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Preface

Across the Grain of Time doesn’t begin with generals or kings, but with two Prussian boys named Henry who didn’t know better than to question America.

In 1836, they stepped off a ship in New York carrying a wooden trunk, impossible last names, and enough stubbornness to carve a farm from the Indiana wilderness. They cleared land, built cabins, and traded old-world hardship for new-world struggle. They also left behind something harder to measure: a spirit of grit, humor, and restlessness that outlived them.

A century later, that same spirit surfaced again in Joe Rietman.

Joe was never one to sit still—farmer, hunter, medic, woodsman, father, and storyteller. His life stretched from quiet cornfields to distant battlegrounds, from small-town roads to wild rivers and mountains. Like the Henrys, he carried mischief and resolve in equal measure, raising his family with the same toughness and humor that had carried his ancestors through.

This is their story—the tale of Henrys and Joes, ordinary people living extraordinary lives at the edges of history.

A reminder that the story of America is not only written in capitols and marble halls, but in cabins, farm rows, campfires, and kitchens, where names were shortened, fields were planted, and children learned to look beyond their horizons.

Across the Grain of Time is an invitation to sit by the fire and listen to the way history sounded when it was lived.
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I began writing Citizen of the World during a late Montana winter in Missoula. The hills were too muddy and the weather too wet for a decent round of disc golf, so I sat down to write. The words came easier than expected.

After that book was published, I turned to editing my mother’s memoir. Somewhere between working through her words and the pull of drying trails in the mountains, I ran into a wall.

Then, digging through her files, I came across her version of “Joe’s Story,” tucked away on an old hard drive in WordPerfect format. After some effort converting it, I found the bones of this book—little more than names, dates, and brief descriptions of events, all seen through her perspective.

With a Guinness in hand and a laptop open, I decided to give it a try.

What I quickly realized was that my mother hadn’t heard the same stories I had—stories told by my father over countless campfires, usually with a beer in hand (In cerevisia veritas). Those evenings carried tales of his harsh childhood, cougar bounty hunts, wartime memories, and eventually the story of his grandfather, one of the early pioneers of northern Indiana.

At night, before drifting off to sleep, my thoughts often kept returning to two boys who left Prussia in 1836.

What did they see?

What did they feel? 

Who did they encounter?

And so, this story begins.

***
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This is a revised and expanded edition of the original 2025 publication.

For Joseph Rietman (1915-2000)

Thank you for life, love, and legacy.

Also, to the two Heinrich’s; true pioneers and

adventurers who started it all.
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The woods were still holding the night when the two boys left the edge of the fields. Frost dulled the grass and clung to the hems of their trousers, turning each step into a soft, wet sound. Henry Rietmann walked ahead, taller by a hand, his young shoulders already carrying the shape of work. Henry (Henk) Müller followed a half-step behind, lighter on his feet, glancing now and then toward the lightening sky as if it might speak. They carried snares, and a smoothbore musket between them, and the quiet understanding that something needed to come home with them. A flicker of movement caught Henk’s eye beyond a hedgerow.

“Do you see him, Henry?” he whispered.

Henry nodded. “Ja. I see him. He’s low to the ground.”

They crouched together and, keeping trees and brush between them, inched forward to the edge of the hedge. The frozen ground seeped cold through their clothes as they lay still, breath held. Beyond the brush, a pheasant moved cautiously along the field’s edge, its head bobbing as it searched the stubble. Henry eased the old flintlock forward through the branches and settled the barrel. Slowly, so slowly, he drew the hammer back. The sharp click of the lock breaking into full cock sounded loud in the stillness. The pheasant stiffened, head snapping toward the hedge. Henry squeezed the trigger. The flint struck the steel, sparks flashed, and a heartbeat later the musket fired in a bloom of smoke and flame. The lead ball struck the bird squarely in the breast.

“Ja! You got him, Henry!” Henk shouted, already scrambling to his feet.

He ran forward and grabbed the pheasant as it thrashed weakly in the wheat stubble. Henry stood and rested the musket’s butt on the frozen ground. He drew the ramrod, threaded a linen patch onto its tip, and swabbed the barrel to clear the fouling. Powder followed, then the ball wrapped tight in cloth. He rammed it home, seating it firmly against the charge. The musket was taller than he was, but the motions were practiced. This was a borrowed gun, and he had learned its ways.

Henk returned grinning, the pheasant dangling from his hand. “The ball’s still inside. We can use it again.”

Henry smiled. Lead was hard to come by, and nothing was wasted. “Let’s get one for you now. There’s still time.”

The sun had not yet cleared the flat eastern horizon, though the sky was beginning to pale. They moved quietly along the hedgerow, eyes searching the field for any shape that did not belong to stubble or frost. An hour later, with two pheasants in the bag and three rabbits taken from snares set the evening before, the boys turned toward home. The sun now stood two fingers above the horizon. They walked side by side across the fields of western Prussia, their game bag swinging between them. Smoke from distant chimneys drifted low in the frosty air, and their boots crunched over the hard ground. They talked easily; about school, about small victories, about things boys said when the morning had gone their way.

Though neighbors, their houses stood half a mile apart. Both had been named Heinrich at birth. To spare confusion, Heinrich Rietmann became Henry, and Heinrich Müller became Henk. They were the same age and had known each other as long as memory reached. Henry was the fifth of ten children. Henk the third of six. The meat they carried would stretch stews and quiet hunger in both houses.

They walked in silence for a time, the weight of the game bag pulling at their arms. A crow circled low over the fields, then settled on a fence post, watching them as though it expected its share. Beyond it, the land lay flat and familiar, worked and reworked until nothing about it was a surprise anymore.

Henk kicked at a frozen clod of earth. “Hard ground,” he said. “Too many hands on it.”

Henry glanced across the field. “And not enough to show for it.”

They walked a few more steps.

“Henry,” Henk said, “what do you think about America? Mistress Schmidt says it is a big land. Bigger than Prussia. Maybe bigger than all of Europe. And empty.”

Henry snorted softly. “Not empty. Full of wild Indians, they say, men who’ll cut your hair off if you look at them wrong.” He paused. “At least, that’s what people here tell it.” Then he added, quieter, “But they also say it’s full of animals. Buffalo, bigger than cattle. So many you could stand on a hill and never see the end of them. Imagine never being hungry. Never worrying about bad potatoes or a poor harvest.”

They didn’t talk long about America, but the idea settled quietly between them. Land untouched. Work that belonged to you. A life measured by effort rather than permission.
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The gunsmith’s shop smelled of oil and old iron. It was narrow, tucked behind a cooper’s shed, with a single window that let in more gray than light. Most men came there with a problem; something cracked, something bent, something that had failed them at the wrong moment.

Ten-year-old William came with questions.

The gunsmith, Herr Vogel, tolerated questions the way other men tolerated weather. He did not answer them quickly, and he never answered them twice. His hands were always busy, turning a screw, dressing a burr, holding steel at an angle that looked careless until it wasn’t.

