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1


ARTHUR GOT HIMSELF up a tree because he was still young and spry and because he couldn’t see heartfires clearly from afar off, so if he was going to keep a lookout, he had to be where he could see into the distance. And he saw them, a party of five men and one woman, leading a two-mule cart through a narrow trace in the woods.

This part of Irrakwa country was still forest, but they allowed Arthur’s friend and brother-in-law, Alvin, to use the old trace, because the Irrakwa didn’t like Puritan New Englanders any more than any other citizens of the United States of America. Looking to kill folks for no other reason than they had them a knack seemed as wrong to the Reds as it did to any Whites. Or Blacks, for that matter, seeing how Arthur himself was half Black—or half White, depending on which way you looked at it.

So Peggy Larner told them a party of knackers was coming out of West Hampshire by way of Rutland, and they’d need some protection. That’s why Arthur had run behind Alvin all the way through the wooded land from Crystal City to the state of Irrakwa, where there was still a lot of primeval forest where the Greensong was so strong Arthur could hear it. Not like Alvin, of course, and it wasn’t singing to Arthur, he was just overhearing it. But it was beautiful and he wished everybody could hear it so they’d be gentler to the living things of the Earth.

Arthur didn’t know the names of the folks who were making their way up the trace, nor their faces, but they were the ones. Peggy had said they’d be pulling a heavy mule cart, which Arthur thought was plain stupid—what possessions did they have that was so precious they had to slow themselves down to bring it along by cart through a forest? But when knacky folk were trying to get away from witch-hunters they needed help even if they was stupid. Maybe especially when they was stupid.

He could hear Peggy Larner’s schoolroom voice saying, “Maybe especially when they were stupid.” And Arthur saying, “Alvin talks like I do.” And she said, “Making you brothers in ignorance. Learn to think to yourself with proper grammar, and then when you speak, respectable language will come out of your mouth without your even having to think about it.”

“Thought you didn’t like me to talk without thinking,” said Arthur on one such occasion, and Miz Larner laid a ruler atop Arthur’s head right sharply, making him glad she didn’t use a thimble but not making him regret his impertinent remark very much, since it was true.

The knackers were moving again, but faster, having left the wagon behind. Arthur shinnied down the main trunk of the tree and set himself down on the ground in front of Alvin. “They’re no more than five minutes away,” he said.

Alvin nodded. “I hear them.”

“Left their wagon off the trace in the trees,” said Arthur.

Alvin nodded again. “They think nobody can see it there.”

“Unless somebody clumb up a tall tree and could see down through the branches cause the forest is only just coming into leaf again.”

“I’m glad you still like to climb trees so high you could kill yourself just thinking about jumping down.”

“Never been injured by thinking of something stupid,” said Arthur.

“Good thing,” said Alvin. “But a lot of misfortune comes to folks as think of something stupid and then they do it.”

“I didn’t even think of jumping down,” said Arthur, “and so you shouldn’t be surprised that I didn’t land dead at your feet.”

“I wasn’t surprised,” said Alvin. “And I’m happy you’re not dead.”

The first of the knacky people came into the small clearing. It was the woman.

She stopped, and Arthur looked at her, and she looked at him and then at Alvin and then back at Arthur again. “Who am I talking to?” she asked.

“Both of us,” said Arthur. “But I reckon I’m likely to do most of the talking back.” And as he said it, his voice slid into sounding just like Alvin’s voice, because that was Arthur’s best knack, being able to imitate voices perfectly. He lost it for a while, but Alvin and Peggy helped him to learn it back again, and he was almost as good as ever.

The woman didn’t know Arthur sounded like Alvin, though, because Alvin hadn’t said a word in front of her. Hadn’t even looked her in the eye.

The woman turned to Arthur, took a step toward him. “I was told that someone from the Crystal City would be here to meet us. Meet me.”

“Oh, I know there’s five men as well as you, ma’am,” said Arthur. “And you left your mule cart hid up in the trees just off the trace, about a quarter mile back.”

The woman took a step back. “You been spying on us?”

“Well of course,” said Arthur. “You think we’d let somebody get this close without knowing who they are and what they’re here for? You rather we didn’t watch out for you, and so when you came over the border you’d meet up with Irrakwa border scouts instead of us from Crystal City?”

“Watching out for us,” said the woman. “Not spying. I get it.”

Arthur doubted that she got anything right yet, but … no reason to argue the point. If he was going to imitate Alvin, he should say only things that Alvin would say, and picking an argument about nothing was something he’d never do, not with good folks, anyway.

“I bet you have a name,” said Arthur.

“I bet you do, too,” she answered.

“You’re the stranger,” said Arthur.

“I’m not a stranger to me,” she said, “but you are.”

“I’m Arthur Stuart, reckoned by most people to be the cleverest boy in Crystal City, though I’m over twenty and have a man’s height.”

“I’m glad you’re so highly thought of,” said the woman. “At least by yourself.”

“Everybody agrees with me,” said Arthur. “You’d be amazed.”

“My name is Goody Sower,” she said. “Even if they weren’t nobody looking to kill me, I’d be glad to get shut of New England. Hardly any honest soil in the whole country, just stones and smaller stones.”

“You got you a husband, Goody Sower?” asked Arthur. “Just wondering if there’s a Goodman Sower among the five men standing just out of sight among the trees.”

A man stepped out from the wood. “That’s me,” he said.

“The rest of you come out, too,” said Goody Sower. “They know you’re there. These men are from Crystal City.”

“How do we know that’s true?” asked a suspicious-looking man.

Arthur laughed. “Who else is going to be waiting here to welcome knacky folks from New England and take them west?”

The men looked a little uncomfortable. Then Goodman Sower walked to her and put an arm around her waist. “If you’re here to take us west to the Crystal City, can you lead us to a wagon road?”

Arthur grinned. “Now why would we do that?”

Goody Sower said, “Because you already know we have a wagon.”

Arthur nodded wisely, still grinning. “To be precise, ma’am, you had a wagon. Now you’re just six people standing in a clearing with us.”

The other men reacted abruptly—two of them turning around to head back toward the wagon, the other two to step forward and demand an explanation.

“Rest easy, merry gentlemen,” said Arthur. “Your wagon is where you left it. The contents are undisturbed.”

“I bet you got it surrounded with armed men. Or Irrakwa warriors.”

“Not yet,” said Arthur. “Which would you prefer?”

“Neither,” said Goody Sower, preempting them before they could say something dangerous. “But we worked hard to get that wagon where it is, and if we can find an easier path, that would be … helpful.”

“We’re here to help,” said Arthur. “So, what’s in this wagon that you can’t bear to part with even to get to the prairie by the Mizzippy?”

“It’s everything we own,” said Goodman Sower.

“Well, now,” said Arthur, “I think you’re making fun with me. Because you own the clothes you’re wearing, and the guns some of you are carrying. The shoes or boots on your feet. And every thought inside your head. Ain’t none of those in that wagon.”

The men looked nervously at each other, but Goody Sower was unfazed. “You know what I meant to say,” she said.

“I also know what you meant not to say,” said Arthur. “I’d say there’s about four thousand dollars in gold in that wagon, in two chests and three heavy cloth bags.”

“Who’s been spying on us!” demanded the largest of the men, looking as if he wanted to rassle the culprit to the ground there and then.

“Just think a minute,” said Arthur.

The men paused. The big one said, “Think about what?”

“Think about where you’re going.”

This time they thought. Goody Sower, who seemed to be the sharpest blade in the knife drawer, finally said, “You’re a city full of people with knacks. Maybe one of you can see afar off. Maybe this fellow.” She indicated Alvin, who wasn’t looking at them or at Arthur.

“Close,” said Arthur. “We’ve got one farseer who maybe could spot you and the gold from Crystal City all the way to the bank you just come from.”

“What bank!”

“Who said anything about a bank!”

Arthur held up his hands to quell their outrage. “Every citizen of Crystal City is free to look into the crystal walls and floor and see what’s there to see. You folks were there to see. All the way here, trying to get them mules to stay in order and not hang up the wagon on a stump.”

Some of the men nodded—no doubt the ones who had to help the mules get the wheels over those stumps.

“And those same folks also saw you rob the Whitman Bank and Trust and fill your wagon up with other people’s gold.”

Now the men stiffened up and a couple of them clenched their muskets and one of them made as if to run off, but Goody Sower stopped them all. “Forgive my companions,” said Goody Sower. “They weren’t none of them chosen for their wits.”

The men glowered, but kept still.

“I can assure you,” said Goody Sower, “that nobody saw us enter the bank or load up the gold. There’s no pursuit behind us.”

Arthur laughed. “Well, I sure know what your knack ain’t,” he said. “There’s a posse comitatus tracking you through the woods not two miles back, and having an easy time of it, your wagon tracks being mighty easy to see.”

“Then we’ve got to get that wagon moving right now,” said the big man, and he and another fellow took off running back toward the trace in the woods. Or so they thought.

Alvin looked up and called out to them. “The trace you came through is over there,” he said. “That’s the path to your wagon and its cargo of contraband.”

The two runners corrected their course and disappeared into the woods.

Goodman Sower stepped closer to Alvin. “Are you the one in charge of this party?”

Alvin shrugged. “Arthur and I travel together and we make decisions pretty much at the same time. Nobody’s in charge, not officially.”

“I’m in charge,” said Arthur, “on account of I got more common sense.”

“While I have some uncommon senses,” said Alvin.

“Here’s the thing,” said Arthur. “That wagon’s already gone as far as it’s going to go.”

“Is that a threat?” asked Goodman Sower.

