in ironic counterpoint to that, Matthew Radcliffe raised his mug in salute. Abednego Higgins tossed a well-gnawed chicken bone onto the platter from which he’d taken it when it was meatier. The gentlemen from the Assembly did not expect to be sent on their way. With another sigh, Victor stepped past his wife and nodded to them. “Hello, my friends,” he said, wondering how big a lie he was telling.

Radcliffe from Avalon raised his mug again. Du Guesclin, full of French politesse, bowed in his seat. Uncle Bobby grabbed the bull by the horns, saying, “Do you recall what the Discoverer did when the Black Earl tried to tax him without his leave?”

“Yes, I recall,” Victor answered. Every schoolchild in English Atlantis knew what Edward Radcliffe had done when the exiled Richard Neville, Earl of Warwick, tried to set himself up as king in Atlantis. What had happened then helped shape Atlantean history for the three hundred years between that day and this.

But Robert Smith went on as if Victor hadn’t spoken: “He died, that’s what he did. He died fighting tyranny, and his sons put it down for good.” That was the story schoolboys learned. Some people said what had actually happened was more complicated. Victor Radcliff didn’t know; he hadn’t been in New Hastings back in 1470.

Isaac Fenner was descended from the first man to die in Atlantis (and, if some tales were true, from the girl the Black Earl had taken as his bedwarmer, maybe even from Neville himself). He said, “The damned Englishmen still haven’t learned their lesson. They think they can tax us as they please. Do we let them get away with that? Do we let them make us into slaves?”

Both du Guesclin and Higgins shook their heads at that rhetorical question. They owned slaves: copperskins from Terranova to the west and Negroes like Blaise brought in to do hard work in a climate not well suited to white men. Maybe that gave them extra cause not to want to be enslaved themselves. Maybe it meant they feared their own bondsmen would rise against them given even half a chance. Maybe they had reason for such fears.

“We are in arms around Hanover—you’ve seen that for yourself, Radcliff,” Uncle Bobby said. “And we are in arms in Croydon, too. We rose before Hanover did.” He spoke with a northerner’s pride: doing anything ahead of Hanover and New Hastings mattered a lot up there.

“What has this got to do with me?” Victor asked, much in the way, almost eighteen centuries before, Jesus had said, If it be possible, let this cup pass from me: nevertheless, not as I will, but as thou wilt. Jesus must have known it wouldn’t be possible. And, in the same way, Victor knew what it had to do with him. If Jesus could hesitate, he thought he was entitled to do the same.

Now Smith spoke as to a child: “We are at war with England, Victor. The settlements have armies. We need to join them into one army, into an Atlantean army. We need a man under whom they will be glad to combine, a man who can command them. Who else but you?”

During the war against French Atlantis, France, and Spain, Victor had been the highest-ranking Atlantean soldier fighting alongside the redcoats he was now expected to oppose. Wasn’t one war enough for one man? “I should sooner stay here on my farm and live as an ordinary private person,” he said.

As if activated by some clockwork mechanism, the delegates from the Atlantean Assembly shook their heads in unison. “If you sit on your hands here, we’ll lose,” Abednego Higgins said bluntly.

“Il a raison,” Michel du Guesclin agreed. He continued in accented English: “I can think of no other English man the French of the south will follow.”

“Do you want to let the Discoverer down?” Matthew Radcliffe added. “If we lose this fight, England will do to Atlantis what the Black Earl, damn him, tried to do to New Hastings. Come on, coz! Isn’t fighting those bastards from across the sea in your blood?”

In the last war, the men from across the sea had been allies, and vital allies at that. They hadn’t sought to ram taxes down the Atlanteans’ throats, not then. Afterwards, though … Afterwards was another story, as afterwards so often was.

Up until a little more than a century before, Avalon had been a pirates’ roost. Did Matthew Radcliffe carry some of the freebooters’ blood in his veins? Victor wouldn’t have been surprised. His distant kinsman certainly seemed ready, even eager, to brawl.

“This won’t be the Battle of the Strand, one fight and it’s over,” Victor warned. “This will be a war like the last one—worse than the last one, unless I miss my guess. England won’t want to let us go our own way.”

“No. She wants us to go her way, and she aims to drag us along if we don’t care to follow on our own,” Isaac Fenner said. “Is that what you have in mind for Atlantis till the end of time, Radcliff? Is that why your forefathers first took folk away from the greedy kings and nobles on the other side of the sea?”

There were days when Victor Radcliff wished he sprang from a less illustrious family. This was one of those days. People expected things from him because of who his forefathers were. He could have done without the compliment, if it was one.

“England is the greatest kingdom in Europe. England is the richest empire in the world,” he said. “Even if she runs short of her own soldiers, she can buy poor men from the German princes to do her fighting for her. We are … what we are. Can we fight her and hope to win?”

“Can we bend the knee to her and look at ourselves in the glass afterwards?” Matthew Radcliffe returned. “You are our best hope, coz, but you are not our only hope. We aim to fight with you or without you.”

“Chances with you are better than without you, though,” du Guesclin said.

“They are,” Abednego Higgins agreed. “We need a general we can all respect. If anybody in Atlantis fills the bill, you’re the man.”

I’ve never been a general. The protest died before Victor let it out. What Atlantean had? He’d led a good-sized force of soldiers in the field, which put him one up on almost everyone else who opposed England.

“You gentlemen are mad,” he said: one last protest.

Uncle Bobby stood up from his chair to bow. “We are, sir. We are,” he agreed. “But it’s a grand madness. Will you join us in it?”

Victor looked around. He’d been comfortable here ever since coming home from the war against France and Spain. He’d wanted to live out the rest of his days as a gentleman farmer, not as a man of war. But, if Atlantis called on him, what could he do but answer the call?

