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Lindow, Brandenburg, 1536

It was getting late in the afternoon as the two brothers Klaus and Nick ran through the field, deftly avoiding the cow droppings. They had finished their farm chores for the day and had gone out on what they called “an adventure,” which usually consisted of pretending to be fighting a black knight or escaping from a bear.


“Last to the trees is a loser,” Klaus called out as he started to sprint to the edge of the woods.


Nick knew his younger brother well enough to have expected the challenge. His longer legs allowed him to catch up and he managed a small cry of “loser” as he crashed onto a narrow deer path only a few feet before his sibling.


“Not fair,” exclaimed Klaus as he dropped on the ground next to him. “You always win!”


Even though they were siblings, the brothers were very different. Klaus had always been stockier than his brother, his hair darker than Nicholas’ straw-blonde, and curlier as well. Nicholas was tall for his ten years and slender like his father.


After a few moments they caught their breath and curiously looked around. The path they were on was clearly outlined in the thick undergrowth. Deer were plenty in the woods, often coming out of the forest at dusk to feed on the fields. The farmers detested them but there was not much they could do.


“Have you seen this before?” Klaus asked. “I wonder where this path leads.”


“Dunno, let’s find out.”


“You know what Dad says about going into the forest, right?”


Nick dismissed the concern with a shake of his head. “That talk about witches is just to scare little children. And Fred was saying the other day that nobody had seen any wolves around here since forever. We’re only checking out this path for a little bit and we’ll be back before it gets dark.”


Klaus wasn’t going to disagree on this with his brother and followed him along the meandering path. The dense forest looked somber and foreboding so late in the afternoon when the rays of the setting sun had a hard time breaking through to the ground.


The first couple of hundred feet into the forest they were excited about exploring new territory, but before long they started to get bored. One tree looked very much like the next one, and other than the occasional squirrel there wasn’t much in the form of wildlife to be seen.


Suddenly, Nick stopped.


“Do you see that?” he pointed. “It looks like an elf dancing!”


Klaus squinted.


“I think it’s a clearing. Maybe it’s the deer’s den!”


They carefully continued and soon reached the edge of a grass-covered open area in the middle of the forest.


The older brother took note of the spot where the path ended into the clearing as he walked onto the grass.


“How strange, it looks like a perfect circle!”


“Maybe there is a wizard living here after all?” Klaus suggested.


“Nonsense, there are no wizards here. But it does look strange.”


They walked to the middle of the clearing and looked around.


“Yeah, it does look strange,” Nick agreed. “You know, let’s just sit down for a few moments and then we’ll head back home. It’ll be getting time anyway.”


They sat down back to back, leaning into each other as they were used to doing.


“Do you hear it?”


Nick nodded as he also heard the humming sound that was slowly getting louder. With the sound, a vibration came through the ground that was getting stronger too.


“Maybe we should leave. This is a seriously strange place.”


Nick shook his head. “No, I want to know what is happening here. Father will want to know if there is something strange going on in the forest so close to the farm.”


Goosebumps appeared upon Klaus’ arm and he stood up.


“It is getting cold. And dark. Look at the sky!”


Within a few seconds, the sky turned pitch black, except for the stars that had come out. But it was far too early for night to have fallen!


Nick stood up too and looked at the small patch of sky visible from the clearing in amazement.


“The stars are moving, you see that? They are not standing still at all!”


Klaus nodded and took Nick’s hand.


“I want to go home now,” he whispered.


Nick agreed and looked around to find the path they had come from, but it was too dark to see anything clearly.


Before he could ask his brother about finding the path, the stars disappeared and the sky turned bright as day again. But within seconds it turned back to night, and then continued flickering back and forth between day and night.


Still holding on to his brother, Nick tried to walk to the edge of the clearing, but found he couldn’t. Instead, they were turned around, first gently, then faster and faster.


As the flicker between night and day turned into a continuous gray twilight, the trees suddenly seemed to have dropped all their leaves. The ground turned snow white for a moment, then the trees were green again. Klaus and Nick were still turning around, faster and faster.


Nick and Klaus desperately tried to hold onto each other, but in the end the swirling was too strong and they had to let go. Then everything turned pitch black. Within moments, they were lost to each other for a long, long time.
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Amsterdam, 1640

The blackness when Nick lost his brother had lasted only a few seconds. He felt cold rain on his head, and he realized he had instinctively closed his eyes. He quickly opened them and found himself on a street lined with brick buildings. The sky was gray, making it hard to guess the time of day, and the rain was pouring down. There were only a few people on the street, none of them looking in his direction.


The buildings looked very different from any buildings he had ever seen, and the people looked somehow different too. He shivered, as much from the shock as from the rain that soaked his shirt, and realized he had to find some place dry. Picking a direction at random, he ran down the street.


All the houses looked the same, and they all had their doors and shutters closed against he weather. Nick kept on running until he noticed a large door with a cross above it.


The door opened when he pulled on it and he stumbled inside. He found himself in a small church. It looked very bare and empty, no decorations, no statues, but it was clearly a church. He walked along the pews to the front and sank on his knees.


“God in heaven, forgive me for my sins,” he prayed. “I should not have gone into the woods and should not have led my brother into danger. I will confess as soon as I find a priest to hear my confession. But I am lost now, and I don’t know where to go and what to do. Please, Lord, give me a sign.”


A man had sat down in a pew behind him while he was praying.


“Are you praying in German?” the man asked with a heavy accent when Nick paused.


“Yes, sir.”


“You are not from here?”


“Forgive me, sir, but I’m not entirely sure where here is. I’m afraid I’m lost.”


The man nodded and put his hand on the boy’s shoulder.


“You have come to the right place. I am Father Smeets and this is my church. I thought I heard someone speak the language of Luther. Tell me, my son, what has happened to you...”


⁂

Nick ran down the alley, taking a shortcut to the house of master Guido. His mistake had been to stop at the candy store, thinking about what he would be doing with the nickel he could be earning for delivering the message. He had been looking at the different sugar candies, unable to make up his mind, for far too long. Now he had to hurry to catch the Leather Guild master before he closed his shop.


Nick was acutely aware of how lucky he had been that he had sought refuge from the rain in that particular church, now over a year ago. As a Lutheran, Father Smeets had learned German so he could read the texts of his hero in their original language. He had taken pity on the ten year old boy who could only speak a German dialect, and had offered Nick room and board if he would study and help out where needed.


By now, Nick knew all the shortcuts in Amsterdam since the priest had never hesitated to have him run all kids of errands. He had often used this alley to cross through to the next canal.


Now, he stopped in his tracks as he found the alley almost blocked by a large wooden box painted dark blue. It looked so completely out of place that he was afraid to approach it.


As he stared at the box, a door opened and a man stepped out. Nick could not clearly see the face in the dim light of the alley as the man approached him, but he definitely looked old.


“Who are you?” the man asked. “Why are you here? What are you doing?”


“You speak German!” was the first thing Nick exclaimed in surprise.


“I do? Sure I do. Of course I do. But how about you?”


Nick had become quite adept at the Dutch the people in Amsterdam spoke, but this man sounded as if he were from Lindow where Nick was born. Yet he did not recognize him at all.


“My name is Nicholas, sir. Nicholas Braun. I am on my way to deliver a message to master Guido of the Leather Guild.”


“You don’t belong here,” the stranger determined as he waved a strange metal object in front of Nick. “You shouldn’t be here at all. Why are you here? Did the Altons bring you?”


Nick had not told anyone except father Smeets about the clearing in the forest back in Lindow, and how he miraculously had found himself more than a century later in Amsterdam. Father Smeets hadn’t believed him, but fortunately hadn’t pressed him on another explanation either. This reception had been enough to teach Nicholas to keep his fantastic story to himself. So how did this stranger know about him?


“I don’t know why I’m here, sir. It was a year ago that my brother and I were in a forest, and a storm came up and blew us away. When I woke up, I was in a gutter and everybody around me spoke a strange language. I have never seen my brother since.”


