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  1


  Autumn and Return


  
She raised her hand, bringing the weary soldiers and teamsters to a halt as they emerged from the trees atop the last ridge west of Vindobona. Hoof beats slowed and stopped, replaced by the jingle of harnesses and a few birdcalls. Elizabeth von Sarmas studied the lowlands ahead of them, eyes following the rise and fall of the slopes until she spotted her goal. The sight of Bellevue House nestled onto the low hill below them brought Elizabeth tears of relief and joy. She’d been away in the south for nearly seven months and the cream and pale-green building looked almost as beautiful as St. Gerald’s cathedral to her homesick heart. Gray III, her current riding mule, snorted and she slapped his neck. “Not much farther, boy,” she assured him.



  
She turned to her aid de camp. “Ulli, I’m taking my guard and will overnight at Bellevue. You and the others have your orders.” They’d finished as many of their initial reports and accounts on the road as they could, and she did not want to see any of her field staff for at least three days.



  
The younger but equally tired man touched the brim of his helmet. “Yes, your grace.” He looked past her toward the gray walls of Vindobona, asking, “No formal procession this year?”



  
“No. We accomplished our task.” She softened the cold words by reminding her men, “That’s better than King Laurence’s generals could do.” The soldiers shared tired smiles. That they had been the ones to stymie Lauri the Loathsome’s ambitions yet again went without saying. Elizabeth nudged Gray into taking a few steps forward, away from the others’ horses, then turned him to face her staff officers and guards. She pitched her voice to carry over the sounds of creaking leather and jingling metal. “My final order for the season. Do what I told you and then go home!”



  
The men laughed, as they were supposed to do, and she turned Gray once more, urging him into his silky running-walk. The mule sped up, sensing a good feed and lazy days in his future, and rushed down the ridge. “Clop-clop-clop-clop” rose from the dull black surface of the ancient Lander road. Within moments Imperial War Duchess Elizabeth von Sarmas’s guards caught up with her and the five riders gave their mounts their heads. At the foot of the ridge the sound faded into thuds as she led them off the highway and onto the hard-packed dirt track leading to the deceptively small palace.



  
The late afternoon sun cast long shadows before them as they entered the ornate stone and iron gates of Bellevue. She smiled again at the gears and rods worked into the gates’ design, mimicking the Lander artifacts she collected so avidly. Then she caught sight of the man riding to meet them. Her guards saw him too, and at her wave they scattered out, passing around Imperial Colonel Lazlo Destefani and on to the stables and barracks tucked out of sight at the base of Belleview’s low hill. Elizabeth stopped Gray, unhooked her leg from the sidesaddle’s leaping horn and began to dismount, but Lazlo beat her to the ground. The gray-haired man swung down from Bruno’s back, reached up and all but dragged her and her saddle both off the startled mule. She squeezed Lazlo as hard as armor allowed. “Godown bless, but I’ve missed you,” she managed before kisses cut off her words.



  
He released her only enough to study her face. “You know better than to ride so far,” he scolded with a smile. “That’s why you have a carriage, my lady.”



  
“It makes me queasy,” she explained yet again. In truth, it moved too slowly for her, especially this year. And it reminded her that she grew no younger. “Gray needed the exercise.”



  
Dark eyes shining, Col. Destefani wagged a finger at his wife. Then he lunged for his horse’s head as Bruno crowded past him, reaching out to sample Elizabeth’s white helmet plumes. “Quit,” he scolded. Elizabeth used the moment to collect Gray and they walked back to Bellevue together. Walking felt good, Elizabeth sighed, another sign of the passing years and miles. Her back and hips ached more than usual this year, and she dreaded winter. All old cavalrymen did, if they lived long enough.



  
She smiled as details of the beautiful green and white palace appeared. Pale green walls broken by two ranks of windows stretched north and south of the main, grand entrance. Wide, dark wooden and brass doors stood at ground level. The plantings between the windows had at last grown enough to be trimmed into dark green columns that alternated with statues of mythical beasts, done in the same creamy stone that framed the windows. Two life-sized white stone mules flanked the door, and Elizabeth wondered yet again if they needed to be boxed for winter. She always worried about the ears cracking off in the cold and wet. People spilled out of the building as the staff rushed to greet their mistress in proper fashion. For once she would have just as soon foregone the honor and ritual, but at least she’d gotten a few moments with Lazlo, Elizabeth sighed. Later, once things settled down… she glanced over at her husband of twenty years. He caught the appreciative look and winked before assuming the properly respectful and distant expression their court ranks demanded.



  
Several of the junior grooms and stableboys hurried up and took custody of the horse and mule. Before Gray disappeared, Elizabeth pulled a heavy bag, a smaller bag, and a battered, leather covered case out of one saddlebag. The other items could wait. The smaller bag she slipped into her skirt pocket. She handed the case to Lazlo, who bowed as he took it with both hands. An invisible weight lifted off her shoulder as he did and she closed her eyes for a moment, glad to be shed of duty. Then she opened her eyes again and began the familiar ritual of return. She opened the coin bag as well.



  
“Welcome home, my lady.” Mina Green, her personal maid, led the line of staff because of her seniority, even though she was a woman.



  
“Thank you, Mina. It’s good to be back.” Elizabeth extended her hand and slipped two gold coins into Mina’s palm.



  
Mina curtsied and sniffed. “My lady smells like horse,” she informed Elizabeth, who smiled at the familiar complaint. The two women had grown gray together.



  
Due to the pending return to Donatello House, Elizabeth’s palace within Vindobona’s walls, only half the staff waited to be greeted and paid. Even so she was very tired, and her bag rather lighter, by the time she and Lazlo reached the door. The scrawny young man now serving as night boy tugged the front of his dirty-water blond hair and bowed, looking awestruck as he met the Imperial Duchess Elizabeth von Sarmas for the first time. He stuttered, turning redder and redder, until she waved his greeting away. “Thank you.” She pushed a copper coin into his rough hand and he bowed lower, then scurried to the doors, shoving with all his weight to get the heavy wood to move. The doors should have opened out, and been better hung, but after this long Elizabeth and Lazlo just ignored the problem. That’s what they hired servants for, after all.



  
The arch-ceilinged entryway, its columns carved to look like Turkowi captives, made her flinch every time she walked through it. Since Emperor Rudolph had paid for the stonework, she and Lazlo could not have refused the gift, no matter how much they wanted to. The plain gray stone floor, more to her taste, provided a first line of defense against dirty boots ruining the fine wood in the rest of the building. Two maids waited beside the grand staircase, holding a bootjack and a pair of slippers. After some tugging, Elizabeth’s armored riding boots yielded and the younger of the two maids hurried off with the boots, holding them not quite at arm’s length. Lazlo chuckled and Elizabeth turned on him, shaking her finger. “They were cleaned three days ago.”



  
He raised still-black eyebrows and pointed to himself with his free hand, looking as innocent as possible. She snorted, a mule-like sound, and turned back to the steps, taking her skirts in one hand. He took her other arm and they climbed up the broad, winding stairs. The gritty stone felt cool through her slipper soles. Once on the wooden floor above, Lazlo shifted his grip so he could catch her if she fell. She gave him a grateful look. She’d slipped on a polished floor several years before and had broken her arm. “And before you warn me, I’m not wearing spurs,” he assured her after they’d gone a few meters.



  
“Those scars will never sand out, will they?”



  
“No, but at least he stopped before he got to the carpet.” They both shivered at the thought of what Governor the Duke Aquila Starland’s spurs would have done to the priceless weaving. After that close call, they moved it from the floor to the wall. Rajtan Tayyip the Invincible had given the weaving to High Priest Mukara as a special sign of his favor and trust and Elizabeth had claimed the ornate carpet after the Battle of Vindobona. She still gloated most uncharitably every time she walked past it.



  
Unseen hands opened the door before them, revealing Elisabeth’s personal reception room and adjoining bedchamber. She caught a glimpse of a large metal tub with steam rising out of it through the open door between the two rooms. She hesitated, thinking that surely Mina had not been that offended by her scent? Beside her, Lazlo set the leather case down on Elizabeth’s desk before taking Elizabeth’s helmet and setting it on the shelf by the window. He waved toward the doorway and explained, “I took the liberty of ordering a bath heated as soon as the heliograph told us of your arrival, my lady.”



  
“Thank you, Col. Destefani. I appreciate your anticipation,” and she winked, giving him a shrewd glance but pointedly not looking away from his face.



  
He bowed a fraction, mischief in his slight smile. “It is my pleasure as well as my duty to anticipate your desires, your grace,” he teased back. “Shall I order a formal supper or a private meal?”



  
Formal meant a working meal and that most certainly could wait, she decided. “A private meal, in here,” she pointed to the floor. He bowed again, taking her hand and kissing it before hurrying out. Elizabeth waited until he left, then eased the small leather bag out of her pocket and slipped it into one of the desk drawers.



  
Mina pounced on Elizabeth as soon her foot touched the grass rug that covered the bedroom floor. “My lady, those clothes are fit only for the rag bag!”



  
“They’re just dusty,” Elizabeth protested, unbuckling the straps holding her breastplate and backplate together.



  
“Hmpf!” As soon as Elizabeth finished removing her armor, uniform jacket, and swordbelt, Mina and another maid stripped their mistress down to the skin almost before she had time to blink. It took two tubs of steaming water and some firm scrubbing before Mina pronounced her mistress clean. She also tutted over Elizabeth’s hair, producing a very sharp set of shears and cutting away most of the last six months’ length. To Elizabeth’s chagrin, her hair refused to turn snowy white, or silver, or even a distinguished gray such as her husband now wore. No, it had turned from dirty-water mousy dark blond to an equally unattractive yellowy gray. So much for giving up wigs, Elizabeth grumbled silently as she checked Mina’s work in a small pocket mirror, the only mirror she kept in her quarters.



  
The younger maid held up a boned bodice as Elizabeth finished drying off. She waved her hands. “No, absolutely not, not this evening. I’ve been tight laced for seven months. Mina, I want to air out.” Mina bowed and returned with a loose day dress, heavy socks, and a shimmy with a spill of lace around the neck. “Perfect.” Dried and dressed, Elizabeth padded back into her reception room to find her chair and a footrest waiting, along with a pitcher of chilled wine. “Thank you. You may go until I call,” she told the lurking servants. As soon as the door closed she settled into the chair, put her feet up, poured a glass of the wine and juice blend and allowed herself a long, tired sigh of pleasure.



  
She’d just refilled the cup when she heard the faint click of a door latch closing. She set the goblet down on the small table beside her chair and got to her feet. “Come here, you,” Lazlo ordered and she threw herself into his arms. Now free of boning and armor, she pressed herself against him. He bent her back a little and kissed her as hard as he could. “I missed you more than you can know,” he whispered when they broke for air.



  
She snuggled against his broad chest. “I needed you, love. And not just for that,” she advised. “You have no idea how hard it is to find someone who will tell me when I’m wrong.”



  
“The great battle duchess Elizabeth von Sarmas, wrong?” He pretended to be shocked and surprised, then hugged her close again. “I can imagine.” He hesitated before venturing, “Is that what happened?”



  
She shrugged. “That and the enemy failed to cooperate with me. Perfidious Frankonians. And the drought made the summer flux even worse than usual. The foragers barely found enough fuel for cooking, let alone boiling all the water, and,” she shrugged. He knew the rest all too well. “If the only Lander technology we recover is water purification, I’ll die happy.”



  
She felt him stiffen and she looked up. His expression turned sober and he shook his head. “Don’t say that where you can be heard, love. St. Mou’s followers support Duke Clellan right now, and they’re making noises again.”



  
Elizabeth felt her shoulders tensing and forced them to relax as she unclenched her jaw. That was all the reaction she showed. Lazlo kissed her again, then released her. “Tomorrow,” she stated, planting one hand on her hip. “That’s soon enough to deal with court.”



  
“Yes, it is.” He turned and walked over to the window. “Because Archduchess Ann wants you to look at the young mules and help her sort out a set for her carriage and to certify the rest for sale. And Prince Ryszard sends his regards and wants to know when the Empire plans to make good on the mutual defense treaty, and there’s a new cannon you need to look at that I think is far too big to use in the field unless you buy some of those mammoth mules from Duke Kossuth, and,” he turned back to her, laughing as she threw her hands into the air.



  
“Arrrrrgh!” She flopped into the chair and drank the rest of the wine in one gulp. Lazlo came over and refilled the cup.



  
“And apparently dark skirts with pale tops are in style, as are, Godown be praised, smaller wigs,” he concluded.



  
“Smaller or shorter?”



  
“You’ll see soon enough.” She did not like the sound of that, but neither did she feel like asking for more. She’d been riding since before dawn, hungry for home after one of the longest campaign seasons she’d fought. Elizabeth closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the back of the chair. I’m not twenty any more, she finally forced herself to admit, if only in the privacy of her mind. Lazlo has been much better about that than I. Well, Lazlo was a man. Men matured and gained dignity and wisdom. Women just got old, assuming they survived that long.



  
Lazlo left, giving her some precious time alone. Elizabeth half-napped for a while, glad to sit on something she could ignore without risking a broken neck. You never realize how much you need quiet until you go on campaign. No privacy, no silence, constant motion unless you are waiting for an ambush or asleep, she exhaled a gusty sigh. At least she no longer needed a chaperone to guarantee her virtue, or rather to guarantee the public reputation of her virtue.



  Thinking of virtue, she scolded herself. Elizabeth hid her flinch as joints popped and muscles protested leaving the chair. She put on a pair of house shoes, walked down the corridor, and took a small side staircase down to her private chapel. Bellevue House had three chapels: one for regular household worship dedicated to St. Sabrina, the small prayer space dedicated to St. Kiara attached to Lazlo’s bedchamber, and her larger chapel to St. Gerald. Someone had aired and cleaned the room, she discovered, leaving fresh candles in the black metal rack and a branch of red and gold fall leaves in a vase at the foot of the altar, along with fluffing the padding on her kneeling bench. Elizabeth bowed low to Godown’s symbol above the main altar. She lit a candle before the statue of St. Gerald and his bridge, then knelt to give her thanks for a safe return. Unlike her husband, she did not make use of their dispensation to burn incense during solitary worship. “Incense is a sign of Godown’s presence with His followers,” she’d argued. “It is to be shared, not kept to ourselves.” For that and other reasons, she and Lazlo had separate prayer spaces here at Bellevue. In the city, they worshipped together at St. Gerald’s cathedral.



  In the city, she groaned. St. Gerald, help your servant to bridge the space between herself and her superiors, please, I pray. Holy Godown, hear your daughter as she reaches to Your sons. Please give me discernment to tell Your will from mine, Godown, lord of all. She recited the afternoon prayers and a shortened litany for the season, then struggled to her feet, stiff and aching. Her back popped as she bowed to Godown once more, put out the candle, and departed.



  
A scandalously early supper awaited her back in her receiving room. Lazlo served her a large helping of yard fowl so tender that the meat slid off the bones onto her plate, fried blueroot rounds, and minced smoked shahma in a tart sauce of fresh berries. As he filled his own plate, she ate and studied the room. It seemed darker than she remembered. Her books and papers appeared to be in their usual places around two and a half walls. The shutters stood open outside the large windows, so that couldn’t be the reason. The blocky, pale brown ceramic stove looming in one corner gleamed from a fresh scrubbing. The chairs still had their original dark brown finish and light green seats and cushions. Her eyes roamed back to the windows. Something’s different, heavier… “Ah, that’s it! The curtains are different.”



  
Lazlo finished his mouthful. “They are the winter curtains, the heavy ones,” he reminded her. “I had everything changed over last week in preparation for moving back into the city.”



  
“Thank you.” She returned her attention to the hearty meal. By court standards yard fowl and shahma were unspeakably common and the lack of courses suggested dire poverty. By her standards she nearly drowned in luxury. Apparently Master Kim, her cook, wanted her to know just how much the staff appreciated her safe return, because a cheese plate and a sweet course waited on the portable buffet. “I’m not going to be fashionable, love,” she protested as Lazlo added the rest of the fowl to her plate.



  
“You don’t want Master Kim to feel slighted because food was left, do you? And I must confess, I had a large working dinner with his grace Duke Starland.”



  
“Then I forgive you,” she smiled, already cutting the luscious meat with her fork. “Even if I have to let out the seams of my court dress.” When they finished, only empty bowls, a bit of cheese rind, and bare bones remained. They walked down to her library on the ground floor, allowing the servants to take away the dishes and supper furnishings. Another unfamiliar servant met them at the library and set out wine, fruit juice, and nuts, and then left.



  
Elizabeth sank into her chair, accepted a cup of more juice than wine, and stopped. She studied the simple cup, feeling the still-smooth surface. Although scratched into translucency, the tall cup had once been clear and she almost dropped the frighteningly expensive thing in her surprise. “This is plaztik!” She took a very careful sip of the contents before demanding, “Where did this come from?”



  
“There are four of them, a matched set, and they are a gift. They arrived two days ago from Count Dominic Montoya, who I fear still dreams of taking you as his mistress, since his wife seems unwilling to leave him.” Lazlo’s sour tone matched Elizabeth’s tart scowl.



  
Elizabeth studied the cup, noting how the material looked in the fading light. Can I afford to offend him? More to the point, can Duchess von Sarmas afford to offend him? “What is Count Montoya’s position on the Bergenlands question?”



  
“He supports telling the Elected Speaker to, well, to soak his head in a horse trough. Politely, of course.”



  
Elizabeth drank more and considered the political implications of telling Montoya to take his gift and give it to the Sisters of Service, so they could sell it and use the money for good works. She finished her drink before deciding, “Have my secretary write a suitably gracious thank-you letter. I’ll go through the loot I brought back from Florabi and find something for his wife for the Winter Fair.”



  
Lazlo nodded in agreement, finishing his wine as well. He helped himself to the nuts, cracking the paperhulls and tossing the shells into the small fire. The flames danced red as they consumed the offering. Elizabeth let her eyelids droop as she sat, content just to be home and to listen to the familiar sounds. The room grew dark as the last sunlight faded and the fire dimmed to dark coals. As her husband lit a candle, she got up and stopped him. “No reason to waste light we don’t need.” He gave her an enquiring look, one eyebrow rising. She reached up and stroked his cheek. Unlike many other senior officers he remained clean-shaven, and the evening stubble tickled her calloused fingertips. He smiled and put out the candle.



  
Once the servants had retired for the night, Elizabeth joined Lazlo in his bed. Their kisses and caresses quickly grew heated as seven months of separation added to their passion. Afterwards she rested her head on his chest, listening to the beat of his heart. His fingers played in the short strands of her hair before stroking her cheek and shoulder, and other things. Oh, she’d missed him. I’ll just go back to my bed when Lazlo wakes up, she thought, surrendering to sleep.



  
She stirred well before sunrise, pulled on her night gown and returned to her own bed, leaving Lazlo sprawled out in deep sleep. She made use of the night soil box and then tried to nap a little longer, drifting into a light doze. She awoke again to the scent of hot chokofee and the swishing flapping sound of fabric being shaken out. “No, not that one,” Mina’s voice said. “That’s for when she’s bedridden. Her grace will want something heavier today.”



  
“Her grace wears boning during her confinements?” A young, diffident-sounding woman asked.



  
“No. Ask Mistress Hannah if you must know,” Mina snapped, still quiet. “Go fetch hot water for her grace’s morning wash.” Elizabeth waited until the light footfalls faded into nothing before opening her eyes and stretching.



  
“Ow.” Her shoulder caught and she stopped, raising her arm up in very small increments until she felt the joint release. She tried again with happier results, and luxuriated in the feel of soft, clean cotton sliding over her skin. Elizabeth debated having her chokofee in bed, but noticed the tiny shake starting in her hands. The shakes get worse before they improve and I do not care to wear my breakfast, unlike some, she snorted silently, pushing back the bedclothes and taking her time to stand up. I wonder why this happens? Her hands always shook the first day or two after campaign season.



  
“Good morning, my lady.” Mina dipped a small curtsey before helping Elizabeth into her wrapper and fixing the chokofee. As Elizabeth drank, her maid set out the rest of the day’s clothes. “Will you be riding today, my lady?”



  
“No, although I may visit the stables later,” Elizabeth assured her. Mina nodded and set out appropriate under things, along with thicker socks and sturdy shoes. As she started to open the small chest with Elizabeth’s hairpieces in it, the duchess added, “And no wig today.”



  
Surprised, Mina looked over her shoulder, eyebrows almost hidden in the ruffles around her cap. “Ah, very good, my lady.” Instead of a wig, Mina selected three head covers for her mistress to choose from.



  
Chokofee finished, Elizabeth rinsed off again, luxuriating in the hot water and astringent scent of spot-wort soap. Then she dressed, letting Mina fuss with the lacing and hooks on her foundation garment. “Foundations and stays are going out of fashion, my lady,” Mina informed her.



  
Elizabeth held the sleeves of the shimmy as Mina, with a practiced hand, tugged and twitched the overdress into position. “Good heavens. How is the outer bodice supposed to sit correctly without a foundation?”



  
Mina clucked her tongue. “The more daring wear a little blouse that comes to,” and she set her hand just below her breasts. “With padding, I suspect.”



  
“False advertising, then. I thought that was a man’s prerogative.”



  
Her maid feigned wide-eyed innocence. “My lady, I can’t imagine such a thing!” She added under her breath, “But having seen Duke Clellan recently, my lady, I don’t have to imagine.” She handed Elizabeth a length of lightly starched, pale brown fabric. Elizabeth folded it, draped it over her head, and deftly shaped a modified coif, then pinned it so it would stay in place.



  
“Oh dear.” Dressed, washed, and ready to face the day, Elizabeth picked up her prayer beads and prayer book. “As bad as old Duke Peilov?”



  
“Worse, my lady, if you can believe it.”



  I most certainly can, she shuddered. “I will take a late working breakfast with Col. Destefani, in the morning room.” With that she left, going down to her chapel to say the morning liturgy and to continue making good on her vow to say a hundred sets of beads in thanks for Godown having granted her the victory at Florabi.



  
After breakfast Lazlo accompanied her on a walk through the gardens that stretched east almost half a kilometer from the main house down to the small pavilion and stables at the foot of the hill. They combined the garden tour with business and he briefed her on the latest news from the Imperial court and council. “I’ll go back to early spring, just after you and the army went south,” he began.



  
“Do. I’ve been focused on southern matters and need the bigger picture,” she agreed, pausing to smell one of the last yellow brush-blooms of the season. The scent always reminded her of hot honeycake.



  
“Two major pieces of news arrived. First, the Bergenlands decided to unite. They’d been discussing it for several years, apparently, and sent representatives to the Sea Republics to study their governments and taxation systems. Archduke Gerald André assured his majesty that the Bergenlands would form a confederation of some sort.”



  
“That would be the logical choice, if they have not found a royal to invite in to take over,” Elizabeth observed. She also saw that some of the stones in the wall around the garden looked loose, and frowned. She pointed to the problem spot. “That needs to be fixed.”



  
“I suspect they did ask a royal, and no one wanted to get caught between the Empire and the Frankonians, but that’s only my guess, my lady, and I’ll have Charles see about repairing the wall.” Lazlo paused, as if making a mental note, before continuing, “His grace the Archduke was rather taken aback when the new ambassador informed the court that the men of the Bergenlands had voted to form a single united state, led by someone called an Elected Speaker. Emperor Thomas seemed less surprised, but as I recall he’s always thought the Bergenlanders were a bit odd.” He stopped, giving Elizabeth an inquiring look.



  
She shrugged. “I think they’re mad. What works in a city-state won’t work for anything as large and rugged and independent as the Bergenlands. Did they not look at the problems the Poloki have?” She pursed her lips and exhaled a faint whistle. “I have no idea what his majesty thought. He kept his thoughts to himself when they differed from his father, Godown grant him ease.” She and Lazlo both made the curving hand gesture of St. Gerald’s bridge across their chests.



  
“Amen. So, my lady, instead of seven semi-independent states, one democracy now sits between Frankonia and the Empire, with a few small buffers on either side.”



  
She detoured to look at the long water-flower pool and he waited until she returned. “So we now have one ambassador, which is not really much of a change, and one state that is going to ally with us.”



  
Lazlo shook his head. “No, or at least not yet. They are still debating allying with us or the Frankonians, or remaining neutral. The ambassador hinted that their neutrality might be, eh,” he looked up at the clear autumn sky and clasped his hands behind his back. “Shall we say encouraged, my lady? Encouraged by a generous gesture of congratulation to the new state?” He tipped his head down and favored her with a sideways glance.



  
“Thpppth,” she made a rude noise. “I suppose I should wish them well, but they’re being fools, first to try a democracy so large and second to think they will be left in peace. Frankonia won’t let them and we can’t allow them to endanger our western border with their weakness.”



  
Lazlo’s grave expression stopped her cold, one foot in mid-air. “The Imperial foreign minister has congratulated the Bergenlanders on the wisdom of their decision and offers the best wishes and support for their future, whatever they choose in regards to alliances, my lady. That is official policy, from his majesty himself.”



  
She schooled her expression to polite, calm interest. “Ah. Of course they are free to chose their own path,” for now, she thought. “I shall certainly add my most hearty good wishes and prayers for their success.”



  
“Please do that, my lady, because Duke Clellan supports his majesty utterly.”



  
They reached the bottom of the garden and Elizabeth turned, intending to walk a full course around the perimeter and then return to the stables. Lazlo remained quiet as she mulled the news. Duke Clellan, son-in-law of Count Jones, a follower of St. Mou and one of her political enemies. Jones, who had served briefly under Colonel Marcy, another follower of St. Mou and a man who had declared her one of his personal enemies. She’d never bothered to return the gesture. She’d lacked time and it seemed foolish, given the needs of the Empire. She and Lazlo had ascended the second of the eleven terrace-like steps on the long slope before she asked, “What is the other piece of news?”



  
He shivered despite the warm morning sun. “Plague.” Her hand dropped to her prayer beads as he made St. Kiara’s flame with his right hand. “Plague in the northern sea cities. It started, or I should say was first officially confirmed just before mid-summer. It reached the edges of the Poloki lands, two of their trade towns, not long after.”



  
“How bad,” she whispered, crossing her arms and trying to rub some of the day’s heat back into herself. Lazlo stepped closer and put his arm around her waist, as if steadying her as she went up the shallow step to the next terrace.



  
“We don’t know, my lady. That is, only a third of the people seem to die in the first wave, or so the reports claim, but what will come after? Especially this winter.”



  
“Godown be merciful, may this be a summer plague that winter will stop.”



  
“May He hear and answer,” came the fervent reply. “It starts with tiredness and a cough and low fever. Then dark red spots appear and crust over, the cough grows wet, and loose bowels begin. If it goes farther, the cough turns bloody, as do the shits. After that the person dies, usually no more than eight days after the first signs of illness. Bad air carries it, and maybe other things as well.” They’d reached the top of the garden and started another round. Lazlo released her. “I, I’m hesitant to relay rumor, my lady, but.” He stopped speaking, shaking his head. She waited. They’d descended halfway to the end of the garden before he continued. “There are rumors that the plague is a punishment for pursuing Lander technology and ways, my lady.”



  
Pain shot through her temples and Elizabeth made herself unclench her teeth and relax her jaw. “Thank you for that news, Colonel. It,” she searched for a word. “It explains things in recent communications that I had found puzzling.”



  
“You are most welcome my lady.” He waited until they reached the stable to say, “There is one other thing, my lady, but it is not for ears other than yours.”



  
“Very well. On a lighter note,” she changed the topic, “Gray III is most acceptable. He’s got excellent stamina and is not too smart for his own good.”



  
Lazlo smiled as he opened the door for her. “You’d prefer it to be otherwise, my lady? Should we tempt him with an old mattress to see what happens?”



  
“Absolutely not!” She pretended to be indignant. “I spent twenty years dealing with a smart mule, Colonel. More to the point, I’d never keep staff if they had to deal with smart mules.”



  
A wheezy voice behind her complained, “Your grace, if I have to find stablemen who can outsmart mules, I’ll lose what’s left of both my hair and my wits.” She turned to find Henry Adams, the stablemaster, waddling up to them. He’d survived a fall out of a hayloft that left him with a rolling, painful-looking gait and unable to mount unassisted. He bowed to her. “Begging your pardon, your grace, but if you’ve come to see Maldonado and Schwartz, they’re at the royal stud earnin’ their keep.” Which she knew, since she’d sent the orders ahead of her, along with the horses.



  
She smiled. “No, Master Henry. I came to see if you had any ideas on deflating dreams of training battle mules.”



  
His wheezy guffaws answered her question. When he caught his breath, he advised, “Let the gentleman learn for himself, your grace, is my advice.”



  
Elizabeth followed him into the stable row. She preferred to check on her animals personally, to the extent of testing their feed for quality from time to time. You’re only as effective as your beasts, two-footed or four. She noted Gray III munching on his hay ration, peeked into her warhorses’ empty stalls to make sure they had been cleaned to her standards, and stepped deftly around one of the stable cats. The feline, washing its privates in the middle of the aisle, ignored her. Smells as it should, nothing sour or rank, every animal present or accounted for. Would that all my problems were as easy to solve as stable rot. She and Lazlo nodded to the tiny image of St. Michael-Herdsman perched above the main door beam at the end of the stall row before returning to Upper Bellevue.



  2


  The Paper War


  
Two days later Imperial Duchess Elizabeth von Sarmas and her chief aid Col. Lazlo Destefani made their official return to Vindobona, taking up residence in Donatello House. Only the small permanent staff and a few dray horses remained at Bellevue—Mina and the other regular servants had already left before dawn. Elizabeth scolded herself for envy as she watched Lazlo mounting Bruno in Bellevue’s forecourt. The dark Babenburg-blue uniform that washed the last color out of her skin looked dignified and flattering on him. He wore his graying hair pulled back in a neat tail, tied with a dark blue ribbon. She concealed her scut under a small red-blonde wig. Maldonado, her parade mount, shifted under her and stamped as if sensing her thoughts, and she checked the dark brown stallion. Lazlo glanced over his shoulder at her, and she nodded.



  
Two of her guards and a standard-bearer rode out first, then Elizabeth and Lazlo, followed by the rest of her guards. Maldonado and Bruno, full brothers, matched their gaits, sounding like one horse as they trotted along the centuries-old highway. Traffic parted ahead of them and a few people cheered. Elizabeth raised her hand, acknowledging the carters and farmers. An Imperial messenger saluted as he rushed past on his way west and she returned the salute. The party slowed as they approached the western gate of the Imperial capitol, joining the line of carts and wagons feeding, literally, into the city.



  
“State your business,” the gate guard challenged, lowering his pike to bar the way.



  
“Duchess Elizabeth von Sarmas and staff.” She pulled her black and silver marshal’s baton out of her saddlebag and held it out for him to see. “Returning to make full report to his Imperial Majesty, Godown be with him.”



  
Satisfied, the guard stepped back and raised his pike. “Enter the city, your grace, and be welcome.”



  
“Thank you.” She tapped her hat brim with the baton and rode on, through the heavy stone gates. Maldonado’s steps raised echoes in the long, dark passage through the wall. After the near-disaster of the Siege twenty years before, the wall had been repaired and strengthened, and Elizabeth smiled again with grim satisfaction at the heavier gates and recesses where nasty surprises waited for the unwary and unfriendly. Then she sighed. How long before walls are useless except as gun platforms? The Landers could destroy a city while floating outside the sky, and we’ve already developed cannons that can shoot over the walls. What now—roofs over the city?


  
Avoiding traffic distracted her from her grim thoughts. The high clouds starting to weaken the morning sunlight warned that winter lurked just out of sight, waiting, and the residents of Vindobona worked steadily, preparing for the long cold ahead. Heavy wagons groaned through the streets closest to the walls, carrying supplies to the depots near the palace district. Carts loaded with black, dusty sacks of earth coal left their loads at businesses and some especially prosperous houses. Emperor Rudolph had forbidden storage of more than ten sacks of coal per hearth or oven in any building within the walls for fear of fire, so the coal carts and sleds were a daily sight this time of year and through the winter. Elizabeth wrinkled her nose as a whiff of nightsoil, coal smoke, and tannabark made her eyes water. Southeast wind from the tannery row. Rain tomorrow, I wonder? She eased Maldonado to the side of the road as cries of “make way, make way,” rang out. A very fancy carriage drawn by matching black horses thundered past and she glanced back to see Lazlo mouthing something unflattering about Countess Albinez, the carriage’s owner.



  I have to find a way to get messages through the army as fast as news passes through Vindobona. She’d sent no formal notice of her arrival, but people had gathered on corners and in some streets, cheering and waving as she and her men rode through the city. She savored the praise and attention, cueing Maldonado into his high-stepping parade walk and raising her baton to her supporters. Clellan is going to be steaming when he hears. His majesty might not be pleased either. Not that I can do anything about it. What was she supposed to do, have the people chased off? She’d caught her share of mudballs and old fruit, thank you, the year they’d failed to capture Scheel City. “Godown bless,” a carter yelled, tugging the front of his battered felt hat. She touched the brim of her hat in reply.



  
They reached Donatello House without incident and rode into the open wooden gates. As soon as the last rider crossed the threshold, the staff closed the heavy panels, shutting out the usual prying eyes, petitioners, and street urchins. While she put her baton in its belt case, Lazlo dismounted, then held Maldonado as Elizabeth swung out of her sidesaddle and stepped onto the mounting block. “Thank you,” she told her guards. “You are dismissed until tomorrow.” Grooms took the horses away, or tried to. Maldonado reared up, almost dragging the scrawny stripling off the ground.



  
“Quit,” Elizabeth hissed. “Hold him, Colonel.” Lazlo caught the stallion’s head and pulled it down as Elizabeth climbed back into the saddle, locking her leg around the leaping horn but ignoring the stirrup. “Clear the courtyard.” Anyone with half a brain had already fled, emptying the space. As soon as she had the reins well in hand, she gave Lazlo a curt nod and he too moved well clear of the fractious horse. “You want trouble, boy? I’ll give you trouble,” she whispered. He tried to rear again and she pulled his head down, then began working him, using hands, seat, and stick to make him turn, back, trot, and rear on her command. She put him through a series of battle kicks, then into a tightly controlled trot in place, before letting him relax. They stopped beside the mounting block and he stood square, chewing on his bit and “thinking.” She dismounted and waited but he stayed still. Satisfied, she pulled the reins over his head and led him to the waiting groom. “I’ll take him out to work tomorrow, unless the weather is dangerous.”



  
“Yes, m’lady.” She forebore giving the stud a hearty slap on the rump as he clopped past her, now properly quiet.



  
A woman’s laughing voice called from behind her, “You know very well that if you insist on keeping nothing but intact males, you’re going to have your hands full, Elizabeth.” Archduchess Ann Babenburg, nee Starland, stepped out from behind the safety of a pile of crates and a hay mound.



  
Elizabeth grinned and walked up to the older woman. They embraced and she replied half under her breath, “Intact males are predictable and easy to manage, unlike some mares of my acquaintance.” Leaning back she added, “Geldings are serviceable but not much fun,” and winked.



  
Ann pretended to be shocked by such language. “A proper lady of court would never even think such a thing.” She slid her arm into Elizabeth’s and they walked to where Lazlo and some of the servants waited. “I, however, heartily agree. You always have had excellent taste in horseflesh.”



  
After proper greetings had been exchanged, Elizabeth took a moment to shed her hat and riding boots, exchanging her uniform jacket for a more comfortable, older version. Then she joined Ann and Lazlo in the solar. She stopped to pet her two precious pfeach trees, now tall enough to endanger the glass roof of the indoor garden. They’d been one of Lazlo’s first courting gifts to her, long before she learned that he was trying to win her heart. They’d survived the Siege, Ann’s late husband, and the fire that had gutted one wing of Donatello House five years before. As Elizabeth took her seat, she caught a glimpse of Lazlo chasing a confused looking maid out of the solar and locking the door. “Colonel, is there a problem?”



  
Ann answered instead. “Not yet, but you need to know about it in case gossip gets any worse.” She waited until Lazlo returned and took his seat beside Elizabeth. “Shall I go first?”



  
He nodded, taking Elizabeth’s hand. Ann poured all three of them chokofee, then sat back, stirring sucre into hers.



  
“Elizabeth, what do you remember about my brother’s personal conduct?”



  
“Quill was a model of conduct. He never strayed from Marie, never mistreated her that I knew of, never spoke ill of her in public or private.” Was there anything else? No, not that I recall, aside from rumors that after Roland was born he and Marie stopped sharing a bed. “That’s what I remember.”



  
“That’s ninety percent of the truth.” Ann and Lazlo both drank more chokofee. “Quill had a lover. Once he married Marie he remained faithful to her until after Roland’s birth, then with her knowledge returned to his lover on occasion. Quill said that Marie seemed relieved when he asked her permission to stop having conjugal relations with her except when she requested them.” Ann shook her head a little, a sad expression on her age-softened features.



  
Elizabeth shook her head in turn, unable to imagine such a thing. Even though she sometimes felt a little physical discomfort when she and Lazlo made love, a legacy of the golden horn smut poisoning, she couldn’t imagine being happy if he asked her to return to celibacy. “What has this to do with me, other than having been Quill’s student and supporter?”



  
Lazlo shifted in his seat. “Elizabeth, do you remember when you once asked if Kemal had married, and I said that he and Duke Starland had an understanding?”



  
“Vaguely.” She stopped. No. Kemal and Quill? Kemal was Quill’s Jenna man? Oh. And Marie knew? Oh St. Sabrina, no wonder Marie always seemed to try too hard to be the perfect duchess. And no wonder she thought Quill might desire me, since I was more man-shaped than woman-shaped the first time she saw me. “Kemal and Quill. That explains some things.”



  
“There are suggestions that Duke Matthew takes after Quill that way,” Lazlo said, stroking her hand. “And there have been inquiries, less discreet, to see if I do as well.” He shook his head. “To make matters more complicated, Duke Matthew asked if I would be willing to work for him as aid de camp, since you have been training Ulrich and I have experience operating on the eastern border.”



  
“Oh sweet Godown, no wonder Quill was furious when he found out we’d married! He said he wanted you free to be Matthew’s advisor and captain, and if he thought that…” She couldn’t finish the thought.



  
Ann set down her cup, leaned forward, and took Elizabeth’s other hand. “Quill was thinking about what Kemal meant to him, and how much their relations had helped him before he married Marie, and not about your or Lazlo’s feelings. Did he ever apologize?”



  
“Yes, after the damage was done.”



  
“And after he’d told Archduke Gerald Kazmer,” Lazlo snapped. “Who tried to get Emperor Rudolph to order us to divorce and to command Elizabeth to marry Matthew.”



  
“Gerald Kazmer was, Godown forgive me, an ass of the first degree.” Ann rolled her eyes. “Lewis told me about their growing-up years. Gerald Kazmer was born an ass, matured into a fool, and mellowed into a suspicious boor in his old age.” She patted Elizabeth’s hand and then released it. “Lewis and Arpad swore that their mother must have eaten sour-drops when she was carrying Kazmer.”



  
“No argument here, my lady,” Lazlo chuckled without humor. “The reason to drag up all this ancient history, love, is so you know the truth before the rumor tree blossoms any further. No, I do not take after Kemal in that way. I told Duke Matthew that I am quite satisfied with my current position, he congratulated me, and has made no further attempts to press the matter.”



  Should I laugh or cry? We thought it such a useful tale, that Lazlo followed St. Jenna. No one asked about his staying near me or questioned our conduct because of course we’d never be sharing a bed. And now this. The room blurred through tears and she tried to wipe them away. “My cup, please. I seem to have dust in my eyes.” Lazlo let go of her shaking hand long enough to put the cup in it. He steadied her wrist as she took the first sip of the sweetened dark, bitter brew, then let her finish unassisted. The cup chattered a little as she put down on the drip catcher. “Let me guess. There’s a rumor that Lazlo and Matthew are a pair, and that I support Matt, or he supports me, for that reason.”



  
Ann nodded. “Something like that, yes. There’s an especially nasty version claiming that Marie loaned you a dangerous horse because you carried a child for Matthew, in case—”



  
“No!” Elizabeth jumped to her feet. The chair fell over, clattering on the stone floor. Lazlo surged out of his seat and grabbed her. She sagged against him, shaking her head, tears burning her face. “How could they?” she mumbled into his shoulder as he held her, patting her back.



  
She felt as well as heard him sigh and say, “Because that is how vicious things have gotten in court, my lady my love. Duke Clellan and his people are using every tool they can grasp, and his majesty can’t or won’t stop them.”



  
“Lewis said once that Alois, Rudolph’s father, had seen gossip tear the court apart just after Alois came to the throne, and that’s why he and Rudolph kept such a tight rein on things. Thomas hasn’t learned that lesson yet.” Ann sounded remarkably calm, and it helped Elizabeth settle back down. She released her husband and righted the chair, then held her cup out for a refill.



  
“And if they decide to attack me, they’ll begin by going after Col. Destefani and the people around me. Charming.” I feel sick.