“It’s a fact,” said Arthur. “Because you ain’t getting no further without our help, and we ain’t going to help you bring stolen gold into Crystal City.”

“Then I guess we’ll have to go somewhere else,” said one of the other men, looking angry but also scared.

“I doubt it,” said Arthur, “since your wagon wheels are buried up to the hubs in squishy mud.”

“There wasn’t no mud where we—”

Goody Sower held up a hand again. “So you ain’t leaving us no choice,” she said.

“You got several choices,” said Arthur. “You can run back to the wagon and try to kill all the men who are coming after you, so you can take the wagon further along one trace or another.”

“I’d like to hear another choice,” said Goody Sower.

“You could leave that wagon and all that gold behind, so that the good folk of Whitman can take it back to the bank and no harm done.”

“I’m hoping there’s a third choice,” said Goody Sower.

“I’m thinking,” said Arthur.

“Here’s what I’m thinking,” said Goody Sower. “Crystal City’s growing by leaps and bounds, we hear. It’s got to be expensive, feeding and housing all them folks. This gold isn’t for us, no matter what some of these clowns might think. We mean to contribute all of it to Crystal City, to the Maker and his people. What we’ve got is prosperity.”

Arthur laughed. “Don’t you know that Maker fellow can turn iron into gold whenever he wants?”

They had nothing to say to that—they had all heard the stories.

“Iffen you bring that gold to Crystal City,” said Arthur, “then the law’s going to follow you all the way, and then if they find the gold in the city, they’ll be arresting a lot more folks than just you.”

“Don’t you people have hexes to conceal the gold?” asked Goodman Sower.

“What gold?” asked Alvin.

Goodman Sower stammered a little. “The gold back in our wagon.”

“Ain’t no gold there,” said Alvin. “Just bars of tin and little tin disks. Like a tinker tripped and dropped all his kit in that wagon.”

The men were outraged. “Tin!” “We hefted it and it’s gold.” “We know the difference between tin and gold!”

“And so do we,” said Alvin. “But I can promise you—if the posse from Whitman finds that wagon, it’ll be full of gold, just how you left it. But the minute you try to defend it or conceal it or transport any part of it away from here, it’ll be tin.”

“We can use tin in Crystal City,” said Arthur helpfully. “You can probably sell it for enough to rent some houses long enough to find work and earn your way.”

The tall man came back into the clearing. “We earned our way,” he said. “Gold enough to let us buy houses and hire workers to till our fields. Gold enough to keep carriages and fine horses, and china plates for our wives.”

“Wives that none of you got,” said Arthur, “not even Goodman and Goodwife Sower, who are no more married than this tree to that stump.”

“How can you know anything like that?” said Goody Sower. “Specially on account of it’s a lie.”

“Why did you come back?” Alvin asked the big man. His erstwhile companion emerged from the trace.

“The posse got to the wagon before us,” said the big fellow. “And the two of us were outnumbered by a few.”

“Well,” said Arthur to Goody Sower, “you got fewer choices than you had awhile ago. I’m thinking, you can take off running down one of these forest traces and hope you reach some town before you run into Irrakwa who might not appreciate your trespassing.”

The men said nothing to this.

“Or you might just come along with us,” said Arthur, “which was what we came for, to guide you and protect you all the way to the Crystal City, where the Maker’s likely to try to teach you to use your knacks for something better than stealing other folks’ gold.”

“You two, protect us?” asked the big guy.

“I reckon so,” said Arthur. “For instance, that posse saw you take off running this direction. They tried to follow, since they didn’t know all the gold was still on the wagon. But they haven’t been able to find any trace that leads to this clearing. Isn’t that protection?”

The men looked at each other, at Goody Sower.

“You can lead us to safety?” Goodman Sower asked.

“Only a couple of conditions,” said Arthur. “And don’t worry, it’s not payment the Maker asks for. It’s honor.”

“I think that’s in short supply in our company,” said Goody Sower.

“First, he expects folks to tell us their right names, and some of you been passing by other names so long it might be hard for you to remember the name your mama called you.”

“I really am named Sower,” said Goodman Sower. “Robin Sower.”

“Robert,” corrected Goody Sower.

“Robin is what my mama called me, and that’s what he said they want,” said Robin Sower.

The big man allowed as how his nickname had been Tiny for so many years that he wasn’t sure if his original name was Cincinnatus or Hobb. Or Cincinnatus Hobb?

“Cincin Hobb,” offered Arthur. “Sounds like the devil’s work, though—Sin-Sin.”

“That’s what they called me,” Hobb said, nodding.

They all had names, though Arthur figured that two of them having no real knack, just a lust for gold, they’d peel off from the party and go their own way pretty soon.

“Goody Sower,” asked Alvin. “We’re eager to learn your name.”

“Ain’t Sower,” she said.

“Figured that,” said Alvin.

“What’s your name first?” she demanded.

Alvin rose easily to his feet, showing he was taller even than Hobb. “My father was a miller, and so I grew up with the name Alvin Miller. But then I was prenticed to a smith, and took that name, Alvin Smith.”

Her eyes widened. “Alvin Maker,” she said softly.

“The same,” he said, bowing and doffing his cap.

“I don’t believe it,” said Robin Sower. “Alvin Maker, come all the way here to meet a party of six travelers?”

“Bank robbers,” murmured Arthur.

“The bank got their gold back,” said Hobb, “so they ain’t no robbers here.”

“I’m Alvin Maker, right enough, though I don’t use the Maker name much outside the city. It makes some folks kind of agitated. I’m Alvin Miller or Alvin Smith, as suits your fancy.”

Goody Sower stuck out her right hand.

“You mean me to shake that hand?” asked Alvin.

“Kiss it,” said Arthur. “Be a gentleman.”

“Or plant your foot and see if you can throw me,” said Goody Sower.

Alvin put his right foot next to her right foot, and held her right wrist as firmly as she held his.

“What should I do here, Mr. Miller?” she asked. “Better to beat you or to let you beat me?”

“Nobody ever let me beat them before,” said Alvin.

“Because you got plenty of knacks to trick them or overpower them, I wager,” said Hobb.

“I never use a knack to win at wrestling, unless my life’s in danger.”

“I don’t kill folks,” said Goody Sower.

“Then when do we start?” asked Alvin.

She gave a mighty tug on his arm and tripped him over her right knee so he was flat on his back in the meadow.

From the ground, Alvin said, “I wish you hadn’t plunked me down in a meadow so full of bees.”

“They stinging you?” she asked.

“No, they pretty much leave me be. But they’re annoyed, and I’m afraid of what they might do to you when I get up.”

“If you can get up,” she said.

“You owe me a name,” said Alvin.

“Eliza Nutbutter,” she said.

“Your real name,” said Arthur.

“My father was named Nutbutter and my mam called me Eliza, so if my name ain’t Eliza Nutbutter, I don’t know what it is.”

“Miss Nutbutter,” said Alvin, “you got the first throw on me, and that’s good enough for now. We’ll finish this best-of-seven rassling contest another day. For now, we’ve got a powerful lot of walking to do today.”

“Used to have a wagon,” said Robin.

“A wagon you stole, mules you stole—I don’t think you’re going to get much sympathy,” said Arthur.

“But we’re going to come into the city with Alvin Maker himself,” said Robin Sower.

“Unless you try some nefarious trick and he has to sink you into the bedrock somewhere,” said Arthur. Arthur noticed that the two men who had no knacks were no longer in the clearing. He spotted their heartfires, since they weren’t far off—but on a road that would take them south, into Irrakwa country for sure. Maybe they figured to catch a ride on a train to some place where they weren’t known as thieves. No longer Arthur’s business, though, so he no longer tried to keep track of where they were. He wasn’t like Miz Larner, able to spot heartfires halfway across the country. Arthur’s range wasn’t even a mile.

“Don’t fret,” said Alvin to Robin Sower. “I haven’t put anybody inside stone in a while. I said you’ll have my protection all the way to Crystal City. That means protection from the Puritans, the Irrakwa, the people of every town that hates knackers, and all the folks who want to keep anybody from getting to Crystal City. It even means protection from any knacker who thinks to play pranks on you.”

Arthur cried out, “Hey! Including me?”

“Especially including you,” said Alvin. “You know I brought you along because you’re so pretty, not to have you making our fellow travelers miserable with your shenanigans.”

“I never done a shenanigan,” said Arthur, “let alone more than one.”

And with that Alvin led the way forward into a barely visible trace. With only a bit of hesitation, Eliza Nutbutter followed him, and Robin Sower right behind. The two thieves with knacks came next, bringing up the rear. Arthur wondered if they might slip away like the other two, but then he realized that knacky men from New England would expect to be accepted in Crystal City.

As soon as they started going in earnest, packs slung on their backs, Arthur heard the Greensong coming up faintly all around them. Not like the powerful music when Alvin took Arthur running faster than any deer. But enough of the Greensong that the way was smooth and there were no rocks or roots to trip them, and they came to clear running water as often as they needed it, but never a stream too big to jump over. Arthur still hadn’t figured out whether the land changed because of the Greensong, or the Greensong simply led them to where the land offered the most ease and bounty.

“Try to keep up,” said Alvin, and Arthur almost retorted, “I’m keeping up just fine.” But then he realized Alvin was talking to the others, who didn’t none of them have an affinity for Greensong, and wouldn’t understand why the walking was so easy now, after the hard trail to where they dragged the wagon. If they even noticed how easy it was.

“Glad we don’t have them mules anymore,” grumbled one of the men.