The man looked at him, deep in thought. “That was no normal storm. It must have been an Alton defense mechanism. You say that happened a year ago?”


“Yes, sir.”


“It wasn’t. More likely a century ago. You were thrown out of the way, in time and space. But why here? Why now? And—you had a brother you said?”


“Yes, Klaus is his name. He is my little brother. I wish I knew what happened to him!”


“I’ll have to find him. Something is going on. Something fishy.”


The man continued to murmur as he went back into his box, which a moment later disappeared with a lot of noise. Nick looked at the spot where the box had been and rubbed his eyes, wondering if he had been dreaming. Then he remembered the message for master Guido and hurried on his way.
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Ann Arbor, 1855

One moment he was flying in the air above a forest, the next he found himself lying on the ground at the side of the road.


Dizzy but unhurt, Klaus got up and looked around. The sun was high up in the blue sky, accentuated by a few puffy white clouds. The temperature felt cooler than it should be for July. The land was mostly flat as far as he could see. There were fields and rows of trees separating them. The road he found himself on was muddy and seemed to go on forever in either direction. All in all his surroundings felt very different, alien.


He spotted a farmhouse in the distance, nothing else as far as the eye could see. No church towers or other signs of people. He figured he’d head for the house and try to get directions to go home.


The farm looked very different from anything he had ever seen. It was a wooden building, not stone, and the barn was much higher than he was used to. The buildings were all painted white. Klaus collected his courage and knocked on the door. A young girl about his own age opened and said something he didn’t understand.


“Gutentag,” he said in his best proper German. The girl shrugged her shoulders and called back into the house. A woman appeared behind him also speaking the foreign language.


“Gutentag,” he repeated, and tried to explain his name was Klaus and he didn’t know where he was.


The woman seemed to understand him just as little as he understood her.


“Deutsch?” she asked tentatively, pointing at Klaus, who nodded eagerly.


“Ja, Deutsch. Lindow, Brandenburg.”


The woman just shook her head, and said something to the girl, who ran out and down the road. She then motioned Klaus to come into their single-room house.


It looked like a small family lived here. There was a bed on one side of the room, with a fresh straw mattress and some heavy wool blankets, a table on the other side and a cupboard against the wall. There was also a smaller table next to a cast iron wood-burning stove, where the woman seemed to have been preparing a meal.


She motioned Klaus to sit down at the table and gave him a mug of fresh water, which he eagerly accepted. “Danke,” he said, suddenly realizing how thirsty he was.


He sat on the chair while she continued preparing food. Klaus realized he was hungry as well as thirsty, but he didn’t know how to explain that.


Just as he was starting to wonder how long he would be sitting there he heard a carriage draw up in front of the house. A moment later, the little girl came running back into the house, followed by an older boy.


The boy asked him, “you speak German?” Klaus almost cried out from happiness. The accent was thick but he could at least understand the words.


“Yes, yes I speak German. I am from Lindow. I don’t know how I got here, but could you please show me how to get home?”


The conversation that ensued was long and, at times, confusing. The boy, whose name was Gustav, did his best to translate back and forth.


The farmer’s wife introduced herself as Mrs. Wilder. She explained that her husband and her sons were working on the fields, and they would be back later in the afternoon. Gustav lived on a neighboring farm, the oldest in a family that had come from Germany. He and his father had been working with Mr. Wilder to plow the fields. Gustav explained that the Wilders had a plow but his own family had a draw horse, so the two families would often work together.


Klaus asked for the way to Lindow, and Gustav replied he had never heard of a place called Lindow in Michigan.


“What is Michigan?” Klaus asked. “Lindow is in Brandenburg.”


“What is Brandenburg?” Gustav countered. “We’re here in Michigan, close to Ann Arbor, in the United States.”


None of these names meant anything to Klaus, but he started to understand that he was much farther from home than he had ever thought possible. As the realization that he might not be seeing his family for a long time sank in, he started to cry.


Mrs. Wilder, who had been wondering about the strange boy who had showed up on her doorstep, took him into her arms and set him on her lap.


“It’ll be alright,” she comforted. “It’ll be alright, we will find your family. It will be fine in the end.”


The soft strokes on his back and the soothing voice helped quench Klaus’ panic and he looked up at her.


“What am I going to do? I don’t know anybody, can’t even understand anybody except Gustav.”


“We will figure out something. I think, first you will want to eat something. After that, we will go over to Gustav’s place, and we will figure something out.”


She put Klaus back in a chair at the table and got him some bread and butter, and another mug of water to drink. After that, Gustav took all of them in his buggy back to the Adler’s farm house.


Mrs. Adler listened to Gustav’s rapid explanations, and gave a questioning look at Mrs. Wilder.


“I don’t know what to do, Heidi,” Mrs. Wilder sighed. “He really just knocked on the door out of nowhere. And he doesn’t seem to speak any English at all. So I figured I’d come to you, at least you will be able to talk with him.”


Heidi Adler looked at Klaus, and back at her neighbor.


“Well, I suppose he can stay here for right now. I’ll talk with Manfred tonight, I’m sure he will know what to do.”


With that, Gustav and Mrs. Wilder left and Mrs. Adler asked all kinds of questions of Klaus. Although he could understand the words, in many cases he didn’t understand the meaning of the questions.


He explained that he was playing in the woods with his brother, and that he got turned around, and suddenly found himself on the road here in Michigan.


Mrs. Adler didn’t believe that he was from a place in Brandenburg. She figured he must be suffering from some kind of memory loss, maybe he had had an accident. She also did not believe at all his claim that he had been born in the Year of the Lord 1527.


“It is 1855, my dear,” she explained patiently, “and you can’t be more than ten years old. More like eight or nine, if you ask me. But don’t you worry, my husband will figure out what to do.”


Klaus realized nobody would believe his fantastic story, so he decided not to explain how he had gotten here anymore. He wasn’t going to give up trying to understand it himself, but he wouldn’t struggle to make anyone else understand.


Manfred Adler, when he got home, agreed with his wife to let Klaus stay while they tried to find his family. That Sunday when they went into town for church, he asked the other German families in the area but nobody had heard about a lost boy. And so it came to pass that Klaus stayed with the Adler family, eventually getting formally adopted by them as their second son.
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Amsterdam, 1645

Nick was following his master to the harbor. A few months ago, Father Smeets had found the boy a position with master Hildebrand van der Kuijp, a merchant well-known for trading with the German states. The merchant had been looking for bright apprentice who would be of help with the German clients and their correspondence. Nick had been learning to read Dutch, German and Latin from the priest for the past five years and by now was well-versed in both Dutch and German, although his Latin was still very limited.


They walked from the master’s house on the Keizersgracht to the harbor in the middle of town. Called “On the Water”, the broad quay was lined with warehouses where the rich Amsterdam merchants temporarily stored their wares before shipping them on. The smaller merchants, who couldn’t afford the prime warehouses, rented space in wooden shacks that had been erected on the quay to keep their wares dry and somewhat safe from theft.


As they emerged from the narrow side street, the broad quay of On the Water was spreading out in front of them. Thirty or more ships were moored here, loading and unloading, and another two dozen ships were seen on the other side of the broad canal, where still more warehouses directly backed up to the water.


And these were only the smaller ships that were coming to Amsterdam. The large, ocean-going vessels were moored on the IJ in front of the town, from where their cargo was taken by tenders to the shore.


Coming to the harbor made Nick realize that he was fundamentally a country boy. Amsterdam’s importance as one of the major metropoles in the civilized world was nowhere more evident than here with the continuous activity, the hundreds and hundreds of people purposefully going about their business, the seemingly never ending chaos. It felt oppressive to the young man, but also made him feel proud to be part of this.


The air smelled of fish, as it did in any harbor, but also of many different spices. The merchants and officers and sailors passing by spoke a variety of languages, many more than Nicholas could recognize. Many of them had dark hair and dark skins, contrasting brightly with the Viking-like Nordic sailors. The stevedores were busy loading and unloading the ships.