  
“You’ve been warned. And on a lighter note, I need your advice concerning real mules as opposed to professional asses.” Ann sat back. “I need a set of carriage mules, and you have a better eye than I do.”



  
Elizabeth nodded to Lazlo, “Please unlock the door before someone thinks we’re doing something suspicious.”



  
“Like exchanging new recipes for pfeach liqueur?” He did as asked and returned, “Speaking of which, what became of those bottles that were aging behind the white wines?”



  
“I’ve no idea, I’ve been away, remember? Ah Ann,” Elizabeth’s eyes narrowed and she winked at Lazlo, “is there a specific color you prefer?”



  
“Anything but gray.” The three laughed at the old, familiar joke.



  
It was her last laughter for several hours. Lady Ann left and Elizabeth ventured into her office, lighting the lamps and glaring at the work waiting for her. A stack of papers, correspondence, and partial reports spilled out of the basket and across her heavy, dark wood desk. A smaller, neater pile of invitations perched on the other edge of the desk. Elizabeth tightened her grip on her marshal’s baton and fought the urge to beat the piles with it and then sweep all of the papers into the fire. Pain in her hand warned her to release the metal and wood before she cut herself, and she set the black and silver rod on its stand with exaggerated care, settled her skirts, and sat down. Lazlo had sorted the documents by date, pulling out the few general Imperial notices and making a much smaller second pile. Begin at the beginning and go to the end. I will need another table. “David.”



  
The door opened and a brown-clad footman appeared. “Your grace?”



  
“A small table, here, please. And red-leaf tea in an hour.”



  
“Yes, your grace.” He brought a campaign table and set it at her right elbow, bowed, and disappeared.



  
She read the Imperial notices, only one of which had anything to do with her. Good. A tariff on sheep wool will encourage more shahma breeding and raising. The Empire imports too much sheep wool as it is, when we have such good shahma. And if I sell more shahma, I can finally replace those last windows in the chapel with colored glass. She scrawled a note in the corner of the page to have a word with Ann about splitting the flocks at Donatello Bend again, maybe renting pastures from Duke Kossuth on his lands near the Dividing Range this time, or perhaps talking to Duke Matthew Starland about it.



  
Then she attacked the pile of correspondence and reports. She’d read a month’s worth when someone tapped on the door. “Enter,” she snapped. David opened the door, brought in a second small table, then a tray of hot tea and small savories. He poured a cup of tea, bowed, and left. Someone must have reminded the staff about my fondness for pointless paperwork. She drank the tea, ate two of the hot cheese bites, had a second cup, and returned to work. A maid came in, refilled the lamps, and departed at some point. Elizabeth barely noticed. She’d emptied the teapot and plate and made two trips to use the necessary closet before her anger, frustration, and disgust reached their limits. Hands shaking, shoulders tight, head pounding, she folded her hands in her lap and closed burning eyes.



  I am not perfect. No one on this planet and probably not on any other planet is perfect. Only Godown is perfect. The Frankonians did not roll over and die. They never have and never will. What in the name of St. Kiara’s flame was I supposed to do? I did not know about that second army because they’ve never fought like that before. I can’t make firewood and clean water appear from the sky. We captured Florabi and drove Lauri’s men back to where they were two years ago, where the treaty said they were supposed to stay. What more do you ignorant, inexperienced, unrealistic, stay-at-home, perfume-swilling swine want?


  
“They want a miracle, your grace, and begging your pardon, but if you stick your tongue any farther out, a bird will light on it.” She opened her eyes to find Lazlo standing in front of the desk, a leather folder full of papers tucked under one arm. “No, you were not speaking aloud, but your lips were moving.”



  How shall I put this? “I am curious as to why these,” she waved to one of the sub-piles of inter-office letters, “never passed south.”



  
“Because the box with all of the state documents in it only arrived the day after news of your pending return did, your grace.”



  
“Ah. Thank you, Colonel.” She reached for the folder. “For me?”



  
He passed it to her. “Yes, your grace, but perhaps not until later? It is the sixth hour after noon, and those are all supply reports based on the harvest to date. They need your acknowledgment and nothing more.”



  
Her stomach growled and a spasm from her bladder warned that the last of the tea wanted out. “An excellent point, Colonel, thank you. Put them on the sideboard and I’ll deal with them later.” She stood, staggering as the room swayed and faded. Lazlo caught her. “Colonel, make a note to have someone interrupt me every two hours. I seem to be unused to sitting for so long.” I can’t feel my rump. And my hips hurt. I’m not twenty anymore, alas.


  
“Very good, your grace.” He waited until she moved steadily under her own power, then began putting out the lamps. She left him to his task and hurried to the necessary before urgency became mortification. Much relieved, she returned just as he finished covering her desk with a piece of cloth, concealing the papers enough to discourage the casually curious. After a final check for anything that might burn or spill, they left the office. She locked the door. Still formal and in his official role as aid, he offered, “If my lady wishes, supper will be in the lesser dining room.”



  
“I wish it. I will be there in three-quarters hour.” She turned and walked up the stairs, along the second floor to an ornately carved and gilded door, and entered her bed and dressing chamber. Mina sprang to her feet and dropped a hasty curtsey. “The light blue blouse and brown skirt and jacket.”



  
“The brown twill or the boiled fleece, my lady?”



  
“Fleece.” Elizabeth shed the old uniform jacket and stiff blouse, scratching lightly where the starch-heavy collar had rubbed her skin almost raw. Ugh, that’s it. I’m finding something that doesn’t scratch my neck, uniform be damned. Mina handed her a small jar of skin lotion. “Perfect, thank you.” As she rubbed it in, Mina undid her uniform skirt and heavy underskirt. Once Elizabeth finished with the cream, Mina lifted the skirts over Elizabeth’s head with a practiced smoothness. As the maid put them away, Elizabeth discreetly loosened the lacing on her bodice by a centimeter or two.



  
“My lady, there is a rumor that King Laurence wears stays.” Mina helped her get her left arm into the blouse.



  
“Oh? Has he fallen off a horse?”



  
“No, my lady. It is said he wishes to retain his youthful slimness.”



  
Elizabeth finished dressing and shook her head as she settled a modest wig over her cropped hair. “And yet the preachers rail against women’s vanity. This is a most peculiar world, Mina.”



  
“Yes, my lady. Will you be going out?”



  
“No. Not until tomorrow morning. I’ll be riding.”



  
“Very good, my lady.” She curtsied again as Elizabeth left.



  
Four of Elizabeth’s younger officers joined her and Lazlo at the table. She made it a point to dine with them in the field and at least once a week during the winter. Rumor control and problem solving are so much easier when both are small. She said the blessing and the young men tore into the food, with proper decorum, of course. How could we have been on tight rations in the middle of one of the prime fruit and grain growing regions of this continent? Because the enemy got there first. Well, I’ll plump up over the winter, Godown willing. Master Joe Kim, a nephew of her first cook, certainly seemed determined to prevent her from starving, judging by the rich meal set out for her consideration.



  
“Your grace, have you come across the revised logistics information for the summer, yet?” Lazlo inquired as he speared a piece of redfish, letting some of the sauce drip onto the rice.



  
“No, Colonel. Are they related to the changes in the Bergenlands?” He nodded, mouth full. She looked at her junior officers. “What changes to the situation should we anticipate, gentlemen?”



  
Lieutenant Peter Chow gulped his mouthful of supper. “If they remain our allies, my lady, there should be no changes. Perhaps even lower prices for earth coal and iron, since we make their arms.” He thought for a moment longer and nodded, “Yes, my lady, no changes.”



  
Capt. Ulrich Martin, her aid de camp for the last season, narrowed pale green eyes. He and Peter could have been brothers, both round faced with almond eyes, save for Martin being fair where Chow was dark. “Can they stay neutral is the question. My lady, they’ll have to ally with someone, either us or Frankonia, and logic says they’ll stay with us. As their allies we should see more and better trade rights, so more coal and iron ore, and perhaps more access to their special mountain equipment. If it really exists.”



  
Elizabeth sipped some wine and turned to the most junior man present. “What say you, Lt. Esposito?”



  
Normally the first to jump into a debate, Imre hesitated. The son of a Tivolian mother and a Turkowi raider, he’d been abandoned at birth and raised in Duke Kossuth’s household, a boisterous place, Elizabeth recalled, and one open to more ideas and discussion than most. He licked his lips. “My lady, Colonel, Captain, with all respect, the Bergenlands cannot afford to ally with the Empire.”



  
Elizabeth smiled into her cup as the men recoiled. This should be educational. “Why not, Lieutenant?”



  
“They need a winning horse, my lady.” He ducked as the other young officers glared at him, but Lazlo and Elizabeth both gestured for him to continue. “They border on Frankonia. Their allies have been the Sea Republics and the Empire, but the republics have no military to speak of, and we’ve been fighting in the south. And losing, or so Frankonia claims and I wager that rumor north of the Triangle Range does as well, my lady. Everyone knows the court is divided, and Emperor Thomas does not have a reputation yet, unlike Laurence. The Bergenlands will waver and try to be neutral, my lady, but if pushed they will aid Frankonia.” He set his jaw.



  
A babble broke out until Elizabeth raised her hand. The men fell silent and she left them that way for several minutes as she ate more. You know my rules. No discussion until all opinions and information have been heard. Think about that, boys. At last she turned to Lt. Jan Neruda. “Lt. Neruda, your opinion?”



  
The bland-faced man wiped his mouth with a napkin. “My lady, coal prices will go up, not only because of the uncertainty with the Bergenlands but also because the sea coal from the north is unavailable. No carter will go past Herbstadt and New Herb Hill or so I heard in the market yesterday. What we’ve seen of the harvest so far looks good, but a hard winter, or fears of a hard winter, will raise prices come spring. So will rumors of war. My lady, no matter what the Bergenlands do, market talk has higher prices, so tighter resupply on food and fuel is my guess. But that’s mere market chatter,” he finished.



  
The four officers talked back and forth for several minutes. Elizabeth held her peace. Neruda’s wasted as a cadet officer. I need him in intelligence. He blends in better than Lazlo or Trey, has more sense than half of court, and is safe around women. Everyone already knows that he follows St. Jenna. But would that be a problem since Lazlo is thought to be a Jenna man? No, well, maybe, but not likely if Neruda stays out of court. And what did become of that pfeach brandy?


  
When the cheese course arrived, Lazlo raised a finger and she nodded to him. “My lady, what are you planning for next season?”



  
“Based on what little I’ve read and heard thus far, Colonel, I’m planning on fuel being expensive, at least coal. Wood might be reasonable. Food always goes up, unless we have so much that the grain bins burst, and then the traders will moan the wastage. At least cloth prices have been down. And the mild winter last year meant more colts and fillies survived, so perhaps, just perhaps, draft animal prices will come down. And perhaps King Laurence will abdicate in favor of his son and devote the rest of his life to serving the poor and infirm.”



  
The men chuckled at the unlikely prospect. She continued, “But that is based on reports from before mid-summer, so no doubt I will change my mind by tomorrow night.”



  
“Change is a woman’s prerogative, after all, my lady,” Lazlo teased, pushing the official bounds just a fraction.



  
She smiled, “And a wise man never forgets that fact, Colonel.”



  
After several minutes, Capt. Martin cleared his throat. “My lady, I’ve been requested to ask you a question.”



  This sounds interesting. Who wants what favor? I’m not promoting anyone until next spring, barring surprises. No matter what Count Peilov thinks or wants. “Ask, Captain.”



  
“Will you accept women as officers under your command?”



  Oh my. I thought that had died the death years ago. Apparently not. “I might if the woman in question can meet the same physical standards that you do, has the same skills as every other officer cadet, and is unable to have children or has done her duty to her family already.” In other words, no.


  
Martin blinked and played with his fork. “Ah, what if she were to bring an exemption from her family? From family duties, that is, my lady.”



  
“On that alone, no, but I would have to speak with the woman in question and her family to be absolutely certain.” And if she’s from the nobility I will refuse even then. No gentle lady ever rode past the field brothel without having vapors and I’m not putting up with it. “Is there a young woman interested in fighting, or was this a general sort of inquiry?”



  
“General, my lady, at this point. I believe the young lady in question is no more than twelve years old at the moment.” He looked relieved.



  And now you have an excuse to get out of training her or of pacifying her. Elizabeth smiled a little. All of us should learn to defend ourselves, but women don’t belong in the army, not now. Maybe once, but the Empire needs children more than it needs warrior women.


  
“Thank you, my lady.”



  
“You’re welcome, Captain, and if anyone asks any of the rest of you, you’ve heard my policy and can quote me.”



  
Talk shifted to lighter topics and after the men finished the cheese she dismissed the four younger officers. They stayed in quarters near the Imperial riding stables, closer to the parade grounds and drill fields. It would have cost less to keep them at Donatello House, but Elizabeth had decided that the difference in their morale and the increased responsibility balanced out the greater drain on her purse.



  
Lazlo joined her in her bed that night. “What do you think of Neruda?” she asked.



  
“Hmm. He’s too smart for an infantry or cavalry officer, and I can’t see him with artillery or the engineers. You want him in intelligence, don’t you, love?”



  
“He’s two-thirds of the way there already. But do I want it official, or just have him keeping his eyes and ears open but providing formal reports instead of conversations?” There were advantages, and Neruda might have his own desires.



  
Lazlo wagged one hand back and forth. “Leave him for now and I’ll watch with you. Nothing will happen for the next month at least.”



  
“Nothing?” She ran her fingers through the hair on his chest.



  
“Professional nothing.” His hands began doing interesting things as well and she finally stopped fretting about supplies and politics.



  
The next morning she made good on her threat to work Maldonado and her promise to see about Lady Ann’s mules. Two guards came with her. It was nice when I could ride out without being pestered, but with rank comes foolishness. Everyone and their uncle knows I have no power in court and yet “My lady, a position,” or “Your Grace, a small proposition that might interest you.” Pfooi. She guided Maldonado past a mare that should not have been out of her stall. “No, there’s a time and place for everything and this is neither,” she warned him. He made no further efforts at romance and she leaned forward, scratching his crest. “Good boy.” Another reason to train them as much as their brains will take. When you put on your breeding halter, you get to have fun, boy. Otherwise you need to leave the girls alone. Would that other males would do the same, two footed as well as four. I still can’t believe Tim Albinez hasn’t been forced to pay some form of restitution for hurting that man, commoner or no. You keep your stallion under control or you ride a gelding. I wonder if Matt can take care of it or if I need to say something to his majesty? Eh, not now. Add it to the list. Lovely morning for the moment, but it feels like rain. Glad I’m working in the office this afternoon.


  
Once outside the walls, she let Maldonado have his head until they reached the Imperial training area. “Stay here unless you plan on working your mounts,” she told the two men with her. They knew the rules, but the warning had become as automatic as breathing.



  
“Yes, my lady.”



  
Once inside the fence, she pushed Maldonado hard. Moving things distracted him more than most horses, and she kept him close to a set of banners and some old sacks on poles. The wind fluttered the cloth and his ears tipped toward the distraction. She turned him, pushing him in circles until the brown horse gave her his full attention. Then they snaked between the poles in a serpentine. Maldonado tossed his head but obeyed her commands. I’m not perfect, you’re not perfect, but you need to listen to me. Satisfied with the horse’s behavior, she let him relax, trotting over to the beginning of the jump course. Once the previous rider passed clear, she turned Mal at the first set of jumps. “Tsaa!” He liked jumps, and flew through the course until the next-to-last fence, when an equine battle cry cut the humid air.



  
Movement and a pale form flashed in her peripheral vision and she let go of the reins, kicked free of the stirrups and fell sideways, trying to twist so she’d land on her hip and not her head. “Oof!” She rolled away from the jump as wood broke and a horse screamed a challenge. Oh, St. Gerald that hurts. Not my collarbone again. “Oh shit.” Elizabeth didn’t stop moving until she’d scrambled well clear of the two horses, and only then turned to see the disaster. St. Gimple, patron of fools and idiots, be with whoever that is, because I’m not going to try and save him. Getting between two fighting stallions was suicide. Instead she circled, trying to find a way to grab Maldonado’s headstall. The light brown horse, smaller but determined, screamed and reared in challenge. Maldonado pivoted and kicked out with both hind feet, catching the other stud in the scrotum. Elizabeth cringed as the cry of anger turned into one of pain. Ow, oh that’s going to hurt, oh that’s going to hurt. The buckskin horse sank to the ground and Maldonado stopped, blowing hard and rearing, then crashing back onto the bare dirt. He snorted and calmed down enough for Elizabeth to approach.



  
Her back ached, her hip hurt, and the sharp, nauseating pain from her shoulder told the rest of the story. “You are an idiot,” she told the horse, holding the reins with her good arm while looking him over. He seemed uninjured aside from scratches on his chest where the broken jump rail had caught him, and her tack looked equally unscathed. The same could not be said of Mal’s opponent.



  
At the very least, the animal would never stand at stud ever again. The light brown horse moaned, rolling onto his side, blood pouring onto the ground from between his hind legs. Elizabeth’s anger bloomed into white heat, aimed squarely at the stud’s rider. Fool! I had right-of-way and you should have controlled the beast to keep him clear if he was trying to challenge Maldonado. Now I have to put your horse out of his misery. I’m tempted to shoot you, too. Instead, two soldiers in the colors of the household guard approached, wary. “This one is under control,” she called, leading Maldonado farther away from the injured animal and his rider. More riders appeared, coming to see what the fuss was about.



  
The buckskin’s rider stirred, clutching his head and groaning. “Gah, what?”



  
One of Elizabeth’s guards came up. “My lady.”



  
She cut him off. “Here. Hold him. I need to check his legs.” The man took the reins, keeping the horse steady as she ran her good hand down Mal’s hind legs, checking the hoofs as well. Aside from a few more scratches he appeared sound, and she straightened up, then staggered. Nausea threatened to blot out anything else and she took a deep breath through her nose, then another, until the pain and sickness receded. “Thank you.” Thank you, Godown. I can’t afford to replace him right now.


  
“You owe me, you careless fool!” Elizabeth turned to see a stocky man staggering as he walked toward her, one gloved hand on his head. “If I’ve lost the rest of this stud season, you’ll pay double, stupid bastard. I have right-of-way here.” He puffed and gasped, red anger fighting with a green flush in his beefy face. “Who’s your commanding officer, you damn incompetent, careless, ignorant, sheep-lover?”



  Don’t giggle. Don’t giggle. Deep breath, stay calm, take a deep breath. “His majesty is my commanding officer, my lord. I had the right-of-way, as these gentlemen can attest.”



  
“Don’t be cute, boy.” He staggered closer and Elizabeth saw his eyes go wide. “You’re the curse carrier. The unnatural Frankonian wench.”



  
Now she recognized him. Godown have mercy, you look terrible. And you have a concussion. “Count Hoffman, you are injured as is your mount. You need a churigon.”



  
“You need a man to keep you in your place, Frankonian heretic. I claim that,” he pointed to Maldonado, then hesitated, frowning with puzzlement. “Those horses?” He swayed and Elizabeth waved to two of the gathered cavalrymen. “Thosh horsh?” The men dismounted and grabbed Jaz Hoffman as his knees gave way.



  
“Clark went for a churigon, your grace,” the larger of the two said. “Do you need aid?”



  Not as much as he does. “No, thank you, I have the usual collarbone break. Take care of Count Hoffman, and I need all of you to write up what you saw here and give the reports to the field master.”



  
“Aye, your grace. That’s at least four hundred thalers about to become dog food,” and the other officer jerked his head toward the dying horse.



  
As she turned to mount Maldonado, she heard a voice grumble, “If he paid four hundred thalers for that stallion, he paid three hundred too many. And remind me not to eat the meat pies this week.”



  Maybe I should ask Henry to ask about ow! Her foot slid on a fresh road apple and she staggered, jarring her shoulder. She locked her teeth against a yelp, eyes watering.



  
How she made it back to Donatello House she had no idea, but she did. She dismounted at the block even though she was riding astride, and walked in the open door to find David, the footman, waiting. “My lady, I see you received Lady Ann’s message.”



  
“Get Mistress Hannah, please, and Mina, and two maids.” At least I broke my left shoulder this time, so I can still answer reports. I’m giddy. That’s not good. The scent of fresh baked bread tickled her nose. Oh, no, I’m going to and she lost her battle against the pain and nausea.



  
Three hours later, fortified with pfeach brandy and tincture of mudmallow, her arm in a sling and a figure eight bandage around her broken collarbone, Elizabeth sat on the top of the mounting block as Lady Ann’s mules milled about the courtyard of Donatello House. “That one,” she called, and the groom pulled a dark brown jack aside. “And that one, the molly.” Elizabeth called out three more, then had the rest bunched in the corner. “Bring those five back and line them up.” She studied the animals. They’re all good, but not matched. The browns are close as are the tans. Hmmm. “Ann, what color is the carriage?”



  
“Almost white, as is the cart. What are you thinking?” She walked up to stand beside the mounting block.



  
“Instead of a matched set, take two and two: the dark ones in the lead, then the tan mollies. It’ll draw the eye to the carriage. Everyone has a matched set, but not a color-coordinated team.”



  
Ann walked around the four mules in question, studying them. “I just may do that. And keep the fifth for the dog cart. They are all of a size and shape, and the colors would flow together, especially if I put paler blankets on the tan pair.” She returned to stand beside Elizabeth. “Yes. I’ll do that very thing.”



  Wonder if Ann’s heard anything. “Ann, do you know anything about Count Hoffman’s buckskin stallion?”



  
The older woman pursed her lips. “Yes, I do. Were you thinking about having him as a stud?”



  
“Not necessarily, but he looks flashy. What can you tell me?”



  
“He, the horse that is, is at least twelve years old. He’s in good shape and throws healthy get, but if you want to keep the good temper we’ve bred for, I’d avoid him. Lewis saw him once and told me to stay away, at least given the prices Hoffman was asking at the time for an untried stud.”



  
Elizabeth nodded, happier. “Good to know, my lady. He seemed a little rough over the jumps this morning. The stud, not Count Hoffman.”



  
“If you think we need a new horse stud, you’d do better to look at Duke Kossuth’s Sudfeld line.” Ann held her hand out. “That felt like a raindrop.”



  
Something cold tapped Elizabeth’s bare head. “So did that, my lady. You made a good decision to stay in the walls.” I wish I had.


  
Elizabeth felt worse the next day but went to court despite the pain. You can’t do anything for a broken collarbone but wait and I’m not dying. Even if I feel like it. She rode in her carriage, trusting Lazlo to work Maldonado. Capt. Martin rode with her, carrying some papers and acting as her guard as well as aid. She’d caught him wincing as she sat back in the seat. He’d been thrown and broken his right collarbone a year before, and obviously remembered the pain. “Ribs are worse, Captain. And the bones stayed under the skin this time, thanks be.”



  
“Agreed, my lady.”



  
They walked into the receiving room and she nodded to Duke Matthew Starland. He smiled back. The older he became, the more he looked like his father, but with his mother’s lighter build. “Welcome back, Elizabeth.” He offered his hand and they shook. “Horse, mule, or floor?”



  
“Horse this time. I do wish Godown, in His grace, had made ground softer to land on.” She kept her tone light so he knew it was a joke.



  
The dark-featured, beak-nosed duke laughed. “Truly the horseman’s prayer, Elizabeth. I trust all is well, otherwise?”



  
“Yes, thank you.” She turned to the right, allowing Marlow Eulenberg to join them.



  
Count Eulenberg bowed to Matthew. “Your grace.”



  
The two dukes exchanged tired looks. You outrank me because you are a duke by birth and I’m only a lord’s daughter, but I’m an Imperial duchess and senior in my title, as well as being a marshal of the Empire. So I should outrank you, except your title is older than mine. And Marlow knows better than to ignore me.


  
More nobles appeared, inquiring about the campaign and her thoughts on the southern situation. No one mentioned Count Hoffman’s little mishap and she wondered if he’d been able to hush it up. Not in the state he was in. I hope all he had was a concussion and not bleeding inside his head.


  
Three loud bangs warned everyone to turn and face the ornate chair at the head of the room. Elizabeth curtsied and the others bowed as his majesty Emperor Thomas II entered the room and took his seat. The young man, in his mid thirties, had his father’s height and dark hair and skin, but where Rudolph had been dangerously thin, Thomas resembled his rounder mother. “You may rise,” he called, pitching his voice lower than its usual light tone.



  
The council members stood up and shifted, taking their usual sides. Starland, Sarmas, and Eulenberg formed a loose triangle. Across the room, Lewis Midland, Count Gerald Jones and Duke Paul Clellan stood together. The other nobles present scattered out between the two groups.



  
“Duchess Sarmas,” Emperor Thomas called. She walked forward and curtsied again. “Welcome home, Duchess Sarmas. It pleases me that Godown granted you safe return this season, although success would have been even more welcome.”



  
“Thank you, your majesty. Godown has indeed been gracious, His name be praised.” She stopped there. You’re in no shape to fight a battle of words this afternoon. Save it for your reports and briefing.


  
“I understand that your parade mount killed Count Hoffman’s prize stud yesterday.”



  
She blinked as mutters rose behind her. “Maldonado defended himself after being attacked, yes, your majesty. Count Hoffman failed to yield when I had the right of way at the jump and failed to check his mount, leading to the fight and his horse’s injury. I take it the stud could not be saved?”



  
“No. The horse master deemed the injury too severe, and the beast lost too much blood.”



  Blast. “And Count Hoffman’s condition, your majesty?”



  
The answer came from behind her. “He remains under close watch, but has regained his senses, although he is not yet out of danger, Sarmas.” Clellan’s voice always set her teeth on edge. He had a silky way of speaking and others seemed to appreciate his warm, mellow tone, but it raised her hackles. He sounds like Eric Windthorst is why.


  
“Godown be thanked for that, Duke Clellan. Head injuries are terrifying things.”



  
“Indeed they are,” Emperor Thomas agreed. “Bones mend, minds do not.”



  Is that a warning that I’m going to be charged life-price for Hoffman? He’s not worth the cost of the pistol that shot his horse. She hid her thoughts well behind her expression.



  
“Because of your injuries and exhaustion, you are not expected to participate in this afternoon’s business, Duchess Sarmas,” Thomas interrupted her train of thought. “You may give your full formal report at a later time.”



  
“Thank you, your majesty. Your consideration is much appreciated.” She bowed a little and retreated two paces, clearing the floor for business.



  3
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“…And in short I did not need to be there,” she finished.



  
Lazlo rubbed under his nose. “I think you did, my lady. Not just to prove that you were indeed injured yesterday, but to remind them that you are back and you must have a chance to present your account of the campaign.”



  
“Which raises a question.” She shook out her right hand after setting down the pen first, this time. “Do you recall when, as in what date, Emperor Rudolph raised Paul Clellan to the dukedom? And why?”



  
Lazlo straightened up, folded his arms, and studied the ceiling. “Five years ago? We were campaigning down in Scheel, and he’d been ennobled during the campaign season, I think, my lady.” He ran a hand over his hair. “Or it could have been seven years ago. I’ve been busy since then.”



  
“Yes, you have, and I am very, very grateful that Godown saw fit to put you in my life Colonel, because otherwise I’d be standing on the banks of the Donau Novi wondering where I’d left my baggage train and my wits both.” She smiled up at him as warmly as she could. “And I’d be even farther behind with,” she waved at the slowly shrinking pile of correspondence. “So. Court appearance done, first I need to finish this, I need you to go over my officer evaluations, and then we need to draw up the campaign report. Oh, and take a close look at the artillery materials expenditure, please. Something seems, I don’t know. The numbers look far too low, especially give that we had both field pieces and the siege guns with us this year.”



  
“Very good, you grace. Not all by this evening, I trust?” She shook her head and he bowed a little. They went through the papers to sort out what he needed for his work, and he carried them down the hall to his own office. After this long they knew that each needed a separate space to work in. His supply and logistics files easily filled a small room much as Elizabeth’s own books, maps, and papers overflowed her office and spilled into Donatello House’s library. She’d been in his space enough to know better than to disturb his organization. And Lazlo moved when he worked, twitching, patting his foot, smoking a pipe if he really needed to focus. It drove Elizabeth around the bend. She in turn scribbled notes on official documents and on scraps of paper that littered the floor around her desk by the end of the day, irritating her organized and orderly husband to no end. She expected the servants to take care of her, while he preferred to see to his own needs. They worked very well together, just not in the same room.



  
Elizabeth picked up her pen again, dipped it, and began more notes. Ah, campaign season. When I can leave politics behind and concentrate on doing what Godown called me to do. Or would be able to do what I’m called to do, if people would leave me alone to do it. And not drag religion into warfare, the Turkowi and their goddess Selkow aside, of course. Amazing, how much less aggressive Selkow’s followers became after we killed so many of her Chosen Acolytes and beat the Turkowi back to the Grimmly Hills. She smiled at the thought of past successes. And fond memories will not get this done, alas.


  
“Scritch, scratch, rustle, rustle,” and the afternoon passed, if not quickly, at least not as painfully as the previous day had been. Her head still throbbed by the time she finished the largest stack of papers, however. “Huh.” She held a page up, moving it a little farther away. The words grew sharper and easier to read. “Drat.” Her gusty sigh lifted a page off the closest stack and she watched it flutter gracefully to the floor. She was getting old.



  
At least things were not as bad as they’d first seemed, at least on paper. Elizabeth closed the inkwell, wiped the pens clean with a damp bit of rag, and sat back, rereading her condensed notes. The Frankonians had limited their activities north of the Triangle Range to harassing the Sea Republics’ shipping, something the Eastern Empire could do nothing about. But the Bergenlands and other states had been left alone for the first time in several years. She made a small mark beside that information—it could prove vital. There had been rumors of Frankonian incursions, as usual, but nothing real. Even better in some ways, none of the bridges or main roads had suffered serious damage during the spring rises, and Godown in His grace had granted the lands within the Empire a bountiful and healthy summer, free from major disease outbreaks or crop and livestock losses. Trade remained strong, even after allowing for the closure of the northern ports and the Tongue Sea shipping due to the plague. “Is that why Clellan is focusing on the southern campaign?” she asked the shadows in the room. “Because there’s nothing else to worry about?”



  
The shadows gave no answer. Perhaps there was no answer, and she and Paul Clellan simply rubbed eachother the wrong way. That he leaned toward St. Mou’s interpretation of the Great Fires meant he’d be suspicious of her from the outset. She scooted the chair back and stood up, taking care not to jostle her arm this time. At least it’s my left shoulder so I can still write and ride, she thought yet again. She put out the lamps, confirmed that no papers or books had ended up near the stove, and locked the office. Time to see how my latest finds cleaned up. She waved away David and one of the maids before they could bother her, and retreated to her small workroom, the one only she could enter.



  
Once inside she opened the shutters on the window, lit a lamp, and wrinkled her nose at the faint fishy smell. She preferred earthoil when it got to the market, but earthoil cost more than fish oil. Elizabeth set the lamp near her worktable and laid out a bit of toweling. “So, how do you look, whatever you are? Ah, very nice!” She lifted a piece of ancient metal and glass out of the pan of now-dirty water it had been soaking in. Lazlo was right—she was as bad as a sparkseeker bird when it came to picking up shiny things. As she turned the milky piece, the colors shifted, more reds becoming visible in the fragment. The shiny silver metal frame, or what remained of it, had been engraved with a geometric pattern, almost like the teeth of a tiny gear. “What were you?” She asked the metal and glass. But they could not answer, unlike the timepiece found on Donatello Bend thirty years before. That now resided on the altar of her chapel. She’d hated giving it up, but she’d promised it to Godown if He’d grant her Lazlo’s safe return from the raid against the Turkowi that hard winter.



  
“Well,” she told the mysterious thing, “I think you will make a lovely necklace or bracelet.” She dried the piece and set it aside, then pulled a flat case out of a drawer and opened it. Metal gleamed in the waning fall sunlight and Elizabeth sighed happily. Each bit of glass or metal, and a few shards of plaztik, reminded her of what had once been and could be again, Godown willing. She picked out a silver chain. Five small pieces of green plaztik, each decorated with beautiful geometric patterns in sliver wire finer than her hair, hung from the chain. I wish I could wear you with that new dress I ordered for Winter Fair, but too many people would fuss. What were you, anyway? Not jewelry, I’m certain of that at least. The Babenburg family had a few sets of Lander jewelry in the Imperial treasury, and the ornate pieces of glass, gold, and precious stones looked nothing like the green and silver plaques. She set the necklace back in the case.



  
Next Elizabeth picked up a polished blue-green metal cylinder with a loop in the end, running her finger along the cool, perfectly smooth surface. She’d found it in an abandoned Lander mine in the hills of Frankonia on the day after she’d begun her flight to the Empire. There had been much more in that cave, and some nights she still dreamed of going back and rescuing the machines she’d glimpsed. But it could never happen, not even if Laurence V permitted her to return. Even Lazlo would refuse to help. And someone would probably try to kill me for blasphemy, even though there’s nothing in the Holy Writ about Lander technology. I should know. Do some of St. Mou’s followers even read the Writ, all of it? It was uncharitable, but she really wondered. And why did they not complain about the Babenburgs’ rule, since the first Babenburg had been the water engineer in Vindobona when the Fires came, and it was Lander technology that kept Vindobona’s water supplies safe to use. Even worse, the Imperial palace still sported electric lights and plaztik. And yet the Fires had not fallen down to consume the palace, at least not as of that morning.



  
“Well, tomorrow will come early and I need to be ready for it.” She tidied her worktable and emptied out the rinse water, filtering it through a fine sieve and cloth first, in case any flakes of metal might have come off with the dirt. She locked everything, put out the lamp, shut the shutters, and went to have a bath before supper.



  
She and Lazlo ate lightly, then walked through the dark streets, past the other town palaces and onto the High Street, to the chapel of St. Kiara. She’d agreed to come with him for the vigil despite her broken bone. The Feast of St. Kiara, his name patron, meant a great deal to him. Once inside they bowed to Godown’s Presence and Lazlo lit two candles, thick tapers meant to last the night, and set them on the sides of the rack for other worshippers to use to light their smaller petition candles. The couple took places a few rows back from the altar rail, close enough to see but far enough to leave room for people coming and going. Elizabeth folded her thick skirts into a pad under her knees. Unlike her personal chapels, this working-class chapel did not have cushions on the kneelers. Lazlo knelt beside her, and they began to recite the bead prayers.



  
The pattern of prayers and responses, as familiar as breathing, came easily. She’d missed the luxury of the full prayer cycle during the campaign season, and added a quick prayer of thanks for the chance to live to return to Vindobona and to attend formal liturgy. The cool glass beads passed through her fingers over and over as the hours passed. The candles beside the image of St. Kiara dwindled and a priest replaced them, moving the older, still-burning tapers onto the high altar. She stole a glance at Lazlo. Totally enwrapped in his prayers and meditations, he could have been a statue himself. She returned her attention to St. Kiara, the patron of seekers. Kiara’s flame always burned clearly, lighting the way through confusion and spiritual darkness, helping those struggling to discern Godown’s will and truth. Holy Godown, Lord of the night who sees all that is dark to our eyes, guide Your children. Holy Godown, Lord of the night who hung the stars and scattered the planets, hear Your children who are small in Your great universe. Another bead passed through her fingers and she fought off a yawn despite her aching shoulder and hip. Holy Godown, Lord of the night, He who sleeps not, help Your children in their watches.


  
She and Lazlo left a few hours before dawn. They went home and napped, then walked through the still quiet streets to St. Gerald’s cathedral, the spiritual heart of Vindobona. They bowed to the Presence and took seats near the front of the great church, close to St. Gerald’s image. A bell tolled and the first threads of incense rose into the air as the Archbishop sang, “Holy Godown, Lord of Morning, Light of all Lights, we bless Your name.”



  
“Holy Godown, Lord of Morning, bless us this day,” the worshippers sang back, beginning the liturgy of the feast of St. Kiara. Elizabeth partook of the service with a grateful heart and lost herself in the rhythms and patterns of worship. When the time came, she and Lazlo joined the line of congregants at the altar rail, bowing and taking the bread and receiving the oil. The bread tasted like the food of paradise to her, and the anointing oil soothed her soul.



  
Once worship ended, Elizabeth and Lazlo stopped by the side-altar of St. Michael-Herdsman to make a special offering. As they finished, she heard an unpleasant, oily-smooth voice declare, “Duchess Sarmas, this is a surprise.” Lazlo tightened his grip on her arm under the cover of helping her rise to her feet. They turned to see Paul Clellan and a number of his supporters, all of them wearing the red and black badges of St. Mou. Clellan continued, “I wasn’t aware you were religious.”



  Are you lying or truly that ignorant? No, not now, not here, she warned her prickly temper. “We all serve Godown in our own ways, Duke Clellan, just as He gives us different gifts and callings.”



  
“Quite true, and He gives us discernment if we choose to use it. A good day to you, and to you, Colonel.”



  
“Godown’s blessings with you this day,” she offered in return.



  
“Good day, your grace,” Lazlo choked out. They waited until Clellan’s group had swept out of the cathedral before making their own departure.



  
No one else seemed to have been caught in the power play, and a few of the other early-risers nodded to Elizabeth, who nodded and smiled back. By now everyone knew she was not just a servant or shop woman, but they pretended otherwise. Godown made all people equal in spirit, after all, and those attending dawn worship tended to be more interested in devotion than in being seen.



  
“Are you going to noon liturgy at St. Kiara’s, Colonel?” She asked as they walked back to Donatello House.



  
“No, my lady. I spoke with Father Pascual yesterday and received a dispensation, in light of current events. I don’t want anyone disturbing worship just because I’m there.” She felt his tension as he gripped her arm, his fingers shaking. “Especially after what just happened.” They walked a little farther, being very careful to stop and check for slops flying out of the open doors and gates. They’d both been surprised before. Half-way back to Donatello House the couple detoured off the direct route and he ventured, “My lady, does he truly not know what you were?”



  
“I wondered, too. I see no reason to enlighten him if he does not.” They stopped at a little house-corner chapel to St. Sabrina and she left a few coins before they continued on.



  
They napped again once they got home. The sworn postulant who could do an all-night vigil, morning and noon prayers, and then work until sunset is no more. She yawned and began stretching her arms. The broken bones shifted and she flinched, causing a muscle spasm. Owwww. Not smart, that. She’d given the servants a half-holiday, so nothing stirred in the house until noon, including Duchess Sarmas and her chief aid.



  
After lunch, she presented Lazlo with a small box. He opened the lid and took a quick breath of surprise. “Ah, my lady, this is beautiful.” He turned the crimson, gold, and clear glass flame in his hand. “Is this Mandari work?”



  
“If not, it is the best imitation I’ve ever seen. I found it in a religious goods stall in southern Tivolia. It seemed meant for you.”



  
He returned the palm-sized glass treasure to its box and hugged Elizabeth, careful of her shoulder. “Thank you. While you were gone, I commissioned a portable altar, but no center figure seemed right. Godown truly guided you, love.”



  
A sudden chill made her hesitate before returning his embrace as best she could. Only later did she realize why.



  
It took two more weeks, not counting the First Snow festival, to finish her report about the campaign. She submitted it to his majesty, then returned to Donatello House and slept for almost a day. The next morning she began planning for the formal presentation and discussion. Is there anything I’d do differently? Of course. She studied the map draped over her now-bare desk. Would I have done anything differently at the time, based on the information I had available? No, not really. She walked around to the other side of the desk, facing the fireplace, back to the door, and set up markers to show the Frankonian and Imperial positions as of the beginning of the attack at Florabi. “This is where it starts,” she muttered under her breath, arms crossed.



  
“Knock, knock,” someone tapped on the door.



  
“Come in.” Two sets of steps entered the room, and she heard something heavy being set down. She turned to find David setting up a tea table, and Lazlo with a leather folder of papers. David left and Lazlo bowed, then approached the desk. “Leave the door cracked open, please,” she ordered before returning to her contemplations.



  
“Yes, your grace.” He joined her at the desk, staring down at the map. “Florabi.”



  
“Yes.” She moved the Imperial markers, pushing the artillery into their positions and shifting the infantry. She frowned, trying to recall where the Frankonians had been when her scouts found them. “Oh, yes, here,” and she moved their markers into place. “I think.”



  
Lazlo watched as she ran through the battle. When she moved the artillery into place for the last push, the one that had broken the Frankonian lines, he commented, “My lady, I found out why the artillery numbers are too low.”



  
She straightened up. “Oh? Why?”



  
He nodded to the markers on her map. “The difference is powder. We used much less than anticipated this season, because we used the gunpowder you captured at Kilwali and what you obtained in Tivolia instead of buying any more from the Berganlanders. Apparently, according to Major Lucian, the southern powder is much better, enough so the gunners can use less of it. Its grains are coarser but smoother, so the powder burns more evenly, making it more powerful. It won’t work in the muskets or for sapping, but it is perfect for artillery.”



  
“Really? That’s fascinating.” She turned back to the map, rubbing under her chin. “I wonder if we can get more, or find a way to duplicate the milling process. I’ll talk to Matthew Starland and see what he’s heard. Was it just the Kilwali powder, or both, or could you determine?”