He sighed. “Join you I will. I note that it was our idea, not mine. May none of us ever have cause to regret it.”

“Oh, I expect we will, sooner or later—probably sooner.” Abednego Higgins was a man of melancholy temperament. Victor wasn’t, or not especially, but he suspected the same thing.

But then all five men from the Atlantean Assembly crowded around him, pumping his hand and slapping his back and telling him what a lion, what a hero, he was. If he’d believed a quarter of what they told him, he would have been sure he could run every redcoat out of Atlantis by day after tomorrow at the latest.

Fortunately—or, odds were, unfortunately—he knew better.

News from the east came slowly. That was one of the reasons Victor Radcliff had settled where he did. More often than not, he was happier not knowing. His livelihood didn’t depend on hearing things before other people could.

If he was going to take up the sword again, though … “Must you do this?” Margaret asked. She hadn’t wanted him going off to fight the French Atlanteans and their overseas reinforcements, either, and they weren’t even married then.

“If I don’t, someone else will—and worse,” he said. “The settlements are going to rise up against England. No, they’ve already risen up, and they won’t quiet down till they win or till they’re too beaten to fight any more. The redcoats have pulled out of New Hastings.”

The redcoats had pulled out of New Hastings more than two weeks before. He’d only just got the news. That was one of the reasons he needed to travel east. Farming might not depend on the latest news. War did.

“What difference does it make to you whether King George orders Atlantis about or we make our own mistakes?” his wife demanded.

“I don’t want anyone across the sea telling me how many pounds I owe on this farm,” Victor said. “If some Englishman can do that, he can take it away from me, too.”

“So can a honker from New Hastings,” Meg retorted. Properly speaking, only people from New Hastings (and perhaps Bredestown) were honkers. Englishmen were in the habit of using the name for—or against—anybody from Atlantis.

“At least I have some say in what those people decide,” Victor said. “London won’t pay attention to me. London never pays attention to Atlantis, not unless someone else is trying to take it away … or unless Parliament decides it needs to squeeze money from us.”

“Whether London takes it or we do, the money’s gone,” Margaret said.

Victor grunted. “I should like some choice in where it goes. London will use it to pay fat, sweating soldiers to tyrannize over us. Whereas if we spend it ourselves, we’ll—”

“Use it to pay fat, sweating soldiers to keep England from tyrannizing us,” his wife broke in.

He stared at her. Such sarcastic gibes were usually his province. He couldn’t even tell her she was wrong, because she was much too likely to be right. If Atlantis was to cast off the mother country’s yoke, it would need to assume the trappings of other nations. He said the most he felt he could say: “They’ll be our soldiers, not redcoats or those German barbarians from Brunswick and Hesse and God knows where.”

“Oh, hurrah,” Meg said. “Do you think they’ll come cheaper on account of that?” He didn’t answer, mostly because he thought no such thing. Understanding as much, Meg gave him a knowing nod. “I see.”

“What would you have me do?” Victor asked. “Tell the gentlemen of the Atlantean Assembly that I’ve changed my mind and will not fight for them? They will carry on regardless, the only difference being the greater likelihood of their defeat and our subjection.”

“I would have you—” Margaret Radcliff broke off, tears filling her eyes. “What I would have you do doesn’t matter. The only thing that matters is what Atlantis would have you do. Atlantis would have you carry on till you catch a musket ball in your teeth, and then proclaim you a fallen hero to rally more fools to the cause.”

Again, she was much too likely to know what she was talking about. As patiently and calmly as he could, Victor said, “I don’t intend to get shot, Meg.”

“Who does?” she retorted. “But the graveyards fill up even so. Died for his country, much too young, the tombstones say. I want you to live for your country.”

“If you think I want anything else, you are very much mistaken,” Victor said. “But Atlantis is my country. Shall I pretend I have not got one, or that I care not who rules here?”

“No-o-o,” Meg said slowly, in a way that could mean nothing but yes. Then she sighed a wintry sigh. “It may be necessary, Victor, but that makes it no easier for me.”

“I’m sorry. By God, I am sorry. I wish England weren’t doing any of this. I’d like nothing better than to live here in peace and bring in my crops every fall,” Victor said. “But life gives what it gives, not what you like.”

He wished he could talk about passing the land down to their children. To say anything along those lines, though, would only dredge up pain older and deeper than any about his marching off to war. Losing children young was hard on men, but harder on the women who bore them.

They both knew how the argument would end. He would leave the farm and lead whatever armies the Atlantean Assembly scraped together against the ferocious professionals from the mother country. He’d served with those professionals in the war against the French Atlanteans and France and Spain. He knew their virtue, their unflinching courage, their skill. Fighting alongside such men was a pleasure. Fighting against them would be anything but.

He rode out the next morning. Meg saw him off, biting her lip and blinking against more tears. Blaise’s wife seemed no more enthusiastic about his military venture.

Once out of reach of the farmhouse, Victor asked, “Did you have fun getting ready to go on your way?”

“Fun?” Blaise rolled his eyes. “I don’t know if I would call it that. Stella wanted me to stay right where I was. You know how women are.”

“I have some idea, anyhow,” Victor said. “I’d better, after all these years. But the thing needs trying. I don’t believe anyone can do it better than I can, and you will help me a great deal. Even with you, I do not know if it can be done. I do know it would be harder without you.”

“I thank you,” Blaise said. “I tried to explain this to Stella. ‘He needs someone to take care of him,’ I said. ‘No one can do that better than I can,’ I told her. She did not want to listen to me. Not even when I talked about freeing the colored folk down in the old French settlements did she want to hear me.”

Victor Radcliff grunted uneasily. Freedom from England for the white man was one thing. Freedom from the white man for the black was something else again. One thing at a time, Victor thought, and rode on.
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