Nick almost lost track of his master as he gawked at all the activity around him. He just saw him entering one of the shacks before a group of more than a dozen sailors on shore leave blocked his view. They seemed to be arguing about which whorehouse to visit and Nick was careful to keep his distance from them. He slowly followed his master, continuing to take in at all the activity around him.


Not five minutes could have passed when he noticed smoke rising up behind the building master Hildebrand had gone into. The smoke quickly grew thicker and people started to scream.


Several men came running out of the building but Nick’s master wasn’t among them. As the smoke grew thicker and flames became visible at the roof of the building, Nick fretted. His master still hadn’t come out.


Fire was the biggest enemy for everyone, both for towns and for the wooden ships. Even though plenty of water was close by, there was no guarantee that any fire could be contained.


Sailors on nearby ships quickly formed a bucket brigade and started throwing water on the building from which smoke was rising. Stevedores and other laborers from the nearby warehouses formed a second brigade.


“Master Hildebrand,” Nick called. “Master Hildebrand, where are you?”


No answer, and nobody was leaving the building anymore. Nick ran towards it, realizing his employer must still be inside. People yelled at him to stay away, but he ignored them.


“Master Hildebrand, are you there?” he kept on calling as he got to the door. He couldn’t see much at all through the smoke but thought he could hear faint coughing through the crackle of the flames.


Without thinking about the risk, Nick ran into the building towards the back. He kept calling out, and a strangled “here” answered him. Following the sound, he found his master pinned down by a large beam that had fallen from the ceiling.


Nick grabbed the man’s shoulders and pulled, until he was able to free him. The merchant’s left leg was clearly broken and Nick had to half drag, half carry him to safety. He coughed from the smoke and the strain but managed to get them both out of the burning building. They collapsed on the quay while the building behind him imploded, sending sparks flying all around.


⁂

Doctors were able to save Hildebrand van der Kuijp’s leg, and Nick’s coughing went away after a few days. A week after the fire, Nick was summoned into the office.


Nick had been in the office only once before, when he was offered his job. He looked around in awe. There were large windows through which the sun streamed in, illuminating the book cases along the walls. The main desk was large, carved with intricate patterns. The work area on the top of the desk had a soft cloth stretched over it, making it comfortable to the touch.


The man behind the desk gazed at him thoughtfully.


“You realize that you saved my life?” the merchant, sitting behind a large desk, asked.


“Eh... it’s nothing, sir. Anyone would have done it.”


The older man nodded.


“And modest too, that’s good. You will go far, boy. But you did save my life, and you deserve a reward for this.”


“Really, sir, it is nothing.”


“Nonsense, my life is definitely not nothing. So tell me, what would you want as a reward?”


“Sir, you already gave me a job, that is reward enough.”


“Stop talking back to me, son. Now name your reward already!”


Nick thought for a moment.


“There is nothing for myself I want,” he answered finally, “but there are a lot of poor people in the city. If you really want to do something, can you give some food to the poorest of them?”


“Food for those lazy bums, without them having to work for it? Why on Earth would I do that?”


“You asked me what I wanted as a reward, sir. That is what I would want my reward to be.”


Van der Kuijp considered this strange request.


“You are truly a remarkable young man,” he decided in the end, “and you will have it. I will be setting up a food distribution as your reward.”
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Ann Arbor, 1865

Klaus walked along the road into town, contemplating his situation. News about the end of the war had reached Ann Arbor only a few weeks ago, and with it, his plans had been thrown in disarray.


He had intended to enlist in the army on his eighteenth birthday, as his adoptive father refused to allow him to join before that. Gustav had enlisted four years ago and was killed at a place called Antietam. Because there were no other sons in the family, Klaus was expected to inherit the farm when the old farmer died.


Klaus wasn’t sure he was cut out to be a farmer, he was much more interested in life in the growing cities. One of the reasons he wanted to join the army was to save up enough money to start a shop in Ann Arbor, or even in the distant Detroit.


While considering the options he had left when he would be turning eighteen in a little bit over two months, he didn’t notice the man overtaking him.


“Are you Klaus, the brother of Nicholas Braun?”


This stopped Klaus in his tracks. He had never told anyone about his older brother, since nobody believed his story. And he had almost forgotten his old surname, having used Adler for the past ten years.


“Who wants to know?” he asked, suspicious of the stranger. Klaus tried to take a good look at the man, who was tall with wild gray hair. His black coat, although completely out of place, looked strangely familiar and comforting.


The stranger looked at an unusual metal device he held in his hand. Klaus wondered if it were some kind of weapon.


“You are, aren’t you? The same traces of the Alton defense field are around you.”


Klaus shook his head. The man was talking nonsense, and he started to wonder if he had maybe escaped from an asylum. Still, he knew the name of his brother, and nobody could know that name. At least, nobody who wasn’t involved in his abduction in the first place.


“How do you know Nicholas?” he asked, tacitly acknowledging the stranger’s assertion.


“Never mind that, the question is, what are you doing here? Or more to the point, what are you doing now?”


Klaus’ eyes opened wide at hearing the exact same questions he had been asking himself for over ten years.


“What do you mean?” he asked.


“You are not from here, and not from now. Yet here you are, and now you are. The question is, why? Why are you here, why are you now? There has to be something that brought you here. Something in this place and time.”


The man continued to mutter to himself as he walked ahead, seeming to have forgotten about Klaus and focused on getting into town.


The brief encounter bothered Klaus more than he initially thought. After that first confused day, ten years ago, he hadn’t mentioned his brother or where he came from to anyone. He was convinced that both his adoptive mother and Mrs. Wilder had long forgotten his strange, wild stories, since they clearly didn’t believe him at the time.


He had never been able to find out anything more himself about his past. He was still convinced that he was born in 1527 in a town called Lindow in one of the German principalities, but he knew that was totally impossible. So over the years he learned to ignore that little fact, and all memories he had of his earlier childhood.


Yet now that was all getting raked up again in the form of a man who not only seemed to know he was from a different place, but also that he was from a different time.


It didn’t take Klaus much longer to get to the town, and as he walked down the dusty main street, he saw the strange man again, talking to some people outside of the saloon.


Klaus argued with himself about whether he should avoid the stranger or walk up to him and find out what he knew, when someone across the street cried out.


“That’s him! That’s the one who pointed at my cows, and now one of them is dead in the field.”


Klaus recognized the voice of Kevin Hutchinson, who as a little boy had been known as the bully of the playground. He always seemed to have his friends hanging around him and today was no different.


Realizing there would be trouble, Klaus hurried closer to the saloon.


The stranger looked up at the approaching group and held up his hands, as if to ward them off.


“I didn’t do anything to your cow,” he implored, but with little effect. The young men kept coming and clearly were not going to believe the stranger. All of them were armed.


Kevin demanded to be paid for the dead cow, while the stranger continued to plead his innocence. Other people started to join in, demanding from Kevin to explain how the stranger had killed his cow, if all he had done was point at it.


As the discussions heated up, the stranger slowly drifted to the back of the building crowd, trying not to draw any attention to himself.


Klaus called out “Over here” to the stranger and ducked into an alley. He stopped at the next corner to make sure the man was following him, then dashed to the right and opened the back door of the second house. He held the door open just long enough for the stranger to hurry in behind him, then closed and locked it.


He motioned to be quiet and then called out “Paula? It’s me, Klaus.”


“What’s up, Klaus?” a young woman’s voice replied. Klaus walked to the front of the building to greet his old class mate, and kept her talking for ten minutes while Kevin and his gang looked all over town for the stranger. They even came into the store but Paula truthfully said she hadn’t seen any strangers at all.


Eventually he said goodbye to Paula and returned to the back of the house. He carefully opened the door and peered out.


“Everything clear,” he whispered and motioned for the stranger to follow him. Once outside, he looked the older man in the eye.


“I don’t know who you are, or what you want,” he explained, “but this town does not seem to be a good place for you right now. If I were you I would get out of here as soon as possible.”


“I suppose you’re right,” the stranger answered, “but I’ll be back. Something is decidedly wrong here, and I will find out what and why.”