“No shortage of mules in this party,” said Eliza Nutbutter.
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NOBODY SET OUT to spread the word. They just went about their business, looking to buy something here, looking to sell something there, getting to work on building a house, getting to work on draining a swamp, and caring for crops and gardens because it was already spring and coming on summer and anything you didn’t plant now would have a much harder struggle come August.

Every time they’d come upon somebody they hadn’t seen yet that day, they’d lead off with, “Heard the Maker’s back in town,” or “Alvin’s home again, and Arthur with him,” or “The Maker’s brought him a passel of knackers from back East.” And a few more cynical souls saying, “So Al’s found him some new friends, including a woman, and brung em along, cause we didn’t have us quite enough mouths to feed.”

Not everybody’s heart was right with the other folks in Crystal City. That would’ve been too much to hope for. Most everybody cooperated and did business and got along, trying to avoid doing anything to get em hauled into court. And most people were pure in heart, or at least enough so to gaze in one of the crystal rooms and see things in the walls and ceiling and floor.

Them as couldn’t see anything useful in the Crystal kept their lack to themselves. No reason to advertise that the Crystal hadn’t judged you ready, or worthy, or meek enough to be given vision.

The word reached Margaret Larner in the schoolroom as she dismissed her college preparation class for the noon meal. It was Narth Pew, the principal teacher, who was nominally her boss, but this was the Maker’s wife, so let’s be serious about who was in charge. “I thought you’d want to know,” Narth said, “your husband’s back in town. Unless you already knew.”

“I knew he was close,” she said, “but your news that he’s already here is good and fresh.”

“Will you be wanting the rest of the day off?”

“I do not believe so,” said Margaret Larner—once called Little Peggy Guester, when she first laid eyes on the baby that would grow up to be Alvin Maker. “If Alvin needs me, he knows where I’ll be, so if he doesn’t come to me, he doesn’t need me to go to him. I have a few more hours of teaching this afternoon, since half my class is heading off to college in other states and colonies.”

“You done a good job preparing those children for college,” said Narth.

“They did a good job of preparing themselves,” said Margaret. “But I was glad to help.”

“Too bad most of the good colleges are in New England,” said Narth.

“Can’t be helped. As soon as Puritan schools like Harvard learn that a student applicant comes from Crystal City, they’d only grant them admission in order to arrest them, try them, and either hang, drown, or burn them.”

“And without giving them a diploma first, or a single hour of teaching,” said Narth.

Margaret was never sure if he was joking when he said absurd things like that. Was he being ironic?

“But the other schools are good enough,” he said. “I never heard of a Harvard engineer’s bridge standing up stronger than a bridge built by an engineer trained in Irrakwa or Williamsburg College, or in Appalachee University.”

“Haven’t had a lot of bridges falling down lately,” said Margaret. “So far as I’ve heard.”

“Wish we had us a good college a little closer,” said Narth.

Margaret sighed. “I’m not ready to desert my students here in order to gallivant off to try to make friends with students and faculty at Northwestern.”

“A teacher like you is needed wherever you go,” said Narth.

“But not wanted in half so many places.”

Narth chuckled. “Well, you’re sure wanted here.”

Then Margaret saw Narth notice someone behind her. Without turning, she said, “Well, my love, you came to me almost as soon as you arrived.”

“I’ve repented of the madness of thinking that anything was more important to me than you,” said Alvin.

She turned, and there he was, still dirty and bedraggled from the journey. But he was holding Vigor by the hand, the boy looking up at his father with sheer adulation on his face.

“I see you found the young lady who was watching our boy,” said Margaret.

“She surrendered custody of him reluctantly,” said Alvin. “I believe she enjoys her job.” Alvin sat down on the edge of the teacher’s table, then hefted Vigor up to stand on the table, Alvin’s arm around his waist.

Margaret looked at the boy. “Have you discovered anything interesting since I saw you this morning?” she asked him.

“Other dogs keep trying to climb onto Canna,” said Vigor, “but she’s too small and I think they might crush her.”

Alvin spoke up. “Right now, Vig, she’s giving off a smell that just drives the boy dogs crazy.”

“I don’t smell it,” said Vigor

“Are you a boy dog?” asked Alvin.

“I’d druther be,” said Vigor.

“Why?” asked Margaret, a little concerned about where this conversation started and where it might be going.

“I don’t like having to go sit with Missy Wander because all she ever wants to do is read.”

“You know how to read,” said Margaret.

“I like to do stuff,” said Vigor. “Dogs get to do stuff all they want and nobody minds as long as they don’t dig in the garden or pull food off the table.”

“And Miss Wander doesn’t let you do … anything?” asked Alvin.

“She wants me to read to her,” said Vigor. “But I don’t know the words. I sound them out and she either corrects me or lets it go but I still don’t know what anything means.”

“The classic complaint of students everywhere,” said Margaret.

“Isn’t that what teachers are for?” asked Alvin.

“Miss Wander is not a teacher or a tutor or a governess or anything else, I’m afraid,” said Margaret. “She was all I could find last month after Missy Harborlight left to become Mrs. Blue.”

“Blue is a stupid name,” said Vigor. “She isn’t blue and neither is her stupid husband.”

“I take it Miss Harborlight was a favorite?” asked Alvin.

“And after Missy Wander leaves, I think Vigor will like her better than whoever her replacement might be.”

“I don’t like her at all,” said Vigor.

“I remember you saying that about Missy Harborlight,” said Margaret.

“Have you ever thought of letting Vigor sit in on your class?” asked Alvin.

“No,” said Vigor, “and I hope she never does think of it. Missy Wander says Mommy talks as if she’s getting paid by the letter.”

Alvin whooped with laughter, and Margaret soon joined in. “Lots of long words, eh?” Margaret asked her son.

“I don’t know how many letters there is in a word,” said Vigor, “less’n you spell it out.”

Margaret embraced Vigor and then lowered him down from the table to the floor.

“What am I sposed to do now? You and Papa always talk about stuff I don’t understand and I think you do it on purpose cause you don’t want me to understand.”

“You’re exactly right, Vigor,” said Alvin cheerily. “You’re a very clever boy.”

“Donny says I’m a smarty-pants and then all the girls call me that over and over.”

“Donny Crassum says that because he’s a dummy-pants,” said Alvin, “and you being so clever makes him feel bad.”

Margaret escorted Vigor to a corner with a book and a slate in it. “You can draw with the chalk, Viggy, or you can read a book. Your father and I will finish our conversation very quickly.”

As Margaret returned to the table where Alvin sat, she could see in his face that he expected to be told off. And she probably should do exactly that, but she thought “dummy-pants” was a pretty good name to use for Donny Crassum, especially since “Dummy” could be a nickname for “Donny.”

“Where’s Arthur?” she asked, when she sat on the table edge next to Alvin.

“He had two offers of lunch and accepted them both, so he’s getting what he needs.”

“Did both of those offers come from families with nubile daughters?” asked Margaret.

“I believe so,” said Alvin, “though I can’t keep up with who’s wooing and who’s betrothed.”

“Do you really believe you know everyone in Crystal City by name?” asked Margaret.

“I recognize near everybody I see, and everybody I don’t recognize, I introduce myself and they always just got here.”

“Alvin,” said Margaret, “I’d like to know about the woman who was with those knackers.”

“Says her name’s Eliza Nutbutter. Also pretended to be married to the fellow named Sower, so she was using his name when we first met. He wasn’t happy about it, so it’s as well she goes by Nutbutter now. I think Sower will be out of Crystal City as soon as he discovers his knack don’t amount to much around here, and there’s no way for him to steal anything.”

“What’s to steal?” asked Margaret. “If he steals a block of Crystal it stops working and within a week it melts back to water.”

“There are other things to steal,” said Alvin. “If stealing’s what you want to do.”

“And no way to get out of town without somebody giving the alarm or spotting the contraband or just seeing the theft in a Crystal wall.”

“So maybe Sower will stay. The other two won’t.”

“You’re sure?”

“So are you,” said Alvin. “They want three things: women, money, and prestige.”

“They can make money here,” said Margaret.

“But here’s the one place in the United States or any of the English-speaking countries on this side of the Atlantic where having money does not bring prestige.”

“Oh, Alvin, I wish that were so. Or that money didn’t attract women.”

“I never noticed that,” said Alvin.

“Because you’ve never had money,” said Margaret.

“I think that’s maybe my best virtue,” he said. “I have an affinity for metal, yet it always seems to be repelled from my hands as soon as it becomes coins.”

“We’re not so pure in heart here, Alvin,” said Margaret. “Rough men can get everything they want here.”

“Don’t even have to be rough,” said Alvin, and Margaret immediately knew he was referring to Calvin, Alvin’s younger brother, an envious and frustrated young man. Calvin was nothing if not smooth.

“He will never have the dominance he craves,” said Alvin. “Not as long as I’m alive.”

“Do us all a favor, Alvin, and stay alive.”

“If man and nature will cooperate, I plan to do just that.”

“I have a class to teach this afternoon,” said Margaret.

“There’s no ‘husband-just-came-home’ holiday?”

“It was offered, by Narth,” said Margaret, “but my students need teaching.”

“So that’s even more important than a meeting between two leading citizens of the Crystal City?” asked Alvin.

“I want to hold that meeting tonight over supper. Or if we have guests—and I’d wager you’ve already invited at least three people—then our meeting can take place in bed.”

“Only if you keep the minutes,” said Alvin.

“There will be no minutes,” said Margaret. “We both have nearly perfect memories, among our other talents.”