“Watch,” he said once, tapping a barrel lightly with a file.

William leaned in. The sound rang dull, then bright, then dull again as Vogel shifted the strike. William waited.

“What changed?” Vogel asked.

“The thickness,” William said. “Near the breech.”

Vogel nodded, just once. “And?”

“And the sound,” William said. “Because the steel bends differently.”

That earned him a longer look.

Vogel was not a trained man. He had no schooling beyond what he had stolen from books by the candlelight. But he kept notebooks; pages filled with sketches of locks, spirals cut into barrels, angles measured and crossed out. He called it study, not learning. Learning implied someone else knew better.

The relationship between Vogel and William grew into a quiet companionship, each finding something in the other that had been missing. Vogel was an old man now, with no wife, no children, and no nearby family. His shop had long been his only company. When William first appeared a year earlier, selling potatoes to help his family, Vogel had seen nothing unusual at first. He bought the potatoes, as he might from any boy.

But William did not leave.

He stayed to work the bellows, steady and curious, watching everything with a kind of attention that was difficult to ignore. It did not take long for Vogel to notice that the boy asked better questions than most grown men, and waited for the answers.

William, for his part, saw in Vogel something rare, a mind that thought beyond habit and a man willing to tolerate both questions and company. The arrangement formed without discussion.

William returned the next day, and the day after that. Soon he was no longer a visitor but a presence; handing tools, tending the fire, listening more than speaking, and speaking more than most boys were allowed.

In time, without either of them naming it, William became Vogel’s apprentice.

He spoke sometimes of forces; how powder pushed, how lead resisted, how spin made a ball stubborn against the air. He used no equations, only words and drawings, but the ideas were sound. William understood them easily. Too easily, perhaps.

“Why does the rifling turn this way?” William asked.

“So the ball tightens as it moves,” Vogel said. “Steel and cloth arguing until they agree.”

William smiled at that.

The lantern flickered as the canvas door covering shifted aside and the two Henries stepped in.

“Herr Vogel,” Henry said, smiling as he held up their take, “it was good today. Two pheasants and three rabbits. What would you like?”

The gunsmith’s eyes softened as he looked at them. “Rabbit,” he said. “How did that old musket do?”

Henry passed the gun across the bench. “Two shots, two pheasants. I swabbed it after the last bird. It’s not loaded.”

Vogel handed him an oily patch, and Henry ran it up and down the barrel, slow and careful.

Henk reached out and ruffled William’s hair. “So, Willy, what did Herr Vogel teach you today?”

William grinned. “About rifling. How it spins the ball. Makes it fly truer.”

Henk frowned. “How does that work?”

William shrugged. “Not sure yet. Maybe the powder pushes more evenly while the ball is in the barrel. Or maybe a spinning ball travels straighter through the air, like throwing a stone with two fingers instead of four. Or how an arrow flies truer when the feathers are set to twist.”

Vogel stilled.

He had known about spinning arrows. Everyone did. But the thought of a spinning ball holding its line through the air lingered in his mind. It was a thing worth turning over carefully, like a piece of steel that might hide a flaw...or a strength.

Henry glanced toward the door. “Come on, Willy. School.”

He looked back to Vogel. “May we leave the game here? I’ll fetch it after lessons. Willy can help this afternoon.”

Mistress Schmidt did not tolerate lateness.

Vogel did not answer at once. His eyes had drifted back to the notebook on the bench. Spinning arrows. Spinning balls. Force carried forward.

“Yes,” he said finally. “Leave it.”

The boys were already gone.
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Chapter 2
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The schoolroom had been built with the clear intention that children should not grow too comfortable in it. The ceiling sloped just low enough at the back to remind older boys that they were still expected to be smaller than their thoughts. The benches were narrow, polished smooth by generations of shifting weight and nervous hands, and the windows admitted light only grudgingly, as though afraid of encouraging idleness.

Mistress Schmidt believed in order, but she did not mistake silence for learning. This made her unusual.

Henry sat straight-backed, hands folded, eyes forward. He looked the way boys were supposed to look in school, which was fortunate, because his thoughts were not there at all. They were already outside; measuring distance, imagining other fields, other horizons where land did not end at the next hedgerow. He wondered, briefly, whether soil tasted different in other countries. He had no idea why this mattered, but it seemed important.

Henk, seated beside him, was busy with more immediate concerns. A fly had landed on the edge of his slate and was cleaning its legs with great care. Henk watched it closely, calculating whether flicking it away would be noticed. He decided it would, and contented himself with imagining how unfair it was that flies were allowed such freedom while boys were not.

At the front bench, Gertrut Müller, Henk’s little sister, sat with her feet swinging well above the floor, her attention divided evenly between her slate and Henry’s shoulders. Whenever Henry shifted, she shifted too, as though tethered by an invisible string. She had decided some time ago that Henry was capable of fixing most things, including ribbons, sums, and possibly the world itself.

William sat one bench back, slate already filled with numbers that made sense. He liked arithmetic because it did not pretend to be something else. Two and two did not ask for faith. They simply were. He finished quickly, then checked his work again, hoping Mistress Schmidt would notice and give him something harder.

She did.

Mistress Schmidt moved down the aisle, skirts brushing the floor, peering at slates as though they might attempt deceit if not watched closely. She paused at William’s bench.

“Again,” she said, tapping the corner of his work.

William erased obediently, though he was certain it was right. He rewrote it more carefully, aligning the columns. She nodded once and moved on.

This small victory pleased him more than it should have.

At the back, a boy coughed theatrically, hoping for attention. Mistress Schmidt did not grant it. Another boy whispered and was rewarded with a look that suggested she had once silenced grown men with less effort.

“Arithmetic is the language of the world,” Mistress Schmidt said, returning to the front. “You will need it wherever you go.”

Henry looked up at that. Wherever you go. The words lingered.

Henk raised his hand halfway, thought better of it, and dropped it again.

Mistress Schmidt closed the slate on her desk with a soft tap. “Numbers behave the same in every country,” she said. “That is why they are useful. Men do not.”

A few of the older boys smiled.

“We will see the difference now,” she continued. “Reading.”

The room shifted reluctantly as books were opened.

“Today,” she said, “we begin in Genesis.”

Pages turned.

“Chapter twelve.”

The rustle settled. She read first, her voice steady.

“‘Go from your country, your people, and your father’s household to the land I will show you.’”

A few of the younger children stumbled over the words as they followed. Henry did not. He read them clearly, but something in the line held him longer than the others. Mistress Schmidt lowered the book.

“Abraham was told to leave,” she said. “Not because the land he knew was poor, but because he was called elsewhere. He went without knowing what he would find.”

Henry listened carefully.

Henk leaned forward.

William frowned slightly.

Mistress Schmidt’s eyes moved across the room. “There is Scripture for staying,” she said. “And there is Scripture for going.”

That was enough to shift the air.

“When I was younger,” she continued, “I traveled with my aunt to Königsberg.”

Now she had them.