“Before you go, though, what do you know about my brother? Is he still alive?”


The man looked at him as if trying to figure out how to respond.


“Yes, he is,” he finally responded. “Nicholas survived, and is growing up. But I’m afraid you are not going to be able to find him. He is far, far away.”
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Amsterdam, 1649

Nick was working on writing a letter of passage in the scribe’s room on the second floor of master Hildebrand’s house. The room was in the back of the building, looking out over a small backyard that contained the outhouse. It was evening, the sun had long since set and the room was lit by oil lamps along the walls. The letter Nick worked on was fairly standard, still it was always tricky to check the exact principalities the factor was expected to travel through and make sure that all the requirements for free passage were met.


His master was having the factor in question over for a working dinner in the room below, and was expecting the letter of passage to be done before the dinner was finished. It was not uncommon at all for Nick to work until late at night in situations like this.


The door opened and Nick looked up. He recognized Hans, who had gotten Nick’s job of waiting on the master when Nick was promoted to scribe.


“Mister Nick, there you are. I was looking all over for you. The master needs a bottle from the cellar.”


“And why aren’t you getting that bottle, when it’s so important?”


“He needs a specific bottle, and you know I’m not good with the letters. Not yet, at least.” Nick had been teaching Hans to read and write, but he still had a long way to go.


Nick sighed. He was used to being pulled in different directions; that was normal for any of the people in master Hildebrand’s employ. But the cellar was dark, damp and dirty, and he wasn’t eager to go there at the best of times.


He took the piece of paper with the name of the wine from Hans and made his way down. There were two oil lamps hanging next to the cellar entrance. Nick took one, lighted it and went down.


“That is strange,” he murmured as he felt a draft when he opened the cellar door. There were no windows or other doors to the cellar, which was a main reason why the place tended to be so disgusting. A draft should not be possible.


He carefully descended the old wooden stairs, listening for any sound other than the soft creaking. As his eyes adjusted to the darkness he saw the dirty wine racks along the walls. The musky smell was exactly what he expected, but the dark hole in the floor was most definitely not.


The hole was about three feet in diameter. As he got closer, he could see a ladder leading down. Curiosity got the better of him, and after putting the oil light down, he carefully descended. The ladder felt cold, made out of some strange metal, looking much lighter than cast iron.


The pit was only ten feet deep with what felt like a stone floor at its bottom. Strangely enough, it wasn’t getting any darker the deeper he went. There were no candles or other light sources, but he could clearly make out the rough walls, and it was obvious that a tunnel led out from the pit.


In for a cent, in for a guilder Nick thought to himself and he started down the corridor. It sloped downward and curved around, and shortly opened up into a large, strange room. The room seemed empty, the walls decorated with round and rectangular patterns.


The moment he stepped into the room, he felt himself picked up by invisible hands and held in the air. An involuntary scream escaped his mouth but then nothing more happened. He hung in the air, arms and legs spread out, about three feet above the floor, unable to do anything.


He could move a little bit, wiggle his fingers, turn his head, but not more. He looked around the room. It seemed to get brighter. First he thought it was his eyes adjusting to the dim light, but then he realized a ray of light was coming from one of the walls and pointing at him.


The light continued to get brighter and brighter, to the point that he had to close his eyes and turn his head away from the source. He felt a tugging in the back of his head, as if someone had a string wrapped around his thoughts and was pulling on it.


In his growing panic, he thought of his brother Klaus. He remembered the two of them running through the fields, unaware of the ordeal that would befall them. He remembered them discovering the strange, round clearing in the woods.


The tugging in the back of his head grew stronger, and somehow that tugging felt like his brother. It reminded him of the warmth of Klaus’ body as they sat back-to-back in the grass.


In his mind, he reached out to his brother, tried to hold on to him as he had tried all those years ago. He remembered the scream, as they were torn apart, and tried to reach out even further with his mind.


“Klaus!” he yelled. “Klaus! Come here, Klaus!”


Something snapped and the force holding him up in the air disappeared together with the bright light. He fell the few feet to the ground, not able to see anything. He felt drained as if he had been working on the fields all day. Still, he managed to crawl out of the room, finding the corridor by touch, and climbed up the metal ladder. Ignoring the oil lamp, he continued to crawl up the stairs and out of the cellar.


Outside of the door, he collapsed and everything turned black.


⁂

When he came to, Nick was lying in his bed, in the small bedroom he shared with Hans. He slowly opened his eyes and looked at the familiar surroundings. Light was streaming in through the small window, indicating it was about mid-day. He wondered how long he had been passed out.


Nick got up carefully but he didn’t feel dizzy, as he had felt a couple of years ago when he had been knocked out by a blow to his head. He put on his clothes, which were draped over the chair in the room, and went downstairs.


In the kitchen, the cook looked at him.


“Nick, you are awake! You must be hungry!”


Now that she mentioned it, Nick did feel pangs of hunger coming from his stomach. He sat down in the chair the cook motioned him to and gratefully accepted the piece of bread she gave him.


“What happened to you?” she asked. “Hans said he finally found you asleep in front of the cellar room, after nobody could find you for almost a week. Where have you been?”


“Been?” Nick stammered. “I went into the cellar to get a bottle of wine for the master, as Hans had told me the master wanted. I don’t remember anything after that.”


“That was eight days ago, you must have been somewhere?”


“I don’t know, I really don’t. The next thing I know is that I woke up in my bed, just about ten minutes ago.”


“Nicholas Braun, what are you hiding?”


“Nothing, ma’am,” he lied. The room under the cellar had been so strange that he had decided he must have imagined it.


The cook was not convinced, but she gave up trying to push him. The rest of the day, Nick had to explain over and over again that he had no idea what had happened to him. Master van der Kuijp himself called him into his office and asked him about details, but Nick stuck to his story. Eventually everything turned back to normal and the episode was forgotten by all but Nick.
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Ann Arbor, 1878

Klaus descended a path down to the Huron river. The trees were thick here on the hillside where the land was too steep and too rocky to farm. Checking the traps the Adler family had along the banks of the river had become one of Klaus’ favorite chores, especially when the weather was as nice as today. It gave him some time to think.


The man waiting for him on the path looked familiar. It took Klaus a few moments to remember the episode thirteen years earlier, the man who had asked about his brother, and was run out of town by Kevin Hutchinson.


“So we meet again,” he stated when he reached the older man. “This time, I think you owe me some answers. For starters, who are you and how do you know me?”


“I am the Doctor, and I am here because something happened to you. I don’t know what that is yet, but I intend to find out. Because whatever happened to you is probably dangerous, not just to you, but to all of Earth.”


Klaus stared at him with wide open eyes.


“You didn’t bring me here? So what did? Magic?”


“Not magic, although you might as well call it that. No, what brought you here was a defense shield from a race called the Altons. It seems that you and your brother came too close to one of their installations, and it pushed you away, in time as well as in space. That much is clear.


“The big question is, why you ended up here and now, and why your brother ended up where he did. There has to be a reason, some connection. And with the energy of the defense field still lingering around you, you are the key to finding that out.”


Klaus wasn’t sure if that “explanation” explained anything at all. The fact that he had traveled through both space and time was no surprise, he had realized that long ago. But it was disconcerting that this man, this doctor, thought that to be something normal.


He shook himself, realizing that he probably wouldn’t understand the explanation anyway. He turned to more practical questions.


“So, what are we going to do?”


“There has to be something here. There is a resonance, but there is no indication of actual Alton technology. Yet there has to be for it creating the resonance. It must be using some kind of stealth technology. Are there any caves around here, anything that can hide the entrance to a large installation?”


“I don’t know if it is a proper cave,” Klaus replied after thinking about it for a few moments, “but there is this hole further down the path. As a kid I used to think about exploring it, but I never got around to doing that.”


The Doctor continued to wave his strange device in front of him as they got closer to the hole in the hillside, then waved it around inside the hole.


“Oh yes, very good. There is a SEP field here.”


“SEP field?”