  
“Both, or so the gunners told Major Lucien. I persuaded him to write a formal report, in language normal people understand, for you to add to yours.” He ran his hand over his hair and rolled his shoulders and neck. “My lady, if this continues, I recommend you obtain an engineer-Imperial dictionary or hire an interpreter.”



  
She picked up one of the artillery markers, one with an S on it for “siege gun,” and turned it back and forth. “I’m considering changing the table of organization, to bring the engineers into the Army proper, rather than relegating them to the sides. Artillery should be a branch like cavalry instead of a completely separate field. They are too important for us to keep treating them like, well, like the conscripted trench diggers.” She snorted a little as she replaced the marker in the line. “That is assuming Major Lucien doesn’t flee in terror at the thought, or die of shock.”



  
“He won’t. He’ll tip his head to the side, so he can hear you, will make you repeat your offer, and tell you, ‘With all due respect, your grace, but it’s been a long time coming and overdue, with the greatest of respect’. And then he’ll ask how you think you can persuade the council to allow so many commoners into the officers’ ranks.” He had the gunnery officer’s mannerisms down to a T, and Elizabeth smiled as she studied the map. Then she looked up at Lazlo and the smile faded. He’d turned grim and serious, with no hint of levity in his dark eyes, his square jaw set.



  
“Who?” He stayed silent and she glared into the fire. “Clellan and Montoya and Jones, let me guess.” Still no words, but after this long they didn’t really need any. Emperor Rudolph had broken precedent when he’d elevated Lazlo Kirlin Destefani to the rank of Imperial Colonel, and she’d broken tradition by marrying a commoner but keeping her noble rank. “Colonel, has Duke Clellan ever served in the military, in any way?”



  
“My lady, I do not know, but I do not believe that he has.” The words came slowly and carefully.



  
She turned back to the map and clasped her hands. “Thank you, Colonel. I believe that, given this information, a group briefing is in order. It is time and past that Capt. Martin and his subordinates learn how to present a report to his majesty and to the council.” She moved the pieces to the beginning of the storming of Florabi.



  
“I believe that will be wise, my lady. Because I suspect this,” he tapped the symbol for Florabi’s main gates, “is what the council is most interested in.”



  
“This is all well and good,” Duke Clellan sighed four days later, waving a languid hand at the map table now dominating the lesser council room, “but it fails to explain why this campaign ended with such a failure of discipline that it rendered the army incapable of doing its one assigned task.”



  
Peter Chow, unable to answer the not-question, turned to Elizabeth for reassurance. “Thank you, Lt. Chow,” Col. Destefani said, easing some of the young officer’s confusion. He beckoned Chow back to rejoin the other staff officers.



  
Elizabeth stepped forward to respond, as they’d planned if it came to this. “Your majesty, Duke Clellan, I take it by ‘failure of discipline’ you mean the sack that followed the capture of Florabi?”



  
“Yes, Duchess Sarmas, I do,” Clellan replied. Elizabeth looked past him to Emperor Thomas, who nodded his agreement. “And your scouts’ maltreatment of captured Frankonians.”



  Just how do you take the dead captive? Because the Frankonians in question were absolutely, utterly, dead long before the scouts arranged their little warnings. The scouts took no prisoners. She took a deep breath to settle her temper. “Your majesty, Duke Clellan, gentlemen, if you will permit me a small digression,” she looked around, meeting the eyes of the rest of the council and audience, “The laws of war, as they currently stand, provide three outcomes when a city refuses to surrender to an attacking force. First, if the attackers give up the siege and depart, they are not to leave any traps for the defenders.” Not that it stops anyone from setting up traps, however.


  
“Second, if the city surrenders at the first or second request, the garrison is allowed to leave under terms and the city’s civilian occupants are not molested or harassed unless they attack the incoming force. But if the city is besieged and captured by force of arms, the attackers are permitted up to three days to loot and requisition by force, although the inhabitants of the city are to be left unharmed unless they take up arms against the incoming army.”



  
Colonel Marcy, her old antagonist, called, “So you are saying that the people you were sent to protect were fair game for your men to plunder.”



  
“No, Colonel. I am saying that the law of war, known to all parties involved,” she reminded them, “permit looting. Your majesty, you are a young man. Gentlemen, you are, or once were, young men. Young men grow frustrated and impatient, especially when they are part of an army that has been camped outside a city for a month, in the summer heat, in a drought, on short rations, with disease in camp, and then forced to fight both a relief force and the city’s defenders. Godown as my witness, I was surprised that the officers regained control after only one day.”



  
Matthew Starland got to his feet. “That does speak well of your officers, Duchess von Sarmas, and of their respect for their commander. But why disease in camp? Surely you’d taken precautions.”



  
“We had, your grace. It is hard to boil enough water for drinking and bathing when the streams are dry, the wells have been poisoned, and there is no fuel within a day’s ride of the camp.”



  
Count Hoffman sneered, “If you’d planned for the second Frankonian army, you’d not have lost so many men to disease.”



  
“True, and I’d have not attacked Florabi until I’d defeated both armies, in which case I highly doubt there would have been any need to attack the city in the first place. As I learned later, the defenders held out despite the wishes of many of the civilians within the walls, because they’d been assured of relief by the additional Frankonian forces. However, I had to base my actions on what I knew at the time.”



  
Emperor Thomas rose from his chair and strolled to the map table. “This is all well and legal, but the delay to loot meant that you failed to finish your task, Duchess Sarmas, and that should have been your highest priority, and one you should have communicated to your men.”



  
Confused, she replied, “Your majesty, your army pushed the Frankonians back to Johnsport, where the Treaty of Mirandola permits them to stay.” She counted on her fingers, “The last orders I received were to evict King Laurence’s forces from Florabna and to enforce the treaty. What—”



  
Emperor Thomas thumped the table with his fist as Clellan interrupted, “Sarmas, you should have known that your task was to drive the Frankonians back past the Martin. You and your aids are supposed to be smart enough to understood what is intended as well as what is written.”



  
“Perhaps Godown might have granted you more clarity and discernment if you flirted less with that which is best left untouched,” Count Jones added. Clellan and Hoffman muttered, “hear, hear,” signaling their agreement.



  And now we get to the real problem. Or do we? Let’s try a redirect and see. “If you mean the new artillery and the engineering officers, Count, I fear you are sorely mistaken.” She swept one hand towards the map table, taking in the battle scene. “They performed very well, far better than the conditions under which they served warranted. That fact is why—” She stopped there because Clellan and Emperor Thomas had begun a hurried, whispered conversation. Jones folded his arms and looked smug, while Col. Destefani eased Martin, Chow, and the other junior officers farther away from the two groups of nobles. Her palms grew sweaty and a sense of doom rose from her gut. I just walked into a trap. What have they been planning? Oh Godown, not, no, they can’t. There’d be riots and Starland and Kossuth would resign and take their troops if Clellan tries to claim that I’m a Frankonian agent. She wiped her wet palms on her skirt and braced for disaster.



  
“Thank you for mentioning that observation concerning the artillery men, Duchess von Sarmas, because it leads to a matter in need of immediate attention.” Thomas of Babenburg held out his hand and a servant placed on it a blue leather folder like those carried by Imperial diplomatic agents. “My honored father, Godown grant him rest, believed that talent as well as birth could ennoble a man. Whether he was correct remains unproved at this time.” She could almost hear Lazlo’s teeth grinding as she forced her own jaws to relax. “However, his policies once again prove a boon to the Empire. Explain, Duke Clellan.”



  
“Your majesty,” Clellan bowed to the monarch. “You have been away from Vindobona, Duchess von Sarmas, and no doubt were too occupied with matters closer at hand to attend to foreign affairs. However, the Bergenlands have united into a democracy with purely elected leadership that looks to the Sea Republics for inspiration. Given the likelihood of the Bergenlanders signing a treaty of alliance with the Empire, it behooves us to also draw closer to the Sea Republics. They have signaled their willingness to have an official representative of the Empire in their central city, along with the more traditional trade men.”



  
Emperor Thomas raised his hand for silence, interrupting his first minister as Elizabeth’s mouth went dry. “The position is unique because it requires someone with tact, experience in the world, and with knowledge of Imperial affairs, but who is not a noble. For that reason, I have appointed Colonel Lazlo Destefani to be the Imperial representative to the Sea Republics, to reside in their principal city of New Dalfa. Col. Destefani?”



  
Elizabeth could hardly watch as Lazlo, face ashen, walked five paces to Emperor Thomas and dropped onto one knee, his head bowed. Thomas held out the folder. “Your credentials and authority, Col. Destefani. In light of the situation and the passing of the seasons, I suggest you leave within the next two weeks, before travel becomes dangerous.” The cold threat in the emperor’s voice froze Elizabeth where she stood, unable to protest, unable to breathe.



  
“As your majesty commands, so shall it be.” Lazlo’s calm, determined words carried to the corners of the room and eased a little of her fear.



  
“Good. You may rise, Colonel, and may Godown grant you success on your mission, for however long it is necessary for you to remain.” Thomas returned to his seat and took his place. “Duke Clellan?”



  
“Thank you, your majesty, but I have no further business for the council.” He bowed and returned to his earlier place on the side of the room, facing the soldiers, Duke Starland, and Elizabeth’s other allies. Clellan radiated smug satisfaction and she wanted to pick up the map markers and throw them in his face.



  
“Duchess von Sarmas, no doubt your aid’s departure will cause some difficulty, but as you yourself said,” Emperor Thomas explained, “your current staff are quite good and there are other talented men in the ranks.” Something glinted in the young man’s eye, something she’d never seen in his father’s face.



  Did you just…? Are you insinuating that I’ve been unfaithful? I think you did. Cold anger replaced shock, helping her hide her dismay and grief.



  
He continued, “As there is no other business, this session of the imperial council is closed. Go with Godown’s blessing.”



  
“Godown be with you,” they all murmured, bowing until he’d gotten to his feet and left the room.



  
Somehow she maintained her composure as the other nobles offered congratulations. Matt Starland pulled her aside, “Don’t push, Elizabeth. I’ll explain later. I’ll pray for you both.”



  
“Thank you, your grace.”



  
Only when they returned the Donatello House, and only after dismissing Mina and the other maids, did Elizabeth let go. “No!” She screamed into a pillow. “No, no, no.” She collapsed to the floor, sobbing, burying her face in her hands. “You’ve taken everything else, please Godown, don’t take my husband too.”



  4


  The Cold Time


  
She heard the door open, and the sound of Lazlo’s footsteps stopped beside her, but he made no effort to try and comfort her. She continued weeping, gasping for air, unable to stop the tears. Why? My childhood was given to You, I’ve served You, Lazlo serves You, we’ve done all that You ask, we’ve sacrificed a normal marriage and children to do Your will, and now You want him too? How much more will You take from me?


  
She heard him walk away, and she rolled onto her side on the floor, hands over face. Despair, fear, rage, anguish boiled within her, fighting for control. At last sorrow won, and determination not to grant Clellan and his supporters any pleasure from her pain. The tears waned, her heart slowed and the internal tempest subsided. She remained as she was, feeling the pain from her shoulder and the dull ache as her stays dug into her skin and muscle. The rough texture of the grass mat under her hands helped ground her. So be it. If Lazlo is what You must have, You shall have him. You give and You take, as You always have, sparing no one. If she said the words often enough, long enough, she might come to believe them.



  
Elizabeth rolled onto her stomach and used one hand to push herself into a sitting position. The footsteps returned, growing louder, and she looked up to see blurry dark blue trousers stop beside her. Lazlo pushed the bedside chair out of the way and knelt, then sat awkwardly, pulling her against him. He had an old towel with him and she took the soft stuff, wiping her eyes and blowing her nose. Lazlo rocked her as best he could without jarring her arm. “It’s just another campaign,” he said at last.



  
“It’s exile. He’s punishing us, you. And,” her throat closed, choking her, making her voice rough and tight. She forced out one word: “Plague.”



  
She felt his chest expand as he took a deep breath, his shoulder moving under her head. His head turned, hair brushing her cheek, and warm lips touched her forehead. “Perhaps,” he whispered. “Perhaps not.” His grip on her shifted and he began tugging at her head cover. She helped him remove it so he could touch her cropped hair. He stroked the top of her head. “Love, I.” He took another deep breath, then blurted, “I knew.”



  
She pulled back, aghast, eyes wide. She couldn’t speak, and she stared at him, fury expanding until red filled her vision. You knew? And you didn’t tell? How could you? Her anger flamed up and she clamped both hands over her mouth. Don’t, don’t, you could destroy, don’t speak! Breathe. The room had begun swirling again and she forced herself to inhale, then exhale, and inhale again, over and over, until walls and floor returned to their proper places. Once more in control, Elizabeth met Lazlo’s eyes. She read profound sorrow and apology in their brown depths, and a hint of long-buried anger. “When?”



  
“Three days ago, but I sensed trouble even before you came back, love. Ann Starland warned me about rumors on the women’s side, that someone wanted you not to return from campaign, and failing that, wanted to hurt both of us. I’ve seen it building for months now, and I’ve been praying that Godown would turn the storm away.” For the first time in the thirty years she’d known him he sounded helpless, and the last of her terrible anger with him faded away. She pulled him against her shoulder, trying to take some of his weight, to support him as he supported her. The pain from the still-healing bones brought more tears to her eyes.



  
“And so they separate us, send you into danger without obviously doing so, and knock away the support that doesn’t officially exist.” It made warped sense if she looked at it through enemy eyes.



  
He growled, “Remember too, love, some don’t accept that our marriage is even valid. They’re protecting both of our souls by separating us.” The poison in his voice sounded all too familiar.



  
Cold determination straightened her spine, and she felt a terrible smile spreading across her face. “Truly, they do not know with whom they deal, if they think to use religion to beat us into submission.”



  
“No, they do not.” He matched her expression, reaching out and caressing her cheek. His sorrow returned and he added, voice low, “And if it is Godown’s will that I don’t come back to you, I accept that, too.”



  
Her tears burst out anew and this time he held her, cradling her against his chest until exhaustion dried her eyes. The great Duchess von Sarmas reduced to a pile of fabric, weeping her eyes red. You’d love to see me now, wouldn’t you, to gloat? My hand to Godown, you’ll never have the pleasure. “I suppose I’ve terrified the entire staff,” she croaked at last.



  
“We’ve terrified,” he corrected, helping her sit, then stand. “David took one look at me and disappeared.”



  
She found some now-cold tea that Mina had left for her and poured a cup, drinking it straight. Lazlo reached for the pot and she shook her head. “Don’t. It’s not, that is, it’s women’s herbs. A medical tisane, so I can make love to you more easily.”



  
He took the pot anyway, opened the lid and sniffed. His brow furrowed as his thick black eyebrows drew together. “This is mudmallow, and,” he sniffed again. “Green pea?”



  
“Close. Soya root, mudmallow, and salibark. The mudmallow and salibark are for my shoulder, believe me, Mistress Hannah knows better than to use salibark on me for anything else.” She closed the teapot and took it from him.



  
“And the soya root?”



  
She kept her head down, avoiding his eyes. “I’m sorry, love. My body’s not young anymore and I need a little help.”



  
He caressed her cheek again, then tipped her head up, leaned forward and kissed her lips. “Does it hurt you when we have sex?”



  
“No,” she half-lied. Because she wanted him, needed him, and the discomfort faded to nothing compared to what she felt and to the pleasure it gave both of them. “David fled too?”



  
He snorted and turned to go. “He’s never seen me ready for battle, it seems. I suppose I should apologize, but I don’t feel like it.”



  
“I’d planned on raising the wages this year anyway. We can tip them extra before you,” she forced herself to say it aloud. “Before you go.”



  
“Very well, my lady.” He sketched a bow and left her room. She straightened up the scattered pillows, set the chair back where it belonged and drank the rest of the tea even though it made her stomach churn. Somehow she managed to get undressed without help, and found a little cold water still in the pitcher to wash her face with. Elizabeth put on an old, terribly out of style day dress and wrapper, hissing as she worked the shimmy sleeve and dress sleeve over her arm and shoulder. A very simple head cover finished the job, and she piled her uniform and other things on the bed for Mina to deal with.



  
Once she found Mina, it took a good half hour to calm the older woman. Then they went and sorted out the maids and the kitchen staff. “No, I have not been banished. No, his majesty has not reclaimed Donatello House or Bellevue,” she assured them. “Yes, Col. Destefani and I are upset, but not with you.” Once everyone had been calmed and placated, she ordered a light meal for the evening, and more tea, real tea this time, for the library.



  
One her way she tapped on Lazlo’s office door. He growled, “Come.”



  
She poked her head in. “Once you finish your initial plan of attack, Colonel, I’ll be in the library.” Still pale, he gave her a faint smile before returning to writing out what looked like a list. She reached the library as David arrived from the other direction carrying an armload of wood. He refilled the wood box and lit a small fire and the candles, finishing as one of the junior maids, Kiara, brought the tea and an assortment of toasts and cookies. The two departed and Elizabeth, after serious consideration, added a large dollop of pfeach brandy to her cup before pouring the tea. Only once, she warned herself. Spirits and mudmallow can be deadly. The hot tea and mellow sweetness of the rich brandy warmed her aching belly. She ate a cheese-covered toast before taking a second sip of her tea. I don’t need a hangover to make life worse, although just now drinking myself unconscious has some merit.


  
Unable to remain still, Elizabeth started work on her latest sewing project as she thought, staring at the flames dancing in the fireplace, plotting her next move. She could do nothing to affect Lazlo’s exile. She could train her men and plan for the next campaign season. Would it be north or south of the Triangle Range? And would the Turkowi remain quiet? Probably, if Jan Kossuth’s spies told the truth. Turkowi mothers tell their children to be good or Elitsarm will get them. Guess what, Father, I’ve become a night monster. He’d probably have found it funny, if her cousin’s memories of him were correct. She decided to have the men plan for both possibilities, but budget for not having to besiege any major cities. They had time, at least, since it would be spring before anyone moved, if then. But when did spring not bring war? Seven years ago. It’s been seven years since we’ve not been fighting someone. And how long before that? I can’t recall. I wonder how the Landers kept from fighting eachother. They can’t all have shunned war, like the Mee-no-nights are supposed to have done. Which may be why there are no more Mee-no-nights today.


  
She got up and poked the fire, adding a log, and poured more tea. She crunched a lace cookie before pulling some long-overdue mending out of the bag, flipping the material over and starting to repair the ripped trim on the underskirt. As she worked she thought about the fire, and the Fires. If Clellan’s allies planned on using their religion against her and Lazlo, she needed to fight back the same way. She looked over at her long-unused theological books and copies of commentaries on the Holy Writ. The Landers had sinned, of that she had no doubt. They were human, and humans sinned because Godown had given them the gift of free will, and so they were free to make bad choices. And free to make good ones as well, she reminded herself. But she doubted that Godown had sent physical fires down to burn up the Landers just for having technology.



  
The sewing kept her hands busy, freeing her mind to wander. You know, I’ve not heard of anyone from the northern cities following St. Mou. And you can still see dancing fires in the sky up there, especially in winter. So why are the cities still standing? The residents of Hämäl are no better than anyone else when it comes to spiritual matters. And why did the Lander remains that formed the core of Starheart, Donatello Bend, Crownpoint on Peilovna, the palace in Vindobona, and other places not show scorch marks and melting? “Because centuries of rains washed them clean, of course,” she answered, as one of St. Mou’s priests would have, before knotting and biting off the end of the thread.



  
“A thaler for your thoughts,” Lazlo said, pouring himself some tea and starting to settle into his chair. He stopped, walked over and poked the fire into brighter life, then sat, slouching, legs stretched out towards the fire.



  
As he crunched on a cheese toast, Elizabeth explained, “Trying to recall if anything in the Writ condemns objects simply for being objects, as opposed to warning against misuse or leading weaker souls astray.” She set her mending aside for the moment.



  
He finished the toast and reached for a cookie, while she munched on a toast smeared with soft sausage. “I can’t think of any, except,” he tipped his head back against the top of the chair back and closed his eyes. “Ah, Glimmerings chapter two?”



  
She wiped her fingers on a fabric scrap and got up, retrieving a copy of the Writ and looking up the reference. “Therefore, touch not the things of power with an unguarded hand, lest they lead you astray through craving for their power,” she read, holding the book farther away than she usually did. It does help. Blegh. “You could use that, but the rest of the chapter is talking about political power and the corruption it can breed, and the previous section explains how to discern if someone could be corrupted by watching you use what is harmless to you. I could just as easily turn this to say that the government should be abolished instead of technology, since if political power didn’t exist, no one would be tempted to misuse it.” She marked the place and closed the book, bowing to it before replacing the tome on the shelf.



  
Lazlo bit into his snack with a fierce crunch. “I sit corrected and educated,” he replied around a mouthful of cookie. Instead of sitting back down, Elizabeth stood behind his chair and began rubbing his shoulders, working her fingers into the knots she felt in his muscles. “Ow, that, mmm,” and he began to relax. She rubbed and massaged until she felt the last tension leave the muscles. She kissed the top of his head and returned to her chair. They sat in companionable silence, listening to the flames lick and pop, and drinking the tea. “Tell me,” he inquired at last, pointing to the squat tan bottle. “Where did you find the pfeach brandy?”



  
“I found all but one bottle behind the reds, those fierce ones we’d agreed to either pass on to some unsuspecting soul or to inflict on the mess this coming year.”



  
A wicked gleam appeared in his eyes. “The mess. They need to learn how to run a formation while enjoying a hangover. It will build character.”



  
“That or they will shun red wine forever. I’ll see to it, Colonel.”



  
After another long silence he heaved himself out of the chair. “That tea you had earlier, love, when does it take effect?”



  
She thought back. “I drank it on an empty stomach, so probably not long after supper. Why?”



  
“Just curious.” The hungry look on his face belied his words and she felt her body starting to warm with anticipation. I’m glad I asked for an early, light supper.


  
A week and two days later, Elizabeth watched Lazlo’s party ride out of the north city gate, impassive, her calm expression hiding the awful fear in her heart. Light snow swirled and danced on a stinging wind, the remnants of a two-day storm. She and Lazlo had spent the week packing, planning, and purchasing what supplies they could not requisition, including heavier winter equipment and new summer-weight uniforms. Those at least had been easy, since the quartermaster kept bolts of the special Babenburg-blue fabric on hand. She and Lazlo had spent the nights together, sometimes just talking and cuddling. And sometimes they made plans for the future. But most of the time they held each other, savoring every moment they could steal.



  
“It makes no sense,” she’d complained once. “We’re apart during campaign season more than we’re together. But this feels,” she’d groped for words and failed. “Different. Worse.”



  
He’d thought about it as he sorted through maps and papers, some to take, some to leave, and a few to burn. “Campaign season is limited. This does not appear to be, my lady. And we know the unknowns of a campaign.” He must have heard her quizzical look, because he began counting on ink-stained fingers, “The enemy will attack or retreat. The weather will cooperate or not. Disease will appear in camp. Supplies will be tight at some point. And the food will be bad, but how bad remains to be seen.”



  
She’d chuckled, because he was right. Lazlo was the calm one, the person who could talk to anyone, and who kept Elizabeth grounded in reality. And now he rode north and west across the continent, into the fading storm, to take up a position in one of Laurence V’s favorite targets as plague swept the cities and winter’s claws tore the land.



  
They’d said their good-byes in private. Now Duchess Elizabeth von Sarmas watched from Gray’s back as her aid Imperial Colonel Lazlo Destefani and his escort departed on their diplomatic mission to New Dalfa in the Sea Republics. Once the last wagon creaked out of view, Elizabeth turned her mule’s head and rode back into the city with her guards, Capt. Ulrich Martin, and Lt. Jan Neruda. They had plenty of work to do.



  
For once in her life she delegated to someone other than Lazlo or Duke Matthew Starland. “Ulli, I need you to oversee the initial planning, focusing north of the Triangle Range for now. Primarily a Frankonian attack, but look at a Turkowi event as well. Don’t neglect the south, but focus on the northern lands.” He’d given her a shrewd look but did not challenge her. “I’m going to need to focus my attention elsewhere for a little while, and I trust you to look at the big picture for me.”



  
Her distraction sat in her office at Donatello House and on her small reserved table in the Imperial library. Books about religion, books and manuscripts about the early lives of the saints and the first years of the worship of Godown as currently practiced. The early heresies didn’t concern her, but the later traditions and teachings did. She’d decided to start with the basics, focusing on the Holy Writ. It’s time I read it through again. I’ve been remiss. Besides, it might restart those old rumors about me considering retiring and joining the Sisters of Service convent here in Vindobona, since I’m so old. Not that she felt old, mind, most of the time. Elizabeth arranged the lamp, angling a small mirror on a stand so more light fell onto the pages, and turned to the first book. “On Origins,” she began under her breath. “In the beginning was Godown, all wise and all loving. Darkness lay upon the universe and chaos reigned. Godown stretched out His hand, saying, ‘Let there be light’ and there was light.”



  
She read through the coming of the Great Fires, then stopped and read the Book of Flames again. Then she sat back and read part of a chapter for a third time, aloud. “And lo, Godown sent a sign in the form of flames that covered the greater part of the sky for four nights. Peter, Jan, Olympia, and Gerald saw and believed, and led their followers to shelter, warning all who would hear of the coming of Godown’s power. But the others laughed and continued as they had, mocking the believers. And the flames came by day, bright as the spot-darkened sun, and erasing the stars and moon by night. Godown reached down with His flames, destroying the radios and FTL links, killing one third of all thinking machines and power generators.



  
“And still the unbelievers mocked the faithful, saying ‘we do not fear Godown. Return to the cities and towns.’ But Peter and Gerald led their people into the Dividing Range, while Jan and Olympia took refuge with those who eschewed machines for animals. And lo, the flames returned, stronger than before, and great was the fear upon the land. And a second third of the great machines failed. Woe unto those who saw and heard but did not believe!” Elizabeth looked up from the Writ, blinking as she saw where the weak sunlight fell on the floor.



  
She ate a quick supper, barely tasting anything as her mind sorted through what she’d read. Then she went back and read the Book of Flames a fourth time. It’s not in here. She stared at the real flames in the fireplace. Nothing in the Writ says that Godown struck down the Landers for using technology. He struck down the machines because the people did not listen to His words and those of His followers. And He did not destroy buildings or roads or other structures, just things that used electricity. And even then in His mercy He gave them a second and third chance. And the machines that did survive failed because they wore out. His flames never burned human flesh, unlike that horrible mosaic on St. Mou’s chapel. She’d never liked it, even though the craftsmanship rivaled that of the great interior of St. Gerald’s cathedral. The artist had taken great pains depicting Godown’s wrath against the Landers, enough so that Elizabeth could almost smell the burnt flesh. More to the point, the image of St. Mou gloating over the Landers’ agony reminded her too much of the Turkowi and others for her peace of mind. That’s not what the Writ requires. We’re supposed to pray for the salvation of those who fall away from Godown’s will, not savor their misery, even if it is self-inflicted. She started feeling smug, then caught herself. You’re not supposed to gloat over error, either, even when you are in the right.


  
She settled into a routine. In the morning she read scripture or commentaries for an hour before breakfast. Three times a week she went to the military offices in the Imperial Palace and met with her junior officers, the quartermaster, and various staff members. The other mornings she read in the Imperial archives, both military and religious histories and commentaries. After lunch she rode and trained for an hour or two, sometimes with her officers, sometimes alone. Then she took care of business for Donatello Bend and Donatello House, or visited with Lady Ann, consulted with Matt Starland, and others. The evenings she reserved for socializing, repaying favors, and keeping up with rumor and gossip in court. It was the social lull before Winter Fair, but small private gatherings abounded. Then she prayed for almost an hour before retiring.



  
This time she made no bargains with Godown for Lazlo’s safety. Instead she prayed for serenity and acceptance of whatever happened. Lazlo had given her a set of blue and green glass prayer beads after their son’s premature birth and death, and she ran the cool, smooth beads between her fingers as she meditated and prayed. They’d held the beads as they’d prayed together during her slow, painful recovery from the accident, miscarriage, and murder attempt. The snow fluttered down outside the window as she knelt, reciting the morning office before adding her own supplications. Holy Godown, be with him and keep him safe, if it is Your will. If You will him to return to You, may Your will be done and may I accept that. Grant me peace and discernment, I pray. St. Gerald, help me to bridge the differences so that I may do Godown’s will.


  
As the weeks passed, she became more and more convinced that the will of Godown and the wills of St. Mou’s followers did not agree. Elizabeth drummed her fingers on her leg, trying to keep from disturbing the other women reading in the scripture room of the convent of the Sisters of Service, near St. Gerald’s cathedral. She looked from the ancient book to her notes and back. This could change a great deal. And this is canon, the source of those popular saints’ biographies I was supposed to read. They’d bored her out of her mind even as a child, and she’d quickly found ways to avoid them. But this, the earliest saints’ list, does not show St. Mou as one of the first generation, or even the second. St. Gerald and Sabrina, St. Kiara, St. Basil-Pastor and St. Michael-Herdsman, even St. François, forgive me for doubting, please, and several others, but not St. Mou. He only received recognition a hundred years after the first of the Great Fires. Of course, that means official recognition, not that he didn’t exist before then, but still.


  
She turned from the list of early saints to the page about St. Mou. By tradition, he observed the Fires, repented after the first warning and led people to safety, all that she knew by rote. He’d founded a settlement of refuge in what became Tivolia but the exact place had been lost. I’ve been all over Tivolia and never found any town claiming him as founder. That’s odd, too. She opened the ink flask, dipped her pen, made a quick note, and recapped the flask. The books were too precious for her not to take every precaution possible against accidents. And then there’s this. There’s no mention of Mou’s opposition to technology per se, only opposition to the misguided use of technology and of excess pride in machinery, and fine dress, and large houses, and all other luxuries. He’s no different from St. Gerald or St. Brigid in that regard.


  
She closed the book of saints and opened one of St. Mou’s writings. Again, she’d found nothing against Lander technology, although there was plenty about the Landers, their sinfulness and depravity, their unwillingness to bow before Godown and the results of that deadly pride. We’ve not invented any new sins, it seems, or any new sermon topics: sexual depravity, unnatural behavior, greed, vanity, gluttony, anger without cause, all the usual, with an extra helping of sex. Maybe this was the inspiration for the paintings in the second bedroom at Donatello Bend? She started giggling and bit her tongue before the unseemly noise attracted attention. I haven’t looked in there in years. Did Lewis ever have them painted over? I’ll have to ask Ann.


  But more to the point, St. Mou condemns the improper use of technology, whatever that is, but not the things themselves. And this is one of his oldest writings. The farther back in the writings about and supposedly by St. Mou, the less and less she found about Lander technology. She closed the book, thanked the sister in charge of the reading room for allowing her to look at the precious manuscripts, and drove the mule trap back to Donatello House lost in thought. Mina, who had come with her, knew better than to disturb Elizabeth except to warn her about traffic and a hole in the road. I really have to ask Ann about those paintings. I still don’t think the one in the corner is physically possible.


  
One month before Winter Fair, Elizabeth took a day off and instead of attending to business, stayed in and answered personal letters. Lady Ann had invited her to Donatello Bend for the winter but Elizabeth declined. She needed to be in Vindobona, close to the seat of power and to her officers. “Unless you want me to bring a dozen eager young men, all unmarried, with me? I’m sure they could find ways to keep busy when I’m not working with them,” she wrote in her reply. She grinned as she imagined the look of horror on Lady Ann and Master Ambrose’s faces at the thought of a dozen under-occupied bachelor officers turned loose to meet the farm daughters and serving girls on the manor. The men would be eager for a campaign this spring if only because they’d need bride prices before the turn of the season! Chuckling, she continued to write, “Thank you for the meat and the nuts. What are you using in the shahma sausage and ham this year?” They’d slaughtered a record number of the barrel-bodied, long-necked fleece beasts this fall, with more to be killed as the season passed. And to think that no one ate shahma before I took over Donatello Bend! Well, there weren’t really enough to waste, even the old ones, back then. Amazing what three decades of good management can do for a property, even with drought and flood. Emperor Thomas had extended his father’s loan of Donatello Bend to Lady Ann after Archduke Lewis’s death, and had continued Elizabeth’s third of the estate revenue for the length of her life, as well.



  
Elizabeth started to shake out her fingers and caught herself just before she spattered ink over the papers. “Blagh.” She wiped the pen clean, set it down, closed the cap on the inkwell, and then got up and shook, bouncing on her toes a little and walking back and forth. She bent forward and backward as much as her bodice stays allowed.



  
Lazlo had teased her about her insistence on wearing so many layers. “And who complains about the cold, hmm, Col. Destefani,” she’d prodded right back. After this long she felt undressed without the support and weight of bodice, shimmy, underskirts, blouse, overskirt, and jacket. The younger women could do as they wished, but she’d be warm. And in summer she was on campaign, in uniform, in armor, which negated the need for the bodice while keeping her just as straight-backed.



  
Someone tapped on the door. “Come in.” David opened the door and brought a bundle of letters and a parcel.



  
“Your grace,” he bowed, removing one letter from the stack and holding it out for her, a broad smile on his lean, solemn features.



  
Her hand trembled as she took the thick missive, turning it over to reveal Lazlo’s seal. She returned to her desk and sat hard, fumbling with the letter opener before she managed to get the pages open. She skimmed the first page and smiled back at the hovering footman. “Col. Destefani has arrived safely in New Dalfa and reports that the plague has not yet reached the Sea Republics. Please tell the rest of the staff, and thank them for their prayers.” Better to tell him officially now, and keep things straight, rather than spend a month correcting rumors.



  
“Yes, your grace.” He rushed out to spread the news, and she began reading Lazlo’s letter. Or two letters, as it proved. She set aside the official report from Col. Destefani and devoured the one for her alone.



  
“My dearest love, I am well and safe. We arrived in New Dalfa in good time. The rivers west of the Bergenlands are either frozen or low, and the weather remained cold but dry, Godown be thanked. Contrary to rumor, the plague has not spread beyond the northern cities, the western Poloki lands, and Herbstadt. Nor has it moved south of the Tongue Sea, and may Godown keep it where it is. As important, know that the Sea Republics have a way to prevent the spotted phase. It seems that if one avoids the spots, the cough is no worse than the usual winter disease.” Elizabeth shivered and made the sign of St. Gerald’s bridge: winter cough still killed the very old and very young, and the wounded. Then she read farther.



  
“The Sea Republics are delighted to have a military representative from the Eastern Empire and their leaders, notably Marischal Van Looie and his aid Jan DeSmoot, went out of their way to make certain that we would not lack anything, although I sense that I will be heartily tired of fish before I see you again. Take care and know that I miss you already, my love and my light. Godown be with you and guide you, love. Your husband, Lazlo. P.S. The ladies here favor lighter blouses and overskirts with darker underskirts and sleeveless jackets. And instead of wigs, they powder their hair white with chalk. Please, dear, never take up this hairstyle. L.K.D.”



  
A rough patch on the page’s surface caught her eye and Elizabeth ran her finger along the words, feeling a pattern of dots pushed into the paper between the lines of writing. She closed her eyes and read the coded pattern. “Had treatment to prevent the spot fever. Will report results in next letter. Involves old medicine. Do not tell anyone. L.K.D.” Her mouth went dry with fear and she wondered what sort of old medicine he meant. Lander technology or even older, from the time before the star colonies? She took a small, water-smoothed river rock out of a desk-drawer and rubbed it over the dots, erasing them. Not that anyone outside the military knew the dot code, but given the state of things at court, she couldn’t help but wonder if some of the newer servants served more than just her. But Lazlo was safe and Godown held the plague at bay; that was what mattered most. She put the rock away and folded the personal letter, tucking it into the corner of one drawer to save for the lonely days.



  
She started to read his formal report when a heavier hand knocked on her door. “Yes?” What now?


  
Charles Simmons, the grounds manager at Bellevue House, clomped into the room, his hat his hand. “Your grace,” he bowed.



  
“Charles, what brings you here?”



  
He ran the hat brim through thick fingers, then waved the stump of his right arm and blurted. “We were fixin’ the wall in the garden, your grace, and, well, we found a hole with a box in the bottom. A metal box. I told the boys to stop diggin’ until I came back and, your grace, I think you need to come and see.”



  
Already on her feet, Elizabeth draped the cover cloth over the papers on her desk. “Yes I do, Charles. David! Have the grooms saddle Gray, and get a cargo sledge for him.” She’d been dressed for a ride anyway. “Charles, go get something hot to drink and tell the cook to pack a field-bag for me. How’s the road?” Thank you, St. Michael, that we just finished getting the caulked shoes on everything.


  
“Not so bad, your grace. Snow but well packed and not slick yet. I’m in the sledge and could almost be in a cart, your grace.”



  
“Good. I’ll meet you in the courtyard.” She brushed past him, ignoring his bow as she called, “Mina! Mina, I need my heaviest riding coat and my gauntlets and boots.”



  
She and Charles stopped on the outside of the garden wall, where three workmen stood waiting for them. Elizabeth tied Gray to the back of the sled and kicked through the shallow snow to the pile of dirt and the gathered men. “That’s it, yer grace,” one of the workmen said, pointing with his shovel at the hole. “Surprised yer wall ain’t fallen in sooner, beggin yer pardon.”



  
“So am I.” She got down on hands and knees, dignity be damned, and peered down into the hole. The box wasn’t that far down. The opening seemed very regular, and she ran her hand around the top of the hole. There she found the reason for the wall’s near collapse. Someone had set stones over the top of the hole, then covered them with dirt instead of filling the hole in, and one stone had shifted. “Get that out of there,” she pointed at the box. And I wonder what the masons were doing when they were supposed to be digging and laying the foundation? After this long, I’ll never know, but I’d better set aside funds for replacing the entire wall.


  
The men shifted around, and one asked, uncomfortable, “Yer grace, are you sure you want that? It may be,” he spat to the side, “Lander cursed.”



  
“It could be, or it could be something buried before the Siege. There was a farm here that the Turkowi burned out.” My money’s on the farmer, since this was done so fast, it looks like.


  
Charles agreed with her. “Box looks like someone’s cash box, your grace. Bring it up, men.”



  
When they hesitated, Elizabeth invoked religion. “I brought cleansing incense and will pray over the box,” Elizabeth told the workmen as she got out of their way. That seemed to satisfy them, and they set to work. Elizabeth used her fire-stone and steel to light the incense as she waited and watched. The three workmen got ropes. One enlarged the hole enough to be able to reach in, and worked the ropes around the box. When he finished, the others pulled as he steadied the box, lifting it up and out of the hole.



  
Elizabeth carried the incense over and set it beside the chest so that the light afternoon breeze blew the smoke over the find. Nothing happened—the wood and metal box remained solid. It did not burst into flame or crumble into dust, although the leather straps around it looked moldy. That satisfied two of the workmen, judging by their nods and how they started to relax, leaning on their shovels. She opened her prayer book and half-sang, “Holy Godown, whom nothing can tarnish, cleanse this object of all ill effects and ill will, enclose it with Your power and destroy all evil. Bless those who hear Your word and cleanse us from all impurity as we labor to do Your will. May this box bring nothing but what we carry in our hearts. Hear the prayer of Your children, holy Godown, Lord of life.”



  
“Selah,” the men agreed in a ragged chorus. The box sat, inert and dirty, the ropes puddled beside it. Whatever it was, the exorcism rendered it harmless as far as the workmen seemed concerned, and one poked it with his finger, testing the wood.



  
“Charles, load that onto the mule sledge and I’ll drag it into town.” The men picked it up without too much effort and set it on the small sledge as Charles uncoiled the pull straps and attached them to the mule’s saddle. She sighed, “Well, if it’s that light, it’s not gold coins.” She dug into her skirt pocket, pulling out a coin bag and giving the men each a bonus half-day’s wage. “Thank you, gentlemen, and this should help make up for the extra work and having to stand around in the cold.” And if you find something else, you’ll report it instead of trying to sell it.


  
“Thank ye, yer grace,” the largest of the three said, touching his forehead in salute. The others just nodded.



  
“Thank you, Charles, and I’ll let you get back to work. Is there anything you and the staff need from town?”



  
The old soldier shook his head, breath steaming in the cold afternoon air. “No, your grace, thank you. We’re set until the next market day.”



  
“Good. Godown be with you, and thank you for seeing to the wall.” She took the reins and brushed off one boot as he knelt. She stepped as lightly as she could onto his knee, heaving herself up into the sidesaddle. Gray sidled a little and tipped his ears back a centimeter or two but didn’t fuss. She clicked her tongue and the mule took a step, felt the extra weight, hesitated and then took another step. When nothing happened he stepped out with a will, eager to get home to his stall and supper.



  
The guard at the west gate studied the box, walking around the back of the mule for a better look. “What’s this, your grace?”



  
“Someone’s valuables from the farm that used to be at Bellevue, sergeant. The men were doing repairs and found it. The farmer never came back after the siege, so I’m going to see what can be salvaged and if I can find the rightful owner.” The information should be in the archives, since it’s Babenburg land still.