“There were ships there,” she said, “from places I had only seen on maps. One sailor told me of an island where the air was so warm at night that men slept outdoors, and fruit fell from trees without asking.”

Henk’s eyes widened. Henry forgot himself entirely and stared out the window, imagining land that did not require coaxing. Even William looked up, his resistance to Scripture softened by the movement of the story.

“In France,” Mistress Schmidt went on, “children argue with their teachers. In England, they argue with everyone.” A faint smile touched her mouth. “Each place believes itself correct.”

She let the silence stretch.

“The world is larger than Prussia,” she said. “Curiosity is not disobedience. But it must be trained, or it will run wild.”

Henk grinned at that, feeling personally addressed. Mistress Schmidt closed the book.

“Dismissed.”

The benches scraped back at once. Gertrut jumped down and immediately presented Henry with a ribbon knotted into something that defied reason.

“It’s broken,” she announced.

Henry knelt, serious as a surgeon, and worked it free. She accepted it solemnly, then ran off satisfied.

Henk clapped Henry on the shoulder. “If you fix everything for her now,” he said, “she’ll expect it forever.”

William lingered a moment, gathering his slate. Numbers still behaved themselves. Words, less so. Outside, the day waited, full of questions no one had yet told him not to ask.

***
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Winter gave way to early spring without asking permission. Mud clung to everything like a second skin, and by midday the two twelve-year-old boys had abandoned all serious effort at hauling stones from a half-frozen field. They collapsed onto a pile of firewood behind Müller’s uncle’s barn, which smelled sharply of goats, damp straw, and old smoke. Their clothes steamed in the pale sun.

“You know what the problem is with Prussia?” Henk said, flicking a twig at a hen that was pecking industriously at nothing.

“Only one?” Henry replied. “I’ve got a list so long it could choke the priest.”

Henk grinned. “No space. No future. Too many people giving orders. The priest tells you what to think. The mayor tells you where to walk. Your uncle tells you which end of a cow to scrape.”

Henry shaded his eyes against the bright sky. “And not one of them has a sense of humor.”

“Exactly.” Henk sat up, brushing mud from his trousers. “I want to go where a man can think his own thoughts, eat his fill, and spit wherever he pleases. I want to go to America”

They fell quiet for a moment. A rooster crowed furiously at a wheelbarrow, as though it had taken a personal insult from it. The air smelled of thawing earth and smoke; promise mixed with rot.

“I heard you can get land there just for showing up,” Henry said at last. “Walk to a hill, pound in a stick, and say it’s yours.”

Henk frowned. “No magistrate?”

“No.” Henry smiled faintly. “That’s the beauty. No forms, no taxes. Just hills and trees and buffalo.”

“And fish?” Henk asked hopefully.

“Big ones. As long as your leg. They jump straight into your pan.”

Henk laughed. “Now that’s a fish with manners.”

They lay back on the firewood and closed their eyes, each seeing the same impossible picture: buffalo stretching to the horizon, fish volunteering for supper, land that did not remember every bootstep. No crowded fields. No Prussian officials. No stern voices.

After a while Henk spoke again, and the humor had slipped out of his voice.

“What if we went?” he said. “To America. For real.”

Henry opened his eyes. “You mean it?”

“As much as a boy can mean anything at twelve.” Henk picked at a splinter in the wood. “What’s here for us? Another planting. Another winter of thin stew?”

Henry was quiet for a long moment. “We’d need money.”

“Ja. Money.” Henk shrugged. “But people go with nothing. We could save. Ask around. There must be a way.”
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Chapter 3
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The last of the younger children had been shooed out, coats buttoned crookedly and slates clutched like prizes they were not yet sure they deserved. The schoolroom settled into its late-afternoon quiet, the benches creaking as the day finally let go of them.

Henry lingered by the window, pretending to retie his bootlace. Henk packed his slate with great care, as though neatness might justify staying behind. Mistress Schmidt noticed both things at once.

“Yes?” she said, without looking up.

Henk cleared his throat. “Mistress Schmidt... you said once you had traveled.”

She set her chalk down. “I did.”

“Farther than Königsberg?” Henry asked.

She studied him for a moment, then nodded. “Hamburg. And across the water, for a time.”

Henk’s eyes widened. “America?”

“Once,” she said. “Long enough to know it is not a fairy tale.”

Henry stepped closer. “Is it true about the land?”

She smiled faintly. “Which truth?”

“That a man can own it,” Henk said. “Not rent it. Not measure it every year for someone else.”

“Land is easier to claim there,” she said carefully. “Keeping it is another matter.”

Henry accepted this, filing it away.

“And the people?” Henk pressed. “Are they all English?”

“No,” she said. “They argue too much for that.”

Henk grinned.

“There are Germans there,” she went on. “People who speak as we do. They come from Prussia, and from other German lands. In America they are all called Germans, whether they like it or not.” She paused. “There are also Dutch, Irish, Africans brought against their will, and Indians who were there long before any of them. There are people from China and India; people from all around the world.”

Henry frowned slightly. “So it isn’t empty.”

“No,” she said. “It is a crowded place pretending to be empty. It is a place that people everywhere dream about because it gives them hope. Some people act on their hopes and dreams while others do not.”

Henk shifted his weight. “Are people freer?”

Mistress Schmidt did not answer at once. She looked toward the window, where the fields lay gray and familiar, as though they had no interest in the question.

“Many believe they are,” she said at last. “And belief counts for a great deal.”

She turned back to them, her expression thoughtful rather than certain.

“Freedom, you see, is not only in where you are. It is also in how you think. Some feel free when no one tells them what to do. Others feel free when someone is there to guide them and share the burden.”

Henk frowned slightly. “That sounds like two different things.”

“It is,” she said. “And both are true, depending on the person.”

She let that settle before continuing.

“Wherever there are more than two people, freedom begins to narrow. Rules appear, whether spoken or not. Without them, someone is wronged. With them, someone feels constrained.”

Henry considered that. “So there is no place where a man is completely free?”

Mistress Schmidt gave a faint smile. “Only where he is alone. And even then, he must answer to himself.”

Henk glanced at Henry, then back at her. “If a person went... it would help to speak English.”

“It would help not to be cheated,” Henry added.

“Or at least to know how you’re being cheated,” Henk said.

That earned a short, genuine laugh.

“Yes,” Mistress Schmidt said. “English would help.”

Henk straightened. “Then we want to learn it.”

“All of it?” she asked.

Henry smiled. “Enough.”

“Enough to read?” she said. “Enough to speak? Or enough to argue?”

Henk brightened. “Argue.”

“That,” she said, “will take time.”

Henry nodded. “We’ll take it.”

She regarded them for a long moment, as if weighing curiosity against order, ambition against practicality. At last drew a thin, worn book from the top of the bookshelf.

“You may borrow this,” she said. “Mondays and Thursdays. You will return it clean.”

Henk took it reverently. “We will.”

“And,” she added, “You will not correct my accent.”

Henk looked alarmed. “We wouldn’t dare.”