“Somebody Else’s Problem field. It is quite nifty. Anybody, or any animal, coming close to this hole takes one look at it and is subtly influenced to decide it is somebody else’s problem. A perfect way to keep your entrance hidden in plain view.”


“Is that why I never went in there as a kid?”


“It is, but at least you still remember it’s there, which is more than you should have done. It must be that residual Alton energy around you. The SEP field uses Alton technology as well, of course, so the energy around you must have neutralized some of it.”


Klaus shook his head and decided to think about all the strange words later. Part of him wondered what the point was of crawling into a dark hole, but that didn’t stop him from following the Doctor.


It was indeed a cave of sorts. The Doctor’s device produced some light so they could see the cave was entirely empty, just a sandy floor with no debris of any kind, no animal remains or anything. It looked like a waste of time to come in here.


Far from being disappointed, however, the Doctor aimed his device at the rear wall, and he nodded enthusiastically. “Just what I thought. That wall is just an illusion.” He stepped up to the wall and moved right through it.


With only a brief hesitation Klaus followed the Doctor. There was a sharp moment of resistance, then he was through the fake wall and in a well-lit corridor.


“Halt!”


The voice seemed to come from everywhere.


“You are trespassing here,” the Doctor spoke out. “Altons are not welcome. You must leave.”


“Who are you to tell us to leave?” the voice boomed.


“I am the Doctor, and this planet is under my protection. It is not open for conquest.”


A ray of light came down from the ceiling and engulfed both of them. Klaus felt himself lifted into the air and a tugging sensation started in the back of his brain.


The feeling grew stronger and Klaus realized the Doctor was pointing his strange device at him.


“It is your brother,” the Doctor called out to him. “You have a connection with him. Focus on that, make it stronger!”


There was something familiar about the pressure in his brain, like a taste or smell from long ago. The light engulfing him became brighter and brighter until he had to close his eyes. He ignored the negotiations the Doctor was having with the Altons, and focused on the memory of his older brother instead.


He felt the connection, deep in his mind. He could hear Nicholas laugh, see him win the race to the woods. He could feel his brother’s hand in his, feel it slipping.


Abruptly, the connection broke off. He felt himself fall and when he opened his eyes he was lying on the floor. As his eyes adapted, he realized there was a dim light that didn’t seem to come from anywhere in particular. It was completely quiet for a moment.


“Well, that was it,” the Doctor said next to him. “They gave up, went to find another planet to invade. It was the connection between you and your brother, it caused a short-circuit in their temporal fields. They fled before it would totally collapse.”


Klaus just shook his head. He heard the words but didn’t understand them. All he understood was that somewhere, somehow, his brother was still alive.


“And Nicholas?”


“Your brother is safe, but I’m afraid you won’t ever be able to get together with him again. You are not only separated in space, but also in time.”


Nick thought about that for a moment. He had felt his brother, and at least he had the knowledge that he was still alive and safe.


“So what happens next?”


“I guess you will be going home, and will forget this ever happened. Nobody will believe you if you try to tell them. But you can know for yourself that you and your brother saved the Earth.”
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Amsterdam, 1688

Nicholas was stunned when he heard that master Hildebrand van der Kuijp had left his house to him. “In appreciation for saving my life,” the will had read.


Nick became a merchant himself twenty years ago, and was doing reasonably well with it. He had gathered a small but loyal staff and turned a steady profit from his trade. He spent most of his money on various projects intended to help the poor.


He had to do some soul searching when he learned that he was inheriting the stately home at the Keizersgracht. He was living in, and operating his business out of, a perfectly adequate but much smaller house. So he seriously considered selling the inherited house, possibly to one of van der Kuijp’s sons, who had after all be born and raised in that home.


In the end, however, he decided to accept the inheritance and move into the house himself. It wasn’t the size of the house, or even the prestigious location that made him decide. It was the cellar, and the strange crypt beneath it. To Nicholas, that crypt was the only connection he had left to his little brother, and he grew determined to poke around, dig up the entire cellar floor if needed, to find out what had happened on that December evening so many years ago.


Moving in was not hard. Nicholas had never been interested in society or even company, and had never married, so his household consisted only of himself, his servants and his employees.


It felt strange at first, entering the large office on the first floor as the lord and master rather than the young scribe, but he started to get used to that when his own furniture and books were brought in. He gifted his staff a small bonus for the smooth operation of the move and suggested they go out and celebrate, which meant he was all alone in the large house when night came.


With trepidation he went down the stairs into the cellar, much as he had done all those years ago to retrieve the wine bottle. The wine collection of master van der Kuijp was gone, of course, and the cellar only held the few bottles Nicholas owned for the rare occasion he had to celebrate a particularly successful business deal.


He put the four lights he brought on shelves around the cellar and started to carefully examine the middle of the room. The floor was clean, and nothing special revealed itself, least of all any hidden entrance to strange caverns.


He walked around, looking at every one of the floor stones, but could not see anything of note. Finally, he lowered himself on the cold stones and sat down near the entrance to the room. He tried to remember exactly what he had seen forty years ago.


As he focused on getting every detail of his memory right, a scraping sound came from the center of the room. The floor seemed to sink down and the same hole he had been trying to remember re-appeared in front of him.


More than five feet but less than fifteen, he thought as he held one of the lights over the opening and peered down. The ladder from before was there again, and he knew what he had to do. He felt as if his whole life had been leading up to this.


He had come prepared this time, with a long rope he hung over his shoulder and a couple of pieces of wood he dropped down the hole, before he went down into it.


Descending the ladder was a lot harder now than it had been all those years ago but he managed to get down safely. He tied one end of the rope securely to the bottom of the ladder and the other end around his middle before walking down the corridor.


Instead of blundering into the room, he held one of the pieces of wood in front of him, sticking it into the room. Nothing happened.


He threw the wood and it landed in the middle of the room. No invisible hands picked it up. Still not entirely trusting, he walked carefully into the room.


Nothing. No floating. No bright lights. Nothing at all.


It was a bit of an anti-climax. All those years he had yearned to go back to the cellar and the strange installation, but had been fearful of the magic that had taken place, afraid that this time he would not get out alive. And now he was back and prepared, and—nothing.


He walked around the room, looking at the strange furnishings on the wall, then looked around again. None of them made any sense. There were markings, but not in any script he recognized.


Emboldened, he started touching the different furnishings. Most of the wall fell hard, with different textures. Some parts, though, seem to have some give. Carefully, he tried pushing at them.


After more than ten minutes, he finally got a reaction when he pushed a panel almost directly opposite the entrance. The lights in the room got brighter and low vibrations started filling the air.


“Oh my, what was that?” he spoke out loud, not expecting any response.


“Good morning.”


Nicholas jumped away from the wall, looking around him, but he was still alone. The voice seemed to have come from everywhere.


“Eh... good evening,” he answered hesitatingly.


⁂

The voice, which spoke accentless Dutch, said that it was a machine, not a person. Conversations with the voice had a tendency to drive Nicholas crazy, since as well as it spoke, the machine tended to take everything he said literally. It answered direct questions without volunteering any information at all. The hardest part was to find the right questions to ask.


It took Nicholas months of repeatedly visiting the room to understand even part of what he had found. The strange room had not been built by the previous house owners, not even by people. It was created by aliens called Altons.


The Altons were gone. As far as he could reconstruct, they disappeared the same night that he had entered the crypt for the first time. The machinery had been left behind, lying dormant, until he awakened it.


He asked about that first time, and why he had found the crypt open, while nobody else even knew it existed. From what he was able to find out, the Altons would occasionally leave the crypt, which called itself the Base, on a scouting expedition. Normally, the entrance would have closed as soon as anyone entered the cellar, but according to the Base there was something called Alton energy around Nicholas. It was the same term the strange man had used more than forty five years ago.


The Base had been around for a long time, since long before Amsterdam even existed. It was one of several installations the Altons had established across the Earth. When the houses on the Keizersgracht were built, the Base had simply created an entrance to its basement.