  
He poked at the box with his polearm, then stepped back, satisfied. “Aye, no good to bury things if you can’t recall where you dug the hole. Pass in, your grace.”



  
“Thank you, Sergeant, and Godown be with you.” As she’d expected, people gave her odd looks but no one asked about the box. One young man did catch her eye when she stopped to let a dray loaded with beer barrels back into a courtyard, however.



  
He nodded up to her, exclaiming, “Mistress, that is a fine mule! Is he trained to drive?”



  
“Thank you, and no, he’s not. He’s trained to drag but not to drive.” She scratched along Gray’s crest with her riding stick, watching the teamster as he guided the six big horses neatly through the gate, keeping the heavy wagon perfectly straight and even.



  
“Ah,” the stranger sighed. His worn but tidy clothes suggested that he was a farmer or small tradesman’s son. He walked around Gray, studying the mule. “Would he have any brothers or sisters for sale as drivers, ma’am? My father’s always looking for good small cart and wagon mules.”



  
“Yes, he does. Ask at Donatello House for Master Henry and he’ll let your father know what is available.” I need to tell Ann to expect a rush of requests this spring.


  
He blinked, surprised, or so she guessed. It was hard to read a face under a cap and muffler. “Donatello sells to common folk? I’d heard they only sold to nobles, my lady.”



  Does he not recognize me? No, since all he can see are my eyes and I’m not in court dress or uniform. He probably thinks I’m an upper servant or a tradeswoman. “Oh, no, they sell to whoever has cash and a good reputation for caring for animals. Her grace and Lady Ann won’t sell to people who ruin good stock, noble or no.”



  
“Thank you, ma’am, I’ll tell my father.” He touched his cap brim and continued on his way, and she went hers.



  
She waited until the next morning to have the box opened. The men set it onto a worktable from the stable so it would be easier to unpack. Neither Elizabeth, nor David or the other staff could find any identifying marks on the outside of the box, even in the bright morning sunlight. Any paint had flaked off and the leather bore no stamps or brands. As she watched, Andy, one of the grooms, undid the straps and picked the simple lock. The men opened the lid. To her mild disappointment, all they saw was fabric, also moldy. She used a walking stick to lift it out of the way and revealed what seemed to be an account book, a copy of the Writ, and leather bags, and some pieces of table silver. “The farmer, then,” she thought aloud.



  
“Godown be with them,” David sighed, making the sign of St. Sabrina, patron of women in distress.



  
“Selah,” she agreed. She shook out the fabric and discovered it was a small dress and cap, likely for a girl’s confirmation and patronage ceremony. Elizabeth’s vision blurred and she heard some sniffing and coughs from the watching men. Godown be with them, wherever they are. She set the dress aside and picked up the ledger. Although damaged and water-stained, she could still read the first page. “Hillside Farm number two, Alois Lee manager.” She looked up, closing the book. “David, have, eh, the laundress, the new one…”



  
“Carlie,” he supplied.



  
“Thank you. Have Carlie see if she can get the mildew off the dress and cap. Leave the box open here to air until this afternoon, and then put it in the hayloft.” I’ll have the royal stewards look into Alois Lee and his family, see if anyone survived. If not she’d turn the ledger over to the stewards, give the dress to someone who could use it, and keep the rest.



  
“Very good, my lady.”



  
The next day, on her way to meet with her officers, she stopped by the royal farm stewards’ section of the palace offices. “I need to find out what became of Alois Lee, the manager of Hillside Farm number two, the one that used to be where Bellevue now stands.”



  
One of the clerks made a note. “Is this urgent, your grace?”



  
“No, just get me the information within a few days if you can. It’s old business that can wait a while longer.”



  
The woman made an additional note. “Very good, your grace. I’ll see to it.”



  
“Thank you.”



  
Elizabeth put the matter out of her mind, her thoughts turning to the military plans currently under development. She continued on to the military section of the palace complex, where her staff officers waited for her with their latest work. She read through what her men had developed and frowned, rubbing her forehead. The starched band on her headcover made her skin itch. “Ulli, what makes you think the Frankonians are going to march this far north before cutting south to attack us? I’m not arguing with you, yet,” she added quickly, “but I’m curious what your reasoning is.”



  
Captain Ulrich Martin sifted through some pages. “Well, your grace, the latest indications are that the Frankonians will respect the Bergenlander’s neutrality and will go around them, marching up to near Herbstadt before coming down on us. It is a longer distance, but the river crossings are better, and no one’s looted or fought in this area for several years, not since the flying raids by the Poloki eight years ago.” He spread thick fingers over the free cities and small counties and duchies north of the Bergenlands. “This will be very ripe for requisitioning and plunder, your grace.”



  
Elizabeth, eyes narrow, stuck her tongue between her teeth and pummeled her memory for something. “Have the Bergenlands officially declared their neutrality? I missed that announcement if they have.”



  
The round-faced officer shifted a little in his seat, shrugging. “Not officially, your grace, but the latest rumors and reports have the Elected Speaker favoring neutrality.” He stuck his jaw out and added, “And Col. Destefani’s report did say that the Sea Republics had agreed to protect the Bergenlander’s neutrality if Laurence V threatens it.”



  
“Which raised the question of how they intend to do that, since ships don’t march.” She snorted, as did several of the younger men. Ulli flushed a little, growing red around the neck, and she raised a placating hand. “I’m sure they have ways, given how long they’ve been fending off Laurence’s unwanted attentions, but they are first and foremost a naval power.” She rubbed her forehead again. “The other question is what if the Bergenlands vote otherwise? And what happens if Laurence were to ignore their neutrality and march through? Can a neutral fight off an invader or would they be obligated to let him pass through unmolested? I do not know,” she told him. “It’s been a long time since I looked at the laws regarding neutrals.”



  
Ulli turned to Lt. Esposito. “Imre, what do the laws say?”



  
“A neutral is obligated to resist violations of its neutrality. Should an outside party request free passage through neutral territory, they may be permitted so long as they bring no weapons or military supplies with them,” the dark-skinned junior officer recited. “Furthermore, my lady, Captain, belligerents are required to respect that neutrality and must avoid passing through or raiding into neutral territory.”



  
“And the penalties if they violate that neutrality?”



  
“My lady, they are to make recompense for the intrusion, and all other bordering states are to assist in removing them.” He narrowed his eyes, looking past her shoulder as if trying to remember something. He shook his head, “My lady, I don’t think anyone besides the Empire would help the Bergenlands if Laurence sent his army through them, but that’s strictly my opinion, my lady.”



  
“The Sea Republics will,” Ulli Martin corrected.



  
Esposito ducked a little but held his ground. “Yes sir, they will try. But Frankonia remains a land power, and attacking Frankonian shipping or raiding the coastal towns will not make the army turn back from it’s objective, at least not until a lot of damage has been done.”



  
“The Republics could hire mercenaries.”



  
“Yes, sir, they can and do. But again, sir, my lady, that takes time, and if the Frankonians or we have already hired for the season, that leaves almost nothing for anyone else.” Esposito kept his tone respectful but Elizabeth could tell that he wasn’t going to yield without a major fight.



  
She smiled to herself. Good. I need officers who will stand up when they have the facts. “Good points, Lt. Esposito. Ulli, I agree with your initial assessment, but I doubt Laurence V does. Leave this for now,” she tapped the outline he’d presented. “Concentrate on an attack through the Bergenlands. For once we have time, and I want every option considered. Don’t spend too much time on planning for a fight through the Triangle Passes, though.” She studied the map. “If he decides to come that way, he’ll have to fight past Florabi again and we can use what we had from last season, with updates as to supplies and terrain.”



  
Ulli made a grumbling noise but complied.



  
“And Lt. Esposito, good work.” He perked up, looking cheerful for the first time in weeks. “I want you to draw up a briefing outline on the laws of neutrality for me, please, suitable for the Imperial council.” His eyes widened and beads of sweat appeared on his forehead. She waved her hand back and forth a little, calming him. “Before you panic, I do not foresee anything before the spring thaws start, but we need to have that arrow in our case.”



  
His perpetual glum expression returned. “Yes, my lady.”



  
After the men made their notes, she signaled for chokofee. I’m going to need stimulant before this morning is over. “Now, give me the report on the status of our consumables, starting with food and fodder.”



  
They’d made it to the state of the wine rations when the noon bell rang. “Enough for today,” she announced, smiling at the looks of relief on the men’s faces. I heartily concur. I hate this level of detail, but we all need to see it at least once a year. “We will reconvene the day after tomorrow, Godown willing.” She got to her feet, biting her tongue to stop a curse as her cranky hip fussed and one knee did its best to lock up. The others sprang out of their chairs and she wanted to slap them for disrespect. You were young too, once. Remember how you pitied Quill Starland for the spear-point in his hip? Youth is wasted on the young. “You are dismissed to your duties. Oh,” she added as a seeming afterthought. “If the rough draft of the new plans for the spring campaign are done to my satisfaction by the start of the Winter Fair you can take a full week of free leave.”



  
She picked up her folder and strolled out before they had time to respond. As she walked down the hall to her tiny excuse for an office, she met the clerk she’d spoken to earlier. The short-sighted woman peered up at Elizabeth, then dropped a curtsey. That was fast. Elizabeth smiled. “Yes, you found something?”



  
“Yes, your grace. Alois Lee and his family, two daughters and a son and farm boy, are listed as missing, presumed dead, in both the court and church books. I took the liberty of searching the church book for relatives, but could not find any direct kin listed. The estate was ruled closed five years ago, your grace, when no one presented any claims after the last call for them.” She held out a page of notes.



  
Elizabeth added the document to her folder. “Thank you very much. That answers all my questions.” She found a silver coin, a quarter thaler, in her pocket and pressed it into the clerk’s hand. Yes, I’m squandering our money, Lazlo. I also know that we need friends in the clerks’ paddock, too.


  
The woman curtsied again. “Thank you, your grace. Please, do not hesitate to let me or one of my fellows know if we can be of service.” The awe-struck look she gave Elizabeth bordered on worship.



  
“I will do that.” She went to her office, sorted out the papers in her folder enough that she could close the leather case, put on her heavy coat, and got her riding gloves and warm hat. The weather had turned wet again and the wind cut to her bones. By the time she finished, the clerk had gone.



  
A week later, as she finished her morning prayers and reading, David hurried into the office without knocking. “Your grace, armed men pounding on the gate! They’re in Duke Clellan’s colors.”



  
She closed the commentary on Terrance’s “Spiritual Duties.” What are you afraid of, Clellan? Are you Eric Windthorst reborn, to be scared of one woman? “I will be down shortly. Lock the stable and kitchen doors, then let them into the courtyard. Do not start a fight, please.”



  
Elizabeth strode into the courtyard to find the head of Duke Clellan’s personal guard, along with Father André, the senior priest of St. Mou. “Elizabeth von Sarmas, you are under arrest for heresy and possession of banned technology.”



  
Her laughter echoed from the courtyard stones.



  5


  For All the Saints


  
“Woman, are you so lost in sin that you do not realize the charges against you?” Father André demanded, face as red as his robe, fists clenched, his tight body radiating fury like her fireplace radiated heat.



  
She sobered. “No, Father, but I was not aware that heresy had been made a civil crime.” She paused, then added, “And as St. Mou himself said in his sermon after the death of Queen Sabra, ‘All have occasion to sin for the same will Godown gives to choose good can also choose evil’.”



  
The quotation made him pause and the guards with him shifted in place. Had she made them uneasy? If so, good. Motion at the edge of the gate caught her eye, as two men peered in around the edge of the stones.



  
The guard captain came to Father André’s rescue and pulled her attention back inside the courtyard. “Heresy is not yet a civil crime, woman, but his majesty is defender of the faith, including defense from heresy, and heresy is treason.” He looked down his nose at her, a smug half-smile on his lips.



  
“Indeed? Again, I was not aware of the changes in the law. May I see the archbishop’s declaration and your orders?”



  
Father André made a cutting motion with one hand. “His reverence is indisposed and the captain needs no orders other than those from Emperor Thomas himself.”



  
Elizabeth held out her hand. “Then show me the orders for my arrest.” She locked eyes with the red-bearded captain and waited. His eyes darted back and forth and he licked his lips. She remained motionless. Nervous already? No orders with you? Interesting and poorly planned way to arrest someone.


  
The man broke eye contact and spun on his heel, almost colliding with Father André. “We’ll be back to search this building. Do not touch anything, woman.” Father André glared at Elizabeth and made a holy sign at her. She remained still, arm out, palm up, watching as the guards followed their leader back into the street. Several more people had gathered to watch the scene, and they scattered as the soldiers pushed past.



  
“Leave the gates open,” she ordered, dropping her arm once the last of the guards had departed. “David, open everything, all the rooms. Mina, tell the staff they will have their possessions searched and they’d better make a note of all their valuables, in case things get jumbled. Henry, open the stable door and the granary.” Elizabeth walked back into the house, rubbing her hands together. It was cold out.



  
She unlocked her workroom and propped open the door, unlocking the drawers in the worktable as well. Then she called Mina. “Mina, you heard him tell me not to touch anything.” She pointed to her office desk and the worn bag slouched against it. “Collect all the papers with an ‘R’ in the upper right corner and put them in this satchel.” It did not take long, since she’d already organized her notes. “Thank you. Now put the folder with that copy of the Writ, the old one there, my prayer book, and the three theology books into the bag as well.” Mina did as asked. “Collect the Babenburg blue folders and give them to David, along with that leather case.”



  
She went out into the hall and found David waiting. “David, take the Babenburg folders and my marshal’s baton and deliver them to Captain Martin in the military wing at the palace. Official military documents and records do not need to be out in public.” And she had no desire to give Clellan access to her personnel evaluations and recommendations.



  
He bowed. “Yes, my lady.”



  
“Mina, please bring me my winter coat and gloves, the bag you just filled, and the brown cloth bag from beside my prayer bench in my room. I’ll be in the courtyard.” Trusting her maid to do as asked, Elizabeth returned to the courtyard. There she found Master Kim and some of the other servants standing around. Some looked confused, others steamed with anger. Two of the newer women stepped away as Elizabeth approached, making saints’ signs as they did.



  
“When Duke Clellan’s men return, they will go through Donatello House looking for things. Everything they want is in my workroom.” Or in the pouch in my skirt pocket, because I don’t trust them not to steal my father’s chain. “Be polite but watch. If they ask you questions, tell the truth. I only ask that you not let them damage the pfeach trees in the solar.” She took a deep breath of the cold, damp air. “I will be in retreat with the Sisters of Service. I have taken my religious books with me. Godown knows what is true and He knows that sometimes we mistake our zeal for His will. Godown be with you.” Mina handed her the coat and she pulled it on, then picked up the two bags.



  
“My lady, what about us?” Mina asked, face pale, one hand fingering her prayer beads.



  
“Those who feel comfortable are welcome to stay at Donatello House during my absence. Any who wish to leave are free to do so, after the soldiers finish their search or if you are told you may do so by one of the Imperial guards. I recommend you speak to your priests and make certain that your confirmation and marriage records are current. Obtaining a character from your priest or spiritual advisor might not be remiss, should the question of your being in my service arise.” She thought for a moment and added, “If it comes to that, Lady Ann Starland-Babenburg will pay your wages through the end of the quarter.” Good thing Lazlo and I made her our executrix and gave her control over my share of the Donatello funds and properties.


  
With that Elizabeth hoisted the document bag over her shoulder and set out on foot to the convent. They will not find what they hope to find, and they will be furious. I’m glad I spoke with Mother Alberta about this last week. Godown be with my people, please. She walked neither fast nor slow. The streets were busier than she expected, but then she recalled that the first of the baking for the Winter Fair had begun, and it was also the day for the main market in the square by St. Kiara’s. A few beggars importuned her and she brushed them aside. She ignored the goods in the show windows of the shops and bakeries, walking head up, eyes forward. The closer she got to the convent, the more people filled the wide, cobbled street. This area, older than most of Vindobona, had escaped the large fire eight years before, and many of the dark, old brick and timber buildings needed repairs and improvements. As a result they housed the poor and ill, servants of the lowest rank, and day-workers. Here the Sisters of Service had built their second convent.



  
Elizabeth tapped on the guest gate and the porteress opened the door. “Who comes?”



  
“A daughter of Godown seeking spiritual discernment and a place for contemplation.”



  
The door closed. As she waited, something fluttered down beside her, catching Elizabeth’s eye. That looks like a snowflake. That one too. My, those are big. A cold white flake landed on her dark blue sleeve and Elizabeth blinked as she studied the feathery crystal. I haven’t seen snow that big in years. I hope everyone’s ready for a storm. Perhaps this will speed up the idiots’ search of Donatello House.


  
The door opened again and Reverend Mother Alberta extended her hand. “We have a place for all who seek Godown’s aid. Come and be welcome.” Elizabeth bowed and followed the prioress to a plain room, identical to those used by the professed sisters. She unpacked her religious books and changed into a plain, bark-dyed shahma-wool dress very much like the sisters’ habit. Elizabeth folded her other clothes and stuffed them into the brown bag. Then she walked to the sisters’ chapel, bowed to Godown’s symbol, and knelt, reciting the bead prayers.



  
Two days passed before a novice tapped on the doorframe of her room. “Guest Elizabeth, Reverend Mother Alberta wishes to speak with you in her reception room.” Elizabeth followed the teenager past the kitchen and refectory, into the public part of the convent. Here the Sisters handed out food and clothes. Elizabeth stopped at an open door and bowed just as she had when she was a sworn postulant. “Reverend Mother.”



  
“Come in,” Mother Alberta invited. Elizabeth walked in, ignoring the three men sitting around a small table. “These men wish to speak with you, guest Elizabeth.”



  
Now she turned to see the visitors. Father André she knew. The man seated beside him wore Babenburg blue with a flash on his cuffs showing that he worked in the Imperial court system. A second priest sat between the two and Mother Alberta. He looked vaguely familiar, but Elizabeth couldn’t exactly place him. “Sarmas,” Fr. André began without preamble, “You are to appear before Archbishop Laurence and his majesty in three days to face charges of heresy and treason.”



  
“Your pardon, Father, but the original charge was possession of banned technology. And of heresy.” She kept her voice low and her expression calm, just as she had when a postulant thirty and more years before.



  
“After consideration of the evidence found, his majesty has decided that your possession of unreported Lander technology poses a threat to the Empire by risking Godown’s anger, and so it is treason,” the clerk replied, snapping his words short like a seamstress biting the off the end of a thread.



  
“For this reason your property has been declared forfeit by the crown,” Father André crowed. The other priest frowned, rubbing one hand over the curved arm of his chair. “You will present yourself at the palace in three days. Until then you are to be confined to a religious house and will conduct yourself accordingly.”



  
The clerk and second priest both turned in their seats, expressions of disbelief on their faces. Reverend Mother Alberta coughed. Elizabeth raised one eyebrow in mild confusion. Just what do you think this is, a brothel?


  
The Prioress raised one finger in protest. “Father André, this is a religious house, even though it is under the temporal patronage of the Empress and the spiritual patronage of Saints Agatha and Martin.” Mother Alberta sounded just a slight bit annoyed and a faint crease appeared between her eyebrows. “Guest Elizabeth has comported herself with modesty and reverence, enough so that our novice mistress has encouraged the postulants to observe and learn from her conduct.”



  
Elizabeth looked down at the floor as her face warmed. That’s why I keep finding postulants and novices waiting wherever I go? Holy Godown, help me to be what your daughters believe I am. She held her tongue.



  
“Father André, should the archbishop and his majesty feel that, despite the Reverend Mother’s observations, the convent does not meet their definitions of a religious house, the sisters currently assisting me at St. Kiara-by-the-Market are most willing to provide Lady Elizabeth with shelter until the time of her hearing,” the stranger informed his colleague.



  The sisters assisting him at St. Kiara’s? Oh, he must be Father Pascual, Lazlo’s spiritual advisor! He doesn’t sound happy with Fr. André for some reason. Maybe André’s insult of the Sisters of Service irritated him, since the sisters provide some staff for St. Kiara’s works of mercy. A new warmth began in Elizabeth’s heart and spread to her entire body, helping her relax and calming her racing heart. Lazlo had always spoken highly of Fr. Pascual.



  
The clerk interrupted her thoughts. “Sarmas, remain here. Do not leave these walls, do not speak to anyone save your spiritual advisor.” Another cough interrupted him and he stopped. “Ah, anyone except your spiritual advisor and the sisters here,” he amended. Elizabeth stopped her little smile before the men could see it. “You are forbidden to send for anything from Donatello House except undergarments.”



  
She looked up, meeting his eyes. Elizabeth said nothing. Instead she stared into his nervous, muddy-brown eyes as he began flushing with shame and he glanced, pleading, to Fr. André for support. Elizabeth bowed. “I hear and obey his reverence the Archbishop and his majesty’s words.”



  
“After the trial you will be permitted to speak with a spiritual advisor before your sentence is carried out. Select carefully, Sarmas,” Fr. André growled.



  
Utterly serene, Elizabeth raised one hand in protest. “Forgive my confusion, Father, but I was unaware that I had already been tried and sentenced. If that is the case, perhaps it would be better for me to hear the sentence now.”



  
“The trial is in three days. Examine your soul, Sarmas, and your conduct. Godown knows what some prefer to keep hidden.” With that warning Fr. André stood up. He gave a curt nod in the Reverend Mother’s direction and stormed out, avoiding all contact with Elizabeth as he marched past her. The clerk followed after bowing more politely to Mother Alberta. Father Pascual remained seated.



  
The quiet clicking of Mother Alberta’s prayer beads was the only sound in the room until the faint chime of the hour bell rang. After the melodious tone faded away, Mother Alberta stood. “Guest Elizabeth, Father Pascual wishes to speak with you. Afterwards, I believe that prayers for those in authority would not be improper.”



  
“As you say, Reverend Mother,” Elizabeth murmured, bowing as the prioress glided past, the beads still clicking.



  
“Please sit, Lady Elizabeth,” Father Pascual invited. She pulled a chair around to face him, keeping the table between them and leaving the door open. He noted her precautions and shook his head, exasperation in his bright green eyes. His half-restrained energy reminded her of a hound, eager to run, but with an inner sureness that soothed her. “You do not know me, but I am Father Pascual of St. Kiara-by-the-Market.”



  
She nodded to him. “My husband has spoken of you, Father, and has benefitted from your guidance.”



  
“Your husband’s generosity has brought assistance and comfort to many, my lady, although that is not why I sought to speak with you.” The balding, beardless man leaned forward a little. “Word spread quickly of the charges against you, and of your retreat. There has been a steady stream of parishioners coming to St. Kiara’s to pray for you and for your husband.”



  
The room blurred as tears filled her eyes. “I hope there have not been any reprisals,” she managed to choke out.



  
“No, and there will be none. I came to learn if you had a spiritual director, and if he had been contacted.”



  
She shook her head. “No, not since Fr. Karl retired. I did not want to make Lazlo uncomfortable by seeking direction from you, Father, and I’ve not taken the time to speak with the priests at St. Gerald’s about the matter.” After seeing Clellan there, I’ve been afraid to, lest one of them get dragged into politics. That never ends well.


  
“Has Lazlo found a director?”



  
“Yes, father. In his last letter he said that he’d joined a small congregation, St. Donn-at-the-Rocks, and Father Franco’s direction and advice give him great comfort.” Thank you, Godown, for that.


  
Fr. Pascual smiled as if a weight had been lifted from him. “That is a blessing. Do you seek spiritual direction, Elizabeth, daughter of Godown?”



  
She shifted out of the chair and onto her knees, pressed her hands together and lifted them up to him. “Yes, Father Pascual. I am lost and in need of guidance, and my heart is afraid.”



  
He took her hands between his. “Godown helps all who call upon Him. Tell me, and we will pray for His aid.”



  
The bell chimed the next hour before Fr. Pascual gave her his blessing and released her. “I will return in two days, and will accompany you to the palace.” His tone brooked no argument and she made none.



  
After he left, she went to the chapel and prayed as Mother Alberta had recommended, then returned to her cell and began working through her notes, memorizing the passages and texts she needed most. There are only two topics I know anything about: military life and religion. Duke Clellan should have done more homework before attacking me with religion.


  
On the third morning, the day before the start of Winter Fair, she and Fr. Pascual waded through knee-deep snow to the Palace, surrounded by Palace guards. Such heavy snow rarely fell in Vindobona, and Elizabeth couldn’t keep from smiling at the children out playing. The morning deliveries had already flattened and dirtied the snow in the main streets, and by noon soot would darken the white stuff to dingy gray, but for now the world looked as pure and soft as when Godown had created it. “Do you fear, Lady Elizabeth?” the priest inquired, only his eyes visible between his muffler and his cap.



  
“No, Father. I have done all I can, to the best of my abilities. If it is Godown’s will that it does not suffice, I accept that.” Mother Alberta had a letter for Lady Ann to send to Lazlo if the trial went against her, telling him of her love. “Godown knows what is in our hearts.”



  
She heard a quiet snort from behind the thick wool muffler. “Indeed He does. Would that more of His children kept that thought in mind.”



  
Once they reached the palace precinct, the guards hurried them into the building through a courtyard door, away from the eyes of the curious. “Father, you can go no farther,” one of Clellan’s men warned, stopping the pair just outside the antechamber of the hearing room.



  
Fr. Pascual raised one hand in blessing. “Godown guide you and all those here. Go in His peace.” As she bowed to accept the blessing, he pressed a folded page into her hand. She slid it up into her sleeve, out of sight of the others.



  
“Thank you, Father.” She straightened up and turned to face the doors and Duke Clellan’s man. He seemed angry that she obeyed without protest. Am I supposed to wail and shriek like the girls in those horrible romances? Perhaps she was.



  
To her surprise no one searched her this time. Instead the guards led her through the anteroom and directly into the hearing chamber, stopping long enough to allow her to remove her heavy coat and gloves. The blue and light-brown walls, the heavy table with the seats behind it, the gathered nobles standing along the walls, all remained unchanged and she blinked, feeling very young. It was as if she’d stepped back thirty years, to her confrontation with Count Eric Windthorst, the apostate who’d invited Turkowi into the heart of the Empire, granting them use of his lands and funds while accusing her of treason. But she was no longer seventeen and a stranger. And she recognized the cases and boxes set out on the table, as well as the cloth-draped box under it.



  
The door shut behind her with a dull thud. Elizabeth took a deep breath and clasped her hands at her waist, holding her prayer beads. She kept her eyes fixed on the table at the end of the room, ignoring the men who watched and weighed her. Their opinions mattered, but not just yet. What do you see? An ugly, older woman in a plain, worn dress and headcover, a woman not unlike the Sisters to whom you give your charity gifts? Look again, gentlemen, because looks are very deceiving. I’m armed and armored.


  
The door at the head of the room opened and a herald called, “His majesty, Thomas, by the grace of Godown Emperor of the Eastern Empire. His reverence Archbishop Laurence.” With a rustle of fabric and creak of leather, the men bowed and Elizabeth curtsied as Thomas of Babenburg and the archbishop took their places.



  
“You may rise.” Elizabeth stood up and noticed Duke Paul Clellan standing to the emperor’s left. Archbishop Laurence sat at Thomas’ right hand. Father André stood, no, lurked was a better word, in the corner between the prelate and the door. The archbishop’s sober brown and black robes with light brown trim at the collar gave him an air of dignity. The same could not be said for Paul Clellan, resplendent in maroon and sporting a yellow waistcoat. The rustle and muttering from Duke Starland and Duke Karl Grantholm, among others, told Elizabeth that she wasn’t the only one discomfited to see an Imperial councilor in Selkow’s color. Emperor Thomas, in dark blue and white, seemed to fade into the wall, eclipsed by Clellan’s brilliant plumage.



  
“Duke Clellan will speak for the throne,” the emperor announced.



  
Elizabeth schooled her features into polite curiosity as Clellan picked up a sheet of paper from the stack on the table. “Elizabeth von Sarmas, you are accused of possession of banned technology, of immoral conduct, of heresy, and of treason. How do you plead?”



  
“Not guilty your majesty, your reverence.”



  
“Then how do you explain these?” He swept his hand to the side, indicating the cases laid out on the table. A guard, wearing gloves, opened one and turned it to show the contents to the emperor and archbishop. At the archbishop’s nod, with obvious reluctance the man picked up the case and carried it around so the nobles could see what it held. Elizabeth already knew, but looked anyway. It was the necklace with the green plaztik and silver wire pendants. “Well, Sarmas?”



  
“They are jewelry and bits of Lander equipment that I’ve found over the years. A Lander timepiece is in the altar at Bellevue’s main chapel, placed there with his reverence’s blessing after Godown granted my prayers five years ago. Perhaps I misremember your majesty, your reverence, but there is no law against making jewelry from pretty things that have been blessed and found harmless.”



  
“Lander technology is banned, Sarmas. Don’t play games with words,” Clellan warned, almost shaking his finger at her.



  
“Duke Clellan, if that is so, please explain why there are electric lights and generators in the Palace, and why we use water filters devised by Lord Baben himself, Godown’s peace be with him. Plaztik and bits of broken glass and metal are things. Pretty things, as you can see from the other pieces, but just things.”



  
Emperor Thomas leaned over and whispered to Archbishop Laurence, who had begun frowning. The archbishop murmured in reply, the younger man straightened up and announced, “The charge is set aside to be discussed later. Proceed, Duke Clellan.”



  
Clellan glared at Elizabeth, as did Fr. André. Elizabeth kept her expression placid, not wanting to look pleased with the emperor’s decision. She’d struck a blow that the others would have trouble refuting. Clellan sniffed and picked up a new page from the stack. “You are charged with denying the truth of the Great Fires and with arguing against the truths of the Holy Writ, while living in indecency with a man not married to you. Your impiety and your dabbling with cursed things by not reporting Lander weapons to the proper authorities endanger the Empire by bringing the wrath of Godown onto the Empire. What say you?”



  
She met the archbishop’s eyes. He was the one she needed to persuade. “Your majesty, your reverence, I do not deny the reality of the Great Fires, for the Holy Writ, in ‘The Book of Flames’ Chapter three, verses one through ten, says clearly that Godown sent first a warning, then the Fires, and when many saw but chose not to believe He sent them again, destroying two-thirds of all electrical technology and power supplies. In His wisdom He left physical evidence as well for those who choose to see.



  
“I disagree that the Flames touched human flesh directly, for there is nothing in the Writ nor in the writings of St. Gerald and St. Sabrina nor in the earliest accounts of the Empire saying that the Flames burned people, only their equipment.” For the first time she unclasped her hands, spreading them open. “If I misunderstand the Writ, I apologize and beg for correction.”



  
Before the archbishop could speak, Father André leapt in, wagging his finger at Elizabeth, his face almost as red as his stole and belt. “You misread, Sarmas. The Writ says nothing, but St. Mou’s writings are clear: the Flames burned, tormenting and punishing justly those who failed to open their hearts to Godown’s words.”



  
“In his ‘First Book of Meditations on the Writ,’ St. Mou speaks of the pains of disobedience, indeed, Father. But even in the third meditation of that collection, he wrote that, ‘Godown’s flames tormented their hearts by destroying the tools of the sinners’ pride, forcing them to turn to Godown for aid. And yet still some refused to turn, and Godown left them in their sin, where they perished at the hand of their fellow sinners until those who remained accepted the truth and believed.’ If you mean the descriptions in ‘The Judgment of St. Mou,’ I can only point out that the first copies, those held in the cathedral archives here, date only to a hundred years ago at best, suggesting that they are attributions rather than the saint’s own words.”



  
André exploded from his corner, eyes bulging, shaking his fist at her. “You lie! You put false words in—”



  
“Enough, Father André,” Archbishop Laurence interrupted, raising one hand. “Lady Elizabeth is correct in both her quotation and her dating of the Judgment, which is, as you know, a commentary and elaboration rather than St. Mou’s own words.” His smooth, rich voice filled the room, stilling the murmurs from the nobles. He leaned forward, looking at Elizabeth. “Your command of scripture is remarkable.”



  
She sensed the question behind his words. “Your reverence, I was a professed postulant for over fifteen years before being released from my vows. I did and do my best to serve Godown, learning His Writ and studying and meditating on His words still.”



  
Laurence tipped his head to the side as he continued leaning forward, his interest and curiosity obvious. “Why were you released from your vows?”



  
“Because I had no true vocation, your reverence. I was put into the postulancy at age five for political reasons.” The archbishop’s eyebrows rose and his mouth turned down at the corners. She continued, “I searched my heart after I reached the age of discernment, your reverence, but found no true calling. Godown gave me other gifts, and so when I reached the age of legal majority, your predecessor released me from my vows without penalty or prejudice.”



  
“Ah. I was not aware of that fact. Thank you Lady Elizabeth.” He sat back in his chair and picked up the symbol of Godown on its chain around his neck, letting the gold pendant swing. “Your understanding of the Writ and of church teaching is correct, although it would be better for you to be less aggressive about it in the future.”



  Even though I’m right? Shhh, he’s being diplomatic and you’d better too. She bowed her head. “As you say, your reverence, so shall I do.” So that’s that, correct, Clellan? No heresy means no treason and we can all go home and do more productive things, like enjoy Winter Fair.


  
Apparently not: Paul Clellan, a determined expression on his round face, jaw set, picked up a third page. “You have passed information to your lover, information that could harm the Empire.”



  
Her hand went to her heart and, surprised, Elizabeth demanded, “What lover?”



  
He sniffed and rolled his eyes. “Col. Lazlo Destefani. Apparently you still fail to understand the reason for your separation.”



  
Elizabeth did not roll her eyes, although she wanted to. “Duke Clellan, I have passed no information that was not authorized. Col. Destefani answers to you and to the foreign ministry, not to the military, except for his pay and duties should the Empire come under attack.”



  
Clellan held up a letter in Lazlo’s writing. “If you are innocent, why are you and your lover exchanging coded messages?”



  
“Excuse me?”



  
His face growing redder, he waved the page at her, then shook it. “This letter, that arrived four days ago.”



  
Confusion turned to anger in a heartbeat. Through clenched teeth she enunciated, “I have not read that letter yet, Duke Clellan, so I cannot tell you what it says that might be in a code.” You bastards are reading our mail? That’s beyond the bounds, far beyond. Grumbles and growing numbers of murmurs from the nobles on both sides of the room warned that she wasn’t the only one angered by the news.



  
“Here, in the military dot code, it says ‘Have had treatment. No ill effects. Godown be praised.’ What treatment requires secret code? Is this more Lander work?”



  
Elizabeth raised her hand to her mouth, as if embarrassed and uncomfortable. “I… that is, I hesitate to say in open court, your majesty, your reverence, Duke Clellan. Surely you gentlemen understand that there are some medical matters spouses prefer to keep private.”



  
“Lovers, not spouses,” Fr. André corrected.



  
“Especially spouses who are lovers, that is correct, Father. A certain delicacy prevents me from saying more, with your pardon.” Forgive me, love, she thought at Lazlo. The implication of her words sank in and Clellan seemed to grow pale, then redden again, eyes bulging, and he took an involuntary step back from her. The murmurs and coughs behind her, and Emperor Thomas’ now crossed legs, announced that her hint had struck home. Oh ho, not as faithful as you should have been, were you? How many of you have become familiar with the uses of spikewort salve, hmmm? There’s a good reason Godown encourages monogamy and chastity in marriage. And why you need to use protection outside of it, idiots. She clenched one hand to keep from laughing.



  
The hand motion made the paper in her sleeve crackle and she pulled the page out. “And since the question has been raised, here is proof that I am the legal wife of Lazlo Kirlin Destefani.” Fr. Pascual had obtained a copy of the marriage record from the cathedral.



  
For the first time, someone else spoke up. Duke Matthew Starland inquired, “Did not my father and Archduke Gerald Kazmer protest your marriage?”



  
“Yes, they did, and Gerald Kazmer tried to persuade Emperor Rudolph, Godown give him peace, to order us to separate so that I could marry you. His majesty refused to do so.”



  
Matthew replied, half under his breath but still loud enough for the room to hear, “Thanks be. Sarah is enough of a handful.” He cleared his throat and continued, “Thank you, my lady. I wished to confirm the date of your marriage.”



  
Duke Clellan stormed up and snatched the page out of her hand. Father André crossed behind the archbishop and emperor to stand beside Clellan, who all but hurled the page into the priest’s face. “Is it legal?”



  
The sallow priest’s throat apple bobbed as he swallowed hard. “Yes. It is a legal marriage.” If he’d suffered a bout of indigestion, he could not have looked any more miserable.



  
At last Emperor Thomas stirred himself. “Sarmas, you still failed to report a Lander weapon recovered from Imperial property. That is a grave offense.”



  
“Your pardon, your majesty, but what weapon? A box was found under the wall at Bellevue, it is true, but nothing else.”



  
Clellan pointed to the cloth-draped shape under the judges’ table. “That weapon, in that box.” He sounded triumphant. “Do you deny what you just said?”



  
“Your majesty, to my knowledge, there are no weapons in the box that was found under the wall.”



  
Thomas got to his feet. “Open the box,” he ordered Clellan.



  
The duke, perhaps loathe to dirty his brilliant clothes, or afraid of contamination, pointed to the closest guard. “Drag it out and open it.”



  
The soldier handed his pike to his fellow and with obvious reluctance dragged the box out so all could see it, removed the cloth, and tried to open it. When the latch refused to move, he drew his belt knife and popped the lock, then opened the wooden top. “Take out the contents,” Emperor Thomas commanded, peering from well behind the table. Several of the nobles moved closer to get a clear view of the mysterious objects.



  
Out came the white dress and cap, now much cleaner than before but still stained, along with the ledger book, Holy Writ, table silver, and the still-sealed leather bags. The guard cut the ties and opened the pouches. One bag held coins, and the other bits of cheap jewelry, including a wedding necklace. Elizabeth made St. Gerald’s bridge. Godown please be with Lee and his family. And yet people wonder why I have little use for the Turkowi.


  
Shocked, Clellan blurted, “This is not the box that was brought into Donatello House. The box from Bellevue contained Lander weapons, I know it did.”



  
Duke Karl Grantholm, old duke Miles’s son, picked up the little cap and shook it out, running thick fingers along the painstakingly stitched ruffled hem. “How do you know this is the wrong box, Paul?”



  
“Because my agent said so. She saw the box in the stable and…”



  
“And assumed because it looked old, and she had not seen it open, and because I have a fondness for Lander baubles, it must be something important,” Elizabeth finished. Her voice sounded unnaturally calm to her ears, even over the pounding of her heart. “The contents of the box belonged to Alois Lee, the farmer who rented Hillside Farm number two. He was the renter at the time of the Turkowi siege. According to the records of the royal farms, he and his entire family, and a hired hand, disappeared at that time. No relatives have come forward and the estate was declared closed five years ago. He had two daughters and a son.”



  
Karl Grantholm stroked the little cap before setting it on the table. “My daughter will be confirmed after Winter Fair,” he told those watching, then walked back to rejoin Matthew Starland and Counts Eulenberg and Peilov. Lewis Midland and Jaz Hoffman moved so that they stood with Starland and Grantholm. Dominic Montoya, already on that side of the room, folded his arms and glared silently at Duke Clellan.



  
“Your majesty, your reverence, Duke Clellan, Father André, was anything else found in the search of Donatello House that is cause for concern?” There shouldn’t have been, but who knows what they found in Lazlo’s chamber and office.


  
Emperor Thomas turned to Paul Clellan. Beads of sweat had begun dripping down the older man’s face, and dark patches on his burgundy trousers showed where he’d wiped his palms. “Was there?”



  
“We, my men, found correspondence with a convent in the Duchy of Kirov, on the Frankonian border, and what looked to be letters in code, but we cannot read them.”



  
“Lady Sarmas?”



  
“Your majesty, no one can read those letters. My mother Olympia Sarmas-to, Godown grant her mercy, suffered a brain attack just over one year ago. She can neither speak nor write, although she tries. She is at St. Sabrina of Kirov, in the care of the sisters. My husband and I, through the banking house in Herbstadt, send support for her. Your reverence, your pardon, but I pray for her quick return to Godown every time I see one of those letters.”



  
Archbishop Laurence tipped one hand up in a gesture of understanding, and she inclined her head to him in thanks. “Your charity does you and your husband credit, Lady Elizabeth. More credit than most know, as I have learned over the past week.” He smiled for the first time since the hearing had begun. “Your servants, soldiers, friends, and strangers have been besieging Godown on your behalf, Lady Elizabeth.” She felt her face grow hot and she bowed her head, eyes on the now blurry floor.



  
She heard a thump, like book covers shutting, and looked up again as Emperor Thomas closed the farm ledger. “Duke Clellan, it seems you have wasted all our time with these charges.”



  
Archbishop Laurence braced on the chair arms and pushed himself to his feet. My, he’s much taller than I thought. And bigger. Standing straight, without his service robes, he loomed over most of the men in the room. Father André shrank back. “I am exceedingly troubled that a charge of heresy, a matter for the church, has been turned into a civil matter. I am equally troubled that such charges were brought at all without my having been consulted first.”