She smiled, just a little. “Good. English is a large language. It does not like to be rushed.”

Henry thanked her, though he wasn’t sure why. Henk did too, more enthusiastically.

As they reached the door, Mistress Schmidt said, “Remember, America does not make a man free. It only gives him room to try.”

She stood at the window and watched the boys as they made their way down the road, their figures growing smaller against the familiar fields. A faint smile touched her face. For a moment, she was no longer in the schoolroom but somewhere farther off remembering her own youth, the roads she had taken, and the quiet, uncertain sense of freedom she had once called her own.

Then the boys disappeared beyond the rise, and the fields returned to what they had always been.

***
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Outside, the mud waited. The boys walked a little way before either spoke, each reflecting privately on Mistress Schmidt’s views of freedom. That was a lot to consider.

“Well,” Henk said at last, tapping the book under his arm, “that settles it.”

Henry shook his head, smiling. “It settles nothing.”

“But it gives us words,” Henk replied.

Henry considered that and then he nodded. “It is true, words will allow us to know the truth, and the truth will set us free.”

Henk glanced sideways at him. “That sounded suspiciously like philosophy.”

Henry grinned. “I can’t take credit. I read it somewhere. I think it’s in the Gospel of John.”

Henk let that sit for a moment and then gave a small nod. “Well then,” he said, “if that’s true, ignorance must be a kind of bondage.”

Henry laughed and gave him a light punch on the shoulder. “Now who’s the philosopher?”

They did not go far before stopping. The path dipped behind a hedgerow where no one could overhear them, which seemed sensible, as neither boy trusted English to behave properly when spoken aloud.

Henk opened the thin book titled “A German’s Guide to the English Tongue and frowned at it. “It begins with the alphabet,” he said. “That is already suspicious.”

Henry peered over his shoulder. “The letters look the same.”

“Yes,” Henk said, tapping the page. “But they sound different. That is worse.”

He cleared his throat and tried the first line. “Good... mornink.”

Henry winced. “You are greeting a funeral.”

“It says good,” Henk protested. “If they wanted happiness, they should have written happy.”

Henry tried next, reading carefully. “Good morn-ing.”

“That sounds like two words pretending to be one,” Henk said. “English is dishonest.”

They walked a little farther, taking turns with the phrases.

“I am... pleased to meet you,” Henry read.

Henk nodded approvingly. “That is safe. You can be pleased about many things.”

“I am pleased to eat your cow,” Henry tried.

“No,” Henk said. “That is how wars begin.”

They stopped again, consulting the book.

“How are you?” Henk read. “This is a trick question.”

Henry agreed. “No one wants the truth.”

“I am well,” Henk said, practicing. “I am very well. I am well enough to borrow money.”

Henry tried it with care. “I am vell.”

Henk shook his head. “No v. They do not like it.”

“Why not?”

“Because English is already full,” Henk said reasonably. “There is no room.”

They reached the edge of the field where the mud was worst and practiced while hopping from tuft to tuft.

“Please,” Henry read. “This word is important.”

“Yes,” Henk said. “You say it when you are already taking something.”

Henry nodded. “Please give me the bread.”

“Please do not hit me,” Henk added.

They both laughed, then sobered, returning to the page.

“What is this?” Henry asked.

Henk sounded it out slowly. “Ex...cuse me.”

Henry frowned. “That sounds like you have already done something wrong.”

“It is for walking into people,” Henk said. “Which will happen often.”

They tried it together, softly, testing the shape of it.

“Excuse me.”

“Excuse me.”

It felt strange in their mouths, but useful.

Henry closed the book. “Do you think Americans will understand us?”

Henk considered this. “They will have to. We will be trying.”

Henry smiled at that. They tucked the book away and continued home, practicing under their breath, tripping over words that refused to behave and laughing when they fell. Behind them, the hedgerow kept their secrets. Ahead, a language waited that did not yet know what to make of them.
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Chapter 4
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The boys’ first strategic planning session took place in the back corner of Gustav’s Alehaus in Schermbeck, where the beer was thin, the smoke was thick, and the floor had heard more spilled secrets and lies than soap. Rietmann and Müller had snared four rabbits, which they traded for a plate of sausage and a single mug of bock they passed between them like a sacred relic.

Henk took a careful sip. “Henry,” he said, “how do we get to America? I hear a lot of people go there looking for a better life. We need to go soon, before the country fills up.”

Henry was still considering this when the tavern door groaned open and a man entered who looked as though he had been steeped in brine and pipe smoke. He was tall and stooped, with one cloudy eye and a beard that seemed to collect the room’s tobacco haze as he moved.

“That’s Horst,” Henk whispered. “He’s been everywhere.”

“That’s a man who smells like it,” Henry muttered.

Gustav poured something brown into a glass and slid it down the bar. Horst caught it without looking and settled onto the bench opposite the boys, uninvited, but not unwelcome. Old sailors drifted like that, guided by instinct and the smell of sausage.

Henk nudged the plate toward him. “Horst, we’ll trade you half a sausage for a story about America.”

Horst tore off a chunk, chewed thoughtfully, and took his time about it, as if the chewing itself were part of the answer. “You boys talking America? Everyone talks America. It travels faster than the ships. By the time a man hears it, the story is already better than the truth.”

He swallowed and wiped his fingers on his coat. “They say land is free. That is the first lie. The land is there, yes. No one argues that. But it does not come with a roof, or a fence, or a field that knows how to behave. You must teach it all of that, and it is a poor student.”

Henk leaned in. “Still, it is yours.”

Horst gave a small shrug. “So is a wild horse, if you can catch it and live through the lesson.”

He tore off another piece of sausage. “Everybody wants America until they get there. Then they want land. And a house. And someone else to do the work. They imagine a farm already plowed, a fire already burning, and a table waiting for them like a polite guest. What they find is trees that refuse to fall in the direction you ask, soil that hides its rocks until you trust it, and winters that do not care what you were promised.”

Henry smiled slightly. “You make it sound discouraging.”

Horst shook his head. “No. I make it sound honest. There is a difference. A man who goes for the story will be disappointed. A man who goes for the work might yet be satisfied.”

He nodded toward the book sitting on the table. “Same with your English. You think it will open doors. Maybe it will. But first it will make you sound like a fool. You must decide if that is a price you are willing to pay.”

Henk glanced at the book, then back at Horst. “And you? Would you go?”

Horst considered that for a moment. “If I were younger,” he said at last, “I would go for the chance to fail at something larger than myself. That is the only reason worth crossing an ocean.”

He pushed the plate back toward them. “Now eat. America will still be there when you are finished.”

“Have you been there?” Henry asked.

“Boy,” Horst said, “I’ve been around the world twice. Once sober, once not. I’ve sailed through storms, dined with a sultan, and been bitten on the leg by something in Madagascar that didn’t care for me. But yes, America.”

He leaned in. “New York Harbor. Boats stacked like firewood. Voices from everywhere babbling meaningless words. Fish guts and horse shit in the air. I saw a man preaching to seagulls and another selling a horse he swore could talk.”