The Base was unclear about why the Altons were there and what they wanted. But one thing Nicholas finally figured out was that it could make things. He had to tell it exactly what to make, but if he brought it an example, it could make endless copies of the same thing.


He immediately realized the possibilities of this. If he brought a box of spices, or a bale of tobacco, or a roll of fine silk, and the Base could make copies of that, he would be able to sell much more merchandise than his ships would bring in. It would turn his trade from marginally profitable to a goldmine—a goldmine he could use to really help the poor people of Amsterdam, the dearest wish of Nicholas.
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Ann Arbor, 1893

“Christmas is still over four months away.”


Klaus looked up from his wood carving to study his wife, who sat across from him, busy knitting a winter hat.


“What makes you say that, my dear?”


“Well, it is the middle of August. It was a hot day today and it’s slow cooling down. We should be sitting on the porch, having a drink, taking in the breeze. But here we are, you carving a toy while I work on a hat.”


“You know we have to. Remember how one year we didn’t get started until after my birthday? And how much trouble it was at the last moment to get everything finished in time?”


Stephanie nodded. “And there’s going to be even more children in my class this year, I’m sure. But still, it is hard to think of Christmas when it’s the middle of summer.”


Klaus chuckled as he realized how often they had had conversations like this in the past thirteen years of their marriage. It had become as much a part of their tradition as the making of the presents for the children in Stephanie’s class.


Every year, they spent many late summer and fall evenings carving wooden toys and knitting hats and mittens and scarves for the children, many of whom were from poor families who did not have much. Then, the second to last day of school, Klaus would be at home baking a loaf of bread for each of the children to take home with them the next day, along with the presents they had made.


“It is a pity the Abrahams moved away,” he mused. “Sue wrote a letter saying that she is doing the same thing in her new school, but we could definitely have used her help here.”


“There are so few children we can give something to smile about at Christmas. I wish we could do more for them.”


⁂

The next day was a Sunday, and Klaus and Stephanie took a walk along the river. Klaus had long ago told his wife about the strange cave and what had happened, and they had checked out the cave together a couple of times. It was still dimly lit, and still dead quiet.


It would be his birthday on Thursday, and Klaus was in a pensive mood. He felt he was getting old. When in his forties, he thought himself a man in the prime of his life. Now he was looking at fifty approaching, and there was no way he could pretend that was still young.


He and Stephanie never had any children, even though they wanted to. They had tried, first enthusiastically, later more irregularly, but it never seemed to work. They chalked it up to providence, believing God must have a reason for their infertility. Stephanie threw herself more and more into her teaching. She started the tradition of bringing Christmas presents for the children in her class and Klaus eagerly supported her. Their work on those Christmas presents was only interrupted at harvest time, when everyone had to help out on the farm.


Stephanie was also lost in thought, although in her case it wasn’t about having children. She had accepted that her pupils were her children long ago. But she was also feeling the weight of her age and wondered who was going to take care of Klaus and her when they got older.


They reached the end of the narrow path along the river and were ready to start the climb up the steep banks when they noticed the dark clouds that had formed behind them. A summer storm was approaching fast, with a sky that was almost pitch black, interrupted by flashes of lightning.


“We can’t get back home in time,” Klaus said. “We could get to the cave, though, if we hurry.”


Stephanie nodded and they turned around on the path along the river. By the time they reached the side trail up the river bank, the dark clouds had reached them and the first rain drops started to fall. They ran up the trail to the cave.


The summer storm broke out in earnest when they reached the hole in the hillside. They climbed into the opening and quickly stepped through the fake back wall into the corridor.


Once safely away from the entrance, they stopped and looked at each other. Their summer clothes were soaked and dripping on the floor. Their hair hung in streaks down their faces.


“Well, we almost made it,” Stephanie observed.


Klaus laughed. “Well yes, and obviously, ‘almost’ doesn’t cut it. But at least we’re not getting any wetter now.”


“Let’s sit down against the wall. Looks like we’re going to be here for a while.”


They quietly sat down, each lost in their own thoughts. Ten minutes had passed when suddenly a panel opened in the wall opposite them and a box that seemed to float a quarter inch above the floor came out, heading straight for the puddles they had left on the floor. The box moved back and forth over the puddle, cleaning the water up somehow, and disappeared back into the wall.


“What in everything that’s holy was that?” Stephanie exclaimed.


“I haven’t the faintest idea,” Klaus replied. “But it looked like some kind of machine to me. So something is still going on and active here, even though the Doctor said everything would be shut down.”


He got up and paced around. “There has to be something we can do,” he said. “If there is machinery here, it must be possible to make it work for us. What was it the Doctor had said? Focus in my mind. I have to focus somehow.”


He stopped walking and closed his eyes. First he tried conjuring up an image of his brother Nicholas, but he realized the only picture he had in his mind was of a ten-year-old boy. Then he tried, with his eyes still closed, forming an image of the room.


The image seemed to get clearer and clearer, the more he focused. Then, for some reason, the image shifted to one side of the room, down to one of the panels, then to a faint circle outlined on the panel.


He opened his eyes and looked around. The panel was there, alright, and when he got closer he could indeed see the faint circle.


Carefully he touched the circle, then pushed harder. It resisted at first but then yielded to his push and, with an audible click, slid down into the wall a little bit.


Suddenly, the light got brighter and then more and more panels on the walls started to light up. A slight draft of cool air seemed to come from one side of the room.


Stephanie came across the room and joined him. She took his hand as the room around them started to change.


“What did you do?” she asked. “What is happening?”


“I don’t know, when I tried to imagine this room in my mind, I was drawn to that panel. And you saw what happened when I pushed it.”


⁂

It took a long time for Klaus and Stephanie to figure out that they had awakened the machinery of an alien base. The machines seemed to have no trouble speaking English, which made the communication a lot easier, but they only responded to direct questions and instructions. They never volunteered any information.


It was Stephanie who eventually realized that, among other things, the base contained some kind of manufacturing component that it used to make repairs on its own machinery. But that manufacturing capability could also be used to build almost anything for which it was given an example.


It would have been natural to jump on the idea of having the base crank out endless amounts of money, but the one thing Klaus and Stephanie wanted most was to give Christmas presents to every girl and boy. They smiled at each other knowing that this year, they would be delivering to the schools in their town boxes of presents for all the children of Ann Arbor.
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Amsterdam, 1700

Nicholas stood looking out the window of his office. The trees along the Keizersgracht were bare, the sky gray, the cobblestones wet from the drizzling rain.


His seventieth birthday was coming up. He had long ago adopted 1630 as his birth year, even though he knew he was born seventy-five years earlier than that, and kept his December 3 birth-day, only three days before the Day of Saint Nicholas of Myra, the Catholic saint after whom he was named. Even though he had converted to the Lutheran faith as a young adult, he still considered Nicholas the Wonderworker as his role model.


Over the past twelve years Nicholas had solidified his reputation as an important patron of the sick and the poor, and had been compared more than once with his namesake of fourteen hundred years earlier. He brushed aside those comparisons but steadfastly refused to comment on the many rumors otherwise.


Now, at the end of November of 1700, he was feeling the weight of his years. Physically he was still in surprisingly good shape, with none of the aches and troubles so many of his peers complained about, but mentally, he was tired of cold, wet, and dreary Amsterdam.


His manservant entered the office with hot cocoa and he turned around. Peter had been an orphan who had managed to convince one of the Spanish trading captains to take him back to Amsterdam almost twenty years ago. As Moors, Peter’s family had been killed by Spanish Catholics. Peter had just barely escaped and he knew that with his black skin he would never be safe by himself in his home country.


Nicholas adopted Peter as the son he never had, and Peter was the only person he had ever shared his secret of the Base under the house with. Now he motioned the servant to sit with him in the comfortable chairs.


They nursed their hot drinks while they sat in silence looking at the flames playing in the fireplace.


“Don’t you get sick and tired of this cold wetness?” Nicholas asked eventually. “You didn’t even grow up here. Don’t you want to go back to Spain?”