“Or maybe we just have congruent memories, so anything I forget, you have also forgotten so we are never confronted with our forgetfulness.”

“Go talk with all the people who have petitions or suggestions or who are looking for a job.”

“Why is that my duty?”

“The rest of us try to deal with things as they come up, but there are many people who won’t accept a verdict from, or even tell their problem to, anyone but you.”

“Have they never read what Jethro said to Moses in Exodus?” asked Alvin.

“Part some big lake, Alvin, or walk across the Mizzippy, and they might start comparing you to Moses.”

“I already did as much,” said Alvin.

“But the people you brought from Nueva Barcelona, they’re the only ones who saw it, and when they tell it to people here, folks only half-believe it at best.”

“Miracles don’t make people faithful or obedient,” said Alvin. “They make them jealous or frightened.”

“You’re so cynical,” said Margaret.

“You taught me that word, Miz Larner,” said Alvin. “You know that I’m not cynical.”

“Don’t you ‘Miz Larner’ me, Alvin Miller,” said Margaret.

Alvin smiled and then kissed her. “I’m glad to be home.” Then he went and took Vigor’s hand, and swung him up to perch on Alvin’s right shoulder.

“Oh, Mister Smith,” said Margaret in a swoony voice. “Your arms are so strong.”

Alvin laughed and carried Vigor on out of the school.

But being home didn’t even begin to suggest Alvin’s being in their house for more than a few minutes at a time. While she was teaching, he brought Vigor along with him on all his errands and to all his meetings. When Alvin let somebody challenge him to a stick-pull in the market square, Vigor didn’t just stand and watch, he managed to get into a wrestling match with a six-year-old with six inches of reach on him. An onlooker might be forgiven for thinking Alvin was an inattentive father, letting his son get into a fight, but Alvin was plenty attentive. After pulling the other fellow right over the stick and throwing him onto the ground behind him, Alvin went over to pick up the stick and shake hands with the young man he just beat—but on the way he paused and held Vigor and his opponent apart while he said, “Hey little feller, you might think because you’re bigger, you’re probably going to lick Vigor here.”

“He’s not,” said Vigor.

“What you don’t know about little guys is they just pile right into you, so close that your long arms can’t land a blow. So if this boy”—indicating Vigor—“cares enough, he’ll whup you right down to the ground.”

“Will not,” said the boy.

“Don’t complain that nobody warned you,” said Alvin. Within a couple of minutes Alvin had another opponent across the stick from him, and Vigor had the six-year-old on his back calling out, “Uncle! Uncle, dang you!”

By the time Margaret got home from school, she had already heard of Alvin’s and Vigor’s shenanigans, including Vigor beating up a boy two years older than him. “You know I don’t like him fighting,” she said to Alvin softly after Vigor had proudly told her about his victory. Vigor went right to the kitchen for a pitcher of lemonade from the icebox, and didn’t show any interest in what Mommy was saying to Papa. But he was listening. Sharp ears, that boy.

“If Papa doesn’t let me fight,” said Vigor, “then someday when I’m big and married and have little children of my own, I won’t know how to protect them.”

“From whom will you protect your family?” asked Margaret.

“Bad men,” said Vigor. And then, practicing a new word, he added, “Hooligans.”

“That’s not a bad ambition,” said Margaret. “But the boy you defeated today, was he a hooligan?”

“He was bigger than me, just like most of the hooligans are.”

“Aren’t you afraid a bigger boy will hurt you?” asked Margaret.

“Well he did hurt me,” said Vigor, pulling up his shirt to show off some bruises. “But that don’t make me afraid. Why should I be afraid if this is the worst he can do?”

Margaret had to laugh along with Alvin, and when Vigor ran back outside to look for friends to play with, she said, “Alvin, I don’t know what kind of father you’re trying to be. Isn’t it our job to civilize our children?”

“I reckon that’s what you’re best at. You civilized me, didn’t you?”

“Obviously not, or at least not enough,” said Margaret.

Alvin took her by the hands and looked into her eyes. “My love, is our son a good boy?”

“Yes he is,” she answered forthrightly. “But your teaching doesn’t contribute to that as far as I can see.”

“Then see farther,” said Alvin. “I’m doing what looks like good fathering to me. I’m helping him get ready to live in the world he’s going to have to live in, not the world we wish would come to be.”

Supper was a maelstrom of visitors and conversations, with some guests sitting at the table with Alvin and Vigor, and Margaret and the kitchen girls going from room to room, handing platters of food to whoever was sitting in whatever place. When Margaret passed Alvin a new plate at the table, she said, “Every one of these people said you invited them to come celebrate your homecoming.”

“I was feeling festive,” said Alvin.

Margaret rolled her eyes and moved on. Fortunately, Alvin didn’t set up a free-for-all supper very often, and just as fortunately, Margaret had already set up a posse of helpful women in the neighborhood who would bring over food as soon as word spread that there was a mass meal at Alvin’s house. With Alvin away for a couple of weeks, suppers at Miz Larner’s house were modest, respectable affairs, with only the guests that Margaret had invited, plus whatever kids Vigor was playing with who came with him when she called him to supper. And even when Alvin was at home, these big chaotic celebratory feasts were pretty rare—every few weeks or so. She thought it was one of the best things about her husband, as well as one of the worst, that his generosity knew no bounds.

And it’s not as if they couldn’t afford to reimburse their friends for the food they brought over. Alvin’s smithing and repair business was always booming when he was in town. He’d up and follow anybody to where they needed something fixed, and when he left everything worked perfectly. He never told anybody a price for his work, or asked for payment in advance—this was Alvin Maker, after all. But most of the people would bring things to the house in payment, or in gratitude, or just to share their best. Foodstuff, mostly, and handmade items—furniture large and small, a free tuning of their piano, two doghouses though they had only the one dog, bookshelves though they didn’t have near enough books to fill them, and little carved soldiers and nutcrackers and wooden spoons and pottery bowls and jars. Whoever had a craft wanted their work to be displayed and used in the Maker’s home.

Every time Vigor saw the two doghouses, on opposite sides of the house, he would demand to know who the second dog was and when he would get there. Margaret always assured Vigor that there would never be another dog, because Canna was already more work than she was worth, especially considering the litter of puppies she dropped at least once a year—or once a week, Margaret would claim when she was annoyed enough to exaggerate the situation.

All through the chaotic supper, people would try to get close enough to Margaret to tell her of some remarkably kind or remarkably powerful thing Alvin had done for them just that very afternoon. Margaret silently wondered whether Alvin even had time to void himself—did his knacks include the ability to make urine vanish from his bladder? But he seemed to have time for everybody, and a way to help anyone in need. There were diseases whose causes he didn’t understand, and therefore he couldn’t cure them. But there were many broken bones he could knit right up as good as new, and some illnesses that he called “easy,” which he could heal in just a few minutes of quiet conversation.

Margaret couldn’t help but be reminded of the scripture, “Whoever would be the greatest among you, let him be the servant of all.” That was Alvin, never telling other people what to do, just asking what they needed. Was he mayor of the city? He didn’t need a title. A handyman of all trades? Not all, but pretty near. She knew the spectacular things he had done at times in his life, the power in his hands and in his mind that was almost terrifying if you didn’t know how adamantly Alvin refused to do harm.

How easily Alvin could have chosen to be aloof, to make people come to him to beg for favors, how easily he could withhold his help, his gifts, until people did his bidding. He could command and people would obey. But the only time he did that was on the days when more crystal blocks were needed for the walls and towers of Crystal City. Then, at the water’s edge, he would first purify the water, then drip a tiny bit of his blood into the water as he formed a block with his hands. When it was done, when it was solid, then he would tell one of his helpers to take it away. “Where should I take it?” they would ask, and his answer was always the same: “Go where they’re building and see where you think it fits.”

Margaret had been to the building site—sometimes on the third story of a tower. Sometimes near the ground, forming the foundation. The workers there, all of them approved by or hired by or solicited by Alvin, would place the blocks one way and then study what the crystals showed, then change it up, a complete rearrangement or one block swapped for another. Only when they thought that the messages in the crystals were coherent and useful instead of chaotic and confusing, they would say, “Let’s show this to Alvin.”

And when Alvin saw what they had built, he would sit staring into it, sometimes for hours. The longer he gazed, the prouder the builders were. Alvin was finding truth and beauty in the crystals. The city had grown by just this much, and they had helped each other build it out of the crystals Alvin made.

But today, one of the guests at supper whispered to her, there had been a difference. “Your husband went into the new part of the high tower and he walks around the walls of the highest level, and he stops at this one block. And it was a block that caused us fits, but we thought we finally found the right place. But Alvin looks into that block for only a few seconds and then he reaches out and touches it and it just dissolves into water, it stops being crystal at all. And he won’t tell us why, what we did wrong. He even said, ‘You did the best you could. It was the crystal that was wrong.’ And we still don’t know why he broke that part of the wall.”

Margaret stayed long enough to ask, “Did the wall collapse? Was anything else damaged?”

“No, it was just wet. With a gap in the wall.”

“Did you put another crystal block into the gap?” asked Margaret.

And the builder looked abashed. “We didn’t try,” he said. “If Alvin makes a gap, who are we to—”

Margaret didn’t let him finish. “Alvin didn’t make a gap. He undid a block that he felt was somehow wrong—not wrongly placed, just wrong. So he didn’t want a gap there, he just wanted true crystal.”

Not that Margaret understood the whole business of crystal-making or any part of it. But she knew that Alvin did not make by unmaking. For him to unmake a crystal block was a strange and powerful thing. She would have to ask him about it.