“What about the land?” Henk asked. “Is it free?”

Horst snorted softly. “There’s land. It ain’t nailed down, I’ll grant you that. But free is a word that travels better than it behaves.”

He shifted on the bench and glanced out as if the horizon might overhear him. “You’ll find ground enough, sure. More than a man could walk in a lifetime. But first you’ll meet fever, mud, and mosquitoes that take a personal interest in your future. Then you’ll meet men who got there just ahead of you and decided the best crop to raise is other men’s hopes.”

Henk frowned. “Selling land?”

“Selling paradise,” Horst said. “For a dollar, if you look eager enough. They’ll point at a patch of trees and swear it’s the richest soil in the world. Might even be true. Under the roots. Under the stones. Under a season or two of disappointment.”

Henry folded his arms. “So it isn’t free.”

Horst shrugged. “Depends what you count. No king will come asking rent. That part is true. But the land will take its payment in sweat, and it does not accept excuses. You’ll pay in blisters, in broken tools, and in mornings when you wonder why you ever believed the stories.”

He looked back at them, not unkindly. “Still, a man can come out ahead, if he is stubborn enough to stay put and foolish enough to begin.”

Henk glanced at Henry. “We qualify on at least one of those.”

Horst allowed himself a thin smile. “Then you might do just fine.”

“Have you seen buffalo?” Henry asked.

“Not me,” Horst said. “Never made it that far. But I heard the Mississippi’s so wide you can’t see across it, and the plains go on forever. Sky and grass and yes, buffalo. In Ohio they eat corn for every meal and smile about it.”

“Indians?” Henk asked.

Horst took a long drink before answering, as if the question deserved a little space. “They’ve got their own troubles,” he said at last. “More than most men care to notice. You keep to yourself, most will do the same. A man with nothing worth taking is rarely worth the effort.”

He set the mug down and turned it slowly in his hands. “Some’ll trade. Some’ll teach you, if you’re quiet enough to listen and not so proud you think you already know better. And some will shoot at you just to see how fast you run. That is the full range of human nature, same as anywhere.”

Henry raised an eyebrow. “Comforting.”

Horst shrugged. “It ought to be. Means they’re people, not stories.”

He glanced between them. “But I never met one who couldn’t tell when a man was lying. Not once. You can dress it up, speak it fancy, swear on whatever book you like, they’ll still see through it.”

Henk shifted. “So what do we do?”

Horst picked up his drink again. “Same as anywhere worth going. Stay honest. It won’t make you safe, but it might keep you alive a little longer.”

He took another sip. “And if you can’t be honest, at least be quiet. That serves a man almost as well.”

The boys grinned at each other, half-believing, half-dreaming.

“How would we get there?” Henry asked. “We don’t have any money.”

Horst chuckled. “You do what I did. Go to Rotterdam and hire on as deckhands. Captains always need hands. Rough work. Some lads don’t last the first week, too much seasick. But once you’ve got your legs, it’s a life.”

“I was your age when I started,” he added.

He drained his glass and stood, joints cracking like old rigging. “I worked hard, made a little, spent it fast. Now I trade stories for sausage and sleep above a pigsty. But I don’t regret the sailing. Or the storms. Or even New Jersey.”

He clapped them both on the shoulders. “Go to America. Get lost. Get dirty. Make something your own. Just don’t come back with a beard like mine, it frightens children.”

With that, he shuffled out the door, leaving behind the smell of brine, smoke, and a particularly odorous fart.

“All we need,” Henk said, staring into the mug and holding his nose, “is to get to Rotterdam. From there we find a captain desperate enough to hire two farm boys who’ve never seen salt water.”

Henry took a sip. “I don’t know anything about ships.”

“You know how to scrub a floor,” Henk said.

“Yes,” Henry replied. “But ship floors don’t stay still.”

Henk smiled. “We’ll learn. How hard can it be?”
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By early summer the ground had softened just enough to give up its stones without argument, though not without complaint. Henry and Henk worked side by side with grub axes, hacking at the roots of a stubborn beech stump that refused to admit it had been cut.

The tree had been down since winter. It had not accepted the fact.

Henry swung, the blade biting into a thick root and glancing off something harder than wood. The shock ran up his arms, and he stopped at once.

“What is it?” Henk asked, wiping his forehead with the back of his wrist.

Henry crouched and brushed away the dirt with his fingers. Something glinted faintly beneath the tangle of roots.

“Stone,” Henk said. “Or glass.”

Henry dug more carefully. The soil here was darker, packed tight, as if it had been pressed down by hands rather than time. A small, round edge emerged, and he worked it free, a coin, and they both stared at it.

It was dull with age, its surface darkened almost black, but when Henry rubbed it hard against his sleeve, a pale silver showed through. There had once been a face on it, though time had nearly erased it. Around the edge, faint letters circled in a language neither of them could fully read.

Henry turned it toward the light. “Look.”

Henk leaned closer. The numbers were worn but still there.

“Sixteen... something,” Henk said slowly.

Henry nodded. “Sixteen seventy... maybe.”

They both looked down at the ground again.

Henry said nothing this time. He only began digging.

The soil gave way more easily now, collapsing inward as the roots were cut free. Another coin surfaced, then another; some copper, green with age, others dark like the first. One flashed brighter than the rest. Henk snatched it up and rubbed it clean.

Gold.

It caught the light even through the dirt, thin and sharp-edged, as though it had been waiting.

“Henry...”

Henry didn’t answer. He was already uncovering more.

The hole widened, and the dirt shifted again, revealing something solid beneath it with a dull, hollow sound. Henry brushed it clear, a small crucifix, set with tiny stones dulled by the years but still holding color where the mud fell away.

Henk reached deeper and lifted something heavier: a chalice, small but finely worked, its rim set with colored stones, some missing, some still bright, catching the sun in sudden flashes.

The two boys went very still.

The coins lay scattered now in the open earth; copper, blackened silver, and a few bright pieces that did not belong to the field at all. Mixed together. No pouch. No box. Hidden.

“Who would bury this?” Henk asked quietly.

Henry looked at the crucifix, then at the chalice. “Someone who didn’t want it found.”

“Or someone who meant to come back.”

Henry turned the silver coin again in his fingers, tracing the worn letters, the half-vanished face, and the date from another lifetime.

“They never did.”

The field lay quiet around them, but now Henry noticed something he had not before, the road beyond the hedgerow, the open view from the rise, the fact that anyone coming to check the work would see the torn earth at once.

Henk noticed it too. He stood abruptly. “We can’t leave it,” he said.

Henry looked up. “We don’t even know what it is.”

“We know enough,” Henk said. “And if we leave it here, someone else will know it too.”

Henry hesitated.

Henk didn’t. “I’ll get a sack,” he said, already moving. “From the barn.”

“Henk...”

But he was gone, boots slipping in the soft earth as he ran. Henry remained kneeling by the hole, the coins exposed, and the crucifix catching the light in a way that felt like watching.