  
He drew himself up even more. “Hear this, Elizabeth von Sarmas, Paul Clellan, my lords: technology should not be used without discrimination. It is like a knife—it can serve a churigon or a thief. Godown sent the Fires because of the Landers’ pride and unwillingness to turn from their sin, not because they used technology per se. That does not give us, His followers, permission to use new devices or old machines without due care for the harm they may do, but neither should we deny the churigon his tools because a thief might steal one and use it to do harm.”



  
Emperor Thomas nodded in agreement. “Elizabeth von Sarmas, your properties are restored to you and you are free to go. It would please me greatly if nothing of this trial, aside from the verdict, were to leave these chambers. And the verdict is this: Elizabeth von Sarmas is a daughter of Godown in good standing with the church. She is innocent on all counts.” He met the eyes of everyone in the room, and dipped his head to the archbishop before addressing the court again. “You are dismissed. Duchess Sarmas, you will attend me after Winter Fair, and bring with you your assessments for next spring’s campaigns.”



  
She curtsied very low. “As you command, your majesty.” She stayed down until the emperor and archbishop had both left. Then she straightened up and almost staggered. Ah, I think I need to eat something.


  
“You’ve managed to persuade them, heretic, but not me,” Father André hissed from beside the judges’ table.



  
Paul Clellan stalked up to her, panting, eyes narrowed, fists clenched. “Monster,” he snarled in a whisper. “Whore’s daughter.” He stank of fear and his breath made her eyes water. “Watch yourself, Sarmas.”



  
A large hand clamped down on the maroon shoulder. “You overstep the bounds, Paul,” Matthew Starland growled as Karl Grantholm tightened his grip. “Duchess Sarmas outranks you even though you are first minister.”



  
“And even though Sarmas is an ass and doesn’t know her place, you have no call to be intercepting personal letters or searching personal property without the permission of the full council.” Elizabeth ducked out of the way as Jaz Hoffman poked Clellan in the chest with one finger. “Especially with your personal troops and not the city or palace guards. That smacks of something besides the letter of the law.”



  Jaz Hoffman’s on my side? Clellan must have burned a few bridges.


  
“Yes,” Lewis Midland drawled. “We have privileged communication, in case you do not remember, Clellan. Only a royal warrant permits interception, and then only after approval of the council. I have yet to see the request for that warrant.”



  
Grantholm shook the nervous man, then released him. “A word, Elizabeth.” He drew her away from the growling men surrounding an increasingly damp Paul Clellan. “That box, you said the crown closed the estate?”



  
“Yes. None of the family has been found, nor have any relatives come forward to make a claim, so the crown closed the estate five years ago. My manager, Charles Simmons, found the box in a hole while trying to repair the garden wall.”



  
He looked to the box, then back at her. “May I borrow the confirmation dress and cap?”



  
Totally surprised, she stammered, “Ah, yes, certainly. Let me embroider a pattern on it, to cover the stains, and you are quite welcome to borrow it. If you want, Karl, you and your wife can keep it. I censed and prayed over the box when it was found.”



  
“Thank you. I’ll ask her. I think,” he stared over her head, looking into the distance. “I think it would be good for something made with that much love, and hidden so carefully, to be used for what it was intended.”



  
“I think you are right, Karl.”



  
“And you are going to use Matt’s carriage to go home. It will be safer for you and for Paul.” They looked over to see Clellan rushing out a side door. Fr. André had already disappeared.



  
She and Father Pascual went first to St. Kiara’s, where she prayed in thanks. Then she collected her things from the convent and retrieved the letter for Lazlo. When Matthew’s arms-man helped her out of the carriage at Donatello House, she found the entire staff waiting for her, along with her officers. She thanked Matthew Starland, waiting until after he left to address the servants and soldiers. “Who told you I’d be coming back?”



  
Captain Martin answered for them. “The news flew, your grace. We heard it first, and Lt. Neruda knew who to tell at St. Kiara’s to get the word to Mistress Mina and Master David. Someone in the horsemart told Master Adams.”



  
“Which is good, your grace, because I’ve had at least forty offers to buy every animal that’s ever passed through Donatello Bend or the stables at Bellevue,” the stablemaster informed her. “And that was before today.”



  
“My lady, you’ll want to wait until the maids and I can go through your chambers. The duke’s men left a mess.” Mina looked like thunder.



  
A horseman rode into the courtyard, parting the crowd. “Duchess Sarmas?”



  
“Here.” She walked up to find Archduke Arpad, the last surviving royal uncle, pulling a familiar leather case out of his pannier. She curtsied, “Your grace.”



  
“My dear nephew sends this back with his compliments.” Arpad’s sigh turned into a cloud in the cold air. “Call on me in three days, unless there’s a storm. I need to beat sense into that boy’s head, even if I dent the crown doing it.” Gape-mouthed at his words, she took the baton case and backed out of the way as he turned and rode out.



  
Elizabeth closed her jaw and turned to her people. “What are you waiting for? Shoo! If you all come down sick from wet feet, Mistress Hannah will brew something truly noxious,” she threatened.



  
They laughed, as she’d hoped, and complied. Tired and starving, Elizabeth walked into the house. She left the baton on her office desk and retreated to the solar. She petted the two pfeach trees, sat down, and burst into tears of relief. Oh, Lazlo, beloved, oh, you have no idea how much I miss you.
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  Winter’s Plans


  
Archduke Arpad did not break the Babenburg crown, as it turned out. “He’s young, and he didn’t learn what his father and I did. Even Gerald Kazmer and Lewis knew better than to bring religion into court games,” he tutted, confirming Elizabeth’s suspicions about the regard Lewis’s surviving brother still had for him: not much.



  
“Indeed, your grace?” They sat in his retirement quarters in the palace, on the outer edge of the Babenburg family quarters. His wife had died young of childbed fever, and he’d never remarried. His rooms reminded Elizabeth of her bachelor officers’ quarters, but cleaner and much less drafty. Arpad had been part of the foreign service, and like so many diplomats, had brought home mementoes of his service in distant lands and the Imperial Free Cities. Rocks now filled the shelves in his sitting room, or at least those shelves not draped and buried under mounds of letters, books, and other papers. Two especially gaudy rocks formed the centerpiece of the tea table. They’re pretty, but not portable.


  
He chuckled, a dry, crisp sound like biting into an apple. “Indeed. Not long before our father, Emperor Alois, died, a spat between two of Empress Marie’s women became deadly serious when one’s husband accused another courtier of impiety and of salacious comments about St. Donn. As always word spread and the story grew more unpleasant with each telling.” The rail-thin old man tossed back a thimble-sized shot of double-distilled apple wine, making Elizabeth shudder. “Who follows St. Donn?”



  
“Well keepers and watermen. Oh, dear.” The watermen do not take kindly to slights against their patron. I’ve seen what they can do with those yokes and bucket hooks. “Dare I ask how bad the carnage was, your grace?”



  
“No worse than the market riot just before the fire near the old bakers’ square.” He sat back and lit a nicotiana stick. “However, the watermen chose their target with some care, for a mob.”



  
“Ugh.” She hated dealing with mobs. She’d done it once or twice and never again would be far too soon for her taste. “I suppose that’s why Vindobona is still standing.”



  
“That particular house is not. Watermen beat the courtier to death, would have killed his wife if she hadn’t found refuge at St. Sabrina’s-in-the-Wall, and pulled the house apart from roof to cellar.” Arpad took a long pull on the burning nicotiana stick, exhaling a stream of white smoke. “This was the second time Father had to deal with gossip-inspired religious riots, and he’d had enough. Father closed the docks for a week, had the head watermen flogged two hundred lashes, and tore down old St. Donn’s, but built a new one outside the walls, on the north side of the city, ‘where the waters are purer,’ he said.” Arpad took another pull as Elizabeth discretely waved away the smoke. “And he forbade any use of religious matters in court. He expelled old Count Jones and Countess Kossuth from court when they ignored his orders.”



  
“A most reasonable policy indeed, your grace.” Would that your nephew might do the same, she wished. But he couldn’t, not yet, and everyone knew why. He’d become too dependent on Paul Clellan. Emperor Thomas did not want to be his father: no young man did. So he’d rearranged his court, making Paul Clellan his first minister and setting aside men like Matt Starland, Karl Grantholm, and Jan Kossuth. And Elizabeth herself, except he had no choice but to leave her in her place unless he wanted the Frankonians and Turkowi nibbling even closer. Elizabeth suspected there would be realignments and soon, but his majesty couldn’t turn Clellan out immediately.



  
Archduke Arpad inhaled more smoke. “So, Sarmas, what are you doing for Winter Fair, since your husband is enjoying the bounty of the seas?”



  
She smiled at the lascivious undertone in his question. “I am putting my library and office to rights, your grace, since Clellan’s men had no idea how to properly search a room. And having learned my lesson some years ago, the staff are on half-days during the fair. Master Kim, my cook, informed me which food booths are safe and that’s where I’ve been getting my suppers.”



  
Arpad laughed again. “No horse in shahma sauce, for you?” He clicked his tongue much like Lewis had done. “No sense of adventure?”



  
“Pardon my vulgarity, but I puked my sense of adventure out in Morloke eighteen or so years ago, your grace. Never again if I can help it.”



  
He laughed so hard he almost fell out of his chair. Elizabeth helped herself to another of the chopped-meat sandwiches. She’d skipped breakfast after Mina reported that Master Kim had judged a spiced wine contest the night before. Once Arpad recovered, she poured him more chokofee before topping off her cup. He raised his cup in a toast, and drained it. She refilled it for him. “So,” he began, “where is Lauri the Loathsome going to stick his,” he caught himself. “Nose, come spring.”



  
“Your grace, I suspect he will feint south, but that his target is north of the Triangle Range.” Arpad raised shaggy white eyebrows and she elaborated. “There’s nothing in the south, not after last year’s campaign. Between us we stripped the land around Florabi to the bare dirt. Despite rumors, I highly doubt that he’ll attack the northern cities, up on the White Sea. Yes, they are weak from plague, but,” she shook her head. “Plague. He’s a fool but not completely stupid.”



  
“And the Sea Republics?” Arpad gave her a shrewd look.



  
“From what Col. Destefani reports, Lauri will be hard pressed to find ships after what the equinoctial storm did to, ah,” her memory failed for a moment. “The big port, on the Varazano Sea, your grace, the one on the island.”



  
He creaked out of the chair, lifted a rock off a pile of papers and extracted a battered sheet of faded parchment. He frowned, rotated the page, and nodded. He returned to the table and tossed the sheet at Elizabeth. She caught it between her hands before it could end up in the food. “Morrisport,” Arpad grunted as he sat. “One of the best ports on the Varazano Sea, even better than Amstarla up in the Republics. That is, one of the best unless the wind is from the east and the tides are wrong.”



  
She glanced at the map, laying it in her lap. “Exactly, your grace. And with the Bergenlands leaning toward neutrality, without his rough-water navy, and given the lure of how well the free cities and principalities have been doing the past few years, if I were a betting woman, I’d wager Count Turandott and General Rohan-Roi will be tramping through the Louvat Valley again this spring.”



  
“Will they turn north or east?”



  Please may it be east, she begged. “That I do not know, your grace. The foreign office may have better guidance than I do. I plan for both, keep one eye south of the Triangles, and pray that the Turkowi don’t do anything stupid.”



  
“From your lips to Godown’s ear,” the elderly archduke hissed, making St. Gerald’s bridge.



  
“Selah.”



  
That evening, as she grazed her way along the food stands set up around St. Kiara’s market square, Elizabeth wondered if the Frankonians would use the Shelly River to go north and attack the Sea Republics. Even the most delightful, spicy ginger-braid she’d ever tasted failed to dislodge the nagging sense that she’d overlooked something in her planning. Lost in thought, she finished the sweet bread and followed her nose to the source of a rich, meaty, smoky scent that wafted through one corner of the large square. Her plain dress and mule mask gave her a refreshing anonymity in the crowd, and no one pestered her as she got her purse out. Apparently others had the same idea, and she found people three deep around the stall.



  
“I’ve never had shahma before,” a young woman in a blue and white mask complained, giving a serving of skewered meat cubes a very close inspection.



  
“You’ll love it, sweet,” a young man assured her before pulling the top cube off his own skewer with his teeth and devouring the bite.



  
Another young man, wearing a fantastic set of deer-antlers on his half-mask, bowed to Elizabeth. “Have you eaten shahma, m’lady?”



  
She smiled and nodded. “Yes, several times. Most as sausage.”



  
“Ah, then you must try this, m’lady! Allow me,” and before she could protest he squirmed his way into the thicket of bodies around the stand. He emerged a few moments later brandishing two skewers. With an elaborate flourish he presented her with the steaming meat.



  
She gave him a little curtsy and accepted the proffered gift, then got out of the way of the people still waiting. The young man joined her in the quiet pocket beside St. Kiara’s statue. With great care she used her teeth to tug the first bite of meat off the skewer. It was very hot, and she sucked a little air to keep from burning her tongue. Oooh, this is wonderful! What could it be marinated in? Ginger and fanleaf, but something else, something rich. The flavors blended too well for her to tell, so she just savored the luscious, tender meat. When they had both finished, she offered, “Do you like ginger braid?”



  
“Oh, yes,” the “stag” replied with a broad smile.



  
“Have you tried the stall near the old well?” He shook his head, carefully, and on wild impulse she took his hand. “Let’s go.” On the night of the masked dances, the rules of behavior were set aside, so long as all were willing and masked. The young man, in a plain but sturdy coat and heavy trousers, tossed his empty skewer aside and took her arm, allowing her to lead him to the baker’s stall. She bought four more ginger braids, two for each of them.



  
“These are good, m’lady!” He ate his neatly, enjoying the warm pastry and licking the crumbs out of the paper. Like her, he tucked the second braid into a pocket. “It would be better with hot wine, don’t you think?”



  
She risked a little harmless flirting, smiling at him. “I don’t know, good sir, but I might be persuaded.” She fluttered her hand as if holding one of the ornate fans the court ladies used.



  
“Then permit me to persuade you, since even I know that mules must be courted, not coerced.” He winked and took her arm again with an excess of courtly grace, making her giggle. They paraded across the square, pretending to be haughty courtiers. “You know the steps very well,” he observed as they paid for their hot wine.



  
“My mistress,” she explained. “She’s in court, and wanted to practice the grand entry, in case the Emperor ever looks her way.” She rolled her eyes before drinking more of the steaming red wine.



  
Her new friend’s eyes smiled as he drank. “My sister dreams of a position as a ladies maid. My mother thinks her foolish. What say you, m’lady?”



  
“I say your mother is a wise woman, but I’ve heard that Duchess Sarmas is looking for maids-of-all-work.” Elizabeth shrugged. “Don’t know myself, but that’s the rumor.”



  
Her stag pursed his lips. “Hmmm. The mule duchess?”



  
“Yes.”



  
He took her empty cup and returned it to the vintner’s stall. Before she could escape, he took her hand again. “Do you dance?”



  I can’t. I’m. No, I’m not, not anymore, she reminded herself. And Lazlo’s not here, and this young man has no idea who I am. “Not well,” she admitted.



  
He grinned behind his stag mask and tugged her hand. “This way.” They rounded a corner into the smaller fish market square and found a group of musicians playing a round dance. He gave her the most exaggerated courtly bow she’d ever seen. “If m’lady pleases?”



  
She replied with a curtsey so deep she almost ended up on her nose. “I thank thee, m’lordship.” They entered the ring as it reversed directions and Elizabeth let herself go, not thinking of anything but the music and the laughing dancers around her. Their plain masks and patched clothes told her she’d found the working people, the day laborers and washerwomen. Winter Fair masks erased rank and station, and for a few giddy hours Elizabeth was just a slightly clumsy woman in a mule mask, laughing in the cold winter night.



  
The warning bells sounded all too soon. If she stayed until the midnight bell, she’d have to shed her mask and ruin the fun. Her swain had found another partner for a couple’s dance and she waited until she saw his antlers on the far side of the dancers, well away from her. Thank you, young man, and Godown be with you and yours. Sure that he couldn’t see her in time to ask her to stay, she walked as fast as was seemly back the way they’d come, skirting the crowd gathering in the market square. Once she reached the high street, she took the ginger braid out of her pocket and slowed her steps, nibbling as she went. Other people were making their ways away from the festival squares, and she drifted with a cheerful, tired group in matching fish masks. She reached the gate of Donatello House just as the midnight bells rang, and with a heartfelt sigh she removed her mule mask. Maybe Lazlo’s right, and I can’t fool anyone, but pretending was fun. Alas, duty calls. She had a great deal of work to do before meeting with his majesty and the inner council.



  
The empty air on either side of Duke Clellan’s chair caught her eyes as soon as she entered the council chamber later that morning. Instead of the usual even spacing around the table, the new arrangement reminded Elizabeth of lagoms trying to avoid a dardog, giving it a wide berth, much as the chairs gave the first minister’s seat plenty of room. Elizabeth permitted herself a large, brief smile. She’d arrived a touch early, allowing plenty of time for her to sort her papers and organize things before taking her seat. How long has this room been as it is now? At least twenty years, probably longer. Although pictures of Emperor Thomas and Empress Agatha had replaced the old portraits of Emperor Rudolph and Empress Margaretha, the room remained otherwise unchanged. Light brown wood paneling, whitewashed to make it even paler, combined with the pale blue upper walls to give the room a larger and airier feel than it’s actual dimensions should have permitted. The illusion was just as well, given the enormous egos and personalities that filled the room, hers included.



  
Matt Starland arrived just as the servants finished setting out pots of chokoffee and tea, and small mountains of pastries. “Oh ho, anticipating hangovers are we?” She turned and smiled as he bounded in, dropping a book on the table with a dull thump.



  
“No, just a week of short nights, for those who chose to indulge.” Which includes pretty much everyone here, self included. She poured herself a cup of chokofee and told her hands to stop shaking.



  
“Including my grandson,” Jan Kossuth sighed. He pulled the chair beside Elizabeth out and sagged into it. “Now he’s trying to find a young lady in a cat mask, someone’s ladies maid. She disappeared before the midnight bells.”



  
Elizabeth shrugged. “It wasn’t my maid. She’s older than I am.” Settle down, he said cat mask, not mule mask. Although it would be funny to… stop that! This is not one of what’s-his-name’s romances.


  
As if echoing her thoughts, Matt Starland rolled his eyes. “Your grandson has been reading those cheap romances, hasn’t he?”



  
“Worse. Turkowi fables from my library.” Kossuth rolled his head enough so he could see Elizabeth, adding, “Parya’s Month of Nights.”



  
“That would do it,” she agreed. “On a faintly related topic, Jan, how is that Sudfeld stud doing?”



  
Kossuth shook his head. “Not as well as I’d hoped. It’s the temperament. His get are too nice.”



  
“Too nice?” Both Elizabeth and Matt blinked, then looked at eachother.



  
“I want smart, sturdy, fighting horses. I got docile, sturdy, sweet horses perfect for someone’s elderly aunt or young daughter.” He sounded disgusted. Elizabeth almost danced for joy in her seat.



  
“Would you be willing to sell the stud?”



  
“That’s why I brought him up here. To get rid…” He sat up straight, and accused, “You’re going to try for sweet mules with the Donatello running walk, aren’t you?” She pointed to her chest and tried to look innocent. He snorted and slouched down again. “Two hundred thalers and he’s yours.”



  
“Deal.”



  
Karl Grantholm lumbered in, interrupting the conversation. “Ah, Elizabeth, did you?” She pulled a pink fabric bag out of her document case and handed it to him. “Thank you.”



  
“You are very welcome. Reverend Mother Alberta blessed it as well.”



  
His eyes lit up. “Wonderful. Albert is her patron. Did Kiri tell you?”



  
“No.” Godown works in mysterious ways. A clot of nobles entered the room and conversation turned to other matters.



  
Not long after, the door opened and a herald announced, “His majesty Emperor Thomas.” The council members got to their feet and bowed as the Emperor, trailed by Paul Clellan, strode in. Clellan, pale as the wall paneling, took his place without meeting anyone’s eyes. His brown jacket and trousers looked nothing like the brilliant colors he’d sported in the past. Judging by the sniffs and nudges, Elizabeth was not the only one to notice Clellan’s new, subdued wardrobe.



  
“Be seated,” Thomas ordered. Once everyone had taken their places and the rustles and shuffling subsided, he informed them, “The council will be reconfigured in a few months. I want the names of those willing to serve on the larger Imperial council, and information about even minor nobles with special expertise in trade and agriculture. Tivolia will be incorporated formally into the Empire, and Morloke and Scheel will remain protectorates, with their own governors. Oh, yes,” the dark man added, waving his hand in a languid gesture. “The foreign ministry will be adjusted. It seems the Bergenlands favor allying with Laurence of Frankonia.”



  
Elizabeth had been taking notes about Tivolia and Scheel. Let’s see, that means we will have a direct border on the Turkowi. Oh blast. We’ll need to establish depots in they’re what!?! She jerked her head up, staring at Emperor Thomas. He smiled, obviously pleased to have caught so many people off guard. Paul Clellan studied the tabletop with the care that Elizabeth gave battle maps. A dismayed babble of protests erupted from the rest of the council.



  
“They what?”



  
“How dare they?”



  
“But that’s not what the last report said.”



  
Thomas raised his hand and half-closed his eyes, stilling the commotion. He learned that from Lewis, I know he did. Archduke Lewis had used the same trick, as had Aquila Starland. “It seems our, let us say observers, in the Bergenlands, failed to note that the Elected Speaker did not speak for the rest of the adult men. Laurence V’s agents have been very persuasive, or so I’m told.” Now he looked directly at Clellan.



  
“Yes, your majesty, they have been more effective than our agents were in wooing the Burgenlanders.” Elizabeth could barely hear Clellan. The pasty man seemed intent on addressing the inlays in the table.



  
“The army in the Louvat Valley probably helped the Frankonian cause,” Matt Starland suggested.



  
“What army?” That was Count Gerald Jones. He ran his hands over each other, a nervous gesture that irritated Elizabeth every time he did it.



  
“According to reports from Col. Destefani in New Dalfa, Prince Rohan-Roi brought troops into the Principality of Louvat shortly before harvest, for, what did he call them?” Starland flipped through two pages. “Late season exercises in terrain use and end-of-season training, according to the Frankonian ambassador to the Sea Republics.” He looked up, his expression grim. “They are still there, in winter quarters.”



  
Elizabeth sat bolt upright, teeth clenched. Oh, road apples. That’s what I’ve been missing! We never considered Laurence pre-positioning his army. St. Gimple of fools, but I should have thought of that. My staff should have thought of that. Elizabeth pulled a map out of her document carrier and unrolled it. “Blast him to…” She caught herself thinking aloud. “Your pardon your majesty, gentlemen.”



  
“You have an observation, Duchess Sarmas?” Emperor Thomas played with his penknife as he watched her through half-closed eyes.



  
She studied the map. “Yes, your majesty. By overwintering in the Louvat Valley, Prince Rohan-Roi is in a position to move either up the Shelly River to the Sea Republics or into the Bergenlands. Or he could swing northeast, around the Bergenlands toward Herbstadt, and then come at us.” She ran some numbers in her mind, tongue between her front teeth. “He’s cut three weeks off his march time, your majesty, at least.”



  
Theobald Gerald Peilov, Matthew Starland’s much-younger uncle, protested. “If he’s invaded the Louvat Valley, then he’s already at war.”



  
“Duke Clellan?” Thomas sounded almost gentle, despite the iron under his words. Elizabeth shivered. He’s not happy with Paul. I wonder what else Paul got wrong?


  
“Frankonia annexed the Louvat Valley because the last heir of the family resigned his claims and joined the priesthood.”



  
Elizabeth’s lips curled into a silent snarl of rage, but she stayed quiet. You… hypocritical ass, Lauri! How dare you use Godown as your private dumping ground for unwanted nobles. A little voice warned, Be easy, he could have killed the boy out of hand like his grandfather would have done. Like your great-grandfather did.


  
Jan Kossuth’s dry voice cut through her inner curses. “I take it the boy had a sudden awareness of his vocation and pled for admission to the priesthood despite his young age.”



  
“It seems so, yes,” Paul Clellan agreed, eyes still on the table.



  
Emperor Thomas pointed to Elizabeth. “Duchess Sarmas, what are you and your staff’s plans?”



  
She pulled out the appropriate page of reminders. “We’ll wait to see what the Bergenlanders do, of course, your majesty, and what the foreign office recommends. As we all know, commoners are fickle creatures and they may well take Laurence’s gifts but vote for neutrality. That said, I anticipate, if the Frankonians move east or northeast, we’ll call up Peilovna, Donatello Bend, Albinez, Eulenberg, and Jones, with,” she looked up. “With Grantholm and Midland as second line. Kossuth and Starland, Montoya and Bierski will stay in the south and east, as usual, under Matt Starland’s command, should the Turkowi decide to take advantage of Laurence’s aggression.”



  
“Of your unpreparedness, you mean,” Clellan snapped, the first life he’d shown since taking his seat.



  
Count Gerald Jones sniffed loudly. “Sarmas, everyone knows the Frankonians will come through the south again, to recapture Florabi.”



  
“Then they’ll starve.” She stared at Jones. “Do you want to hear why?”



  
“Yes, I do,” Emperor Thomas replied.



  
“Your majesty, gentlemen, Laurence’s forces in the south are understrength. They suffered almost twice the personnel losses we did. They lost most of their artillery. Between us, we stripped the area between Florabi and Saarlaur down to bare rocks.” She counted off the arguments yet again. “Anyone fighting down there will have to bring everything, and I do mean everything, short of air and water with them.”



  
Count Midland raised a finger. “You’ll need to bring water, too. The snows do not seem to be getting south of the Bergenlands this year, what little snow there’s been. I read the latest reports from Tivolia last night.” He looked around and caught the dubious looks from his colleagues. “Some of us are old enough to know better than to stay out past midnight on the last night of Winter Fair.”



  You’re younger than I am, she groused at him.



  
Jones slapped his palm down on the table. “That is all well and good, Duchess Sarmas, but facts have never stopped Laurence. He’ll come from the south to redeem his honor and glory.”



  
Matt Starland leaned back in his seat and folded his arms, snorting with derision. “He would, if Prince Rohan-Roi were in charge down there. He’s not. Rohan-Roi and Javertt are in the north. Turandott is in the south, and the entire planet knows Turandott’s skills with logistics and his offensive spirit.” The sarcasm in his voice made several other men frown.



  
Elizabeth helped herself to more chokofee as a servant refilled Emperor Thomas’ cup. She held the pot up and looked at Jan Kossuth, sitting on her right. “Yes, please.” She emptied the pot into his cup and had barely set it down when a servant whisked the empty away and replaced it.



  
“A good point, Duke Starland,” the emperor agreed. Clellan sank into his chair and Jones adjusted his jacket cuffs as Thomas continued, “Even I have heard of Count Turandott’s reputation for deliberate speed. It was three years ago, I believe, that he reached the starting point for his spring offensive just as harvest concluded?”



  
Everyone but Jones and Clellan chuckled in agreement. “Your majesty, that does not eliminate the southern routes from consideration,” Jones protested, wringing his hands again.



  
“Sarmas?”



  
She bowed her head in acknowledgment. “Count Jones is correct, your majesty, and we have plans under development, should Laurence, the Turkowi, or both move against us this from the south this year.” And shahma will grow wings and sweet tempers before that happens.


  
That satisfied his majesty, or at least he chose not to discuss the matter any further. Elizabeth listened with half an ear to the rest of the discussion as she made a mental list of changes her staff needed to consider for the spring campaign season. Once she excused herself to visit the garderobe, and she was not the only one to seek “relief” before the emperor pronounced himself satisfied. He concluded, “Allow me to offer congratulations, Duke Grantholm, on your daughter’s pending confirmation. Has she selected a patron?”



  
Grantholm nodded, or at least his head moved up and down. Elizabeth still couldn’t tell if he had a neck or not. Even more than his father, Grantholm deserved the nickname “The Bear.” “Yes, your majesty. Saint Albert.”



  
Thomas leaned forward, planting one elbow on the table. “Interesting, Grantholm. Who is her sponsor?”



  
“I’d hoped Archduke Arpad, your majesty, but he declined the request. He says he’s too old.”



  
Thomas snorted. “Pity, given his familiarity with all sorts of sins. He could provide excellent guidance on how to avoid them.”



  
Grantholm pursed his lips, as if not sure how to reply to the emperor’s remark. He decided to be tactful, or so Elizabeth guessed. “Duchess Kiri will be asking a second sponsor today, your majesty.”



  
“Good. You have my best wishes and prayers for your daughter’s success.” With that Thomas stood and the others mirrored him. He strolled out of the room. As soon as the door shut behind him, Paul Clellan escaped by another door, Jones hot on his heels.



  
“Clellan’s not on his majesty’s saint’s day gift list,” Theobald Peilov observed, a smug smile on his full lips. The emperor’s second cousin, the young count was not known for discretion and Elizabeth wondered if she should say anything. He’d only spoken aloud what everyone knew, or would know by the supper hour, so she pretended not to hear.



  
She returned to Donatello House to find a very ornate cart in the courtyard, pulled by two of the stoutest fancy horses she’d ever seen. Bright blue and green designs stretched along the sides of the crimson cart, and plaid blankets covered the horses. Only one noble used that sort of design on his tack, and Elizabeth realized who waited in her reception room. Surely not. Kiri Grantholm should know better than to ask me to be a sponsor.


  
“Has Duchess Grantholm been served refreshments?” She demanded of David and the maids who met her at the door.



  
“Not yet. She arrived not five minutes ago, but savories and tea are being prepared,” he assured his mistress. “She’s in the library, where it’s warmer.”



  That’s a relief. “Good.” She undid the straps on the top of her boots and pried them off with the bootjack. Instead of slippers, the maid presented her with house shoes. “Yes, very good.” Elizabeth left her coat and swordbelt with the maid and went into the library.



  
Duchess Kiri Grantholm stood, back to the fire, staring at the walls of the library. She always reminded Elizabeth of a lovely bird, fluttering and twittering, a delight to the eye and ear. “Duchess Grantholm?” Elizabeth inquired as she stepped into the warm room.



  
“By St. Sabrina, I had no idea any woman needed so many books!” The delicate, blond woman made a graceful sweep with her arm, taking in the entire collection.



  
“Many of them are my husband’s.” Elizabeth decided to be tactful. “And some belong to the royal estate at Donatello Bend, and were Archduke Lewis’s before he died.” But those are not out for public view. If Clellan thought I was heretical, Lewis would have curled what’s left of his hair.


  
“Your husband?” Kiri frowned. “Oh, Colonel Destefani, the diplomat.” She shook out her skirts and smoothed her upswept golden hair. “Did my husband speak to you?”



  
“I gave him the confirmation dress and cap, yes, Duchess Kiri,” Elizabeth said, guessing the reason for the younger woman’s visit.



  
“But he didn’t ask you about the ceremony.” She shook out her mossy-green skirts again and sat. “So typical. Duchess Elizabeth, will you be our daughter’s sponsor?”



  
“Ah, I beg your pardon, but I’d not given it any thought.” She blinked, trying to remember anything about the eight year old. David tapped on the door, saving her. “Come in.”



  
Kiri waited until the footman had poured hot tea and served toasts and small plates of flat cake before pursing her lips and giving a little shake of her head. “Her name is Kiara, and she’s selected St. Albert as her patron. She’s bookish and seems to be pious, which is good, because she shares her father’s features and build.” Kiri drank some tea. “In many ways she looks much like you, Elizabeth.”



  
Elizabeth closed her eyes and hid behind her teacup. St. Kiara give me clarity, St. Gimple, she’s truly one of yours, isn’t she? There’s no filter between her mind and her mouth, bless her soul. Kiri didn’t mean to insult Elizabeth, it just came out too honestly. Elizabeth replied, “And you think I’d be a good sponsor for the young lady.”



  
“Oh yes. You’re not Karl’s first choice, but you managed to find a position and a husband, plus you are close to the church should Kiara have a true vocation. I hope she does, because she’s so strange otherwise.”



  The poor child is doomed. Elizabeth started to refuse, but to her surprise she heard her voice saying, “I’d be delighted to sponsor Kiara. When and where will the service be, and when can I meet your daughter?”



  
“Oh, at our town palace on the next holy day afternoon, two hours by sun after noon, and would dinner that day be too soon? She’s not very outgoing, more’s the pity. A good personality can balance poor features in a woman, sometimes.” Kiri drank more tea and helped herself to a flat cake, spreading cream and jam on top.



  
Elizabeth felt a surge of envy. You’re lovely, charming, and you can eat that without a second thought? Godown, your world is not fair. “No, that won’t be too soon at all, Duchess Kiri. I look forward to meeting her. Has she selected a confirmation gift?”



  
“Some books, I fear. Fr. François at St. Gerald’s is her director and he has a list. Thank you very much, Elizabeth.” She ate a few bites of the cake. “What do you think of the fashions from the Sea Republics? Those sleeveless jackets look so strange.”



  
Now on safer ground, Elizabeth got her own flat cake, adding a thin layer of honey cream. She had missed dinner, after all, she told herself. “I think, if you wear them with a blouse with full sleeves, they will be quite fetching. Col. Destefani says they can be cut in several styles, depending on the wearer’s features and figure.” He’d sent three in the latest parcel, along with some dried smoked fish that turned beetroots into a delicacy.



  
“Oh, that makes sense.” Kiri chattered about clothes and court gossip for almost half an hour before excusing herself.



  
Elizabeth saw her out, then leaned against the wall in a most unladylike manner, her forehead on her arm. St. Gerald but my ears are full. She straightened up. And there are two cakes left, hiding under the fruit spread, if I recall correctly. They’ll just go stale if I don’t eat them.


  
She narrated the letter as she wrote to Lazlo the morning after the confirmation. “And yes, her mother was right, she looks very much like her father. I suspect she will be a neck and knee rider when she’s old enough. She has the size and the fire. Kiara Alberta Grantholm reminds me of the old duke: a fast mind behind the dumb façade. She’s going to be a handful when she gets older, love. And yes, I suspect she will want to be a cadet with her brothers. Karl and I will have to talk. I’m not going to be young enough to be a good mentor if she’s truly serious and meets the physical standards.” Elizabeth snorted, adding, “I suspect boys will prove more interesting than a military career, but stranger things have happened. A young woman once rode a white mule across the continent and reached her destination with her virtue intact.



  
“Thank you for the lovely waistcoats. The green one was perfect, and went very well with the brown dress I’d ordered for Winter Fair. Just to warn you, the younger set are foregoing stays and boning in favor of tailored jackets and snug bodices. Yes, they’re foolish and spend most of the day shivering. Yes, gravity is not their friend, although a few have very talented seamstresses indeed. No, the younger men are not the only ones who are rather distracted by this new look.



  
“On a different note, thinking of things that droop, Duke Clellan and his wife are spending the month in retreat. Karl Grantholm is acting as foreign minister, as you no doubt know, and Dominic Montoya is first minister, at least for now. He’s a little young for my taste, but he seems steady, and the work has perked him up. You recall that he lost a leg and part of his right hand in the Sorla River battle down in Morloke. Infection from a musket wound that his horse bled into. Had to amputate his leg from mid-thigh down, but he survived. His younger brother, Tom, leads their troops, and Jan Kossuth says he’s steady, not imaginative, but his men trust him and he follows orders well.”



  
She tapped the end of the pen against her teeth. Have I forgotten anything? No, not this time. Oh, wait. “We have had requests for every single mule born this year, as well as the last two years’ excess stock. No, Lady Ann and I don’t plan on changing our sales policy, at least not as of the last time we discussed the matter. No other important news, love. I miss you keenly, and pray for your safety and for strength and discernment for you and your staff. Your loving wife, ES.”



  7


  The Storms of Spring


  
“Your grace, you cannot fight riding side saddle on a mule.” Captain Arlo Smith, Imperial riding instructor, folded his arms, sticking his already prominent lower jaw out even farther. “You may train your mule, your grace, but that is all.” Gray the mule shook a little and Smith took a step backwards as dark gray hair floated into the air.



  
Matt Starland, riding on her off-side, coughed into one hand. He’d been the one to invite her to practice with him and his oldest son, Rudolph Aquila, and had mentioned the new junior instructor at the Imperial riding hall. “He’s not bad but he needs more experience,” Matt had explained. He also needed a lesson in tact, and Elizabeth decided to give him one.



  
She put on her sweetest, most understanding expression. “But of course, Captain. I just want to warm Gray up a little while Duke Starland and his son work.”



  
Smith relaxed and nodded, stepping farther out of the way. “Certainly, your grace. Stay in the far end and you’ll be safe.”



  
She touched the edge of her hat-brim with her stick hand and nudged Gray into a slow walk. Matt and Rudolph followed at a distance, discussing what they wanted to do. Or rather, what Matt wanted Rudolph to work on. They were riding Donatello horses, larger than Elizabeth’s mule but equally tough and well trained. They stopped by the serpentine poles while she continued on. As per instructions, she and Gray warmed up at the far end of the riding arena, first walking, then switching into his bone-shaking trot. She resisted the temptation to urge him into his canter. He was eight, and both of them needed to warm up and relax.



  O Snowy, I miss you, she thought for the ten-thousandth time. Gray III, and Square III, and Stubbs and Stripe were all good mules, but none held a candle to her late and much lamented killer mule. She’d ridden him for twenty years before letting him retire, and even then he kept the men and women of Donatello Bend on their toes with his antics. He’d been at least twenty-six when he’d died, and Elizabeth had cried for two days after finding his body in the pasture. He’d been the first fighting mule she’d had, and while the others tried, well, they weren’t Snowy. But you ride the mule you have, not the one you wish you had, she reminded herself. She stopped Gray and scratched his crest, waiting. At last Matt gave her the hand sign and she undid the strap on her practice saber. Matt left R.A. working serpentines and rode out into the center of the arena, facing her. She’d already set her reins, and he touched his hat in salute, then drew his own practice saber.



  
“Tsaa!” She hissed, drawing her own blade. That was Gray’s cue and he scrambled in the sand, lunging into a trot.



  
Matt’s buckskin jerked into motion as well, and the two rode at each other. “Starland and Starheart!” He called. She stayed quiet, riding against his horse. As she closed with him, he swung down, trying to catch her with an upper cut that would knock her back in the saddle or decapitate her. She ducked at the last moment, too late for him to adjust, and his blunt blade skimmed over her back. She swatted the buckskin on the rump as she rushed past, cueing Gray to turn away and circle for another charge.



  
“Stop that! Stop that at once,” someone called. Both nobles ignored the protest as they set up for another pass. This time Matt came from her off side and forced the buckskin into Gray, trying to push Elizabeth out of the saddle. It was one of the commonest mistakes her enemies made and she and Gray swung with the near-impact, pivoting around the other horse. She slapped the top of Matt’s thigh, pulling the blow even though he was wearing light armor.



  
“Starland,” a new voice called and she kicked Gray into a canter, rushing away from the new attack. Gray blew foam and snorted, dancing as she pulled him to a stop and turned around to face her foes. Matt and R.A. thundered down on her and she waited, then let Gray leap forward. As the men struck at her, she stretched out along Gray’s neck. R.A.’s blow cut where her off-side leg would have been, and Matt managed to graze her back. The blow slid off her backplate.



  
She stopped Gray so hard the mule sat down in the arena’s sand. Now as eager as she was, Gray got up and turned, lunging for R.A.’s mare as she swept past. “Easy,” Elizabeth checked him, but not before he got a mouthful of tail. The mare protested and kicked, almost catching Gray in the head.



  
“Break” Matt called and the three slowed, walking their mounts out and calming them before meeting in the middle of the arena. Captain Smith stormed up to them. “Did you plan that, Elizabeth?” Matt demanded.



  
“No,” she panted. Gray snapped and she checked him again. “Quit. No, and he’s never done that before. Maybe he’s spent too much time with the horses and thinks he is one.”



  
R.A. dismounted and looked at his mare’s rump. “She’s OK, just lost some hair,” he informed the others.



  
“Your grace, what do you think you are doing?” Smith demanded. “Women don’t fight on horseback.”



  
The Starlands burst into laughter. Elizabeth sheathed her saber and pulled her riding stick out of the holster on her saddle. “Captain, women fight on horseback whenever they have to,” she informed him. “This woman fights astride and sidesaddle, pistol, crossbow, and saber.”



  
“Not lance, my lady?” R.A. asked, remounting.



  
She shook her head. “Not anymore. I’m too old to lead a cavalry charge.”



  
Matt crossed one leg in front of him, mimicking her seat. “Captain, Imperial Duchess von Sarmas is one of the nastiest, most aggressive, least rational cavalry officers my father and old Duke Grantholm ever had to deal with in their careers. It’s just as well no one has ever bred a mule that will tolerate being in a cavalry charge, because she’d have conquered the entire Turkowi land if they had.”