But not that night. She had to think about it herself for a while. If it was important, he’d tell her without her needing to ask. Otherwise, she’d bide her time and try to understand a few things for herself.

Vigor was finally bathed and in bed.

When Margaret had taken care of a few personal chores, she returned to the parlor. Alvin was sitting on the settee, perusing several old maps. Her physical longing for him had been on her mind all afternoon, probably making her lectures disjointed and unhelpful, but now that they were actually alone together, she was exhausted from teaching. She wasn’t sure she could stay awake long enough for conjugal cooperation, but she didn’t want to disappoint Alvin about his homecoming. He seemed fresh as … well, there was nothing daisy-like about Alvin. Fresh as a cucumber?

Not everything would be difficult for her tonight. There were many personal services she could offer him. “Would you like me to draw you a bath?”

Alvin said, “You know dirt doesn’t stick to me if I don’t want it to.”

“What about food? Plenty of bread and cheese, or I could cook you a few eggs.”

“On my trek, I was moving slower than usual, so there was time for all the fruits and berries of the woods and croplands to offer themselves to me. You don’t say no to such offers, not inside the Greensong, so I’m still plumb full up. So full that I didn’t eat anything at supper tonight.”

“I noticed that,” said Margaret, “which is why I thought you might be hungry.”

“If I’d’ve been hungry,” he said with a grin, “don’t you think I would have et?”

She rolled her eyes at his use of that old word. “What about you just go to bed in the nice new bedstead that Darn Dammer made for us, the best in town?”

“It’s still early, Margaret,” he said. “For me, I mean. And you know I don’t get tired walking with the Greensong. In fact, I feel as rested as if I’d had a fine night of sleep.”

“Or is that a night of fine sleep?” she asked.

“Now I can be happy. I haven’t had anybody twist my words around since I left here a couple of weeks ago.”

“I suppose you think two weeks apart from me is nothing,” said Margaret.

“Indeed I do,” said Alvin cheerfully, “and you feel the same about me. What’s a brace of weeks to people who know each other like we do?”

“Knowing your heartfire doesn’t mean I’m pleased to be apart from it for days on end.”

“Margaret, are we quarreling?”

“A little,” she said. “I want to take care of you, I want to welcome you with the pleasures of home. A hot bath, a fresh-cooked meal, a nap on a soft bed. And you don’t want anything that I can offer you.”

“Is the city peaceful?” asked Alvin.

“Mostly,” said Margaret. “A few rowdies, but the Whittlin and Whistlin Brigade encouraged them right out of town.”

“And nobody more dire than that?”

“I’m not pleased about the people you brought with you into town today,” said Margaret.

“Now, see? This is going to be much more important than my getting to bed.”

“The two men who left you right away, back in Irrakwa, they were worse than scamps. It was in their heart right from the beginning to use the woman and the other three men to steal the gold and transport it beyond the reach of the posse, but then they were going to kill the others and take the wagon on by themselves.”

“So I saved the ones who are with us, saved them from murder.”

“The men I told you about, they’ve killed before. I believe one of them has a knack of getting smart, suspicious people to trust him.”

“Don’t think there is such a knack,” said Alvin.

“Which is why you’re going to be taken in by rapscallions your whole life.”

“What about the three men and the woman I brought here?”

“Alvin, I know you didn’t choose them as companions—I did, I believe—but the only difference between them and the killers is they haven’t got around to killing anybody yet. They have the pleasant philosophy that when they steal, the only thing they’re taking from people is their possessions. They leave their victims alive and undamaged, if possible.”

“So … scamps,” said Alvin.

“Worse than scamps,” said Margaret.

“All the way to being scoundrels?”

“Sneakthieves because their knacks make it easy.”

“Then it’s a good thing nobody in Crystal City has anything worth stealing.”

“Do you really believe that?”

“It’s one of the principles of the city,” said Alvin. “Property owns us more than we own property.”

“Then why do we give people deeds to their land and houses?” asked Margaret.

“So that outsiders can’t come in and claim land that we happen to be using,” said Alvin.

“It’s still property.”

Getting a little heated, Alvin quickly resorted to the dialect of his childhood. Margaret knew that education was only a thin veneer over his language, so she had to trust that he’d keep from sounding hill-country when he was out in the city.

“If those fellows what stole the gold and lost it again, if they try such nonsense here—”

“You’ll just sneak whatever they stole out of their possession,” said Margaret, “and then let them go on their way.”

Alvin looked even more solemn. “Of course we let them go, if we can. We don’t want to have no prison in Crystal City. The walls we want here should be made of crystal and show visions to people with good hearts.”

“There are people in the world who shouldn’t be walking around loose,” said Margaret.

“I’ve had people hold me in jails from time to time,” said Alvin. “I didn’t like it.”

“You’re not supposed to like it,” said Margaret.

“Of course not, I was innocent.”

“And we’d use our jail to lock up miscreants until we can turn them over to authorities in some other county.”

“Because we don’t need a sheriff.”

She wasn’t sure if he was mocking the idea. “We have the Whittlin and Whistlin Brigade,” said Margaret. “Why give somebody the kind of authority that makes them feel like they’re in charge?”

“I agree with you,” said Alvin. “But usually jails and sheriffs go together. Who decides who gets locked up and when they get let out of jail? I’m against it from beginning to end. I don’t want Crystal City to be a place where we forbid some folks to leave.”

“I know their hearts,” said Margaret.

“But we never punished anybody for the desires of their heart,” said Alvin. “Only for the actions they chose to take as harmed other folk.”

“I know, Alvin, I’m the one that taught you that people have to be free to choose right from wrong.”

“But after they’ve chosen to do wrong, you’ll know which ones we need to lock up?”

“I suppose I’d be the best choice for that job,” said Margaret. “Given my knack.”

“Even though you don’t want to do it.”

“I do not. But the job, if it is done at all, should be done fairly and rightly.”

“Which you are best equipped to do,” said Alvin.

“Why do I think you’re saying these things sarcastically?”

“I’m telling the honest truth,” said Alvin. “The problem is that it’s the nature and disposition of almost all humans that, when you give them a little authority over other people, they begin to grab for more and more, power that they shouldn’t have, that wasn’t given to them.”

“You think I would become an unjust judge?”

“I don’t think that would happen to you at all. But when you travel, when you’re doing another task, you’re going to want to assign your magistrate duties to someone else, and whoever that is, he’s going to keep finding new emergencies that he needs to deal with in order to keep the peace.”

Margaret sighed. “Why couldn’t you have just eaten some bread and cheese?”

“When I’m gone,” said Alvin, “you always govern the city wisely. Nobody challenges you because you always choose rightly and most often kindly as well. So kindly that they aren’t even aware that they’re being governed.”

“Thanks for noticing,” said Margaret.

“Neither of us was meant to govern a city,” said Alvin. “We can only do our best.”

“You were born to do it,” said Margaret.

“I was born to build the city. With my blood and the water of the Mizzippy. But governing it? I don’t have the desire.”

“But who else? Who else do the people come here to meet, to be led by, to be protected by?”

“Protected from what?”

“From bad, selfish government,” said Margaret. “From people who care only for gold, for the wealth they can take from those who earned it, for the control they can exercise over the weak.”

“I think it’s a shame,” said Alvin, “that the only way to ensure government that is, in our opinion, good and just, is for you and me to do the governing.”

“So you’re aiming to retire?” asked Margaret.

“The only job I really like is bringing knacky people to the city.”

“Too bad it’s not the only job that must be done, which only you can do.”

“What about the woman I just brought here?” asked Alvin. “You didn’t say a word about her. Is she a murderous scoundrel, too?”

“No,” said Margaret immediately. “Of course I looked into her first, to make sure she wasn’t one of the women who thought you needed a better wife than me.”

“I don’t think there’s any such women, but go ahead. What about Eliza Nutbutter?”

“She’s not falling in love with you, though she admires you greatly,” said Margaret. “Her knack is mysterious to me. Usually a person’s knack floats in the midst of their heartfire, plain for me to see, but she has considerable power and doesn’t really understand what it is or how to use it.”

“I imagine that means you’re going to make friends with her,” said Alvin.

“If she’s willing,” said Margaret.

“She is,” said Alvin.

“You discussed it with her?”

“Of course not. I just know that she’s very interested in how the Crystal City works, not as an architectural marvel—which I happen to think it is, what with being made out of water with a speck of blood—her interest is in how the people work together. That’s all she asked about, when we talked at all. How do people with all these powers get along? Do they agree not to use their knacks on each other without permission? And while she was asking I thought, How do they all get along?”

“They’re just normal people. The normal envyings, resentments, longings, hurt feelings.”

“Yet nobody’s putting curses on people.”

“Alvin, a few people have tried to put a hex on somebody, but I always detect it.”

“And what, you go beg them to take it off?”

“Your very talented brother Measure removes any hex that I don’t approve of. So if somebody is cursed with, say, irresistible flatulence—”

“Arthur swears he didn’t know that’s what would happen.”

“But he swears so hard that I know he was pleased with it, or at least I’m pretty sure,” said Margaret.

“Arthur is pleased with himself almost all the time,” said Alvin, “and he’s usually right to be. I let him do almost all the talking when we met Robin Sower and his pretend wife and their shady friends.”

“So Eliza Nutterbutt is interested in how our community manages to get along with so much power floating around.”

“Nutbutter,” said Alvin.

“What difference does it make if I mix up her name?”

“To her, the difference between being your friend and being a target of investigation,” said Alvin.

“Everybody gets investigated whether I want to or not. It’s not something I can forgo with no sheriff and no jail.”