He glanced toward the road again. 

No one. 

Yet.

He moved quickly now, pulling loose soil back over part of the opening, not enough to hide it, just enough to dull the shine. His hands worked faster than his thoughts.

By the time Henk came back, breathless, carrying a feed sack that had seen better years, Henry had uncovered everything again.

“You see?” Henk said. “Still here.”

“For now,” Henry replied.

They worked without speaking, scooping coins into the sack, then wrapping the crucifix and chalice in a torn piece of cloth before lowering them carefully inside. The weight of it settled between them as the bag filled, heavier than it should have been for something that had not existed an hour before.

When they were done, Henry looked at the hole. It no longer looked like a stump; it looked like a place someone had dug.

“Cover it,” he said.

They filled it in quickly, packing the soil down with their boots, dragging loose roots and dirt across the surface until it looked, from a distance at least, like poor work rather than discovery.

Henk slung the sack over his shoulder.

“We’ll fix the stump later,” he said.

Henry nodded, though neither of them believed it.

They walked away without looking back, the weight of the sack pulling at Henk’s stride, the field behind them already beginning to settle into silence again.

They did not speak on the walk back. The sack pulled at Henk’s shoulder, and Henry took it once without being asked and then gave it back again when the path narrowed. They kept to the edges of the fields where the hedges broke the view from the road. Every time a crow lifted or a dog barked in the distance, they slowed without meaning to.

Henry’s yard was empty when they reached it. The house door stood open, but no one was in sight. Somewhere beyond the barn a hammer struck wood in a steady rhythm.

“Here,” Henry said.

They went to the woodpile stacked along the fence, split logs laid in careful rows, dry on top, damp beneath. Henry pulled away a section near the back where the ground dipped slightly and began digging with his hands. The soil there was soft. Henk lowered the sack beside him. Neither of them looked inside it now. Henry hollowed out a space just large enough and then paused.

“You’re sure?” he said.

Henk nodded. “Unless you want to carry it to supper.”

That settled it. They lowered the sack into the ground and pulled the loose earth back over it, packing it down with their palms. Henry replaced the logs carefully, matching the pattern so it looked as it had before. When he was done, he stepped back and studied it. Nothing showed.

They climbed up and sat on the woodpile, side by side, breathing hard though the work had not been heavy. For a while, neither spoke.

“It’s enough,” Henk said finally.

Henry did not ask what he meant.

“It’s enough to get us there,” Henk went on. “To Rotterdam. Across. And still have something left when we arrive.”

Henry nodded slowly. He had been counting already, without numbers, just weight and feel.

“Yes,” he said. “It’s enough.”

They sat with that. A chicken scratched in the yard. The hammering beyond the barn stopped, and then started again.

Henk picked at a splinter in the wood. “We can’t keep all of it,” he said.

Henry looked at him.

“Our families,” Henk said. “They need it more than we do. We take what we need for the journey. The rest... we give it to them.”

“And say what?” Henry asked.

“That we earned it,” Henk said. “Or found work. Or don’t say anything at all.”

Henry considered this. “If we give too much, they’ll ask.”

“Then we don’t give too much.”

Henry almost smiled.

They fell quiet again, both looking at the same place in the yard without seeing it.

“If someone finds out,” Henry said after a while, “they won’t ask politely.”

Henk shook his head. “No.”

“They’ll say it’s stolen. Or church money. Or theirs by right.” Henry’s voice stayed even. “They could take it. Or make us tell where the rest is.”

Henk glanced at him. “Would you?”

Henry didn’t answer immediately. “I don’t know,” he said at last. “If they beat it out of me, maybe.”

Henk nodded, accepting that.

“Then no one finds out,” he said.

Henry agreed. “No one.”

They sat a while longer, letting that settle.

“We keep working,” Henk said. “Same as before.”

Henry nodded. “Same as before.”

“No new boots,” Henk added.

“No new anything.”

“No talking.”

“Except to each other.”

That seemed enough. Henk reached down and picked up a small splinter from the woodpile, turning it between his fingers.

“We should swear it,” he said.

Henry looked at him. “Swear what?”

“That it stays between us. No matter what.”

Henry hesitated, and then nodded once.

Henk pricked his thumb with the splinter, wincing more from surprise than pain. A small bead of blood formed.

Henry did the same.

They pressed their thumbs together awkwardly; the gesture less solemn than it might have been in their imaginations, but no less binding for it.

“No telling,” Henk said.

“No telling,” Henry agreed.

“No matter what.”

Henry held his gaze. “No matter what.”

They let go.

The moment passed as quickly as it had come, leaving behind something quieter but heavier. From the house, a voice called Henry’s name.  They did not move right away. The woodpile creaked softly as they shifted, each of them looking out across the yard as though the answer might be lying somewhere between the fence and the road.

After a while Henk said, “We should divide it.”

Henry nodded. “Not here.”

“No,” Henk agreed. “But we should know how.”

Henry rubbed his hands together, still feeling the weight of the coins that were no longer there. “Half,” he said. “Equal.”

“Equal,” Henk said, though without much conviction. “As long as neither of us learns to count better than the other.”

Henry almost smiled.

They sat with that, then Henk added, “And our families.”

Henry looked at him again.

“We said we’d give them something,” Henk continued. “We can’t hand them coins. That would raise questions.”

“It would raise too many,” Henry said.

Henk nodded toward the ground beneath them. “But the other things...”

Henry understood at once.

“The chalice,” he said.

“And the cross,” Henk added.

They both fell quiet again, considering it.

“We can’t sell them,” Henk said. “Not without someone asking where they came from.”

“And we don’t know who’d buy them,” Henry said. “Or what they’re worth.”

“They’re church things,” Henk said. “They belong somewhere like that.”

Henry turned this over. “Or belonged.”

“Either way,” Henk said, “we can give them without questions. Say we found them under the stump. That’s true enough.”

Henry glanced toward the woodpile, then back at Henk. “Not all of it is true.”

“No,” Henk said. “But enough of it is.”

Henry didn’t answer right away.

“If we bring coins,” he said at last, “someone will come asking where the rest is.”

Henk nodded. “If we bring these, they’ll just wonder how they got buried.”

“And then thank God they were found,” Henry said.

“That too,” Henk agreed.

They sat with it a moment longer, then Henk said, “You take the chalice. It suits your house better.”

Henry frowned slightly. “Why?”

Henk shrugged. “Your mother keeps things like that. Mine would put flowers in it.”

Henry considered this and then nodded once.

“And I’ll take the cross,” Henk said. “My mother will hang it over the door and say we’ve been watched over.”

Henry almost said something, then didn’t.

“That leaves the rest,” Henk added, nodding again toward the hidden sack.

“For us,” Henry said.

“For America,” Henk corrected.

Henry let out a slow breath. “For America.”

They both knew what they were agreeing to.

“We say we found them clearing the stump,” Henk said. “Nothing more.”

“Nothing more,” Henry agreed.