  
Smith, all bluster gone, looked from Matt to Elizabeth and back. “Crossbow, your grace?”



  
Elizabeth smiled without humor. “Crossbow, because Snowy the Killer Mule hated firearms. If I tried to shoot from his back he’d dump me in the dirt or scrape me off on a tree, then stalk away until he reached the Tongue Sea at least.”



  
The plain-looking captain opened his mouth, closed it again, and stepped away from the three riders. “Carry on, then, your graces, my lord.”



  
“Thank you.” She waited until he was safely out of the way before nodding to Matt. “I’m done for the morning.” She slapped Gray’s neck. “We rode the jumps before coming here.”



  
He smiled, looking a bit like his gelding as he did. “Good. You go home, Duchess von Sarmas, and I won’t have to admit how out of practice I am in front of my son.”



  
She sniffed and looked down her nose at R.A., or tried to. His horse stood at least a hand taller than Gray. “Senior officers are never out of practice, your grace, we merely prefer to conserve our resources and strength for other tasks. Neither do we age.”



  
Matt’s guffaws startled the buckskin. Starland eased his hat back, revealing a receding hairline. “From your lips to Godown’s ear, Elizabeth.” R.A. hesitated, unsure if it was safe to laugh along or not.



  
She shook her stick at him. “R.A., you too will be mature, wise, and stiff, some day, Godown willing. Enjoy being young while you can.”



  
“Yes, your grace,” the young man agreed, bowing in the saddle as she turned Gray and rode out of the arena.



  
The staff heard her coming and opened the end gates, allowing her to ride straight from the arena into the warm, soft spring sunlight. She blinked as her eyes adapted, then turned Gray for Donatello House. The sun felt better than she cared to admit, and Gray tossed his head, still excited by the morning’s fun. She, on the other hand, felt sore. Matt’s blow, even through the armor, had left a bruise on her back, and she’d have more on her legs from being slammed against the horns when Gray stopped short. Gray snorted again and she made him behave, waiting until his ears tipped back toward her, showing that she had all of his attention. “Good mule,” she praised him. “Let’s go home.” Her guards formed up behind her at the cue. “Anything of interest go by?” She asked as they rode along the street.



  
“No, m’lady, unless you count a runaway pony-trap as interesting. It stopped before it crashed,” the senior man told her.



  
That after noon she reported to the palace. Emperor Thomas, Karl Grantholm, Dominic Montoya, and Captain Martin waited for her in one of the military training rooms, one with a wall-sized map of the continent for them to use. “It’s official. The Bergenlands have sided with Frankonia. Archduke Gerald André is on his way home as we speak.” Thomas began without preamble. He was wearing his army uniform, as were Elizabeth and Ulli Martin. “Grantholm?”



  
Karl pawed through some pages in a ledger. “We’ve lost access to half our iron ore, over half the earth coal, ten percent of the copper and negligible amounts of gold and silver.” He looked over at another page, adding, “And some of our timber imports, but those we can easily make up from the Dividing Range. But it puts Frankonia at our throat.”



  
Elizabeth turned partly to the map, careful not to show her back to Emperor Thomas. She folded her arms and rubbed under her chin. “We’re good for artillery this season, your majesty, my lords, and the new powder is much better than what the Bergenlands are selling. The army is not in the metals market this time of year, Godown be thanked, so the price spike won’t hurt our preparations just yet. In fact, grain prices will stay low, if the Bergenlanders decide to buy elsewhere.”



  
“They are,” Count Montoya grumbled. He limped up beside her, also half-facing the emperor. He picked up a pointer with his mangled hand. “Poloki, or so rumor has it, and Frankonia of course. And from the Turkowi.”



  
Captain Martin coughed, his way of being discreet. “Yes?” She inquired.



  
“Your majesty, my lords, they are not buying from the Turkowi. They tried, but the cost of shipping was too great now that we control the entire Donau Novi.”



  
“And you know this how?” Montoya demanded.



  
Ulli Martin shifted a little. “We have someone talking to the spring traders as they come through. Not as an official government agent, but he has a gift for getting information of this kind, my lord.”



  
Montoya turned to Elizabeth. “And you trust this source?”



  
“With my life. I trained him and he’s been vouched for.” That proved sufficient and Montoya put down his pointer. “The Sea Republics are concerned, because of the Bergenland treaties. Col. Destefani reports that if Frankonia attacks the Republics, the Bergenlanders will not provide aid to either party. But if Frankonia attacks east, the Sea Republics may find themselves caught.”



  
Thomas walked up and clasped his hands behind his back, studying the map. “Do they have treaties with the Poloki?”



  
Montoya stepped back, his artificial foot thumping on the wooden floor. “The Bergenlanders, your majesty? No, not yet, as best we can tell. They seem to be disappointed about that, in fact, your majesty.”



  
Elizabeth snorted silently. No, they misread the Poloki. The Poloki nobles like having the vote, but they do not want their commoners getting ideas about elections. And I heartily concur.


  
Thomas stepped back and turned to Elizabeth. “Duchess Sarmas, it is early, but I want you to.” He stopped, frown lines appearing between his eyes. He rephrased the request into a proper command. “You will begin mustering the army to fight the Frankonians near or, Godown forbid, in the Bergenlands.”



  
“Very good, your majesty. Under what conditions would we move into the Bergenlands?”



  
Thomas looked to the much larger Grantholm. “Karl?”



  
“If the Frankonian army advances past the Whaar River, your majesty. At that point they are half-way through the Bergenlands and can threaten us, the Poloki, the free cities, and anyone else.”



  
“Sarmas, use the Donau Novi,” Thomas ordered. “Don’t start anything, but I want you ready for whatever does happen.”



  
Elizabeth considered the long blue line of the river, tracing it with her eyes west and slightly north from Vindobona through the hills, then up, into the high peaks that gave the Bergenlands their name. “Pardon my question, your majesty, but you seem very certain that the Frankonians will do something.”



  
The slightly-built, dark man turned to her, then back to the map. “He has to. Laurence needs something to restore his pride. Between your defeating him last year, and the loss of the navy at Morrisport, he will have to attack. Annexing Louvat is not enough, not for him. If he moves north, then the Sea Republics will deal with him. If he moves east, we have to. He needs loot as well, or his armies do,” Thomas amended. “That leaves the Sea Republics or the Free Cities, Sarmas. Go to the Donau Novi, muster my army, and watch the banks of the Whaar.”



  
Elizabeth bowed. “As you command, your majesty.” And so the season begins, as it always does. I wonder if we’ll ever stop fighting someone? Probably not in my lifetime.


  
“You are dismissed, for now.” He turned away and Elizabeth bowed again, nodded to Grantholm and Montoya, and strode out of the room, Ulli Martin on her heels. They went to the main workroom, where Lts. Chow and Esposito were supposed to be. Luckily for them, the two junior officers were, indeed, sitting at their desks, reviewing supply lists and comparing them with the previous year’s inventory records.



  
“At ease,” she ordered, before they realized she was there. “We’re going west, north of the Triangles. Along the Donau Novi. Start organizing things. Peilov, Donatello Bend, Albinez, Eulenberg and Jones are the first line. Grantholm and Bierski are second and Grantholm already knows. Starland will cover the south, as usual. We’re not hiring out, not for the moment at least. Ulli, let Maj. Lucien know that we don’t need the siege guns with the first line this time and don’t let him convince you otherwise. This season we can’t float them down the Donau Novi to meet us, and remind him of that. Often,” she grinned as Ulli gave her a tired look, “and loudly if necessary.”



  
Ulli shrugged. “Artillery. Bigger is not always better, yes, my lady.”



  
“At least he can’t sneak them along with us,” she pointed out.



  
“There is that, my lady.”



  
She looked through a pile of correspondence and reports to see if anything new had arrived. One personal message, from Lazlo, sat on top of the pile and she noted with approval that the seal remained intact. She tucked the letter into her inside jacket pocket, signed the initial orders to notify those nobles and colonels who needed to begin mustering, and strolled out to where her guards and Stubbs the mule waited. She sensed a new energy from the soldiers and civilian clerks as she passed. The uncertainty had gone away, at least for the moment. They had a goal and orders, and even though it would be weeks before the formal muster, the men and women set to work with a will. Or at least, they did as she passed by.



  
That evening she read Lazlo’s letter. “My dearest beloved,” it began, “I am well. I agree with you and Lady Ann’s thoughts on the mule situation. We’ve found a market that pays. There’s no reason to damage our reputation for the sake of a few thalers in the short term. Even here, Donatello mules are considered superior and fetch very high prices, the few that travel this far.”



  
His next words stopped her heart. “I will be joining the Republic army if it marches this spring, as an observer. Marischal van Looie is certain that the Frankonians will attack, and he is determined to stop them before they get past the falls of the Schell (what we call Shelly). Before you protest, my love, I assure you that I will set a new speed record for retreating should anything less-than-good happen. It seems, well, I’m not in a position to add more, but this spring may prove to be somewhat different from what Laurence V anticipates.



  
“The fashion for powdered hair has spread to the men, alas. I refuse. What is tolerable on gray uniforms is not attractive on dark blue. Yellow coats are popular among the ladies.” Elizabeth pinched the bridge of her nose, trying to imagine what she would look like in bright yellow. Horrible is what I would look like, even if I had not sworn never to wear Selkow’s color. Ugh. She continued reading.



  
“The weather is gray. Even more gray than Vindobona, if you can imagine such a thing. The rivers have started rising and everyone is dreading the flooding this year. The reports are that the snowpack in the Triangle Range exceeded that of the past twenty years, on the northern slope at least. The fishermen are complaining about the damage it will do to the oiling catch later this spring. Axel, Godown rest his soul, would have fit perfectly with the master fishermen here. The waters are too high or too low, too warm or too cold. The catch is small and everyone will starve or go bankrupt. The catch is too large and prices are low and everyone will starve and you know the rest.” She had to smile, because that’s exactly what Axel would have said, had he been a fisherman instead of farm manager.



  
“Beloved, heart of my heart, love of my life, if there is any way you and Lady Ann could send a shahma ham or sausage to me, I will swear you my eternal gratitude. I am now familiar with more ways to cook pig and fish than I had ever dreamed of being. My stomach yearns for shahma as a saint longs for Godown’s glory.” Elizabeth laughed until tears flowed down her face and her stomach ached. Lazlo, you hated shahma almost as much as Archduke Lewis did! And now you are begging for some? Oh, how the haughty have been humbled. Although, she admitted, if I had nothing but fish to eat for half a year, I’d probably be willing to eat pig and lagom without blinking. Maybe.


  
“Be careful and keep out of the wet, my love. Your most affectionate husband, LKD.” Elizabeth reread the letter, then ran her fingers between the lines of text. No secret messages this time, but if he had nothing he could tell her, there was no need of any.



  
“Well, beloved,” she told him, “I will see what Lady Ann has to say about shipping shahma, and will confirm our plans for the mule sales.” She puffed out the candle and looked up at the darkness, folding the letter by touch and putting it away with the others. She’d burn them before she left for Donatello Bend and the war. Don’t go with the army, my love, I beg you. That’s not your job. You’re an ambassador, not a mercenary captain. Please, Lazlo, I need you safe. Holy Godown, keep him safe, please, please, please.


  
“Elizabeth, you have to be joking,” Archduchess Ann Starland-Babenburg laughed. They’d stolen an afternoon and were riding out to look at the Donatello Bend shahma herd before it went up into the hills for the summer. “Please tell me you are joking.”



  
“No, my lady, I’m completely serious. Colonel I-won’t-eat-that is begging for shahma ham or sausage. I’m tempted to send him a parcel of the dried meat just to see if the winds will carry his wails this far.”



  
They passed a farmhouse and Ann waved to some children, who waved back before taking up their game again. She pointed at Elizabeth with her riding stick. “Even better, send him that powdered shahma for the camp bread mix. It will truly make him long for home.”



  
“That or he’ll use it to make bricks with and hurl them at my head. Ann, as much as I love him, I know better than to make him that desperate.” Stubby lunged to the side of the track, intent on sampling the yellow-rod growing through the fence. “Quit! You are such a mule, I swear.” Elizabeth hauled him away from the tempting blossoms. “You are not living up to the reputation of Donatello mules. You should be ashamed.” He shook his head, scattering slobber across the countryside and Ann’s riding habit.



  
“Ugh! Mule,” Ann threatened, “If you don’t behave, I’ll, I’ll, I’ll have you gelded. Again.”



  
Stubby snorted but subsided, at least for the moment. Elizabeth turned her attention to the stock in the pastures. “So, what do you think about the Sudland stud?”



  
“I think Kossuth was right. He’s too nice. I’m very, very curious to see what his get look like. He’s taking to the jenneys quite well, for all that he’s been on mares until now.”



  
“Oh good. I’d worried about that.”



  
Ann gave Elizabeth a long sideways look. “Just what do you think Col. Destefani might be willing to do for two shahma hams and the rest of the barrel full of sausage?”



  
“Probably everything in the paintings in the second bedchamber, or so I’d guess,” Elizabeth blurted, then turned scarlet as Ann stared, then began laughing.



  
“Wah, ha, ha, hee, hee,” she gasped. “Wheeeee, oh my, I never thought I’d hear that from you.” Ann picked up the hem of her skirt and wiped her eyes. “The look on your face… You know, to the day he died Lewis thought that Lazlo followed St. Jenna.”



  
They’d reached the shahma pastures and dismounted, tying their mounts to the fence. “Yes, yes, that’s why you have a grazing bit, Stubby,” Elizabeth sighed, making certain that the mule couldn’t reach anything noxious or poisonous. “Devour the flowers, go right ahead.” Then she looked up and gasped, “Oh!”



  
The sight in the pasture took her aback. She’d expected to see a hundred or so of the barrel-bodied, long-necked shahma. Instead, creamy white and light brown shapes filled the pasture as far as she could see. A few lambs nursed or napped on the well-nibbled grass. “Good gracious, how many do we have?”



  
“Over four hundred in this batch, yer grace,” a herdsman told her, beaming with pride. “Three batches already in the hills, and four to go up yet, once the river drops, yer grace.”



  
Ann nodded, leaning on the fence. “Almost eight thousand animals, Elizabeth. We’ve reached the limit of the pastures, so some are summering on Peilovna, others are up on the hills not far from Eulenberg’s hunting land.” The white-haired woman straightened up as the herder gestured his agreement. “I want to split the flock, or to set up a large kitchen so we can slaughter at least a quarter of the animals every year and sell the meat, before they eat us out of the estate and we have shahma living in the manor house.”



  
Elizabeth threw up her hands. “Do what you think is best, whatever his majesty will allow. I know mules, not the shahma meat market.” They watched the animals for a while longer, then turned to ride back to Donatello manor.



  
“When are you leaving?” Ann asked at last.



  
Elizabeth watched the track ahead of them, alert for birds. Stubby spooked at birds. “Three days. Everything’s ready, the men have gathered and the Peilov muster is complete.”



  
“This is it, isn’t it?”



  
“What do you mean?”



  
Ann shifted in her saddle before answering. “This is Laurence’s death throw. He has to win, and he can do it by using the Bergenlands as his base. From there he’s got the Donau Novi, and he can strike at Vindobona and end the wars.”



  If I were a man I’d laugh at your fears and reassure you. But you deserve far better than a pretty lie, my lady. Elizabeth weighed her words. “I don’t know, my lady, but I sense that it might be. We’re already dancing to his tune. We have been since Rudolph died, no slight to Emperor Thomas.”



  
“Will Laurie the Loathsome take the field?”



  
That was far easier to answer. “No. No, he needs to stay glorious and majestic, which he won’t be after spending a season with his army, no matter how large his baggage train. That’s the Empire’s advantage, Ann. The Emperor is distant but wise, the power lurking just out of sight, like, forgive me, Godown. The Emperor is neutral, and the free cities as well as nobility can turn to him as a mediator and protector. The Emperor has mortals to fight for him, replaceable men. Laurence does not. He can’t risk his reputation by leading the army in person.” She thought for a moment, adding, “And if his figs are as bad as rumor has it, he’d have to lead from a padded carriage anyway. That or march. I’d pay money to see that.”



  
“Elizabeth von Sarmas, that has to be the most disrespectful, hilarious mental picture I’ve had in years,” Ann scolded. “How dare you think such things about Laurence V, Godown’s anointed king of Frankonia, protector of Louvat, guardian of Martinstaadt, eh, what am I missing?”



  
“Owner of the biggest sausage in the kingdom,” Elizabeth snapped. “Or so the rumors he had planted proclaim. My mother said that his early mistresses had a rather less flattering opinion of his attributes.”



  
The hill with Donatello manor house appeared in view, around a bend in the track. Ann and Elizabeth rode in silence for half a kilometer, until Ann stopped her horse. “You’re wound up tighter than a ball of worsted wool, Elizabeth. What is wrong?”



  Tell her. She has to know anyway, in case… A lump grew in Elizabeth’s throat, and she swallowed hard. “Lazlo’s riding to the guns. With the Marischal of the Sea Republics. Damn it, I know he’ll be fine, he promises he’ll be fine, but he’s all that I have now, Ann.”



  
Her friend’s quiet, bitter response almost knocked her off Stubby’s back. “Now you know how we’ve felt all these years, Elizabeth. Lewis, Lazlo, me, Quill, watching you disappear down the road every spring. And you’re an officer, the commander. Imagine how the women here feel when their men march off.” Ann tipped her head back to stare at the pale blue sky. “Sweet Godown, but I hate spring and I hate these bloody wars. Do you know, if it hadn’t been for the siege, I’d still have a husband.”



  
“Ann, that was over twenty years ago.”



  
“I know very well how long it has been, believe me,” Ann snarled, glaring. “Lewis saved his brother’s ass and empire both and got nothing but contempt in return. Lewis came down with that damn summer fever during the siege, and it killed him slowly, fifteen years it took but it killed him, weakening his heart until the winter cough finished the job.” She looked back up into the sky, adding in a conversational, quiet tone, “I envy you, Elizabeth. You are too damn busy to worry, too high up to suffer like the rest of us left here to make sure you have the dried meat and flour, the mules and men you need to keep your glory intact. I could hate you very easily, you know.”



  
Elizabeth stared at Stubby’s ears. What do I say? There’s nothing I can say, not without causing more pain. She pinched the bridge of her nose, thinking at her friend, Believe me, Ann, I know very well what the men go through. You don’t see the medical tents. You don’t see the bloated bodies, swelling in summer’s heat. You don’t hear screams in your sleep, you don’t sick yourself after every battle. Why do you think I loathe Laurence of Frankonia so much, for forcing us to fight him? The better I am, the fewer men we lose, and the less likely others are to attack us, damn it. At last Ann clucked her mare into motion and Elizabeth followed, still silent. She had no answer, because there was none.



  
After they dismounted in the manor courtyard, Elizabeth cleared her throat. “So no shahma hams and sausages then, I take it.”



  
Ann spun around, stormed up to Elizabeth and shook her riding stick in Elizabeth’s face. “After everything, all you can think of is sausage?”



  
“Sausage with a Lazlo attached,” she whispered. Tears streamed down Elizabeth’s cheeks. Ann stared, then started laughing, then burst into tears. The two women embraced, crying onto each other’s shoulders for what could never be.



  
At last Ann got herself under control and sniffed. “Blessed St. Sabrina but I hate the change of life. I turn into a fountain.”



  
“Is that it? Is that why one minute I’m so,” she felt herself blushing. “And then next I don’t want to see a man, and then I burst into tears, or laughter, at the stupidest little thing.”



  
“You know,” Ann took her arm and led her into the manor house. “You have to be the most sheltered creature on this planet, Elizabeth von Sarmas-Destefani. You can’t tell why people think your husband is a Jennaman. You didn’t think you could get pregnant the first year you were married. And you can’t tell when you’re having the change?” She let go so they could take their boots off. “You truly are a terrible example of womanhood.”



  
Elizabeth stuck her tongue out. “Thppppth.”



  
“Thpppth right back. For that I should send nothing but mollies, the next time you want a saddle mule. Mollies and mares!”



  
“I’ll have the vapors,” Elizabeth warned.



  
“I’d pay to see you have the vapors.” Ann leaned closer. “I’m sorry for what I said. It’s just, I don’t want to lose you or Lazlo.”



  
“Dratted dust,” and Elizabeth wiped her eyes with her skirt hem. “Ugh, that wasn’t smart.”



  
Mina’s gasp stopped whatever Ann had intended to say. “My lady! Your face! I’ll get hot water.”



  
Ann folded her arms, a smug smile exactly like Lewis’s on her face. “Now you’re in trouble.”



  Yes, I am.


  8


  The Waiting Game


  The next songster to write about the soft, warm rains of summer is going to feel my boot on his rump. Cold, steady rain poured down on the Imperial army, finding its way past rain cloaks and hat brims, soaking bedding and tack, and turning dirt roads into boot-sucking muck. Even riding upslope, the late spring rains made the footing treacherous and the trail boggy. Elizabeth preferred not to think about what the lowlands along the streams and rivers were like. It was nothing short of a miracle that the entire army hadn’t come down with water-cough and foot rot.



  
Captain Martin’s voice emerged from what appeared to be a pile of waxed cloak and helmet perched on his horse’s back. “Now I understand why your grace prefers to ride mules. And why we buy so many Kossuth mudders.” The heavy, steady, ugly horses had more than justified their enormous fodder bills already, and the campaign was only two weeks begun.



  
Elizabeth nodded, “If you have any ideas as to how we can arrange to fight only in temperate, somewhat dry, cool and breezy places, Ulli, I’m all ears.”



  
Count Gerald Jones spoke up, volunteering an idea for the first time since he and his troops had joined with the army. In a thoughtful voice he mused, “Perhaps that’s not such a bad idea, your grace. Find an area without many people but with water, wood, and forage, and designate it as the battle site. When the Frankonians, or Poloki, or anyone have a disagreement, we fight there instead of tearing up the countryside over and over.”



  
She considered his proposal. “It would certainly be better than sucking random civilians into the war, true. I’m not sure how you’d keep everyone honest and limit them to the designated battle area, though. If the Empire and Frankonia decided to fight near Herbstadt, who’s strong enough to force us into the battle zone?” Maybe that’s how the Landers kept from killing themselves off, before the Fires: have a designated place and designated fighters.


  
“We’d have to get all the princes, free cities, and others to agree to cooperate,” Jones explained. “I’m not sure if it could be done before Godown brings the world to a close, though.”



  
Ulli raised a wet glove. “My lord, you’d have to persuade them that it is in their best interests to work together, and to abide by the agreement even when they’d prefer not to. I’m not sure a diplomat has been born yet with that skill.”



  
The riders reached the top of the hill and Elizabeth reined Square to a halt. Several men whistled, and she reached back, pulling her binoculars out of one of her saddlebags. She adjusted the focus and peered out across the gray flatness that should have been the Sigmartin River. Clumps of trees poked out above the sheet of water now stretching at least a kilometer beyond the west bank of the stream. “Gentlemen, I do not believe we have to worry about the Frankonians coming at us over the river.”



  
“My lady, I don’t believe we have to worry about anything coming at us from across the river. We might have to worry about fish falling from the trees, though.” Count Tim Albinez’s words made her smile despite the miserable wet.



  
“I’ll be sure to stay out from under the trees, then, Tim.” She twisted in the saddle, looking back at her staff. “Anyone have any idea how far the flooding extends? I know the Shelly is out of its banks still.”



  
“I heard every river out of the Triangle Range is still up, but that’s market talk, not confirmed reports, your grace,” Jones grunted.



  
She turned back to look out over the river valley. The high water did not bode well for crops later in the season. Biting flies would be a nuisance, too. Godown destroyed the Landers with fire. I wonder if He’ll use water if we fail Him? Well, she did not intend to fail either the Emperor or Godown. “Market talk’s better than nothing, Gerald.” She turned Square around. “Back to the ford, gentlemen. I want to get over before anything gets higher, Godown willing.”



  
She sent the others ahead, waiting to make certain that everyone had crossed safely before she took the last ferry across the Blue River, well upstream of where it joined the Sigmartin. Square did not care for the water and she needed two soldiers pushing and her pulling to get the mule onto the ferry. She held his head, stroking him and calming him the entire crossing. As soon as the boat touched ground he bolted and she jumped out of the way, letting him leap onto the squelchy but stable ground. “Don’t try to catch him,” she warned the men on shore. They kept well clear as Square kicked, then settled down and stood waiting at the top of the bank. Elizabeth followed at a more dignified pace and caught the gray-brown mule easily. “You are behaving like a horse and there’s no excuse for that,” she informed the jack as she checked his tack and snugged the saddle girth. Square swished his bobbed tail and snorted, unimpressed.



  
The rain tapered off during the night and a flood of sunlight poured into her tent the next morning when she opened the flaps. The sky looked white and by midafternoon the air felt as if she were breathing through a wet towel. For the next three days hot sunlight turned the waterlogged world into a steam bath, making Elizabeth cranky and summoning swarms of gnats, flies, blood-suckers, and little red itch-bugs out of the soil. It also magnified the miasma that usually travelled with the army, the stench of human and animal waste that bred disease.



  
Four weeks after Elizabeth and the forces from Donatello Bend left the estate, they reached the banks of the Donau Novi, or more correctly, the hills to the south of the river, near the little stream that served more or less as the border between the Bergenlands and the Empire. Only the Donatello troops advanced that far: the others spread out along several kilometers, in hopes of reducing the chance of disease and of surprise. Since they’d be staying for a while, in addition to her command tent, Elizabeth ordered her personal tent set up; the one with the elevated wooden floor. For all that she’d lusted in her heart after Col. Marcy’s luxurious tent-on-wheels, she needed to move faster than a five-pair oxcart permitted. This was a reasonable compromise, and one that didn’t make her stand out too much from the rest of camp.



  
“And now, we wait.” After this long, she could outwait almost anyone, especially since she had supplies to augment what the foragers requisitioned from the villages and farms. The Imperial army had been in position for a week when a messenger rode in with news from Vindobona, and the Sea Republics. After the daily briefing, Elizabeth sat in the shade of her tent and read the messages. Count Dominic Montoya, now first minister, wished to express his thanks to his grace Duke Clellan, who had retired to his estates to regain his health and to see to personal business. Karl Grantholm yielded the foreign ministry to Archduke Gerald André, at least for the time being, because of Grantholm’s military duties. There would be no policy changes for the time being. The Poloki had voted to stay out of any disputes between the Eastern Empire and Frankonia unless the Frankonians marched into Imperial lands, at which time the Poloki would assist the Empire as per their mutual defense treaties. Elizabeth passed that note to Ulli Martin and Marlow Eulenberg, a wry smile on her face.



  
Eulenberg read it, snorted, and handed it to Captain Martin. “Anyone who’s surprised by that should be demoted.”



  
“Agreed.” She turned to the next piece of business, logistical matters this time. Four tons of the new gunpowder from Tivolia and Kilwali were en route. Matt Starland had already done quality checks and passed the shipment, relieving her artillery experts of that duty. The rivers were finally dropping, but slowly, and it would be a race to get a grain crop in before the first frost. Several more loads of shahma meat from Donatello should arrive, along with what little earth coal remained in the army’s supply depot at Peilovna. Anything to stretch the supplies, although, once we get into the Bergenlands, it’s free confiscation since they are allied with Frankonia now. The fools, thinking they could avoid him by being friendly.


  
Elizabeth picked up the next page, read it, felt the code pressed into the thick paper, set the message down, and stared out the open flaps into the camp. “My lady?” Captain Martin asked. She didn’t hear him. “Your grace, what’s wrong?” She got up and walked to the doorway, hands clasped behind her back, feeling the soft touch of her shirt collar around her neck, hearing the hollow thump of her boots on the tent’s floor, and feeling the heat of the sun on her face. Should I laugh or cry or just curl up in a corner and pray for Godown to come save us? She turned around and faced Martin, Jones, Eulenberg, and Lt. Imre Esposito, who lurked in a corner, waiting to be sent on a messenger run.



  
“It seems that the Sea Republics are,” she stopped and rephrased it. “In an attempt to preempt Frankonian attacks against their members, the Sea Republics are attacking Frankonia. Here.”



  
The men were, to put it mildly, nonplussed. Jones recovered first, animation returning to his hound-like face while the others kept blinking. “What do you mean, here? They’re marching all this way? But the Frankonians are in Louvat.” Jones scrambled to pull a map out of the bundle of map rolls while Esposito cleared the table of water pitchers and teapot and cups. Jones found the rocks they’d been using as map weights and unrolled the map of the area surrounding the Bergenlands.



  
“The Frankonian generals divided their army,” she corrected, walking over to the map table. “Rohan-roi is up here, defending against the Sea Republic army under Marischal Piet Van Looie,” and she pointed to the northwestern edge of the map, where the Shelly River disappeared off the margin. “The secondary Frankonian force, under Louis Javertt, has crossed the border into the Bergenlands, to help them defend against our, ahem, as Javertt put it, unwarranted encroachment.” She and the men shared sardonic smiles. “But the main body of the Sea Republic’s army is racing this way,” and she traced a diagonal, from Marsburg on the Shelly southeast across the Roamer Hills and down to the Donau Novi, inside the Bergenlands. “They’ve already crossed the Shelly and are at the edge of the Roamer Hills. Smaller decoy forces are keeping Rohan-Roi distracted.”



  
“They’re mad,” Eulenberg stated. “There’s no way on Godown’s planet for them to reach the Donau Novi before harvest. Their supply train will stop them if the roads don’t.”



  
Elizabeth shook her head, fighting back a spate of tears. Don’t you dare, not here, not now. Buck up and act like a man, damn it. “They have almost no supply train. They set out depots in advance, along most of the line of march. I would guess the plans were finalized last winter and the logistics arranged as soon as it was safe to do so, in which case my hat is off to them for keeping it quiet for so long. They’ve already covered a hundred kilometers, the entire army.”



  
Count Jones whistled. “By St. Mou, I’ve never heard of an army moving that fast.”



  Not since after the Great Fires, we haven’t. Oh, to have those vehicles that could travel over 200 KM per day! And the roads to go under them. “He’s doing it, which says a lot for the quality and discipline of the armies of the Sea Republics. They have some hired cavalry and infantry companies with them, but not much artillery, as you would suspect. Light field pieces I’m guessing, although the field commander says he’ll send more information as they get closer and direct communications become safer.”



  
“My lady, who is the overall commander?” Martin looked up from the map, confusion in his pale blue eyes. “You said that Marischal Van Looie is here?” He tapped the Shelly River.



  
Marlow Eulenberg ran a hand over his red hair. “Ah, that puts command under Jan DeSmoot, if I recall correctly.”



  
“You do, Marlow, but something has changed.” She glanced up at the ceiling before meeting the men’s eyes. “Overall command of this army,” she tapped the Roamer Hills, “belongs to Imperial Colonel, now acting General, Lazlo Destefani.”



  
The men boggled at her, as dumbstruck as if someone had dropped rocks on their heads from a clear sky. It was all she could do not to giggle at their wide-eyed shock. Jones blurted, “But Destefani’s never held a field command!”



  
“Your pardon, my lord,” Lt. Esposito ventured, “but he has, several times, against the Turkowi. He’s also served as aid to Duchess Sarmas and Dukes Starland and Grantholm, so he’s seen how both northerners and Turkowi fight.”



  
“Thank you, Lieutenant.” Elizabeth waded in before Jones could chastise the junior officer. “Esposito, go give my regards to Major Lucien and ask him to come here at his convenience. Then find Counts Peilov and Albinez and have them come here. And I want Lt. Neruda when he can get free.”



  
“Your regards to Major Lucien and he’s to come here at his convenience, yes, your grace. Then Counts Peilov and Albinez, and Lt. Neruda when possible.” The half-breed gave a crisp salute and trotted off on his errand.



  
Eulenberg hesitated, expression troubled. “What about Destefani’s oaths to the Emperor? How can he command the Sea Republic forces and still serve the Emperor?”



  That’s between him, Emperor Thomas, and Godown, isn’t it? But that’s not the answer you need, we need, to hear. She chose her words with deliberate care. “I did not see Col. Destefani’s orders, Marlow, so I do not know what latitude they granted, and obviously, we,” she waved to include everyone around her, “have no idea what the Sea Republics leaders and Marischal Van Looie agreed to. I hope we will find out in due time, but for now I do not believe that it is our problem to worry about.”



  
Jones started to speak, then stopped. She waited but none of the three had anything to add. “I believe it is time to bring in the rest of the contingent commanders.” She turned to the door, calling to the trooper lurking outside the tent flaps. “Corporal?”



  
A shaggy head appeared, followed by a long drink of water in Babenburg blue. “Your grace?”



  
“I need more water and tea, and lunch for seven, here, soon.”



  
“Lunch for seven, water and tea, soon, yes, your grace.” He waved a loose salute and vanished again.



  
“I’m glad he’s not in cavalry,” Martin muttered. “We’d never find a horse long enough for his legs.”



  
Once all her sub-commanders had assembled, Elizabeth outlined her plan. “As you know, we are not supposed to move into the Bergenlands unless the Frankonians cross the Whaar River. With the army of the Sea Republic coming south, I’m not certain Javertt will continue east. If he does, we can attack, but if he turns north, we’re in a bit of a bind.”



  
“You are going to ask for clarification of our orders in light of new developments, your grace?” Tim Albinez drawled.



  
“Yes. I’m also going to see if there is a way to get more information about the Frankonian army’s movements, and sooner. In a perfect world, we and the Sea Republic army would link up, pivot, and hammer the Frankonians against the mountains until they crawl home, swearing on the collected sermons of St. François never to cross the Louvat River again.” One end of her mouth quirked up in a humorless smile as she finished, “I doubt Prince Rohan-Roi and General Javertt will be so cooperative.”



  
“Your grace, will we be fighting both Rohan-Roi and Javertt?” Martin looked nervous at the prospect, and Elizabeth knew why: the Imperial army had come close to being the iron between Javertt’s hammer and Rohan-Roi’s anvil down near Florabi.



  
She exhaled a long breath. “That’s what Marischal Van Looie and Col—,” she caught herself. “Ah, this is going to take some getting used to. Marischal van Looie and General Destefani are trying to prevent. Van Looie is making as much noise with as few troops as he can up here,” and she pointed to the Shelly River. “If Javertt backs up to meet that threat, which is flaming unlikely, then the Sea Republics will have their hands full but for us it will be the end of the season and we will return to the status quo ante. More likely is Rohan-Roi will guess that he’s been had, but too late, and we can defeat Javertt first, then fight Rohan-Roi, if he pushes it that hard. He may wear himself out chasing ghosts instead, Godown willing.”



  
Count Euleberg drank some water and gestured with a sandwich at the Donau Novi. “Where do we link up, your grace?” He swallowed and clarified, “Where do you think we’ll link up, and how do we get there?”



  
She sipped tea and considered. “Jones, you’re better with numbers. If he’s made it a hundred kilometers, assuming he started thirty days ago, when will he reach the river?”



  
Jones’s thick lips moved as he ran the numbers in his head. “In three weeks. He’ll come out of the hills between Terfield and Boehm, most likely.” She peered at the map and he moved his hand out of the way. The two towns were twenty kilometers apart, with smaller villages between them. A few streams ran from the hills into the Donau Novi not far from the towns. Jones tapped the parallel streams before moving his hand again. “Not a great place to fight, my lady, but then nowhere is this year, not near the rivers.”



  
“If we meet Javertt we can file a complaint about his choice of battle weather,” Peilov joked. Some of the others snorted, and Jones frowned at the youngest noble. Well, Jones has no sense of humor anywhere in his body. Godown bless his wife, he must be hard to live with. I’m just glad he’s set our differences aside for the duration of the campaign.


  
“In three weeks the river will be easy to cross, compared to now,” Elizabeth thought aloud. “But I don’t want everyone piling up on this side. What I propose is we start moving over to the northern bank, still on this side of the border.” She met Jones and Eulenberg’s eyes in turn. “I don’t want to hear about a few patrols happening to cross a kilometer or so into the Bergenlands by accident or due to bad maps.”



  
Jones nodded, expression grave, and Eulenberg winked. “We’ll make sure you don’t hear about such accidents, your grace,” Eulenberg assured her.



  What I don’t know I don’t have to deal with, forgiveness versus permission, and so on. St. Gerald, please help persuade Emperor Thomas to let us help the Sea Republics before they collide on their own with the Frankonians, please, please.


  
The men discussed the matter while she ate her share of lunch. After they finished comparing regional knowledge and their contingents’ troop strengths, she made her decision. Eulenberg and Jones would take their cavalry across first and secure the northern banks and plain, with Albinez and Peilov following with their infantry and Martin leading the Donatello Bend troops over. Elizabeth and the artillery would cross last, along with the other support personnel, including the medical staff, laundresses, teamsters, sutlers and the rest of the army’s enormous tail. Orders in hand, the nobles scattered.



  
Major Don Lucien trundled up just after they left. He always reminded her of a barrel on legs, thick bodied and thin limbed, his dark hair cut shorter than hers. Lucien’s omnipresent pipe spouted a thin trail of smoke, the same color as the water-thick sky. The half-deaf artillery commander removed his hat and bowed before stepping up into Elizabeth’s tent. “Your Grace.”



  
She beckoned with one hand, bringing him within shouting distance. She condensed everything into as few words as possible. “We’re crossing the Donau Novi and will move west as soon as we have word of where the Frankonians are. The Sea Republic army will be joining us. They have only light field guns with them, as best I can tell.”



  
He grunted. “Can’t share powder, then. Ours will blow their breeches. We’re crossing the river, your grace?”



  
“Yes, Major. In two days. You’ll be the last of the regular army to cross, before the support personnel.”



  
“Good. We’ll be ready. They’re bringing only light guns, your grace?”



  
She thought about it. What would Lazlo have with him? No siege guns, but what else might be fast enough? “Plan for only light guns, but we will know better when we the Sea Republic troops get closer.”



  
“Will do, your grace.” He pointed to a leftover sandwich and she nodded her permission. “Thank ye, your grace.” Lucien took his pipe out and set it on the table, then ate the entire sandwich in two bites. She was impressed.



  
“How are you for supplies?”



  
He swallowed. “We’re good, your grace. Could use more horses, but we’ve got enough for now. Food, rest is good.” Lucien thought for a moment or two. “Thank you for bringing us into the army, your grace. Works better this way.”



  
That was a long speech from the artillery commander, and Elizabeth smiled, surprised. “You are welcome and you are dismissed, unless I need to know anything.”



  
“No, your grace, we’re good.” He got to his feet, bowed again, and walked out, pipe once more between his teeth.



  
Elizabeth folded the map in half to give herself room, then sat down and composed a message to Emperor Thomas and Dominic Montoya. If we cross now, we’ll need three weeks to reach Terfield with everything, given the ground conditions. That puts us and the Sea Republic army arriving at the same time. At best I can expect to hear back in two and a half weeks from Vindobona, assuming discussion of my news doesn’t take too long. It would be much easier if we could lure Javertt across the Whaar. She wrote a second missive to Grantholm and Midland.



  
“You sent for me, your grace,” Lt. Neruda’s voice interrupted her thoughts.



  
She sat back. “Yes, Lieutenant. I have a very important task for you.”



  
Five days later she crossed the Donau Novi. The river still ran high but smooth, deceptively so. She watched the ferrymen straining to keep the boats going across the fast current and fingered the prayer beads hidden in her pocket. I wonder how many people disappeared downstream this year? Her one swim across a swollen river had been enough for a lifetime. And I was young then, and desperate, and on Snowy. I’d never make it now, especially not in armor. How I made it in all those skirts and spare clothes is still a wonder of Godown’s mercy.


  
The next morning she heard a commotion and emerged from her tent to find a camp messenger riding up, panting. “Your grace,” he touched his hat brim. “Count Eulenberg sends his respects. His patrol met a messenger from the Sea Republic army. They’re escorting him now.”



  
“Good. My thanks to Eulenberg and tell him to pass the messenger through.” She returned to her breakfast, mentally reviewing plans and the latest supply information. Once she finished eating, an orderly took the dishes away and she hid the most sensitive documents, more out of habit than out of fear for security. Godown knows, all it takes is a lucky Frankonian patrol intercepting a messenger and poof—all our plans are for naught. Stranger things have happened. She also made use of the necessary box and slid it out the flap in the back of her tent, to have someone deal with the contents.



  
As she waited, she thought about supplies. Now on the opposite side of the river from her supply lines, they’d have to forage and buy what there was to be had until the river dropped enough to make crossing safer and easier. Already the patrols were reporting abandoned farms and missing livestock as farmers and villagers fled, trying to protect their cattle and grain. Elizabeth sympathized, but she had an army to feed and keep healthy. She drew the line at destroying fruit trees, however, unless there was absolutely no other source of wood. It will be so much easier once we cross into the Bergenlands and can forage freely. Well, relatively freely, since we don’t want to completely alienate the general population, even thought they did bring this on themselves by choosing to ally with Frankonia. Idiots.


  
“Your grace?” She looked up from her notes as the lanky corporal appeared in the tent doorway, with a clean-shaven man in an unfamiliar gray uniform. “The messenger from the Sea Republics.”