“And do you think that’s close enough to the truth that it doesn’t count as a lie?”

“I must look into everybody’s heartfire,” said Margaret. “If I don’t do it, who will? Even though it’s as unpleasant as coughing your guts out when you get a bit of liquid in your lungs.”

“You said ‘guts,’” said Alvin.

“It’s a perfectly acceptable word,” said Margaret.

“The Bible says ‘bowels.’ I prefer guts to that,” said Alvin.

“As do I, which is why I used it.”

“If I had taken that bath you offered,” said Alvin, “I’d be out of the bath and toweling off by now.”

“But if you had accepted my food, you’d still be eating.”

“I’m a slow eater,” said Alvin.

“And a fast bather,” said Margaret.

“I only bathe when I’m too lazy to chip all the dirt off my body myself.”

“Alvin, tomorrow, when you go out to find some boys in the street who want to pull sticks with you, would you be so kind as to find Eliza Nutbutter and invite her to luncheon at our house?”

“It would be rude not to invite Robin Sower along with her—I daresay he’s just as hungry.”

“But not those two thieves,” said Margaret.

“They were all thieves, carrying their contraband through the woods on a stolen wagon pulled by a couple of stolen mules.”

“I’m a thief at heart, too, Alvin,” said Margaret. “I believe that in your place I might have admitted that gold gratefully into the city, because we’re so short on specie.”

“I’m thinking we should start a bank, so we could print our own paper,” said Alvin.

“You have to have the gold to back up your paper.”

“I heard to the contrary. I heard that as long as your assets are held in mortgages on the houses in the community, a bank can get by with much less gold.”

Margaret shrugged. She didn’t want to argue finances with Alvin. He just didn’t have that much regard for gold, considering that he knew how to make it from iron or granite or limestone.

“I will go and invite Mr. Sower and not-so-goodwife Eliza Nutbutter. Should I tell them what we’re eating?”

“It depends on what the catch is tomorrow from the river.”

“Really? Can’t we afford beef?”

“It’s still spring, and nobody’s been butchering, except for a few geese, and goose is hardly the nicest meat we can serve.”

“Duck?”

“Sparrow? Crow?” Margaret grinned. “Fish cooks the quickest, so if we have more guests than we planned, I can dress and cook another round of fish in ten minutes, if I keep the fire hot.”

“Just remember,” said Alvin, “mustard doesn’t belong on fish.”

“Anything belongs on catfish.”

“You’re not serving that bottom-feeding water-scab, are you?”

“Not everyone shares your distaste for it.”

“Margaret, please don’t embarrass me with catfish tomorrow. Because I won’t stay to eat, if it’s catfish.”

“I was just teasing, as you well know. Try not to invite every boy who challenges you to a stick-pull.”

“The only person who still owes me a wrestle right now is Eliza Nutbutter.”

Margaret looked at him through squinting eyes. “Threw you, did she?”

“I let her,” said Alvin.

“Meaning you didn’t break the leg she tripped you over,” said Margaret.

“You know I don’t fight like a riverman.”

“You learned fighting from Mike Fink, my love. There’s not a way to cheat that you don’t know.”

“And I choose to fight fair whenever there’s absolutely nothing at stake.”

“But with the Buttnutter woman,” said Margaret, “your honor is at stake.”

“She threw me,” said Alvin. “In front of witnesses.”

“You don’t care about the witnesses or the rumors about it in the town, how a woman threw you.”

“I have my honor to uphold.”

“So something is at stake,” said Margaret.

“I can’t very well take her on in the street—she’s not much of a lady, but she deserves better than to take part in a wrestle, which would make her socially unacceptable to a good number of folks.”

“You like her,” said Margaret. “You feel protective.”

“Are you suspicious?” asked Alvin. “I feel protective about everybody.”

“And I feel suspicious about any woman you feel obliged to grapple with.”

Alvin rolled his eyes and headed for the door. “Taking a walk before it’s full dark,” he said

“Try to be home before breakfast,” Margaret called after him.

The door closed behind him. He wasn’t really angry, she knew, but he did hate it when she kept him from being careless about engaging the affections of women. He did not understand how he was admired in the Crystal City, and, by many, worshiped.

She went into the kitchen and then into the pantry, where she opened the icebox and took out a couple of fine fat catfish, which she believed God had created just to frighten small children. She had served catfish at table more than once when Alvin was home, and he never realized that’s what it was, because she had learned some pretty good tricks from Mistress Modesty, about how to cook any fish without confessing its ancestry or natural domicile. Not many knew how to do it, and other people had served him catfish and he detested it; how could he recognize her catfish, seeing how it was delicious?

Am I a disobedient wife? Margaret wondered. Deceiving my husband?

Yes, she told herself. I obey him whenever it matters, but I choose to be the judge of when it matters. It’s part of my responsibility as magistrate in this semi-organized community to keep Alvin Maker happy and keep everyone else happy with him.

And sometimes that required her to reinterpret his instructions so that she could follow them without alienating too many people in the town.
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ELIZA NUTBUTTER WASN’T sure what to make of this Crystal City. She had seen the big cities of the East, but she was sure none of them was in the same league as the European cities that she had always intended to see before she died. She had tried more than once to save enough money to cross the Atlantic, but something had always blocked her.

Getting robbed and left penniless.

Having her ticket of passage on a trans-Atlantic ship stolen and the captain refused to recognize her even though he had personally given her the ticket.

Being accused of witchcraft, which really infuriated her because those fools didn’t understand that knacks didn’t come from the Devil—if there even was a devil, he didn’t have anywhere near the powers of some of the knacks she had seen. As her own knack, for that matter. She was able to escape—of course, because that was what she did—but she had to leave things behind. Money she had earned legitimately, not stolen. The daguerreotype of her mother. She was sure that the landlady of her tiny attic apartment would keep the money. But would she keep the picture? Why would she?

No matter. She ran into Sower then, and figured that her share of the gold would easily buy her, not only passage to Liverpool or Nantes, but also the trappings of wealth, including hired bodyguards.

And if these sneakthieves she was with were caught, one thing Eliza was sure of: She could get away.

But she hadn’t gotten away. She was going along with their plan of hiding out in that haven of knackery, the Crystal City, but only until the gold was divided up, and then she’d have been out of there.

Instead, they had their wagon taken out from under them by Alvin Maker himself. Without the gold, she had no more reason to head for Crystal City. But Alvin Maker intrigued her. So quiet, able to be silent while his partner did all the talking—a lippy, obnoxious, absolutely delightful Black man—and yet the Maker was able, from a distance, to change their gold into tin. Or so he claimed.

Europe would still be there next year, she decided, right then while Arthur and Alvin were questioning them. She could go to Europe any time, but the Crystal City might be the most exotic place she could go.

How could people inhabit one city whose citizens all had one inhuman power or another? Some were trivial, some were valuable, but some were irresistible, like Alvin Maker’s gifts. Some of the stories about him were nonsense—that he could fly, that he carried slave children from Southern plantations to free soil in the North, or to Canada, places where no man was a slave, no matter who thought they owned him. A worthy, noble undertaking, Eliza was sure. But no human being could fly. How did stories like that arise?

Still, he was a man of confidence and strength, the kind who did not need to boast or present himself as more than he was. A man who was so powerful he did not feel any need to show off his power or assert his abilities. Eliza was drawn to such men, the handful of times she had met one.

A politician who pulled a lot of government strings. But the government itself wasn’t all that powerful, so he was a disappointment in the end.

A very, very rich man, so rich that he could dress in common farm clothes and still be served in the finest gentlemen’s clubs. She liked him, but he was a Puritan, and she realized that if he really understood who and what she was, he would certainly denounce her as a witch. Better not to involve herself with true believers in the Puritan brand of Christianity.

Nobody else came close to being what she was looking for, till Alvin Maker.

But on the long trek from the borders of Irrakwa country to Crystal City, Eliza had learned that Alvin was not susceptible to her charms. Leaving her blouse open a couple of buttons did nothing—she looked down and found that instead of being buttoned, the neckline of her blouse had been sealed together as if both sides had been woven that way. The power of making women more modest than they wanted to be—a mighty yet delicate power indeed, but in her experience, a knack that no red-blooded man would even aspire to.

Why was Alvin immune to her charms? Uninterested in her conversation, her wit, her sharp tongue, Alvin would not even banter with her. Was he not clever enough to know sarcasm and irony when he heard them? No, it wasn’t that he didn’t understand her wit, or that he was offended by it. He just didn’t care how she talked or what she said or how she dressed or undressed.

It was Arthur Stuart who enlightened her, though he didn’t know it. He was talking to Sower, explaining why a young man like him hadn’t yet found a feminine companion for his life. “Many men don’t marry until their late thirties or into their forties,” Arthur said.

“True, but they’re fools,” said Sower. “The joy of marriage comes from children—from making them, and then from having them. But if you don’t have babies until you’re forty-five, then you’re too old and feeble to play with them. Romp with them. Children are more frisky than randy squirrels, boy. You need to have them when you’re still young, in your early twenties, as I perceive you to be.”

“Being married is no guarantee that you’ll have children,” said Arthur. “Alvin and Miss Margaret lost their first little one, then had a fine boy named Vigor. But no baby for the longest time.”

So, thought Eliza, Alvin is a married man who, unlike many such, took his vows so seriously that he did not respond to temptation at all, except to set it aside. A very, very married man. Which was honorable and Eliza respected him for it. After all, if he could seal up the neckline of a woman’s blouse, he could unbutton it, too, at his leisure, irresistibly. He would have to pick his time—nothing good would come from undressing a woman when other men were present—but Alvin could have his pick of women, Eliza was sure. But he was true to the one he had already picked.