“But here I’m alive and back home I’d be dead. I’ll take the weather for that.”


Nicholas chuckled. “Yeah, there’s that. But now you’d be under my protection, so it might not be all that bad. I’m seriously thinking of moving to some place warmer.”


“But what about the Base?”


“That’s the thing that has been holding me back. I have no idea how we could move the Base without people finding out about it.”


“Have you asked it about that?”


“I haven’t, but I don’t see how it can do any good.”


“Well, you never know,” Peter insisted. “After all, you don’t really know what that Base can and cannot do, do you?”


Nicholas agreed. “That’s true enough. I can’t imagine how it’s doing what it is doing now, so maybe it can move itself without anybody noticing. Alright, next time I’m down there I will ask.”


“Why wait? Let’s go down right now and ask.”


Nicholas sighed. He was enjoying his cocoa in the comfortable chair in front of a warm fire, but he knew Peter was right. This was on his mind now and he wouldn’t be able to relax until he had talked to the Base.


They went down to the cellar and Nicholas opened the entrance to the Base by just thinking of it. They climbed down the ladder and went into the big room.


“I have a question,” Nicholas said.


“Speak.”


“How can we move this whole Base to another place without anyone knowing?”


“I can transport myself wherever I need to go.”


Nicholas was surprised. “You can?” he asked incredulously. “Just like that?”


“I need to know where I am going. But once I know that, I can teleport myself over.”


Neither Nick nor Peter knew what the word “teleport” meant, but they were used to strange phrases by the Base.


“So I just give you an address of where to go, and you go there?”


“I need to have the exact five-dimensional coordinates of the target location.”


Nicholas looked at Peter, who just shrugged as he didn’t have any idea what that meant either.


“How can I get you those, what do you call them, five-dimensional coordinates?”


“I can create a tool that looks like you, that can travel with you and which can give me the exact coordinates.”


Nicholas thought about that. “You mean someone who looks exactly like me?”


“Yes.”


“That would look very strange. Does he have to look like me?”


“No, it does not have to look like you. It can look like anyone, but I need to have an example.”


“Can you have it look like me?” Peter asked. “People think all Moors look alike anyway.”


“Yes.”


“How long would it take to create such a—tool?” Nicholas asked.


“Three days.”


The old merchant nodded. “We will leave on December 6, then. Saint Nicholas Day. On an expedition to Madrid. Peter, see to it that everything will be ready. And you will be coming along, I will want your knowledge and experience.”


“Yes, sir,” Peter nodded.


⁂

They reached Madrid before the end of January. Nicholas had been describing his two black servants as the brothers Peter and Paul, and while they drew some curious stares, there hadn’t been any problems.


Nicholas was fluent in French and it was not hard to find a local French-speaking guide in Madrid. Hearing that they were looking to buy a mansion fit for a great merchant, the guide had wasted no time introducing them to some of the wealthy local businessmen.


The next day, they were looking at the grand house on number 89 of the Calle de Atocha, one of the major streets in the Spanish capital. Nicholas was especially interested in the cellar, which extended under the whole house. Contrary to the damp cellar in Amsterdam, the cellar of this house was very dry and a full eight feet high.


Nicholas took Paul aside when they were back at the main level.


“Would this work?” he asked. “Can the Base move here and hide itself so that nobody will know it exists?”


“Oh yes,” Paul answered. “No problem at all.”


Within days the arrangements were made and Nicholas was able to move into his new home. Peter helped hire local servants, to whom the cellar would be off limits at all times. The Base somehow magically (at least in Nicholas’ eyes) transported itself underneath the house. It created a much more convenient entrance with a broad stairway that led directly into the strange main room.


Over the next several years, Nicholas and Peter could be found in the Base almost every day, learning about all the other things the remnant of Alton technology was able to do. They thought its abilities were very much like magic, but realized that they were actually nothing more than advanced technology. And they discovered limitations of what the Base could do. Although the Altons had been able to travel through time as well as space, the Base did not have that ability. Neither could it travel anywhere away from the Earth. It could create artificial people and material things, but only if it had sufficiently detailed examples.


Nicholas continued his work to help the poor year after year. He never forgot his adopted country of Holland, coming back every year around his birthday to deliver clothes and toys to the many poor of the country.


Peter grew older and died in 1752. By then, the Base had long been in the habit of creating artificial people as servants to help out in the household, many of them based on Moors that Peter had introduced. They became known as Zwarte Piet on the yearly travels to The Netherlands, just as Nicholas himself became known as Sinterklaas.


To his utter surprise, Nicholas found himself continuing in the same health he had in 1688. Contrary to the people around him, he did not seem to be aging at all anymore. The Base did not have an explanation for that, and over time Nick came to the conclusion that, like his strange transfer to Amsterdam as a kid, it must have been divine intervention, so he could be doing his good works.




  
    Ann Arbor, 1902
    
  

Ann Arbor, 1902

Fall in Ann Arbor: the days were getting shorter and the leaves were turning colors. Klaus looked out over the farm he had inherited from his adopted father, the farm he had never wanted, but which he had kept working on anyway.


John Wilder Jr., Stephanie’s brother, had announced at church today that he was retiring. John’s sons, John Wilder III and Patrick Wilder, were going to run the farm John had inherited. They were going to build John and his wife Mary a house overlooking the river.


“You know what that means,” Klaus said to Stephanie as they drove their chariot home. “John’s land is above the river. That is right on top of the cave. If John and Mary are going to live there, they are bound to see us going to the cave and back. There is no way we’re going to be able to explain going there day after day and coming back every time with big bags full of presents.”


Stephanie nodded. “We can’t tell John about the cave either. He is my brother and really a good man, but he’s going to want to exploit it for all it’s worth. It will be the end of the cave as we know it.”


They continued the rest of the ride home in silence, each lost in their own thoughts. Stephanie made them hot tea when they got back and now they stood on their veranda, overlooking their land.


“I have gotten to love this land,” Klaus said. “I didn’t think I would, but I did. But maybe we need consider moving somewhere else. Somewhere where there are fewer people around, and where we can focus on making Christmas presents.”


Stephanie leaned into him. “Whatever it takes, my love. I was born here, and I always expected to spend all my life here and be buried close to my parents. But if that’s what it takes, we’ll pack up and leave.”


He reached around her and pulled her even closer. “I love you,” he whispered as his lips reached to meet hers. They embraced for a long moment before returning to their cups of tea.


“We need to talk to the cave,” Stephanie pointed out a little bit later. “We need to figure out what it can do to move. There is no point in thinking about any plans until we know what it can do.”


There was not much Klaus could argue with. They got their winter coats and walked down the familiar trail to the cave entrance.


“This place is becoming a problem,” he announced inside the cave. “We will need to move.”


“Where to?” the answer came from all around.


“You mean, you can actually move somewhere else?”


“Yes.”


“Anywhere?”


“Yes.”


“We need to find a place where we won’t ever be detected,” Stephanie interjected. “It feels like people are everywhere now. They’re even talking about traveling to the North Pole.”


“Would it be possible to move to the North Pole?” Klaus asked. “It is probably all ice up there, no rocks or anything.”


“Yes, that would be possible. An installation can be established inside the ice.”


Klaus thought about it. He had asked about the North Pole on a lark, but it would definitely be out of sight of other people.


“How could we live there, on the ice?”


“The quarters could be made quite comfortable.”


“But we would be stuck there, and it would be dark six months of the year.”


“What are the travel possibilities?” Stephanie asked. “Can you make it easy to travel to the pole and back?”


“Flight services will be provided.”


“Flight services? What does that mean? Like a balloon?”


“A transporter much like a boat, but much faster, and it flies through the air. It will be provided for your use, and can also to transport the packages that are manufactured.”


“What does it look like?”


“It can look like anything you want.”


“It should look like a sled,” Stephanie interjected. “It comes from the North Pole, right? So it should look like a sled, drawn by a team of reindeer!”


“OK,” the installation said. And that was that.