  
“Very good. Come in,” and Elizabeth got to her feet, one hand not far from the handle of her camp knife, ready to dodge or defend herself if the man were an imposter.



  
Instead he bowed, removing his hat with a flourish to reveal graying black hair pulled back in a ponytail, a square jaw, and laughing brown eyes. “Well met, your grace,” he proclaimed as her heart leaped.



  
“Ah, ah, it is a surprise and pleasure to see you in person, Col—, ah, General Destefani,” she managed to get out, struggling for some semblance of dignity and gravitas. When he did not approach, she invited, “Please,” and she gestured to the table, hoping he didn’t notice her shaking hand. “Be welcome.”



  
Lazlo smiled at her shock and took the indicated seat. “Thank you. It seemed that the safest policy would be to discuss matters in person, and I needed to confirm some details of the route conditions myself.”



  
“Indeed.” She sat before she fell. She wanted to hug him, to kiss him, to burst into tears of pure relief that he was healthy and whole. Instead she sent for tea, reminding herself: This is no different than when we were on campaign against the Turkowi. You have no relationship except professional.


  
That reminder helped her recover some of her aplomb and she inquired, “How may I be of assistance, General?” General. The word feels strange in my mouth, to use it for an ally instead of an enemy. General Destefani, my love, now my equal in rank as well.


  
“You can find the Frankonians and help stop them.” He made it sound so simple.



  
And how was she to do that? “I have someone looking for them as we speak, and hope to hear news in the near future, Godown willing. You are aware, however, that my options are somewhat… restricted… by my current orders.”



  
“How so?” He spoke as if to an equal and she sensed a new confidence about him, a certainty very different from when he’d had detached commands under Grantholm and Starland.



  
“In order not to unduly antagonize the Bergenlanders and others, the army is forbidden to move across the border until we know with absolute certainty that the Frankonians pose a direct danger to the Empire.” He started to interrupt and she raised her hand, stopping him. “If they cross the Whaar, we can enter the Bergenlands. Until then, his majesty’s orders confine us to remaining outside the Bergenlands. I have passed on your information and requested clarification of my orders, as well as making an attempt to determine the current location of the Frankonian army.”



  
An orderly arrived with the tea, giving Lazlo time to consider her news and her time to recover more self-control. I wonder, she thought as she poured for both of them, how much of the camp already knows that he’s here? I’d guess thirty percent, assuming that Eulenberg’s men recognized him and talked. It always amused her to try and predict how long it took a given rumor to spread. And now it distracted her from her feelings.



  
“Map?” he asked. She pulled the area map out of the bundle and he cleared the papers off her worktable, tisking as he capped her ink jar. “My lady, you know better,” he sighed under his breath. She spread out the map and they brought their refilled teacups over to the worktable. He looked around, as if concerned about observers, before traced a route with his finger from the northern edge of the map, along a series of streams, and tapped the area between Terfield and Boehm.



  
Playing along with his excess caution, she pursed her lips, eyebrows raised, and nodded. “As my staff anticipated, General.”



  
He tipped his head to the side, curious. “Indeed?”



  
“It seemed a logical option, but there are others.” I can be just as obtuse as you can be, love, she silently reminded him.



  
“True, and much depends on the other side, and on the weather.” He straightened up and drank some more. “A decent moderation would be nice, instead of drenching cold alternating with baking steam bath.”



  
“From your lips to Godown’s ear, General,” she agreed. He smiled at her vehement tone. “With a quick freeze tonight, to kill the flies and biting gnats.” With that she set her cup aside and folded her arms, still looking at the map and considering his proposed route of march. “What artillery do you anticipate having, General?”



  
“Nothing more than medium field guns. The council voted against any sieges. Their interest is the Frankonian army, not capturing the Bergenlands. In fact,” he met her eyes. “They are quite concerned about any possible changes in the Empire’s intentions toward the Bergenlands.”



  
Now she was on safe ground. “The last word is that the Empire seeks to return to the status quo ante, with the Bergenlands as a neutral buffer and trading partner but not a possession or protectorate.” She quoted the latest report from Dominic Montoya, “His majesty Emperor Thomas, in his wisdom, has decided that the Empire’s interests will not be served by expansion at this juncture.”



  
Relief suffused Lazlo’s features before he caught himself. “Ah, thank you for that confirmation, your grace. The council will be much relieved by the news.”



  
She covered her sudden discomfort by putting her empty teacup away. Who are you serving Lazlo? You’re supposed to serve the Empire, but you sound as if you answer to the Sea Republicans. She returned to the map table, searching his face for some hint of an answer. All she found was intense interest in the problem at hand, and she closed her eyes, pinching the bridge of her nose in what was becoming a habit.



  
“Is there a problem, your grace?”



  
Eyes still closed, she shook her head a little. “No, General, just thinking about artillery capacities and trying to recall what Javertt might have with him, since the Bergenlanders, if memory serves, favor fixed defensive weapons.”



  
“I doubt he’ll have much that is larger than, oh, thirty kilos.” Her eyes snapped open and her jaw dropped before she closed it with a snap, horrified. They’d planned on the Frankonians having nothing larger than ten kilos at best. Lazlo continued, still looking at the map, “And at that he’ll probably leave those near the cities, or with his reserve, especially if this rain continues. Assuming he brought the big guns at all,” Lazlo amended. “Officially, this is still assisting an ally and not an annexation, unlike Louvat.”



  
“So it’s official, then, General?”



  
He shrugged, the gray of his hair blending into the gray of his coat. “No, but by the time the heir comes of age, if he lives to the age of majority, the Frankonians will have been in control of Louvat long enough to claim the valley by de facto possession.” Lazlo started to yawn and hastily covered his mouth. “Excuse me, your grace. This is usually the time of the morning pause in the march, and I tend to nap.”



  
“You are excused, General. I quite understand, and I apologize for not asking if you needed anything.”



  
He ignored the offer. “No, thank you, your grace.” He removed some pages from his inside pocket. “This is a summary of our troop strength and estimated supply levels. You have the code key already. I need to be returning to the army and my guards before they start getting overly nervous.”



  
She took the pages and slid them into her trouser pocket. “Overly nervous?”



  
“They are perpetually nervous about my safety, for some reason. One reason why I left my guard outside your patrol range.” He smiled, as if making a joke. She failed to get it.



  
Instead she made a note to extend the patrols farther, and be more careful. You can’t truly hide an army, not completely, but obviously we’ve been remiss in our security. “A good point, General. Thank you for coming in person. This clarifies many matters, and we will adjust our plans accordingly. Would it be an imposition if I sent a messenger with you, so you will have someone who is familiar with my plans and who can find me quickly if the need arises? I was thinking Lt. Esposito.”



  
“He’ll do.”



  
Elizabeth scrawled a quick message and sent the corporal on runner duty to find Esposito and have him, and a set of field kit, come to the command tent forthwith. She and Lazlo confirmed that their maps matched, and she briefed him on the terrain conditions downstream, both of them commiserating over the wet spring and early summer weather. Esposito arrived and she briefed him as well, before Lazlo sent the young officer to wait with his horse.



  
As Lazlo collected his hat and prepared to depart, she added, “As soon as I have word of the Frankonian locations, I will see that it reaches you.” One eyebrow raised, she drew his attention back to the map and tapped a small town at the head of one of the streams flowing between Terfield and Boehm.



  
“That will work, your grace,” he agreed. “And now I shall be on my way. Thank you for your hospitality,” and he bowed, taking her hand and kissing it. When he looked up, she read the love and hunger hidden behind his official manners, and felt her heart and body starting to ache yet again.



  
Iron discipline kept her own feelings at bay. “You are most welcome, General, and Godown be with you on your journey.” She saw him off as far as the edge of the central camp, before returning to her tent to draw up a briefing for her staff officers.



  
They were not pleased to have been left out of her discussion with General Destefani, but she rode over their complaints. “There was not time to call you all in. General Destefani needed to return to his command, and he left the critical information for us. As you surmised, we will meet between Terfield and Boehm. I’d like to get there first, if possible, although given the speed of the Sea Republic army’s advance, that might be impossible to do without killing our horses.”



  
“I’m in favor of that, you grace. Not killing our horses, I mean,” Count Jones clarified. “I’m not in favor of crossing the border and risking his majesty’s anger, as well as provoking the Frankonians.”



  
“We’re not moving yet, Gerald. I want you to reorganize so we can move, as quickly as possible without exhausting ourselves, when the time comes.”



  
T.G. Peilov leaned back in his chair, balancing on one foot and two chair legs. “Your grace, not to be critical or disrespectful, but you seem awful certain that Javertt will cross the Whaar. He might decide to stop where he is and consolidate.”



  
“But if he does that, then Laurence loses all pretense of this being a mission to assist an ally,” Tim Albinez protested. “Even he’s not that stupid.” He stopped, thinking. “Isn’t he?”



  
Elizabeth shrugged. “Tim, the last time I crossed paths with Laurence V, I was twelve years old and he was nine or ten. I have no idea what he’s thinking, or what orders he’s given his generals. I would guess that they are not as limited as we are.” She rocked back and forth in her seat. “Someone refresh my memory: what sort of defenses did the Bergenlands have prior to their unification?”



  
The men sat back and thought about it. Captain Martin combed a flop of white-blond hair out of his eyes and ventured, “Your grace, I think they each had a militia, along with guard forces for the mines and caravans, and city militia.”



  
“That sounds right,” Eulenberg agreed.



  
Major Lucien, listening in on the briefing, grunted, “No big guns: small wagon guns and some snow cannon.”



  
“Snow cannon?” Peilov peered around Eulenberg’s stout frame so he could see the artillery commander.



  
“Stop avalanches before they get big. Shoot into the snow,” Lucien clarified.



  
Jones nodded so vigorously that his jowls almost flopped. “They had a mobile defense with light weapons, in other words, with some small artillery but nothing like the Sea Republics or the Empire.”



  
“In which case, Javertt could well argue that he was moving heavier assets into place in order to help equalize the Bergenlander forces with ours,” Elizabeth thought aloud. “Which is a flat lie, but believable.”



  
Several grunts and nods of agreement met her words. She leaned forward, arms resting on the table. “So, based on what General Destefani said, and what we know at the moment, barring any further surprises, you have your orders. I hope to hear soon about the Frankonian position, but that’s in Godown’s hands.”



  
T.G. Peilov dropped back onto all four chair-legs with a thump. “Your grace, how are the Sea Republicans moving so fast without telling Godown and everyone where they are?”



  
“I did not ask, although I suspect this much: that they established depots along the planned line of march in the guise of trading station supply caches. Just the basics: food, fodder, medicine, arms, and some clothing, but enough to free them from a big supply train. Yes, that raises possibilities about their intentions I don’t care to discuss. We deal with what’s going on now, and Archduke Gerald André and his majesty can sort out the diplomatic side of things.”



  
“Good. I hate diplomatic dancing,” Jones grumbled under his breath.



  
Albinez snorted, “You hate any kind of dancing.”



  
“Take it outside, please,” Elizabeth warned. “You’re dismissed.”



  
That evening, after supper, Peilov called Captain Martin to come with him. “I’ve found something,” was all T.G. would say, and Elizabeth shrugged. T.G. needed seasoning. He was young, the youngest of the count-colonels, and tended to see things behind every shrub. On the other hand, he’s safer than Jaz Hoffman ever was. Hoffman really should turn command over to his son-in-law, preferably as of three years ago. She returned to her prayer book. It was the feast of St. Thomas, patron of farmers, and she offered up prayers for the safety and prosperity of the men and women at Donatello Bend, and for all who worked the land.



  
“Your grace?” A soft call interrupted her meditations. “Your grace, I apologize, but you need to speak with this gentleman.” Ulli Martin hovered just outside the door flap of her tent, apology and urgency warring in his expression.



  
Elizabeth set her book and beads aside and walked to the door. A man, a trader or hostler by the looks of him, stood beside Martin. The stranger had a bland, most unremarkable face, and it took her a long second to recognize Lt. Jan Neruda. “Ah, yes, come in.”



  
Neruda shook the worst of the road dust off his clothes and came in, then sagged into the camp chair by her worktable, almost collapsing the light chair. “Ulli, something to drink.” After Neruda knocked back a cup of watered wine, Elizabeth leaned forward, hip braced against the table, arms folded. “So, what news, Lieutenant?”



  
“He’s across the Whaar, your grace,” the young officer grated, throat still dry. Ulli refilled his cup. “Thank you, sir. Your grace, they crossed two days before I found them. At least ten thousand of his own troops, and another three or five thousand Bergenlanders. I didn’t get close enough to count noses,” and he drank more of the watered wine. “As soon as I knew what I’d seen, and saw their direction of march, I started on my way back. Your grace, they’re trying to close the roads and I don’t think I can go back without getting drafted.”



  
“Which way did they turn, and no, you’ve done more than your duty, Jan. You’ll stay here.”



  
“They turned northeast, along the Whaar and then the dry Kite Valley.” As he finished the wine, Elizabeth closed her eyes and ran the numbers in her head.



  Fifteen thousand? St. Gerald and Godown have mercy. We’ve got at best twelve, unless Godown grants Grantholm and Midland wings. I should have called them in earlier, given the state of the countryside and roads. Well, it’s too late, now. I’ll just tell them to move as fast as they can and Godown have mercy on all of us.


  
“Your grace?” Ulli Martin asked. She opened her eyes to find a cup of the wine in front of her nose.



  
“Thank you.” She in turn tossed back half of the contents. “Gentlemen, the race is on. Martin, get the runners and send them to the contingent commanders. They already have their orders. I’ll need a messenger to go out before dawn, and I’ll brief him personally.” No point in trying to accomplish anything until dawn, anyway. “Jan, you—”



  
“Zzzznax.” She and Martin both turned in time to see Neruda, asleep, slide out of the chair and onto the floor. They picked him up and moved him close enough to the tent wall to be out of the way, then left him under a blanket.



  
“Youth is wasted on the young,” she observed.



  
Ulli, almost twenty years her junior, smiled. “I heartily agree, your grace. The wine’s not that good.”



  
“No, but it does kill whatever’s in the water.”



  
“Yes, your grace, that it does, along with killing your tastebuds.”



  
Only the faintest of glows in the eastern sky hinted at sunrise when Elizabeth briefed her messenger. “Sergeant, you are going to ride as hard and as fast as you can to Kildonn, then north until you find the Sea Republic army if they have not yet reached the town. You have two messages for General Destefani, and for him alone. First, tell him the Imperial army is moving to our agreed location.” She held up a tightly folded sheet of thick paper, with her marshal’s seal on it. “Then give him this. If you are intercepted, destroy this if you can.”



  
The slight, lean rider repeated, “Kildonn, then north if necessary to find the Sea Republic army. General Destefani alone, the Imperial army is moving to our agreed location. Give him the pages, and destroy them if I’m intercepted.”



  
“That is correct. Ride like the wind and may St. Michael-Herdsman be with you and Godown give you wings.”



  
He saluted, bowed, and hurried off. The sound of his boots on the wooden step outside the tent woke Lt. Neruda. He blinked and peered around, reminding Elizabeth of nothing so much as a h’owl. The young man rolled onto his back and sat up, wincing as he did and rubbing what had to be a stiff neck. “Good morning, Lt. Neruda,” she said, keeping her voice down.



  
“Ah, uh, good morning, your grace.” He blinked some more before getting to his feet and starting to fold the blanket.



  
“Don’t bother. It has to be shaken before it gets packed. We’re moving out in a few hours, so go rejoin your unit, Jan. And very well done. I’m mentioning your name in my next report to his Majesty.”



  
“Th-thank you, your grace,” he stammered.



  
“You are welcome, and you are dismissed.” He hurried off as best he could, obviously stiff. If I slept on the floor like that, I’d never get up without assistance, let alone walk.


  
Later that morning, as the first troops set out for Boehm, she scratched Schwartz’s neck, petting the black and brown warhorse. “Well, horse, the race is on,” she told him. “Can we beat Lazlo, and more importantly, can we beat Javertt?”



  And will my re-enforcements get here before I need them? Only Godown knows.


  9


  The Battle of Boehm


  
She could see the Frankonian army from where she sat on Stubby’s back, on a small hill not far from Sherlin Creek. If she swept the binoculars over the terribly large array of men, animals, tents, and fires, she could just see the temporary boat bridge Javertt’s engineers had thrown across the Donau Novi, south of Boehm, and the stream of men and animals still crossing it. Ahead of her, between the armies, lay the woody trace of Sherlin Creek and a parallel road from the hamlet of Greenlet west to the village of Kirburg, at the base of the Donau Novi hills. Her men had been on the move since three hours before dawn, and it was now two hours until noon. Dust already rose in places, despite the waterlogged bogs and copses of wet forest in the lowlands to her south, at the foot of the hill.



  
The sun beat down, making her armor into an oven. The enemy’s guns glinted in the sunlight, and she looked over at the small settlement of Brightston. “Better you than me,” she whispered under her breath to the man riding beside her. The cluster of houses and church formed a tight, defensive square and she dreaded the thought of trying to fight for or through it. But that was Lazlo’s job. His troops were streaming into position as well, to her east, sprawling across the lowlands to anchor on the bank of the Donau Novi proper, following Sherlin Creek inland. The land sloped up from the creek into a long ridge, where the Frankonians had established their lines. The allies would attack south, or defend south, depending on what Javertt and Andrew Milnesand, the Bergenlander commander, decided to do. “We’re fighting the terrain, the heat, the mud, and the Frankonians,” she observed, lowering her binoculars at last and looking at General Destefani.



  
“Aye, your grace,” Lazlo agreed. “The only question is do we make the first move, or do we wait?”



  Good question, because if Javertt had much sense, he’d have attacked us already to keep us from getting established along a good line of defense, like Sherlin Creek. But he’s waiting for something. I, on the other hand, am sick of waiting.


  
“I’m heartily tired of dancing to the Frankonians’ tune, General, but I defer to your decision.” He had the larger force, he’d planned for the confrontation, as much as was possible, and he had the card up his sleeve.



  
Lazlo twisted in the saddle, looking back to where the last of his forces were trudging down the road from Tarly. He’d swung behind her to get between her and the river, even as her own forces fought rough terrain and woodlands to get into their positions. If all went as hoped, Lazlo’s maneuver had hidden her soldiers’ motion from the Frankonians, leaving her as a nasty surprise on their western flank. He turned back to her. “Is your artillery in place?”



  
“Yes.” It had taken more horses than she’d wanted to spend, but they’d rushed the guns up, getting them into position on a low rise within the forest, where they could move easily into position to protect the crossing of the Sherlin.



  
“Then we start firing at one hour before noon, and Godown willing, we attack at noon. They’ll be expecting us to camp and do nothing until the morning. We’re not as rested as they are, but we’ll have the momentum and surprise.”



  
She nodded. So be it. Godown be with all of us, because a lot of us will see You today. “Very well, General.”



  
They turned their respective mounts and rode north, down the back slope of the hill. Once at the base they paused. She maneuvered Stubby so the mule stood beside Lazlo’s horse, the riders face-to-face. Elizabeth looked one last time into her husband’s eyes, searching for what she wouldn’t find, not here and now. He extended his hand and they shook, then parted company.



  
She rode west, collecting her messengers and a few staff officers. From east to west, Peilov, then Martin with the Donatello troops, Eulenberg, and Jones on the far western end of the line had their infantry in position, or close to it. She’d assigned one of Jones’ men, Albert Parr, to head her combined cavalry. For now the cavalry lurked in reserve at the edge of the trees, just up in the hills behind the Sherlin valley. Major Lucien waited with his guns, bunched just east of an especially thick copse of trees, on a small rise north of the Sherlin.



  
Elizabeth returned to the center of her lines. She changed mounts, swatting Stubby on the rump as a groom led him off. Instead she rode Schwartz, with Maldonado in reserve. Mules were too smart to stay around in a battle, and she’d never heard of anyone persuading a mule to cooperate as part of a massed cavalry charge: instead of running, they froze or went the other way. The flies and gnats already whined and hummed in eyes and ears, drawn to the hot, dirty men and the impatient horses. Schwartz stamped and swished his tail and Elizabeth fanned her hand in front of her face.



  
The tension among the men grew as they watched the shadows creeping back, growing shorter. She should have been resting and trying to relax, but couldn’t. She hated waiting, even though each minute they waited was another minute for her men to catch their breath, for the last troops to get into position, for the allies to strengthen their hold on the Sherlin.



  
“Your grace?”



  
She nodded to Lt. Peter Chow, Captain Martin’s dark twin. “Yes?”



  
He scratched under the rim of his helmet before pointing south. “Shouldn’t the Frankonians be attacking us? Before we get into position and organize our lines?”



  
She puffed and waved away a swarm of gnats. “Yes, in theory. But he still has men crossing the river. And he may be planning to initiate the battle tomorrow, at dawn, as is the standard practice.”



  
Chow tipped his head to the side as he considered her words. “I see, your grace, but Javertt, well, is it wrong that I wonder if he’s got something funny planned?”



  
“No,” and she smiled, reassuring him. “It’s not wrong. He very well could have ‘something funny planned,’ as you put it. Just what I’m not certain, since he’s not prepared the battlefield any more than we have.” Lazlo’s troops had planned for the terrain well in advance, making the bundles of reeds and sticks that the old authors called fascines, to help cross the wet ground and still-full creek.



  
At last the roar of the guns began, the dull crack and boom that filled the air with noise, shaking the earth and belching out puffs of smoke and spits of flame. At least the wind’s at our back for once, for now, Elizabeth smiled as she passed behind the artillery position. She’d begun riding the lines once more, encouraging the men and reminding them of her presence. The woods provided a moment of almost cool respite from the day’s oppressive heat, even though the bugs swarmed thicker in the damp, dappled shadows than in the open fields north and south of the Imperial position. A fainter answering roar told of the Frankonian guns’ reply to Destefani’s challenge. The birds had long since fallen silent. Now and then showers of leaves and an errant cannonball or patter of shot hit the Imperial troops, but discipline held. The Imperial army sat at the far end of the Frankonians’ range, or so Elizabeth judged by the minimal damage.



  
As the sun passed overhead, she gave the orders. “Advance, bayonets fixed, hold your fire until you know your targets, then fire by the numbers.” Her commanders knew the order already, but she repeated everything as a final confirmation. Ahead of them, they faced the marshy woods and the Bergenlanders under Andrew Milnesand. To the east, Count Peilov’s men blended into the Sea Republic line. Her cavalry and Eulenberg’s infantry waited behind the main body of her troops, held in reserve. She’d given up hoping for Grantholm and Midland to reach them in time to have any influence on the outcome of the day’s battle.



  
The soldiers began their steady advance through the streamside woods and up, onto the plains and field beyond, closing ranks as they walked. A ragged volley of shots met them, then another, but slowly. The Imperials held their fire, the men filling in gaps in the formations as needed. It was majestic, the wall of deep blue advancing through the dappled green and into the waist-high tan of the field of quinly, and horrific, as cannon and musket fire tore into the soldiers. Elizabeth ignored the screams and curses of the injured and dying, shutting them out of her mind. Then the Imperials began firing, a long steady roar with barely any hesitation between ranks as they rotated on the advance. Elizabeth bared her teeth. Milnesand, you are behind the times. Fire discipline, man, fire discipline is the key. Something whizzed past her hear and she ignored it; after all, the shot had missed, and it was only the first of many. The plumes on her helmet that let her men find her easily also made her a prime target.



  
An hour later her respect for Milnesand had increased. The red and brown line facing her had buckled in the face of her attack, but it had not broken, and now the two forces pounded at each other, firing round for round in a grinding slog. Acrid smoke filled the air as gunpowder burned in abundance. Elizabeth rode back and forth along her line, watching and trying to keep her finger on the mood of her men. She remembered all too well the battle on the Great Plate River all those years ago, when then-Lord Jan Peilov had fled in terror before a Turkowi cavalry charge. That fear had almost infected the entire army before she and the others contained it. Not this time, not if she could help it.



  
All at once, as she passed behind Albinez’s troops, she felt it. A few soldiers had moved back, glancing over their shoulders, muskets held in one hand, and she heard the sound of yells and screams, like an infantry charge. The mood of the men around her began to waver and soldiers retreated towards her. She drew her saber and rode into the line. “Hold! Form ranks and hold the line!” Lt. Chow and her guard took up the call, adding their strength to the line. More men staggered or slunk past, and her guard caught them, driving them back into the line of musket men. “If you scatter you die,” she yelled, “Hold the line.” The pressure grew and she drove Schwartz forward, riding to the sound of the guns. There, she caught a glimpse of trouble, and turned to find the front rank falling back in the teeth of a bayonet charge.



  
“Rally,” she screamed. “For the Empire and St. Gerald, rally!” She laid into the enemy infantry about her with her saber, matching deeds to words. She ducked a shot and kept fighting. A man beside her hesitated and she reached down, grabbing his loaded and cocked musket. Schwartz froze under her. Trusting her sword knot to keep her saber at hand, she sighted and fired into the face of a charging figure in deep brown. “Reload,” she ordered, throwing the gun back to its owner. Schwartz screamed his own battle call and she wrenched his head around, putting him into position for a mighty kick that ended in the ripe “thunk-squish” of iron-clad hooves against heads and chests.



  
A faint voice, growing louder, called, “Fire by rank. Front rank, fire. Second rank, fire. Third rank, fire,” and the volley rolled south. She felt the men wavering, then gathering their strength and regaining their confidence. Another volley, and another, shredded the attacking line. The advance wavered and collapsed, the Bergenlanders retreating in good order. Satisfied, she led her guard and officers back, out of the infantry’s way. She took time to grab a drink from her water flask and to wipe her saber on her saddle blanket.



  
Elizabeth began riding east again, resuming her patrol. As she did, a gray-glad rider on a lathered horse cantered up to her. “Duchess Sarmas?” he panted.



  
“Here.”



  
“General Destefani sends his greetings and asks for cavalry support. He’s run into a nasty nest of Frankonians, possibly Javertt’s elites.”



  
She didn’t hesitate. “You,” she pointed to one of the messengers. “Go to Capt. Parr and have him send half the cavalry to Gen. Destefani.”



  
“Half the cavalry to Gen. Destefani, yes, your grace.” Lazlo’s messenger saluted and rode off after her courier, so he could lead the troopers to where they were needed.



  
Elizabeth found another messenger. “Tell Eulenberg to advance to his next position.” The lad and his horse disappeared in a flurry of hooves. She watched him for a moment, then turned to Chow and the others. “Stay here.” She rode a few meters away and dismounted, then ducked behind a tree to take care of some suddenly pressing business. St. Sabrina, but I wish I had the men’s plumbing at times like this, she snorted for the thousandth time. They could piss from the saddle. She was not so favored. She remounted and returned to her guards.



  
As the afternoon ground on, Elizabeth found herself on the lines thrice more. They’d advanced into a hornet’s nest, and the Bergenlanders just would not quit, rallying and regrouping after each counterattack. The odds caught her and she lost her first horse of the day. She’d joined Jones, beating some of his men into the lines with the flat of her sabre, when Schwartz staggered and screamed. He collapsed and she barely got loose, rolling free of his body. She pulled her pistols and spare shot pouches out of the saddlebags, jamming the pistols into her belt and stuffing the shot into her coat pockets. Peter Chow had seen the stallion fall and he rode off, returning not long after with a strange horse. She climbed aboard the larger, dapple gray gelding and set to work again, reforming the line. One of the sergeants saw her back in the saddle and called, “Sarmas! Sarmas and Empire!” The others took up the call and the troopers held firm, then began advancing once again, stepping around the bodies of men and horses that now sprawled in the horribly hot sun. Elizabeth held her beast steady, letting the men move around her, then returning to her work.



  
Once more Lazlo called for aid, and this time she sent part of Eulenberg’s infantry. As they marched off, one of Count Peilov’s men appeared, bleeding and winded. “Your grace,” and he coughed. “Your grace, we’re breaking through, but we need men. Lord Peilov asks.”



  Shit, all I’ve got is cavalry. Well, then cavalry will have to do. “Chow, grab the rest of the cavalry and bring them to Peilov’s line.”



  
“Yes, your grace.” Elizabeth rode on. The heavy gray horse beneath her snorted and acted game. He wasn’t trained like Schwartz, but he obeyed and didn’t flinch too much. They passed the end of the woods and the horses squelched through a reed-choked marshy area. One of her guards’ mounts slipped and splashed into the stream, scrambling to her feet and staggering back onto firmer ground as her rider cursed.



  
Elizabeth had a moment to think and peered fruitlessly east. How are the Sea Republicans doing? Sweet Godown, but I hope they haven’t found anything as tough as we’re facing. She hadn’t expected a walk-through, but the Bergenlanders refused to quit.



  
Elizabeth and the cavalry reached the Peilov troops at the same time, and she swung her arm, saber pointing into the gaping breach opening up in the infantry line. The men swept past, sabers and pistols drawn, and blue-coated Imperials collided with Bergenland and Frankonian cavalry and some infantry. Horses screamed, men yelled, and she drove the gray gelding into the melee. He reared, crashing down onto a red-clad soldier. She felt the shock of the man’s bones crushing vibrate through the horse’s legs, and imagined the familiar, sickening sound. Then they were in the battle. She fired one pistol at a Frankonian infantryman, who staggered but didn’t fall. She jammed the pistol back into her belt and swung her saber up just in time to block a blow from one of the Bergenlanders. He bared his teeth and pressed his attack, slamming his horse into hers. She aimed for his throat, ducking and stabbing up. His blow slapped her armor and slid off. She continued her lean, almost in his lap, and sliced the top of his leg above the thigh armor. He screamed and she hauled back, across his groin, kneeing her horse out of his way. The enemy rider grabbed for his mangled privates and she left him for someone else to finish off. As she did, fire erupted in her face and she jerked back, twisting. The world went white.



  
“My lady,” someone called, and she felt a hand on her arm, pulling her upright. She opened her eyes and saw red on one side. She wiped above her eye and her vision cleared. Her face stung as if she’d been in the sun too long.



  
“I’m,” and she shook her head. “I’m OK.” Even so, she let herself be guided out of the worst fighting. One of the cavalrymen handed her a clean kerchief and she moistened it with the contents of the horse’s saddle flask, wiping her face. The pfeach brandy stung and the cloth came away red and black. Holy Godown, that was close. She’d been so near the shot that the powder had burned her. She took off her helmet long enough to bandage her forehead and to see that one plume had been shot away. “You bastards! Do you know how hard these feathers are to get? You Frankonian sons of bitches owe me.” The men close enough to hear her laughed. She jammed the helmet back on and fastened the strap.



  
Four hours after noon, more or less, she threw her last reserves in. The cavalry stayed with Peilov, harrying the Frankonians back through their own lines, cutting down stragglers and strays. The shadows grew longer and thin streamers of cloud dimmed the sun. The wind dropped away, leaving the battlefield covered in ever-thickening, choking smoke. The heavy gray horse slugged his head, tired but still willing to try. She’d lost Lt. Chow to a musket ball when they’d ridden into Jones’ lines again. There wasn’t time to do more than register his death before she had to reload her pistols and help Jones’s second-in-command rally their exhausted troops once more.



  
Then she felt it. Something changed. Her men started moving faster, pushing up the long slope to the road. “Go to Destefani,” she croaked to the courier. “I need anyone he can spare. We’re breaking through.” Back and forth along the lines she rode, encouraging, praising, cursing, driving and leading the Imperial troops as they pushed south, driving the enemy off the field. Gray coats flowed into the Babenburg blue lines as Lazlo sent help. The men took the bit, sensing the Bergenlander’s sudden waver. As she watched, the brown line broke and began folding back and then falling apart into pockets of men. “Guns forward, advance the guns,” she barked, and the artillery pushed ahead, wreaking more havoc on the brown mass. They’d switched to canister shot, the masses of little balls that tore men and horses apart. Her own men pushed on, driving up the long slope. The enemy fire weakened and its artillery stopped, at least in her end of the field.



  
When they reached the top of the slope, she remembered that she still had her binoculars. Chow had rescued them from Schwarz’s body and returned them before his own death. She peered east, down the lines, and saw gray all along the road. The red had pulled back, along with the brown. Was it a trap? No, it did not have that feel. The Bergenlanders were beaten and she needed to drive the point home. “All ranks, free advance. Cavalry pursue if Peilov releases them,” she choked out, her throat terribly dry. Her horse needed water too, and she sent one man around until he found a well that had not been fouled. She let the gray gelding drink a little, then slaked her own thirst before giving him more. “No, boy, you’re not going to founder under me. Too bad you’re not a mule or you’d know better,” she sighed as she pulled him back.



  
She stopped her men just past the road, taking possession of the hamlet of Kirburg for her field headquarters. The shadows lengthened, stretching black over the trampled green and gold. There’d be no harvest here this year, but next year would be lush from the blood and bone fertilizer. Her head ached and her face stung, as did her arm. She’d gotten another musket graze to the back of her upper arm, tearing her jacket and shirt in the process. She’d had her arm up, this time, and she shook her head, amused by the injury. She’d have matching scars on both sides of her arm now.



  
Fighting continued to her east and she sent Lazlo’s troops back to him once she secured the road and her part of the battlefield. The fighting had spread, sprawling at least three kilometers along Sherlin Creek and the fields south of it. When she looked again, after getting her headquarters organized, she saw that the Sea Republic lines had advanced farther. “We have the field. We win, for now.”



  
“Yes, your grace,” Lt. Neruda agreed. He proffered a stick of dried shahma meat, which she accepted. It hurt to chew, but she needed food. She’d lost her stomach contents midafternoon when her usual battlefield nausea struck.



  
By sunset she knew they’d won the day. Her troopers dug in for the night and fires began flickering in the twilight. The medical men set up their tents and started the grisly work of amputations, while a few of the camp followers searched the battlefield, carrying or dragging Imperial wounded to the churigons. A quarter moon shed some light over the scene, but blessed darkness hid most of the bodies and other signs of chaos. If only it would soften the screams, too. She massaged pounding temples and wished something could make the dying men and animals shut up. As messengers and officers found her in the farmhouse she’d commandeered, she began to learn just how much the day’s victory had cost.



  
Count Jones was missing, presumed dead. His second in command, Capt. Mou Murphy reported, “We last saw his horse, and him on it, running to the Frankonian lines, and we found part of his arm on the field.” T. G. Peilov had lost his lower right leg and Godown willing, wouldn’t lose too much more, or develop wound fever. He’d been aware enough to pour the contents of his flask into the wound, but the churigons still had been forced to remove the limb below the knee. Marlow Eulenberg seemed unscathed, and Captain Martin had a concussion but no other damage. No one had seen Tim Albinez since the last advance began. He’d had four horses shot out from under him. I can’t afford to lose more horses, Elizabeth thought, numb. Any adrenalin left in her body had long since worn off, and her ears still rang from the day’s constant gunfire.



  
At last she pushed herself to her feet. “Right. I’m going to sleep. Wake me if any messages come from General Destefani or someone has firm news about Albinez and Jones.” With that she shed her armor and weapons, jacket and vest, prized off her boots, and fell asleep on the farmer’s bed.



  
She woke before dawn. She ached, her head throbbed, her mouth tasted like something she’d just as soon not think about, and she wondered if the bedding had lice in it, or bedbugs. I hope not. I’ve managed to avoid seam squirrels for the last six years, thank you, and I’d like to continue the streak. Elizabeth smelled chokofee and let the scent pull her out of the bed. She hauled on her boots, tucked her shirttails into her trousers, and emerged into the main room of the farmhouse. One of the men presented her with a cup of chokofee strong enough to curl her wigs. She drained it and took a refill. “What news?”



  
“The Frankonians and Bergenlanders seem to have continued retreating,” Lt. Neruda told her, around a yawn. “Sorry, your grace. There’s still fighting down at Brightstone, in the village, your grace. No news about the missing counts yet, but perhaps with sunrise…” He held one hand up, palm up, in a form of shrug.



  
She nodded and drank more. “Once we have sunlight, we need to start moving, taking the time Godown’s given us.” That had been part of the first plan as well, to exploit the success if they managed one and to run the Frankonians back across the Donau Novi, then out of the Bergenlands. She needed Grantholm and Midland. That would be another three thousand effectives, possibly more if they’d swept up any strays. And who knew, some Bergenlanders might swing over in exchange for pardon, food and a mount. She nursed her chokofee and planned.



  
Just as the first bit of sunlight peeked over the edge of the hills on the east side of the Donau Novi, a messenger from Lazlo found her. “Duchess Sarmas?” He asked, peering at the cluster of blue clad officers and men in the farmyard.



  
She raised a hand. “Here.” She’d left her jacket and armor off for the moment.



  
He took off his hat. “General Destefani sends his greetings and asks that you continue as planned, as much as you are possible. The Frankonians have pulled back to within a kilometer of the boat bridge. He also requests the use of your artillery in Brightstown.”



  
“My compliments to General Destefani. He can have half my artillery if he promises not to break it, and tell him that he owes me a feather.”



  
Although obviously nonplussed, the courier repeated her words back, handed her a folded message, and departed to the east. She looked around and pointed to a faintly familiar sergeant. “Sergeant, find Major Lucien if you can, or his successor, and tell him he needs to send half the guns to Brightstown. Yell in his good ear if you have to, and give him this.” She’d been writing the order out as well, in case Don had lost the last of his hearing the day before. The men laughed.



  
“Find Major Lucien or his subordinate, give him the message, and chase him to Brightstown, yes, your grace.”



  
By two hours after sunup she’d dragged herself onto a third horse, one smaller than the sturdy gray gelding. “Keep him back for me,” she’d told one of the men. “Or for whoever else needs a remount.” She didn’t want to risk riding and losing Maldonado if she didn’t have to. Godown willing, she’d be able to recover her tack from Schwartz’s body before it rotted beyond use. The tack, that was. She’d heard the sound of mercy shots as soon as false dawn lit the field enough that the men could find the dying animals. More beasts would have their throats cut, to conserve powder and shot. She’d done it herself more times than she cared to recall. No wonder the Landers and their predecessors went to machines. Machines don’t scream when they get broken. The men’s moans are bad enough, but sweet St. Michael, the horses and mules!


  
Now she rode out again, leading the men south, across the remains of the Frankonian and Bergenlander lines. Travel grew easier once they crossed the end of the battlefield.



  
Although the retreat had not been a rout, she saw evidence of panic or near panic. The few horses still running loose were captured by the Imperials, and they found personal packs and pouches, and a few muskets, tossed aside by exhausted men in their flight from the field. The Imperials collected the weapons for their own use, although Elizabeth wasn’t pleased with the quality of the Bergenlander muskets.



  
Already in a grim mood, she snarled when she saw that the Frankonians had cut down orchards. “Wasteful bastards,” she hissed. As the Imperials advanced, careful and watchful but relaxed, they began taking prisoners, mostly wounded.



  
One of her scouts appeared, waving frantically. “Your grace, we found Count Jones! He needs a priest.”



  Godown have mercy, and she turned her horse that way, all but dragging her guards with her. She followed the outrider to a farmyard, a little distance off the main road. She heard the groans and stopped, dismounting. Then she walked around a corner of the farmyard wall and into an annex of hell.



  
It had been a field hospital, or as close to one as the Frankonians had come. Amputated limbs, piled into a fly-covered heap, seeped blood in one corner of the dirty area. A few wounded men moaned, some pleading for water, their pallets soaked in blood and ordure, those lucky few who had pallets. Gerald Jones lay in a broken wagon. She steeled herself as she approached him, but it still required all her force of will not to retch and flee.



  
He’d lost an arm and someone had cauterized the stump. But his leg also oozed blood and when she pulled back the remains of his trouser leg, she could see that it would never heal. He was bleeding to death, dying by inches. Blood on bandages around his stomach confirmed the death sentence. “Gerald,” she asked. “Can you hear me?”



  
“Here. They tried, Sarmas,” he whispered, “give them that. The medics tried. Need priest.”



  
“You know what I was. Will that do?” If not, it would be too late by the time one of the chaplains could be found.



  
He searched her face with his eyes, looking for something. Perhaps he found it, because he let his head fall back. “Yes.” She drew closer and took his remaining hand. “Hear me, sister, for I seek refuge from my failings.”



  
“Godown hears all who truly and earnestly seek His forgiveness and grace,” she assured him. “Speak freely, if you are able.”



  
He finished his croaked recitation with, “Have mercy on me, Godown, for I deserve only justice.”



  
She made Godown’s sign on his forehead. “Godown hears and forgives, through His depthless, boundless love and merit. What we lack, He provides. Go in peace, child of Godown, and rest easily until the day of His calling.”



  
“Selah,” the mangled man breathed. Even as she watched, his eyes rolled back in the sockets and his pulse failed under her fingertips. She closed his eyes and laid his arm over his chest.



  
Behind her she heard a rustle of movement. She looked over her shoulder and found all the men down on one knee, praying. She turned and raised one hand in blessing. “Hear these words from the Holy Writ: Godown’s mercy endures forever and His love and kindness are without end. All who seek His mercy with open hearts will find it, and shall know peace.”