On the journey to Crystal City, they had stopped only once a day, for dinner, so there wasn’t all that much time for talk and no time at all for flirting. Not that Eliza would be above winning the heart of Arthur Stuart, but she suspected that Alvin’s protectiveness would keep her from taking that flirtation very far at all. She would find it very uncomfortable if Alvin stymied her by making sure all her clothes were sealed together.

Still, she gravitated toward Arthur Stuart because she already knew the men she had traveled with, and had nothing to gain from them. But Arthur knew Alvin. It would be good to have him as a friend. And he appreciated her cleverness and gave better than he got.

On their last meal stop, somewhere in Noisy River or maybe the western edge of Wobbish, she and Arthur were chatting about, of course, marriage. “Sower told you to marry young,” said Eliza, “and that can be good advice, if you’re able to support a wife. You’re a charming lad, Arthur Stuart, and a good-looking fellow, but I wonder at the trouble you’ll have finding a wife. Your unique heritage will make you a social dilemma for any woman, no matter her color.”

Arthur shrugged, then gave her a little half-smile. “And yet you flirted with me, Goody Sower.” He called her that even though he well knew that she and Sower had no connection, that they had only pretended to be married to make the group look more respectable. A woman traveling alone with five men, or even three, could not have any surviving reputation. Goody Sower. Goodwife Sower.

“I did,” said Eliza. “But you know it would have led nowhere.”

“I think you were just afraid of what Alvin would do if you really made a try for me,” said Arthur. He glanced over toward Alvin, who was demonstrating a wrestling hold with one of the other men.

Eliza smiled. “What would he do?”

“Take away your ability to do anything at all with me,” said Arthur. “Because he thinks I’m still naive and need to be taken care of.”

“And if Alvin hadn’t been with us, and I made you the same offers, would you have taken them then?”

Arthur suddenly looked uncomfortable. “I think this salt pork isn’t sitting well with me,” he said.

“If I asked you to give me a baby, would you?” she asked, pushing even harder.

“With you not married to me?” asked Arthur. “I would not.”

“Nobody is born married,” she said. “Marriages can happen even between strangers—that’s how kings do it.”

“Are you proposing marriage to me?” asked Arthur.

“Keep your voice down, Arthur, please,” said Eliza. “I’m only talking about supposes.”

“Hypothetically,” said Arthur, “if a woman as pretty as you told me she wanted me for a husband, I would have to think, why? Does she hope that as my wife she’d have better access to Alvin Maker, because he and I are such friends?”

She said nothing. She was ashamed of herself, that Arthur had seen through her so easily.

“Oh, don’t be embarrassed,” said Arthur. “You’re far from the first woman to have that plan in mind, though none of them even hinted about marriage.”

“More fools they,” said Eliza. “It’s obvious that you’re very smart, very honorable. You’ll make a fine husband.”

“But not for a woman who only has eyes for my friend Alvin,” said Arthur.

And that had been the end of the conversation, as Arthur turned his attention back to his plate.

The rest of the way into the city—which they reached the next day around noon—Arthur never happened to be near enough to Eliza for them to talk. She was sure that this was by his design, that he was shunting her over near Alvin, as if saying to her, if he’s the one you want, then he’s the one you should talk to.

Or maybe he was saying, I will never marry a woman, I will never have carnal knowledge of a woman, without the approval of my friend. So if you really do have designs on me, persuade him first.

Or maybe he was just trying to avoid her. That would be the simplest explanation.

When they reached the city, there was no wall, just well-planted fields coming up green, orchards coming back into leaf and blossom. They passed between two masts and a sign suspended between them:


CRYSTAL CITY

A HAVEN FOR THE TALENTED



A haven. Talented. To come here was to declare that either you have a knack, or you liked the company of people with knacks, and that you wanted to be protected from a hostile world.

Is that me? thought Eliza. I have never needed protection—I get away clean, every time. What do they offer me here that I really need?

No, I’m here for something else. Or somebody else.

Eliza was surprised that they had gotten here, walking, in only … four days? Or was it three? She should be exhausted. But it felt as if she had floated here like a leaf in a stream, with Alvin Maker as the current. Yes, her legs had taken every step, but her feet were not sore, her calves were not painfully tight, her hips had not worn down to have bone scrape on bone. How did they travel so fast, yet not be in pain?

Alvin Maker, of course, thought Eliza. That or fairies, and she didn’t believe in fairies. Or magic. Whatever knacks were, Eliza didn’t believe that anything magical was involved. It was all science that nobody had figured out yet. Her knack for escaping never involved anything supernatural. She just knew, looking around her, where she could go to get herself out of sight, hide, and then continue her escape as soon as a way opened up. It was all keen observation, stealthy movement, and maybe some knack for averting the attention of anyone seeking her.

Maybe that was magical.

No, it wasn’t. There was no magic. Everything she could do, anyone could learn. The others just hadn’t bothered to learn it. Maybe, as children, they didn’t have such a motive for staying out of sight as she had.

After her father had killed her little brother, still a baby in the bassinet, by throwing him drunkenly at his mother, who could not catch him, Eliza had decided that theirs was now a murder house, and instead of helping them conceal the crime—or accident, as Mother called it, when she wasn’t saying, “I’m so clumsy, dear God, why am I so clumsy?”—Eliza made her escape from the house, unnoticed by her sisters or her father, who wasn’t up to noticing anything, though Mother seemed to glance toward her and nod. Wishful thinking?

She went straight to the sheriff’s office, found a deputy asleep at the table, woke him, and told him of the crime that had just happened. “My father was drunk and he threw the baby at my mother, but she didn’t realize what was happening, it was so unbelievable, that she couldn’t catch the boy, and his head banged against a chair and I think it snapped his neck, too. If you hurry there, you can catch them before they figure out how to hide the body.”

The deputy just sat there, looking dumfounded.

Fourteen-year-old Eliza leaned on the table, putting her face right in front of the deputy’s face, and said, crisply, “A baby was murdered at the Nutbutter house. Mr. Nutbutter did it. He’s drunk and probably dangerous, but if you don’t arrest him right now, they’ll find a way to hide the baby’s body.”

“Yes,” said the deputy. “Yes, terrible.”

“Tonight you are the law,” said Eliza. “Tonight you are the hand of justice. Stand up from your chair, take your gun, take some armed men with you in case Mr. Nutbutter decides to fight you, and arrest him. Or kill him, if he resists arrest.”

The deputy nodded.

“Stand up now,” Eliza said, “or I’ll have to tell the sheriff you were too drunk to do your job tonight.”

The deputy looked deeply offended. “I never touched a drop.”

“How could you, when you just poured it straight down your throat?” said Eliza.

The deputy stood up. “Got to get me a posse right now. With guns.”

Now that he was finally moving, Eliza’s job was done. She headed on out the main street of town, as the deputy was knocking on doors to get the men to help him arrest that miserable drunken baby-killer, Mr. Nutbutter, her father.

From then on Eliza lived on the move. She dressed above her age, and she learned to imitate the way ladies walked and talked—doctors’ wives, lawyers’ wives, preachers’ wives, merchants’ wives, even schoolteachers—who by law could not be anybody’s wife, but who had been reared with the same gentility as the wives.

In each new town, she would throw herself on the charity of one of the local churches—never the finest church in town, but maybe a humbler church, a Methodist or Baptist congregation, where someone always gave her housemaid employment or, sometimes, gardening work. The humbler congregations seemed always to have more food to spare, more room to offer shelter, more money to offer wages than the richer congregations.

Before she was sixteen, she was regularly accepted as a young lady of eighteen, and was even invited to apply to be a teacher at a high school in Appalachee, though some of the students were older than she was. She declined the offer and left the town fairly quickly, because she feared that if anyone found out how little education she actually had, some men might take her imitation of a mature woman far too seriously. Appalachee could be rough country.

Crystal City wasn’t London or Paris, she was sure of that, but neither was it rough country. Everybody was polite, and instead of going to a church to find charity and perhaps employment, she simply walked down the main street of town. Without meaning to, she had slipped away from Alvin, Arthur, and her thieving companions, so she was a lady walking unescorted out in public. Yet there were no catcalls, and no men to solicitously offer her their protection while she walked. She knew from experience that the ones who offered protection were exactly the men she needed protection from.

There didn’t seem to be anybody on the street in Crystal City who posed any threat to her. She was tempted to let a couple of buttons fall open, but no, this was no place to get a reputation like that. It was almost never hard to get men to be attentive to her, but in this town she wanted the friendship of the women, which could not be had if they thought their husbands would find this girl attractive and available.

It turned out, though, that her first friend was not a woman.

He was a tall man, obviously, judging by how far his legs reached out beyond the rocking chair he was sitting in on the raised wooden sidewalk in front of a tailor’s shop. He looked as if he bought his clothing there, handmade to fit him perfectly, though he looked a little rumpled now. His legs were so long that when Eliza reached him, she could not continue without either stepping over his legs, which would require an indecorous amount of skirt-raising, or walk out into the street, which was nearly paved with old horse dung and other effluvia. If they had a street-cleaning crew in Crystal City, it hadn’t gotten to this part of town recently.

She stood, waiting for the man to notice. To move his legs.

He was concentrating on the block of wood he was whittling with a knife that looked big enough to scare a bear. His hat brim was low, so that it was possible he hadn’t seen her arrive.

“Isn’t that an awfully big knife to use on a sculpture so delicate?” she asked.