“And we don’t mention the coins.”

“No.”

“Ever.”

Henry nodded.

The plan settled between them, not perfect, not clean, but workable in the way most important things were. From the house, Henry’s name was called again, sharper this time.

Henk slid down from the woodpile. “You go first,” he said. “See how it sounds.”

Henry followed, brushing the dirt from his trousers. Behind them, the woodpile stood as it always had. Beneath it, nothing showed. But everything had changed.
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Henry told it plain. Not everything, only what a son could tell a father without losing the right to be believed again. The stump, the digging, the chalice. He mentioned Henk’s finding as well, though he did not say how much, or where the rest lay. He kept his eyes on the table while he spoke. His father did not interrupt. When Henry finished, the room was quiet for a moment except for the low simmer of the pot on the hearth. His father turned the chalice in his hands. He did not admire it. He weighed it, thumb pressing the rim, eyes narrowing slightly as he studied the stones.

“Where, exactly?” he asked.

“By the beech stump,” Henry said. “In the new field, under a root.”

His father nodded once. “And no one saw you?”

“No.”

Another pause. “A man doesn’t find something like this without someone else losing it,” his father said at last.

Henry said nothing.

His father set the chalice down carefully, as though it might speak if handled roughly. “Go run and tell Henk’s father to meet me at Gustav’s.”

***
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Gustav’s Alehaus smelled the same as it always did, smoke, old wood, and decisions that had no better place to be made. Henry’s father, Johann, sat at the back table with Wilhelm Müller. The two men leaned in close, their voices low enough that even the walls had to work to hear them. The chalice sat between them, wrapped in cloth.

Müller unwrapped it and gave a short whistle. “That’s not something you hang over a door or set on a shelf. Those look like real gems, and the rim is gold.”

“Yes,” Johann said. “This is something people would kill for.”

Müller turned it in the light and then quickly wrapped it again. “My boy brought me a cross as well. Same sort of thing, silver, gold, gemstones. I have it hidden safe. Is there nothing else?” he asked, not looking up.

Johann met his eye. “Nothing else that matters, nothing my boy mentioned”

Müller held the look a moment longer than necessary, then nodded. That was enough said.

He tapped the bundle. “Could melt it.”

Johann shook his head at once. “And lose half its worth? No.”

“Safer,” Müller said.

“Poorer,” Johann replied. “And we’d need Vogel. I don’t want him in this.”

Wilhelm nodded slowly. “No. This stays between us, Johann. I see we are of the same mind.”

They sat in silence for a moment, each man weighing the same thought. This was something that could set their families up for years, not something to hand over to the church.

“Can’t sell it here,” Müller said.

“No.”

“Can’t take it to a priest.”

Johann snorted softly. “They have taken too much from us already. We already paid our way into Heaven.”

Wilhelm chuckled, “Yes we have...town jeweler would ask questions.”

“Too many, and Liebowitz would want too much.”

Müller glanced toward the door, where the light shifted each time it opened, letting in the sound of carts and voices from the road.

“Rotterdam,” he said.

Johann nodded. “We go after harvest.”

Müller understood at once. “Grain cart.”

“Grain cart,” Johann agreed. “We load it properly. Sack on top of sack. This goes under, wrapped.”

Müller gave a faint smile. “A man hauling grain is invisible.”

“That’s the idea. I have an acquaintance who deals in questionable cargo from abroad.”

They leaned back slightly, the plan settling into place, not because it was perfect, but because it would hold.

“You trust the boys, Johann?” Müller asked.

Johann looked at the wrapped chalice, then back at Müller. “I trust them enough,” he said. “And I trust they’ve kept something else back.”

Müller’s mouth twitched. “Good. Means they’re thinking.”

“Means they’re already in it,” Johann said.

Müller nodded. “Then we keep it quiet. Keep the boys quiet. Maybe send them out of town somewhere safe.”

Johann shook his head slightly. “I think they’re already planning something of their own. They’ve been talking about America to everyone in town.”

Wilhelm smiled. “You heard that too, huh?”

Johann allowed a thin smile. “Let’s deal with the relics first. Then we’ll see what trouble follows.”

Outside, a wagon rattled past, heavy with early hay, the driver urging his team along as though the season might slip away if he didn’t keep it moving.

Müller stood. “Harvest won’t wait.”

“It never does,” Johann said. “We have a trip to Rotterdam to make in a month.”

Müller nodded. “Even split?”

“Even split.”

They left the tavern together, saying nothing more. There was nothing more to say.
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They set out before dawn, as they had agreed, and for a time the road belonged only to them and the horse. The cart rolled heavy but honest, stacked high with grain that suggested nothing more ambitious than market work. Beneath it, wrapped and forgotten on purpose, lay the sort of trouble that could change a man’s fortunes or shorten his life, depending on how it was handled.

They had both made the trip before and, as young men, had caroused in Rotterdam, a boisterous town that rewarded poor judgment and rarely punished it in ways that lasted. That had been years ago, when a man could afford to be careless and call it experience.

They ferried across the Rhine at Wesel and spent the next week winding their way toward Rotterdam, keeping to familiar roads and slower miles. They camped in the fields of old acquaintances, men who asked few questions and offered the sort of hospitality that came with a handshake and a shared understanding that some matters improved by not being discussed.

Wilhelm stretched his legs one evening as they sat by a low fire. “Strange thing,” he said. “We used to come this way looking for trouble.”

Johann poked at the coals with a stick. “We found it.”

“Yes,” Wilhelm said. “But it was smaller then.”

Johann nodded. “Everything was.”

They ate in the quiet way of men who had known each other long enough to let silence do its work. The horse stood nearby, half-asleep, tied off where the grass was decent and the ground dry.

Wilhelm glanced toward the cart. “Hard to believe it’s sitting there. All that, under a few sacks of grain.”

Johann did not look up. “That’s why it works.”

“It also means we are one bad decision away from explaining ourselves poorly to the wrong person.”

Johann gave a small shrug. “Then we will avoid bad decisions.”

Wilhelm smiled. “You’ve changed.”

“I’ve aged,” Johann said. “It looks similar from a distance.”

They slept in turns, not out of fear so much as habit. A man carrying nothing could afford a full night’s rest. A man carrying something valuable learned to compromise.

The days passed in a steady rhythm; road, field, campfire, and road again. The late October weather held, which both men took as a quiet favor they had done nothing to earn. Once, a wheel worked loose and had to be set right with more patience than skill. Another time, a farmer flagged them down to ask the price of their grain, and Wilhelm spent ten careful minutes answering a question that had never really been asked. By the time the air began to smell faintly of salt and industry, they knew they were close.

Wilhelm sat a little straighter on the bench. “You remember the docks?”

“I remember the noise,” Johann said. “And the smell.”

“And the women,” Wilhelm added.

Johann allowed himself a brief glance. “You remember those better than the important things.”

Wilhelm nodded. “The important things tend to go poorly. The other things leave a better impression. I wonder if I have any unannounced children here.”