Two weeks later, a fancy sled landed in front of the farm house late at night, pulled by six reindeer. Klaus and Stephanie got in, the sled took off, and with amazing speed they moved through the night sky. There was no wind, the seats were soft and they had a comfortably warm blanket around them.


They arrived at the North Pole in a little over half an hour, at what looked like an igloo. Klaus and Stephanie went into the building and down a long flight of stairs hand-in-hand.


“Welcome to Christmas Avenue.”


The voice sounded different than in the cave in Ann Arbor, not as if it came from everywhere. In fact, it had sounded as if the voice came from right behind them.


Klaus turned around and saw a short man with a green outfit and a pointy hat standing behind him.


“Who are you?” Klaus asked.


“Alabaster Snowball, at your service, sir!”


Alabaster was not taller than a seven year old boy, but he was clearly no boy. The face was that of a grown man.


A second small man appeared behind him.


“Bushy Evergreen,” the newcomer introduced himself. “I trust you have had a good flight?”


“The little people!” Stephanie cried out. “You are the little people, aren’t you, like in the legends?”


“Not quite, ma’am,” Bushy replied. “We look like them, but we are not real. We were created by the installation to make your stay more comfortable.”


“So you are what, machines?”


“Yes, ma’am, that is right. We are complex machines, here to serve you.”


“How many of you are there?” Klaus wondered.


“As many as needed. Right now, there are fourteen of us, but if needed, many more can be created.”


Stephanie just shook her head. “Little People,” she murmured. “I always loved the legends of the Little People.”


Albaster and Bushey continued to show them around in the new, much larger installation. There were comfortable rooms for Klaus and Stephanie to live in, a kitchen, and a large library. There was even a garden here, deep under the ice.


“I think this will be quite satisfactory,” Klaus said at the end of the tour, and his wife agreed wholeheartedly.




  
    Madrid, 1902
    
  

Madrid, 1902

“Sir, there has been an anomaly,” Prime Pete reported to Nicholas as he returned from his yearly trip to Holland.


Nicholas had long gotten into the habit of giving his artificial servants names. His personal servant was always called Prime Pete in honor of his first servant and friend, all those years ago.


“What kind of an anomaly?”


“An outburst of Alton energy, sir. At the North Pole.”


“At the North Pole?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Does this mean the Altons are back?”


Prime Pete had no answer for this, so he did not say anything.


At the North Pole, Nick thought. Couldn’t find a more inconvenient place, could they? Especially in December. Cold and dark. Still, I don’t suppose there is any choice but to investigate.


“Very well. Have a scout team check it out. Make sure they remain hidden, but have them report back as soon as they know what is going on.”


⁂

Two days later, Prime Pete brought a servant Nicholas did not recognize into the office.


“This is Scout Pete, sir,” Prime Pete introduced the newcomer. “He will report on the North Pole.”


“Very well, report.”


“Yes, sir,” Scout Pete replied. “After receiving the orders, we had a scouting flyer made and ten hours later we were on our way to the North Pole where the burst of Alton energy had been registered.”


“Flyer?” Nicholas interjected. “What the heck is a flyer?”


“It is a flying machine, sir, a fast way to travel. We arrived at the pole after six hours of flight. We landed a dozen miles away and covered the final distance on foot.


“We did find an Alton Base at the location, but could not detect any Altons. The base was bustling with activity, however. Mostly there were obviously artificial people moving about, but we also detected two humans.”


“Humans?” Nicholas exclaimed in surprise. “There are other people who work with Alton technology? Who are they?”


“We don’t know, sir. We did not reveal ourselves by asking. But we did see a sign above the entrance: Home of Santa Claus and Mrs. Claus.”


Despite his age, Nicholas almost jumped out of his chair.


“Klaus, you said? You found Klaus?”


“We do not know, sir.”


“It has to be Klaus. I know he was also connected with Alton energy. It really has to be him. After all these years...”


Nick let himself fall back in his chair as he tried to recover from the shock.


“I need to go there. Take me to this scouting flyer of yours, and we will go to the North Pole.”


⁂

They arrived at the pole only seven hours later. Nicholas was wearing his heaviest winter coat as he got out of the flyer, carefully stepping onto the ice.


True enough, only fifty feet from where the flyer had landed was a large igloo with the sign Scout Pete had described. It was brightly lighted in the dark polar night.


They walked up and Nick knocked on the door. A man half his height in a bright green outfit opened the door with an expression of utter surprise.


“My name is Nicholas, and I am here to see Klaus,” Nick announced. “I believe he will know who I am.”


“Alabaster Snowball, sir,” the short man responded when he managed to get his voice back. “I don’t think we were actually expecting visitors here quite yet. If you follow me, sir, I will take you to Mr. Klaus.”


They followed the little person through a maze of ramps and corridors to a comfortable office.


“Sir, mister Nicholas and company,” Alabaster announced them, then stepped aside.


Klaus’ eyes went wide as he saw the old man entering the room.


“Nick, is that you?”


“Yes it is.”


“Really? After so much time?”


“Yes, Klaus. It’s me. It is really me. And it truly has been a long, long time...”


They ran towards each other and entered into an embrace that lasted for minutes. Both men were crying, not having expected to ever see their brother again.


⁂

Nicolas stayed for a week with Klaus and Stephanie, and it felt as if they were talking all the time.


During their discussions, they realized that they had both ended up with pretty similar types of operations, and decided it would only make sense to join forces. “Santa-Klaas” is what they would call their joint venture, as a pun on both Santa Claus and Sinterklaas. They would share ideas for new gifts, ways of improving their delivery, as well as information about the children they were giving the gifts to.


They also decided to figure out a way to find other Alton installations, to make sure they would not be falling into the wrong hands. The flying machine Nicholas had used made both of them realize that there was a power potential in the Alton installations that could be extremely dangerous.




  
    Ellicott City, 2018
    
  

Ellicott City, 2018

Klaus and Nick sat at the table at Einstein Bros, nursing a tea. Not being in “costume” they looked like two retired elderly men having their morning drink, just like so many other older seniors here.


“You don’t look a day older than last time we met,” Klaus joked as he took a sip of his drink.


“Neither do you. And how is Mrs. Klaus doing these days?”


“Stephanie is fine, thank you. She asked me to say hi to you.”


Nicholas chuckled about the ritual. They had gone through almost the exact same exchange every time they met, ever since that first time when Nicholas had suddenly showed up at the North Pole, more than a hundred years ago.


They sat nursing their tea, looking at the rain pouring down outside. It had been a wet summer in Maryland, with one rain front after the other moving through. Now that Labor Day had come and gone, the summer showers were making way for the much colder rains of the fall.


Nick pulled himself out of his wandering thoughts and looked at his brother. “You said you wanted to talk to me,” he said. “It’s not like you to be so secretive. So here we are, now tell me, what is this all about?”


“I think we should write our memoir,” the younger brother replied.


“Our memoir?”


“Our memoir.”


“What the heck are you talking about, and why?”


Klaus sat back and looked down at his mug.


“Our story is remarkable, isn’t it?”


“Sure, if that’s the word you want to use,” Nicholas chuckled. “‘Outrageous’ might be a better word. ‘Unbelievable.’”


“People don’t know what we are, and how we came to be. But wouldn’t you want people to know?”


“Dunno, I never thought about it.”


“Well, I do. I’ve been wanting to tell this story for years now. I think it is an interesting story, even if it is hard to believe. And I think it’s time to tell it.”


Nicholas took a sip of the still hot tea and looked at his brother.


“Don’t you think that is dangerous?”


“Maybe. Actually, I’m not sure if I’m all that worried about danger. I mean, I’m a hundred eighty years old by now, you’re more than double that. Our enterprises more or less run themselves. What’s the worst that can happen?”


“That people will believe us?”


“Whatever. I just feel I need to put it down, write a book, and publish it.”


Nicholas thought about that for a moment. He had never felt the need to share his story, but if there was one thing he had learned in his long life, it was that everyone is very different. So he didn’t want to dismiss Klaus’ idea out of hand.


“OK, so say you write down th