He startled and immediately drew his legs back and sat straighter. “Beg your pardon, ma’am,” he said. “I didn’t mean to be an obstacle.”

“You’re carving the image of an elephant,” she said.

He feigned mild surprise. “I had no idea,” he said. “Is that what elephants look like?”

“Very amusing, sir,” said Eliza. “Thank you for moving your … lower limbs.”

The man hooted with laughter. “Are the prudes finally coming to town?”

Eliza had to smile. “I spoke ironically, sir. I’m perfectly capable of saying ‘legs’ in polite company.”

“And I was ironic when I pretended not to know I was carving an elephant. I doubt there are three other people in town who have ever seen one.”

“Where did you see an elephant?”

“Not at Bailey’s menagerie,” said the man. “I saw two elephants at the zoological gardens near Paris.”

“You’ve been to Paris?” asked Eliza, unable to contain her admiration.

“Several times, for several months at a time,” he said. “But the voyage there and back is such that you really don’t want to waste so much time in your limited mortal life, on the ocean looking at the ocean with nothing else to draw the eye.”

“Except that on the return trip, you could remember seeing elephants.”

“Just another animal, saggier than most, bigger than anything else on land. When they walk, the ground shakes a little. But they’re not beautiful enough to daydream about on the voyage home, especially when the sea is as gray as the elephant’s hide.”

“Are the elephants in cages at the Paris zoo?” she asked. “I hate to think of large animals cooped up in a small space.”

“Not cages, but not a huge area, either,” said the man. “Enough room for them to walk around, trumpet loudly to make sure nobody accidently falls asleep, and do the robust baby-making dance.”

Eliza knew instantly what he meant, and there were two schools of thought, she knew, about how she should respond. The best way was to look at him quizzically and say, “I do not understand you.” The second way was to put on an offended, snooty face and without a word walk away.

But he was far too interesting for her to leave him now, and she was quite sure he would see through the ruse if she pretended not to understand.

“Do I take it, then, sir, that the elephants were of two different sexes?”

“The one in front was female, it seemed to me, but the one trying to climb over her was in such a position that I could not be sure.”

“You speak rather rudely in front of a lady,” said Eliza.

“Is that what you are?” he asked. “It’s good of you to tell me.”

“What grounds have I given you to speak to me this way?” asked Eliza.

“It’s a simple enough test. I’ve said enough rude or crude or lewd things that a lady would have walked away long since.”

“Yet by staying, I learned that elephants mate rather as horses do,” said Eliza. “I’ve seen enough of that in my native village to be no longer shocked to hear, think of, or even see it.”

“You speak of animals in your native village,” said the man.

“The village was far too small to have any population of hack women who would perform coitus on the public street.”

“I apologize for entertaining such a thought, even momentarily.”

“You are not forgiven, you are not excused.”

“Yet you are still not leaving,” said the man.

“Because I do not know your name,” she said.

“So you can tell the deputy about my crime?”

This hit a little too close to home. He could not possibly know that she had denounced her murderous father to a deputy. Could he? Was that his knack? She had thought it was doing delicate carving with a too-big knife—which he had continued to do, the whole time that they talked.

“My name,” she said, “is Eliza Nutbutter.”

“Not ‘Missus’ something?” he asked.

“Neither widow nor fiancée,” she said.

“Unattached.”

“Except to myself and my dignity—very much attached to both.”

“And my name, my lady Nutbutter, is—”

She interrupted him. “Please call me Eliza. I want you to use that name. The other is the name of a detested drunken murderer of a father, as I think you knew already.”

He looked hurt and puzzled. “How could I be privy to such information, having never seen you before in my life?”

“I heard that in Crystal City, people could look into the walls and see stories about other people, far away or in the past. When you spoke of telling a deputy about a crime…”

“Oh,” he said. “Yes, I did see that, and I wondered why at the time. So that was you? The deputy seemed awfully stupid, refusing to get up for so long.”

Had he really seen that day? “Mr. Nutbutter had a fearsome reputation. The deputy would have stood bravely beside the sheriff, but to take action on his own—that was a lot to ask.”

“Your father,” said the man.

“I have no reason to doubt my mother, though I hope to heaven that I bear him no resemblance.”

The man looked up from his carving, then set the wood and the knife in his lap as he regarded her. “I can assure you that your mother was an honest woman.”

“That was not in doubt,” said Eliza, finally getting offended and showing it.

“You were the one who cast her chastity into doubt,” said the man, “by insisting that you bear no resemblance to your father.”

“A rude man might have construed it that way.”

“Every man would construe it that way,” said the man, “but only a rude one would mention it to you.”

“Think what you want, say what you want, I don’t care.”

“Because you mean to leave this haven for the overknacked too soon for gossip to be a problem for you?”

“If I want to leave, I will,” she said. “But will I have to leave still ignorant of your name?”

He hooted in laughter once again. “Calvin,” he said, thrusting out his hand.

She looked at his hand. “Isn’t it customary for a gentleman to rise when greeting a lady?”

He did not get up. “Yes, I’m quite sure it is.”

“Do you imply, sir, that I am not lady enough to deserve such dignity?”

“Miss Eliza,” said Calvin, “I only meant that I, as you should know by now, am no gentleman.”

She couldn’t help but smile.

He began to rock the chair a little. Then he held out both knife and wood to her. Without even deciding to, she took them both.

“Rising from a rocking chair,” he said, “is more labor than I usually undertake in a day, and I need a few feet of room directly in front of me.”

Not moving out of his way, she said, “What for?”

He bounded forward out of the chair and immediately ran into her. He reached around her in a tight embrace, carrying her backward several steps, but not allowing her to fall and not causing them to have to step off the wooden sidewalk.

“I warned you that I needed space,” said Calvin.

“And then left me no time to make way,” said Eliza.

“Perhaps I hoped I could catch you in my arms and never let you go.”

Eliza didn’t actually mind being in his arms, but she knew her role. “Whatever your intention might be, I do not approve of nor appreciate your embrace.”

“I think you do appreciate it,” said Calvin, “and I don’t give a fig for anyone’s approval.”

“Why don’t you let me go, sir?”

“Because I’m afraid that if I do,” said Calvin, “you will take a step backward and wind up sitting on your bottom in the city street.”

Eliza glanced down and saw that only the toes of her boots were on the sidewalk. She really was relying on his embrace to remain standing.

“Please step back and bring me away from the precipice,” said Eliza.

Holding her even more tightly, he took two steps back. Now she touched her feet to the wooden sidewalk. But he immediately leaned back enough to raise her feet off the sidewalk again.

“You are holding me so tightly,” she said, “that I cannot even set my feet on the ground.”

“You’re not barefoot,” he said, “and the ground is a good two feet below the level of the sidewalk.”

“Why do you insist on holding me like this?” she said, getting a little irked now.

“Are you embarrassed to be seen like this on a public street? Because I can assure you, no one is looking at us.”

“So this behavior is not for show?” she asked.

“This behavior, as you call it,” said Calvin, “is because I very much like the feeling of your breasts pressed against my upper abdomen, and your belly against—”

“Do you like being offensive? Speaking of my breasts like that?”

“I wasn’t going to leave my own sacred anatomy out of the discussion,” he said.

“I wish you would,” she said. “Delightful as our dance has been till now, I no longer hear the music. Let me go.”

Immediately Calvin let her go—and plunked himself back down into the rocking chair.

“I can take back my knife and elephant now,” he said, reaching for them.

While he was holding me, thought Eliza, I was holding a big hunting knife. I didn’t even think to threaten him with it. Well, better late than never. “I would have stabbed you with it, sir, except it would be impossible to get the bloodstains out of my blouse and skirt, and using it for stabbing would dull the edge so that carving with it would be out of the question.”

She relinquished both his wood and blade into his hands.

“None the worse for wear,” he said, spinning the knife like a baton.

“Be careful with that.”

He continued twirling it. As he did, she took a good look at him. A manly face, slightly bearded, as if he had only decided to grow it out three days ago.

“You don’t need a beard. Your face is comely enough without it.”

“I’m not seeking comeliness,” said Calvin. “I’m seeking to reduce my resemblance to my older brother.”

Now she looked at him with new eyes. “Good heavens, is Alvin Maker your very brother?”

“You see my problem?” asked Calvin. “The resemblance.”

“But you don’t resemble him at all in character,” said Eliza.

“Let me guess. On your entire trek here to Crystal City, he never once showed the slightest interest in your charming self?”

She said nothing.

“And not because you didn’t try to interest him,” said Calvin, letting a smile creep onto his lips.

“What do you mean by that?” she said.

“I mean that I think you found ways to offer yourself, and he did not even notice.”

“Offer myself? As his maid?”

“He could have almost any woman in the city, and yet he withholds himself from you,” said Calvin. “Of course you resent him.”

“Then why are you trying to not resemble him?” asked Eliza. “If he’s so irresistible to women, and you look so much like him, how is that not a good thing for you, since I take it you wouldn’t be averse to making use of almost any woman in the city?”

“It isn’t his fine looks that attract these women,” said Calvin. “It’s his power. His knack. His prestige.”

“Have you no knack, then?” asked Eliza.

“I am very knackered,” he said.

“A pointless pun,” she said.

“Being pointless is the whole point of puns,” said Calvin. “I have every knack he has. I am also a seventh son of a seventh son.”

And at that moment, Eliza realized that she had very much enjoyed having her breasts press against Calvin’s body, and that Alvin’s chastity was not going to be much of a problem to her, if she could attract the attention of a less chaste copy of himself.
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