Johann laughed “I wonder the same thing Willy.”

They crested a low rise, and the road widened as if preparing itself for what lay ahead. In the distance, Rotterdam gathered itself out of smoke and masts, a place where goods changed hands, names were forgotten, and questions were asked only when they were useful.

Wilhelm let out a slow breath. “Well,” he said, “here we are again, older, wiser, and carrying something worth more than we probably deserve.”

Johann flicked the reins lightly, setting the horse into a steady pace. “Two out of three. Not necessarily wiser. Let’s try not to deserve it too quickly.”

The cart rolled on toward the city, carrying grain, two old friends, and a plan that would hold, at least until it didn’t.
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Johann drew the cart to a slow stop in front of a narrow shop wedged between a chandlery and a warehouse that smelled faintly of tar and spices. The sign above the door made a polite claim about “exotic goods,” which was true in the same way a locked chest is simply a box. Wilhelm stayed with the wagon, settling himself like a man with nothing to do and no reason to be noticed. Johann climbed down, brushed his hands on his coat, and stepped inside.

The shop was dim and orderly, shelves lined with objects that suggested long travel and uncertain origins. A clerk stood behind the counter, thin and watchful, as if he had been hired for his ability to doubt.

“I’m looking for Joachim,” Johann said.

The clerk did not move. “Joachim is not always available.”

“I am not always here,” Johann replied. “Today seems like a good day for both of us.”

The clerk studied him a moment longer than courtesy required. “Your business?”

“With Joachim.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the only one I have.”

The clerk’s expression suggested he had heard better and worse. “Your name?”

Johann hesitated just enough to be noticed. “Tell him Johann Rietmann is asking.”

The clerk considered that, then gave a small nod and disappeared through a door at the back.

Johann waited, taking in the room without appearing to. The sort of place where everything had a story and none of them were told completely. After a moment, the door opened again.

Joachim stepped through with the easy confidence of a man who had made a living turning uncertainty into profit. He paused, then broke into a broad smile.

“Johann,” he said, spreading his arms. “Either I owe you money, or you’ve come to make me some.”

Johann allowed himself a small smile. “I was hoping for the second.”

Joachim clasped his hand firmly. “It has been too long. You look older.”

“So do you.”

“Yes,” Joachim said, pleased. “It means we have survived.”

He gestured toward the back. “Come. We will speak where the walls are more cooperative.”

They passed through the door into a smaller office, cluttered but deliberate, a place where decisions were made without witnesses. Joachim closed the door behind them and leaned against his desk.

“Well,” he said, “what have you brought me? Or better yet, what have you brought yourself into?”

Johann took his time answering. “I have a hypothetical question.”

Joachim nodded at once. “Those are my favorite. They are always about something real.”

Johann folded his hands loosely. “Suppose a friend of mine came across certain... objects. Old things. Valuable, but not the sort a man could carry into a proper shop without inviting interest.”

Joachim’s eyes narrowed slightly, not with suspicion but with attention. “Your friend has good instincts.”

“He is cautious,” Johann said. “He would prefer to remain so.”

“And these objects,” Joachim said, “they did not fall off a wagon by accident?”

“No.”

“Taken from a church?”

Johann shrugged faintly. “Let us say they were no longer being properly appreciated.”

Joachim smiled at that. “Ah. Misplaced reverence. A common problem.”

He pushed off the desk and began to pace slowly. “And your friend wishes to... what is the word... relocate them?”

“Discreetly.”

“And profitably,” Joachim added.

Johann inclined his head. “He would not object.”

Joachim stopped and looked at him directly. “Of course he wouldn’t.”

He was quiet for a moment, weighing something unseen. “Gold? Silver? Stones?”

“All of the above.”

Joachim let out a soft breath. “Then your friend has not been wasting his time.”

“He would like to avoid melting them, if possible.”

“Of course he would,” Joachim said. “Only desperate men melt beauty. It is like tearing pages out of a book because you cannot read.”

Johann said nothing.

Joachim studied him a moment longer, then smiled again, smaller this time. “And where is this friend of yours now?”

Johann met his gaze. “Nearby.”

“Of course he is,” Joachim said. “They always are.”

He moved to the door and opened it halfway, then paused. “You understand, Johann, that hypothetical matters have a way of becoming very practical.”

“I was counting on it.”

Joachim nodded. “Good. Bring your friend’s problem inside. We will see what can be done for it.”

Johann turned toward the door and then stopped. “Joachim.”

“Yes?”

“If the problem is as good as I believe it to be?”

Joachim’s smile returned, this time with a hint of teeth. “Then your friend will leave here satisfied, and I will sleep well knowing I helped him.”

Johann gave a single nod and stepped back out toward the street, where Wilhelm waited with the wagon and the grain, and the trouble hidden neatly beneath it.

They wasted no time. The grain came off quickly, sold in the ordinary way to men who cared only for weight and price. Within the hour the cart stood lighter, and Johann and Wilhelm returned to the narrow shop with their business no longer disguised as agriculture.

Joachim closed the office door behind them.

“Well,” he said, “let us meet your hypothetical object.”

Johann set the wrapped bundle carefully on the desk. For a moment no one spoke. Then he unfolded the cloth. Even in the dim light, the pieces held their own.

Joachim leaned forward without touching them, as if greeting something that might take offense if handled too quickly. Then he reached into a drawer and produced a jeweler’s loupe, settling it into his eye with practiced ease.

“Allow me,” he said.

He lifted the chalice first, turning it slowly, the lens catching and bending the light. He said nothing. After a moment, he set it down, picked up a thin needle, and scratched lightly at the underside of the silver; a small, deliberate mark. He examined it again through the loupe, longer this time.

Then he moved to the cross, repeating the process with the same care.

Finally, he lowered the loupe and let out a low whistle.

Johann and Wilhelm exchanged a glance but held their silence.

Joachim looked at them, his expression no longer casual. “These have been buried,” he said. “In soil, for a long time. A century at least, likely more. They have not been recently stolen.”

He gave a small nod, as if confirming something to himself. “That is good. No one will be looking for them.”

He picked up the chalice again, angling it toward the light. “The stones are real. Ruby. Emerald. Indian sapphire.” He tapped one lightly with the needle. “Old cuts. Not modern work.”

Wilhelm shifted slightly. “And the rest?”

Joachim smiled faintly. “The rest is where it becomes interesting.”

He set the piece down and reached for a pencil, pulling a scrap of paper toward him. He began to write, quick figures, small notations. Then he opened one book, flipping through pages with the familiarity of a man who knew where things were without looking for them. Another book followed. More notes.

The room filled with the quiet sound of paper and graphite. At last, Joachim leaned back and exhaled.

“Johann,” he said, “these are Spanish. Four hundred years, perhaps a little less, but not by much. Church work, likely colonial. The sort of thing that travels far before it disappears.”

He looked at both men now. “Collectors would pay fortunes for these. Not reasonable fortunes. The kind that make reasonable men behave poorly.”

Wilhelm let
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