  
“Selah,” they chorused, then rose to their feet.



  
A little after noon, when they reached Boehm, they stopped their advance. The firing on the eastern end of the lines had died at last and she assumed the Sea Republic troops had finally captured Brightstown. Elizabeth commandeered another house, this one probably belonging to the mayor or another official, and began taking reports and drawing up lists of unit conditions. Her possessions caught up with her as supper was served. General Destefani arrived not long after and helped himself to half of the yard bird she’d been eating.



  
Too tired to protest, she glared as he all but inhaled the drumstick. “Our supplies are behind your reinforcements,” he explained. “Once you get them out of my way, I’ll stop liberating your suppers.”



  
He’d settled onto the bench across from her, looking much better than she did. She munched a piece of stale bread with poultry drippings on it, swallowed, and asked, “What is the next step, General?”



  
He ate more bird before answering. “We cross the river and keep hounding them until they clear the Bergenlands or we find Rohan-Roi. But not tomorrow. I need your reinforcements to join up with us, and to sort out my own forces. We took a pounding around Brightston. Your artillery is back with you, in case you were concerned.”



  
“Thank you. A day to regroup will be good.” She sounded cold to her own ears, and he looked up from cutting the breast meat free of the bone, puzzled. She drank her tea and kept her thoughts to herself.



  
After he finished eating he sat back. “May I have a word in private with you, your grace?”



  
“Yes.” She gestured with her head to the door and her men departed, Lazlo’s aids and guards close behind. She wanted to throw herself into his arms. Instead she waited. She could outwait anyone.



  
He studied her face again. “You were injured.”



  
“Yes. Pistol fire to the face and musket shot under the arm. A few light cuts and slashes. Nothing major. Jones is dead, Albinez probably dead. Schwartz died not long after noon the first day. Schwartz the horse,” she amplified, in case he thought she’d meant someone else.



  
Both hands still cradled her teacup, hiding her tremors. Lazlo reached across the table and prized her fingers loose so he could take one hand. “Love,” he began.



  
She shook her head, fighting back tears. “No, not now, Lazlo, not here. I’m sorry. Right now there’s only General Destefani and Duchess Sarmas, who have an enemy to defeat and armies to regroup.” She caressed his fingers, trying to soften the blow and ease the pain her words must cause. There was no point in hurting him more than she had to.



  
He stroked the back of her hand, then returned it to her teacup. “I’m sorry too, Elizabeth. Later, then, when Duchess Sarmas and General Destefani have retired from the field.”



  
“Yes.” He got up and excused himself, leaving her to stare at the rough wooden paneling of the room. And when will that be, beloved? The tenth of never, if his majesty is displeased with me. She turned her thoughts away before the tears building inside her broke free. Once she started weeping, she’d never stop. And she had no time for tears.
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  The Long Chase


  
Grantholm and Midland caught up to her as the first of the Sea Republic forces crossed the river, snapping at the Frankonians’ heels. They had better claim to encroach on Bergenlander territory, since the Sea Republics had a treaty with the Bergenlands for mutual defense against the Frankonians, and the Empire did not. Elizabeth still had not heard from Emperor Thomas and Count Montoya about revised limits to her actions, and so she and General Destefani agreed that he’d go first, followed by the Imperials. His troops also needed supplies, something the Bergenlands might provide. Or might not, depending on how much Javertt and Milnesand’s troops had already looted.



  
“And so that’s the current situation, gentlemen,” she concluded. “Oh, and Tim Albinez is recovering and Godown willing will be able to return home in the next few weeks.” That’s assuming he doesn’t do something drastic the first time he sees what’s left of his face. It might have been better for him to have lost both eyes, or to have died. Good thing he and his wife already have an heir and a spare, given his looks now. It’s a miracle he didn’t choke to death from that shot. Such thoughts were uncharitable at best, but Elizabeth had no spare energy for being kind. Perhaps later, after she’d been able to sleep and weep out her battle fatigue.



  
Karl Grantholm, looming in the doorway as he leaned against the doorframe, grunted. “Godown was with him is all I can think of. Muskets are nasty weapons.”



  
“No nastier than canister and chain shot, your grace,” Major Ulli Martin noted.



  
“True. So, what is the plan of advance?” Grantholm left the doorway and joined the others studying the map.



  We follow the Frankonians and shoot at them until they go home. Elizabeth pinched the bridge of her nose. “For the moment we’re supporting the Sea Republicans, so we cross the river and march parallel to them, pushing the Frankonians west until they cross out of Bergenlander territory. Apparently their treaty with Laurence did not include being eaten out of house and home or being turned into an armed camp, so the Bergenlanders, or so rumor has it, are more than willing to see them gone. To be honest, gentlemen, I’m not that comfortable with depending on the rumors.”



  
Marlow Eulenberg, who had emerged unscathed from the battle, grimaced. “No offense to General Destefani, but he’s assuming a lot about the Bergenlanders and their desire to see the Frankonians go home. We might be walking into a shit storm, pardon my language, your grace.”



  
“No pardon needed, Marlow, since I’m inclined to agree with you.” She leaned back from the map and locked her fingers behind her neck, studying the half-timbered ceiling. “No one’s heard from Rohan-Roi in a week or two, either. That makes me nervous.”



  
“Aye,” Lewis Midland piped up. “He’s not exactly rested, wherever he is, but he hasn’t been mauled either, not that we know of.”



  
Elizabeth rummaged around in her brain for some numbers. “Eh, the last I heard, estimates were that he had, hmmm, six thousand soldiers, cavalry, and artillery with him, give or take. We’re down to ten thousand or so, and I have no idea what Javertt and Milnesand can still field. They’ve lost at least half their artillery, a bunch of their cavalry, just going by the bodies on the field, and Milnesand may start shedding troops as they get into home ground.” She sighed, something she seemed to do a lot of. “Or they’ll stiffen up since they are on home ground.”



  
No one raised any arguments. After the men had more of their wine, Major Martin picked up an early apple, rolling it between his stubby fingers. “Your grace, we are going to consolidate units, are we not?”



  
“That’s something I want to talk about. We have to consolidate, at least until we disengage from the enemy, but the problem is how to do it. My thought was that Count Jones’s men get folded into the Albinez troops, fighting under my direct command, I add the Peilov contingent to Donatello Bend under Major Martin for now, and you cover your own and the artillery, Marlow.”



  
“Oh hell no, your grace,” Marlow Eulenberg blurted, slamming his open hand down and almost spilling wine across the table. Taken aback, she stared at him, then gestured for him to go on as the others leaned away, discussing the idea under their breaths. “Your grace, first, I have no experience with artillery and I don’t want any. Second, the Jones men won’t follow you. Promote Mou Murphy to acting major and give him command. And T.G. will be back in the field in a week, unless you’ve already relieved him of his command?”



  Blast it, he’s right about Jones, I suspect. Damn Clellan and his pocket priest. “I see, Marlow.” She kept her tone mild and her expression politely neutral. “Tim Albinez is not coming back to the field, I trust we can all agree with that statement?”



  
Lewis Midland shuddered but nodded, as did Marlow and Karl Grantholm. “If he can’t call out orders, and he can barely eat and breathe, then how can he command, your grace?” Major Martin asked as he made St. Gerald’s bridge.



  
“He can’t.” She waited but no one added anything. “The Jones contingent also lost almost half its men, Peilovna not quite as many. What I can do is bring you up, Marlow, with Grantholm and Lewis, drop Peilovna to reserve with some of Jones’ cavalry, and keep Donatello Bend light. I fold Jones’s men into yours, Marlow, under your command, with Mou Murphy as your second to help the transition. And I’ll keep the artillery, since none of you seem especially eager to take them on.” You fools, too damn wedded to birth rank to realize how important the gunners are to us.


  
Grantholm counted off on his fingers, repeating back, “You retain command of the artillery, as much as anyone can order them to do anything. Lewis and I take our troops as we are. Marlow takes his men and the survivors of Jones’s unit, with Jones’s second to help the transition. Donatello Bend stays understrength, and T.G.’s men, with Jones’s cavalry, become the designated reserve.” The big man sat back. “That sounds reasonable.”



  Thanks be. Now we can get to work. She hadn’t wanted to take unit command, truth be told, but hadn’t seen a better way to manage things. Of course, this assumes that T.G. is able as well as willing to fight. I’ll send Tim back to Vindobona with some of the captured guns and the Frankonian pay-chest we captured. Might as well get some use out of that damned carriage that’s been following me around all this time.


  
To her vast surprise, the new arrangement worked, not perfectly, but well enough to keep the army in the field. Even more surprising, the weather cooperated, turning a little cooler but not too wet. Once across the Donau Novi, Elizabeth was in unfamiliar territory but Lewis Midland had covered the area, “in my misspent youth,” as he put it. “Just don’t tell my wife if we find any youngsters who look like me.” She promised not to.



  
She liked the looks of the countryside, lush and rolling. It reminded her of a lumpier version of Donatello Bend. They’d entered the plains that lapped the true foothills of the Triangle Range, and if she turned her eyes to the south, she could see the white-tipped crags looming, warning them that campaign season was drawing to a close.



  
The Frankonians seemed to know it, too, falling back farther and farther south and west. As she and Gen. Destefani had hoped and prayed, the Bergenlanders deserted in droves once word spread that the allies were not stripping the land bare, unlike the Frankonians. The few Bergenlander men who wanted to join her army she added to the Donatello Bend force, since they shared similar backgrounds and low levels of patience for hereditary nobility. Most of the Bergenlander defectors joined up with the Sea Republic forces. The Frankonians, although still capable of stinging their enemies, accelerated their retreat, laying waste to the land as they passed through.



  
“I don’t like it, General,” Elizabeth complained to Lazlo when they met to discuss Andrew Milnesand’s offer of surrender. “The Frankonians are acting like Turkowi, minus the slaughter of civilians.”



  
“Considering what your troops did to the last dead Frankonians they encountered, Sarmas, I’m surprised they’re not committing massacres.” He paced a little, favoring one leg. He’d caught a nasty stab wound in the leg, and only pouring pfeach brandy into the wound had kept it from turning septic and killing him. “But I agree, that they are wasting the countryside suggests that they’re getting desperate.”



  
“So, do we press them harder, harrying them out of the Bergenlands before they can completely destroy everything, or do we ease off on the pressure? And where is that damned old Rohan-Roi?” She kept expecting to find him and his troops waiting every time her men crossed the next hill. “Is Javertt luring us into a trap with Rohan-Roi ready to snap the jaws closed on us?”



  
“I don’t know.” He ran a hand over his hair. “The last word from Marischal Van Looie put Rohan-Roi just south of the falls of Shelly and withdrawing south, three weeks ago. After the wild lagom chase he’s been on, his troops must be exhausted. He can’t move fast enough to reach the Bergenlands for another week at the very earliest.”



  
“So we ease off, give ourselves time to have proper scouts and let the men recuperate, since we have long marches back to our winter quarters.” Every day we go west is another day I have to march back east, Lazlo. I do not want to have another snow march.


  
“No, we press harder while he’s running. The council doesn’t want any more trouble from Frankonia, and if we destroy Laurence’s army, he’ll be out of our hair for several years.” Perhaps he sensed Elizabeth’s slack-jawed dismay, or perhaps he realized what he’d just said and what it meant. Either way he stopped and turned back to face her. “You disagree.”



  
She scrambled to recover both her breath and her wits. You’ve gone native, she wailed in her head, her heart breaking. You’ve changed sides. They offered you too rich a reward and you’ve joined them heart and mind. St. Sabrina, have pity on me—I’ve lost my husband while he’s still alive. “I have to consider the Empire’s position, General. Emperor Thomas is quite firm: no more territory, not this way and not in this direction. We are to push the Frankonians back to the borders of the previous years, and to return to the Empire. Those are my orders. Yours may differ.” The ice in her own voice chilled her.



  
Expression hard, back stiff, he snapped, “They do.” A knock on the door saved them from further discussion. “Come in.”



  
Karl Grantholm and Colonel Jan De Smoot bowed and entered with a tired, battered but still proud man in a brown uniform. “General, your grace,” De Smoot announced, “General Andrew Milnesand.” Grantholm moved so he stood behind Elizabeth’s chair, looming discreetly.



  
They’d already agreed that Lazlo would take the lead in a situation like this one, both because of his being the de facto Sea Republic representative, and because the allies had a suspicion that Milnesand would be more likely to parley with Lazlo than with Elizabeth. “Welcome, General Milnesand,” Lazlo said, gesturing to a waiting chair. De Smoot, white blond pale, smaller than Grantholm but just as square, took a seat at the table, picking up a pen to start recording the proceedings for all three parties.



  
The younger man glared at Elizabeth and pointedly turned the chair so he faced Lazlo and De Smoot. Elizabeth ignored the insult. Getting the Bergenlanders to surrender was more important than her pride. “I’m here,” Milnesand growled, his voice lower than she would have thought.



  
“You received our offer,” Lazlo prompted.



  
“Yes.” Milnesand clipped the words short. “I received it. I considered it. The terms are an insult to the Elected Speaker and the Bergenlanders. But,” he shook his finger at Lazlo, “the Frankonian overreach is worse, and my men deserve better than what Laurence V promises, assuming he delivers.” His shifting posture and sour tone suggested that he had little faith in his erstwhile ally.



  
Elizabeth felt no pity for the man or his country. You should have thought about that before you invited them in, shouldn’t you? If you’d at least stayed neutral, you could have asked for help from us and we’d have assisted. Or you could have allied with the Empire and spared yourself having three armies carrying off your crops and goods. Your people made their choice and now they have to live with the results. Instead of saying those words aloud, she played with some of the Lander bits on her waistcoat chain.



  
Lazlo, more diplomatic than his co-commander, stated, “Then you agree to our terms and your men will lay down their weapons, those who do not choose to assist us in driving the Frankonians off Bergenland soil.”



  
“Yes. We will surrender to the army from the Sea Republics.”



  
“You surrender to the allied armies,” Lazlo corrected before Elizabeth could.



  
Milnesand made a cutting motion with his hand. “The Easterners will be there, I have no doubt, but we surrender only to the Republicans. I’ve never bowed to a noble and I won’t start now.”



  
Elizabeth, furious, caught the deep growl from behind her chair. She twisted in her seat as much as her stays and uniform allowed and glared at Karl Grantholm, mouthing, “Not now.”



  
He mouthed back, “Arrogant upstart fool,” glowering.



  
“Agreed,” she replied, before turning around again, before her stays cut her in two. Lazlo raised his eyebrows in a question, and she shook her head slightly. He nodded a fraction of a centimeter.



  
“Although you do my co-commander a grave disservice, General Milnesand, we agree to your stipulation.” De Smoot took a document out of the stack on the table, glanced at it, and passed it to Lazlo, who held it out to Milnesand. The Bergenlander yanked it out of his hand. Milnesand’s lips moved as he read the surrender.



  
When he finished he turned and glared at Elizabeth, then held the page out to Lazlo. “That’s what we agree to. Get the Frankonians out of my country and go home.” Milnesand turned back to Elizabeth, “Especially you, unnatural female.”



  
Before Lazlo or Karl, or both men, caused a diplomatic disaster, Elizabeth got to her feet. “I am unusual, General, not unnatural. I earned my rank through military service, not by birth, not by marriage. Your men fought very well at Boehm, General, please give my compliments to them. General Destefani, you have my permission to act as my proxy.” With that she stalked out, not trusting herself to keep her temper in check for much longer.



  
Captain Neruda hovered just outside the meeting room. “Your grace, are you…?”



  
“No, I’m fine, Jan. I just need a little air.” Outdoors, a cold fog had settled over the village and she took several deep breaths, letting the chill help settle her nerves and temper. Unnatural female, whore, king’s bastard, it never changes, does it? You fools can’t come up with anything original to accuse me of. Holy Godown, it will never end, will it? They’ll be slandering me long after I’m in my grave. She undid the top knot-and-loop on her shirt and loosened the scarf she wore in lieu of the starched collar, fanning a little. She seemed to be overheating more easily, for some reason.



  
In due time Karl Grantholm stormed out to join her. “He’s gone. My hand to the heavens, but I wanted to put my boot up that common-born fool’s ass.”



  
“He’s a fool, and a tactless one to be sure, Karl, but he fought us to a standstill at Boehm and we can’t afford to alienate him now. After the surrender’s finished and his troops disperse, then we can have an etiquette contest between him and Stubby. I suspect Stubby will win quite easily.”



  
Karl’s loud snort was eloquent in its brevity.



  
The cold fog was a portent and warning. This close to the mountains, winter came early, and much to Elizabeth’s dismay, cold rain laced with ice pellets began falling not long after the Bergenland army officially dispersed. Those men willing the fight against the Frankonians joined the Sea Republic ranks, giving Lazlo an additional three thousand troops. The others returned home to salvage what they could. Godown be with you, she thought, watching the men pile their arms and leave. You’re in for a long, hungry year. Be glad we’re paying for the coal and ore we’ve diverted from the Frankonian’s “support gift,” even if it’s not what you’d get on the market. We did save you, after all. Not that she expected gratitude for people as stiff-necked as the Bergenlanders were proving to be.



  
That night she listened to the rain falling and wondered what to do about Lazlo. He looked happier and more confident than she’d ever seen him. He’d found something he’d not had within the Empire, or so she guessed, and he liked it. I shouldn’t be surprised. He’s no longer Duchess von Sarmas’s aid. He’s a general in his own right, chosen by the government to lead its army, in some ways entrusted with more power than I am. It’s what he’s trained his entire life for, and he does it very well. But General Destefani is not my husband. Lazlo is. And I don’t think Lazlo will want to return to what he once was. I wouldn’t. Honor and respect are too intoxicating. But what happens when he has to sober up?


  
Had he violated his oaths to the Babenburgs? She didn’t want to think about it, and her mind pulled back from the idea like a hand from a hot stove. But she had to face the possibility. He’s calling the Sea Republics “us” and “we:” not the Republics and the Empire, but the Republics alone. He’s gone native, and if he has, and if he’s violated his assignment and his oaths, he can’t return. And I can’t join him in the Republics, not without violating my own oaths and duties. I love him, I want him, I need him, but… She buried her face in the pillow and wept, shoulders shaking, heartsick and horribly alone. She couldn’t even go cry on Snowy’s shoulder as she had all those years before. I miss my mule.


  
The rain continued for another day before the clouds lifted. Elizabeth looked at the mountains, now draped in thick white down to their shoulders, and shivered. She did not want to have to fight in winter, or even to march home in winter. But they were going to if the Frankonians didn’t stop insisting on waging a fighting retreat. “Damn you, Javertt,” she muttered under her breath after yet another short, sharp collision, “you’re beaten. Quit and go home.”



  
T.G. Peilov snorted from his position beside her. “Your grace, he’s a man. We don’t give up easily.”



  
She had to smile despite her frustration and anger. “No, you don’t. I wonder too if he’s buying time for Rohan-Roi.” Prince Rohan-Roi, who had vanished from the map as if the very ground had opened and swallowed his army. “I must give him credit: Rohan-Roi is harder to find than an honest man in a horse market,” she added.



  
It felt all too much like the year of the siege, when old Duke Grantholm swore the Frankonians had to be in the field because they always took to the field. Except they hadn’t, for reasons known only to Lauri the Loathsome. She’d almost spent the summer chasing phantoms while the Turkowi leveled Vindobona, except for luck and Archduke Lewis’s stubborn refusal to surrender the city. Even the cold rain carried the same nasty, biting edge to it. “Well, let’s see how many fewer Frankonians Javertt will have to pay,” and the two officers nudged their horses into motion, picking their way down the short, steep slope.



  
They met Marlow Eulenberg at the bottom. “Something’s wrong.” He looked over his shoulder at a cluster of red-coated bodies, heaped up beside a bit of stone field wall. “He’s not fighting for an objective. He’s throwing men at us but for no reason.”



  
Elizabeth thought back to her studies of Clausewitz. “You’re right, that doesn’t sound like Javertt. He’s always practiced tactical offense as part of a strategic defense. He’s not even slowing our advance, not that much.”



  
“No more than the weather is, your grace,” T.G. Peilov added. Elizabeth and her sub-commanders looked at the wasted men and wondered.



  
That evening she had a thought. “We’ve assumed they are retreating to Frankonia.” She stabbed a bit of whiteroot and shook it at her officers for emphasis. “What if they’re going somewhere else?”



  
“Where else can they go? If he tries to cross the Triangels and link up with Turandott he’s a suicidal idiot who deserves the frostbite he’s going to get from wading through all that snow,” Grantholm protested. He ate more stew, swallowed, and repeated, “They can’t go anywhere else.”



  
“They can if they stop in Louvat, your grace,” Peilov contradicted. He too waved his fork. “That’s the closest place, it’s in Rohan-Roi’s line of march if he’s staying on the Shelly, and for all practical purposes it belongs to Laurence anyway. They already have winter quarters and depots there.” Peilov helped himself to wine from the pitcher on the table.



  
“Louvat makes sense. Javertt’s panicking, trying to cover his rear and sting us just because.” Elizabeth thought aloud, “I wonder if he’s hoping, or has heard from Rohan-Roi, that the prince is already in Louvat and will protect his retreat, but only once Javertt crosses out of the Bergenlands.”



  
“That makes sense, your grace,” Peilov agreed. “It’s too bad we can’t find Rohan-Roi.”



  
Out of the desire not to alienate Major Mou Murphy, who was eating with them, Elizabeth did nothing more than grunt her agreement. If we had the Lander’s flying machines and picture makers, we could. Some day, Godown willing, some day we’ll have those again.


  
After another four days, Elizabeth and the others knew that T.G. Peilov had been right. She wrote in her draft report, “General Javertt has abandoned his supply train and artillery. The Frankonians are running in a direct line for the border with Louvat. We still have no word on Rohan-Roi’s location, but I suspect, and Gen. Destefani concurs, that he’s already in Louvat, preparing to go to winter quarters. We’ve captured enough supplies and equipment that neither army has to forage, at least not for the next few days, and we’ve halted pursuit, although scouts are riding ahead, following the Frankonians.”



  
Someone tapped on the doorframe and she looked up to see now-Captain Neruda leaning around the corner. “Your grace, there’s a break in the rain.”



  
“Good. I’ll be out in a moment.” She capped the ink jar, puffed lightly on the page to hurry it along, and covered everything. She pulled on her rain cloak and a hat, then joined Neruda and two guards outside the inn. Stubby, looking rough in his winter hair, snorted as she checked the tack and tightened his girth. “No, I’m not falling for that and you know better,” as she poked a knee into his stomach. He deflated and she snugged the leather strap by a hole. “You’ve spent too much time around the horses.” The brown-gray mule did not try to defend himself.



  
Elizabeth, Neruda, and her guards rode out of the small town, following a sunken road to the next village to the south, where the Sea Republic army headquarters could be found. The road seemed remarkably well drained, so much so that Elizabeth wondered what lay beneath the dirt and leaf-litter surface. Hedges and a few trees loomed above the riders. The ground started level with Elizabeth’s shoulders and she twitched, feeling more than a little nervous at being both blind and penned in, confined to the road. A few birds startled out of the dark green hedges, fluttering up with a whirring, peeping sound. After the first avian eruption, Stubby ignored the commotion, more concerned with the blind curves and the leaves drifting down from the trees that leaned over the road. Elizabeth shared his concern.



  
The Easterners reached Bergvil without encountering anything more untoward than two horse spooks. They found Gen. Destefani and his staff in a large farmhouse, one of the old style, half-stone buildings where the animals lived on the ground floor and the farmer stayed above. For now, the animals had to share space with Lazlo’s guards, who waved Elizabeth and Jan up the stairs after a cursory glance to confirm their identity. They emerged from the stairs and Elizabeth peered around, a little confused, before catching sight of Lazlo sitting at a table very close to the fireplace at the far end of the long room. “Ah good,” he called. “Come in, Duchess Sarmas.”



  
She took a seat across the table from him, and accepted hot wine. “Forgive me if I skip the customary formalities and cut directly to the matter at hand,” Lazlo began, all but vibrating with excitement.



  
“No apology needed, General. What is it?”



  
His broad smile made her heart leap. “Javertt will cross into the Louvat Valley in a few days. Since he shows no signs of stopping, we’ve decided to call off the pursuit.” His hand gesture took in his entire staff, suggesting it had been a group decision.



  
“Good.” Now she could take her men back to the Empire and leave the Bergenlands to Archduke Gerald André and the diplomats.



  
When she did not say more, Lazlo leaned forward, elbows on the table’s rough-hewn, pale wood. “My orders are to disengage and return to the Sea Republics by the Shelly Valley. The council ruled that we’ve accomplished our mission and the season will end once we reenter the Republics’ borders. They’d like to hear our report as soon as possible, so they can begin the necessary diplomatic mission.” Did she see a hint of invitation in his dark eyes? Was he suggesting that she come with him?



  
“Good,” she repeated. “His majesty and Count Montoya sent their congratulations and fresh orders. The Imperial army is to depart Bergenlander territory as soon as practical, and to return to the Empire via Donaupont and Karstadt. The cities will provide our supply needs in lieu of this year’s taxes.” They would be traveling at right angles, him going north and she northeast, then due east. “I’d intended to pay off the Bergenlanders who served with the Imperials at the same rate as we usually offer, plus allowing them to keep their weapons. It may be paranoid, but I don’t want them to be unarmed if pro-Laurence people try something stupid.”



  
He hissed through his teeth and turned to one of his aids, who muttered in his ear. Lazlo’s frown deepened. “Ah, a good point, Duchess Sarmas, and one we’d not given adequate consideration to, it seems.”



  
“Well, you are not used to dealing with the Turkowi and Selkow’s followers. The Frankonians tend to be a little less vengeful, at least in their official policy.” I’m trying to be tactful here, Lazlo. Take the hint and don’t scream at your staff, please.


  
He grunted noncommittally and took more hot wine, as did she. “Given the current state of affairs, when do you envision returning to the Empire and what supplies will you need?” he asked. Logistics was a safe topic, she knew, and she took the distraction.



  
They hammered out the details as best they could over the course of the hour, and agreed in broad outline what they’d report to their governments and what their recommendations would be regarding the Frankonians. “This is all assuming that Lauri the Letch doesn’t devise a brilliantly idiotic idea between now and next spring,” she cautioned at last.



  
Lazlo’s automatic, absent reply made her heart ache. “You give him too much credit my,” and he caught himself. Instead of “my love,” he switched to, “my lady.”



  I wonder if Gen. Destefani and Duchess von Sarmas will ever go off duty? I’m not so certain. And Emperor Thomas can demand that we dissolve our marriage if Lazlo’s given formal allegiance to the Sea Republic. Oh, Lazlo, I wish I could ask you what’s going on. She shoved the realization and fears aside, concentrating on the matters at hand, including King Laurence. “There’s always the possibility he might learn, General. Granted, the Tongue Sea will probably freeze solid to its depths first, but it is possible.”



  
Several of the officers chuckled at her caution, but no one denied it. Lazlo smiled a little, raising one skeptical eyebrow. She finished her wine. “Is there anything else we need to discuss? No offense intended, General, but I’d like to get back under roof before the rains begin again.”



  
“None taken and no, I can’t think of anything?”



  
He turned to his staff as he asked the last and Jan DeSmoot and the others shook their heads. “Nothing I can think of, General.” Her men also thought of nothing, and she stood.



  
“Then I’ll be on my way, General. Thank you for the hospitality.”



  
To her surprise, Lazlo got to his feet as well, accepting his hat and a cloak from an orderly. “I’ll ride with you a little, if I may, Duchess Sarmas.”



  
“Certainly, General.” Trying to delay the inevitable, I suppose. When will we see each other again, I wonder?


  
Jan DeSmoot came with them, as did three of Lazlo’s guards. “You are tempting targets,” Neruda reminded her. Busy with arranging her skirts, she just nodded. The rain had not yet returned, and they trotted along in silence. Lazlo rode with her into the sunken road. “I wonder what the purpose of this was?” She gestured with her riding stick at the high dirt banks and trees around and above them.



  
“Someone preferred to travel in the shade?” He shrugged. “I’d make the road raised instead of sunken, my lady, but I’m not an engineer. Maybe it was not a road and people simply began using it as such.”



  
“That’s certainly possible, General.” They rounded a curve and the Sea Republicans and Lazlo began to slow their horses, as if to turn and ride back to Bergvil.



  
“Bang!” A shot rang out, then a second and third, and she saw red and motion in the brush above them. Someone behind her screamed.



  
Riding sidesaddle saved her. The first shot hit Stubby in the flank, punching a hole in her full skirt, and the mule staggered, groaning and dropping to his knees. She kicked lose of his body and drew her pistol, aiming and firing at a flash of red in the hedge. She didn’t hit the sniper but he dodged the shot, breaking his aim and giving her time to draw her second pistol and pull out the safety patch. Elizabeth cursed, ducking for cover against the wall of the sunken road, under some tree roots that provided a little concealment from above as she reloaded. One of her guards rode up, leading her other guard’s riderless horse. “Go, your grace,” he told her. She scrambled into the saddle and slapped the beast into a gallop.



  
A low area in the side of the road gave her an idea, and she drove the dull brown horse to it, then chivvied him up, out of the lane and into the field beside the road. She ran him along the side of the road and found what she’d feared: a second ambush. Elizabeth drew her saber and rode down onto the gunmen crouched behind a tree. “Sarmas,” she screamed, “Sarmas and Empire.” She shot one with her pistol as she cantered past, hauling the horse into a wide circle. The other man tried to fire on her but missed, and she attacked him, slashing and chopping his head and shoulders. She vented all her pent-up rage and loss on the Frankonian soldier, leaving his body a bloody, battered heap by the foot of the tree.



  
The brown horse snorted, dancing away from the corpse. She let him, riding farther back into the field. “Gah, you know better,” she scolded herself, wiping her saber on the fabric of her skirt before sheathing it. She stopped the horse and reloaded one pistol, slipping the safety patch under the striker. The other pistol went empty under a saddle strap, and the loaded one she tucked into her belt. Back to the first ambush or forward to my headquarters? I’d better go back, otherwise the men will panic when they see the dead Frankonians and no sign of me. And her heart needed to know how Lazlo fared.



  
She found out when he came out of the roadway at the same place she had, followed by Capt. Neruda, her guard, and one of his guards. “The others are staying with the bodies until my men can get to them,” he panted before she could ask.



  
“Ambush farther on. I broke it. Men in Frankonian uniform,” she replied. “Blast it, I liked that mule.”



  
“Your grace, are you alright?” Neruda demanded.



  
“Yes, yes, I’m fine. You all?”



  
Lazlo glanced down automatically, then back up. “I’m fine. Angry, but fine.” He rode closer to her, as if to touch her, and she steered the brown horse away from him. “What?”



  
She shook her head ever so slightly. “That’s good, General. I think it would be safest if we scatter. I’ll take a different route back, one with less cover for… interruptions.”



  
“You are making a very large target, sir.” Jan DeSmoot urged Lazlo, “You need to get out of here, General, before the men Duchess Sarmas found come back to see if this was successful.” He gestured with his head back to the road behind them.



  
“Blast it,” Lazlo snarled. “Very well. Your grace,” he touched his hat brim and hauled his horse’s head around, cutting the beast’s mouth terribly. He and his guards rode off, and she turned her own mount.



  
“Let’s go, Captain. I’ll send a dozen back to recover the body and see if we can find any trace of the Frankonians.”



  
“Very good, my lady,” and they set off at a trot. They encountered no more surprises between the road and her inn, and she sent a wagon and riders to collect her guard’s body and her tack as soon as she reached her field headquarters.



  
Neruda had a grazed shoulder that he’d not noticed in the excitement. Elizabeth looked at the hole in her skirt. If she’d been riding astride, the bullet would have broken her leg. Thank you, holy Godown, for protecting fools and soldiers. She stuck a finger through the material and wiggled it. She started laughing at the funny sight, then fought back tears. Not here, not now. When you reach Vindobona, then you may mourn.


  
She threw herself into her work, pushing herself and her staff until Major Martin protested, “Your grace, we’ve done everything we can until we reach headquarters and have the information for our final reports.” She sulked for the rest of the day but she relented. The weather improved, turning cool and bright, and the Easterners made good time as they trudged along the Donau Novi, paralleling the river on the north side of the hills. Despite the spring’s rains, the late crops appeared good to Elizabeth’s eyes. Not much quinley had survived the cool summer, but the wheat looked excellent in the places where the armies hadn’t flattened or eaten it.



  
They resupplied at Donaupont and Karstadt, and collected messages and dispatches from Vindobona. “Tim got home safely,” she read to her staff and commanders. “His churigon re-broke the jaw and set it, so he’ll be able to chew. They removed another broken tooth, but the rest are healthy and he’s recovering well.” She looked up from the page. “I wonder if we are going to have to go back to using protective metal face plates, like the ancient pictures showed.”



  
Karl Grantholm made a face. “Ugh. I hope not, my lady. Metal faceplates in summer? Or worse, in winter, in the cold?” Even she shivered at the idea. She couldn’t grow a beard for insulation, as Karl Grantholm and T.G. Peilov had begun to do. Marlow Eulenberg just let his mustache grow, and she wondered how he could keep the thing clean when he sneezed. At least he’d passed the “hank of raw fleece” phase.



  
The Imperial army crossed back into Imperial lands three weeks after the fall equinox. Elizabeth bade each unit farewell in turn, overseeing the last payments and bonuses in person. She took pleasure in confirming several promotions, including Martin and Neruda, and Mou Murphy. She let Marlow do the honors on that occasion, preventing any possible collisions between herself and Jones’s men. According to the latest news from Vindobona, rumors had begun circulating that she’d put Jones in the center so he’d take the worst of the Bergenlander assaults. “Give me patience,” she’d groaned when she read the message. “Donatello Bend took the worst losses in terms of percentage.” She dreaded the visits she’d have to make once she returned to the Bend, and she debated riding straight on to Vindobona this time.



  
In the end she did her duty. Elizabeth met with the families of each man killed, giving them the full season’s money, and paid bonuses to the wounded as well. She comforted the grieving as best she could, and let the accusations roll off her as some wives and parents vented their anger. It left her drained as much as the long campaign had, and more than once Elizabeth wondered what would happen if she walked into the Donatello’s cold waters. It’s so low already that I’d just catch cold instead of drowning. This will be a year best forgotten, and as soon as possible. She also contemplated drinking herself into oblivion. The prospect of the hangover that would follow persuaded her to duck her head and bear the days as best she could.



  
She, Major Martin, Captains Neruda and Esposito rode into Vindobona in a snowstorm. She sent them on to their winter quarters. “Nothing personal, gentlemen, but I do not want to see you for at least a week. I’ll send word when I want to begin the campaign review.” Elizabeth had not sent word ahead of her departure from Donatello Bend, and she had to pound on the gate to be let into Donatello House. David and Mina apologized profusely, and she waved them away. “I sent no word. You are not responsible for my lack of attention.”



  
“Your grace, when should we expect Col. Destefani?” David inquired later that afternoon.



  
Elizabeth had no answer. She just shook her head and climbed the stairs to her room alone.
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  Aftermath


  
“Duchess von Sarmas, what news have you of Col. Destefani?”



  
She’d been dreading Dominic Montoya’s question even though she had an honest answer for it. “None since his return to New Dalfa, my lord. He reached there safely two weeks after the equinox. I have no other news.”



  
Montoya gave her a long look. “I ask because I have not received any word of when he will be returning to Vindobona,” the first minister explained.



  
Elizabeth shuffled the papers in front of her, tidying the pile as she sought for inner calm. “It is my… understanding that he has not been recalled from New Dalfa, but again, I have no news.” A servant offered a pot of chokofee and she nodded, holding the cup up. Her hands had stopped shaking at last, thanks be. It had taken two weeks this time, and another two before she stopped having minor tremors as she reviewed her field notes.



  
Montoya made a puzzled sound but didn’t press the matter. Elizabeth hoped no one else would. She’d gotten heartily tired of people trying to jolly her out of her gray mood, to the point of almost dismissing Mina Green when the maid suggested, timidly and with much hesitation, that “Perhaps my lady would like to wear something other than her uniform or a dark brown day dress.” Elizabeth had hissed at the woman to get out of her chamber and had slammed the door behind her, then refused to speak to Mina for two days. She didn’t deserve that, Elizabeth scolded herself yet again.



  
The council meeting passed without incident or problem, until Matt Starland caught her. “Elizabeth, have you received Archduchess Ann’s invitation to her winter party?”



  
“Yes. I just have not taken time to respond. If you see her, tell her I’m sorry but I can’t attend. I’ll send a formal refusal this afternoon,” she assured him.



  
His eyes narrowed and he gave her a searching look. “You do realize that the party is in your honor. Yours and Col. Destefani’s.”



  
She bowed her head and closed her eyes. “No, I had not realized that. I will go by Clearwater House tomorrow and make my apologies in person, then.” It’s the only way I can talk her out of it before Emperor Thomas hears. I can’t imagine that he would be pleased to hear of Lazlo and I being honored when we are still officially in his bad graces. Elizabeth straightened up, a little surprised at the concern in Matt’s eyes. “Thank you for clarifying, Matt. I’ll take care of the misunderstanding.”



  
He glanced around for servants. The other nobles and councilors had already left, but three servitors worked, picking up the cups and chokofee pots, along with dirty dishes and the platter of left-over toasts. “Come with me,” he said, taking her elbow and tugging her down the hall to an empty reception room before she could protest.



  
“Did you have another head injury this summer? Because you are not acting like yourself,” he demanded.



  
“I was shot in the face with a pistol, but no, no concussions this year, Godown be thanked. I’m sorry, Matt, I’m just very, very tired.” She forced a little smile onto her face. “The years and the kilometers seem to have joined forces this winter.”



  
Matt gave her another suspicious look. “You’re no older than I am, Duchess von Sarmas.” He put both hands on her shoulders, peering into her face before releasing her with a little shake. “Go rest.”



  
She pretended that he was his father, and drooped like a scolded subordinate. “Yes, your grace,” and she stuck her lower lip out.



  
He snorted and pointed to the door, playing along.



  
The next afternoon Archduchess Ann’s maid ushered Elizabeth into Ann’s sitting room. Ann took one look at her guest and launched herself from the lounging couch, eyes wide, and grabbed Elizabeth’s arms. “Sweet St. Sabrina, you look terrible! Come, sit, before you fall over.” The white-haired woman all but dragged Elizabeth to the padded, low-backed bench. “Gerta, tea and meat toasts, please.” After the young woman left, Ann, took Elizabeth’s hands and rubbed them vigorously. “What is the matter?”



  
Elizabeth tried to stay formal and restrained. You don’t need to burden Ann with your problems. “Duke Starland told me about your winter party, and I wanted to give you my apologies in person. I will not be able to attend.”



  
“Why not? There’s nothing at court and there’s no saint’s feast that day. I know, because I checked everyone’s calendars. Not that I can do anything if someone else decides to die, mind,” she sighed, sounding exasperated.



  
“Who had the bad timing?”



  
“Old Count Bierski, of all people. I think he did it out of spite. And that doesn’t answer my question.”



  
Elizabeth tried again. “I’m not ready for a celebration. Thank you very much for the thought, but it wouldn’t be right for me to attend.” She tried to withdraw her hands. She got one free but Ann leaned on the other one, pinning the hand to the couch.



  
“Stop this. What is going on? No one’s seen you out of uniform since your return. You and Lazlo are refusing every invitation. You’re either riding, or in a meeting, or locked in Donatello House with Lazlo.” Ann leaned closer, worry plain on her face. “What’s wrong?”



  
“Lazlo’s not at Donatello House. He’s in New Dalfa,” Elizabeth corrected without thinking.



  
Ann sat back, releasing the captive hand. “Oh. Drat Matt, he should have told me.” She threw her hands up. “Men. So when is he coming home? We’ll reschedule.”



  
Elizabeth got up and collected her hat. “He’s not coming back. Thank you, your grace, and I apologize for the misunderstanding. I’ll see myself out.”



  
Hands gripped her shoulders and Ann turned her around. “Lazlo’s not coming back. What happened?”



  
“It’s not really something I can talk about.”



  
To her horror Ann jumped to the wrong conclusion. “He’s asked for a separation?” Anger and incredulity warred on Ann’s face. “How dare he? After all that you have been through together?” If Lazlo had appeared in the doorway at that instant Ann probably would have brained him with a fireplace poker.



  
“No! No, Ann, he’s not asked for a separation. The last I saw of him he was fine, he’s not asking for a separation. Although it would be easier if he had,” and she clamped a hand over her mouth, horrified by the slip. “I didn’t say that. You didn’t hear that. I need to go.”



  
Ann held her shoulders even tighter. “Tell me. What in St. Sabrina’s name is going on, Elizabeth?”



  
“I’m sorry. It is probable that Lazlo will be ordered to remain in New Dalfa permanently, in light of his work this past spring and summer. That being the case, I do not think a celebration in our honor is appropriate.”



  
“If that’s the case, I suspect Lazlo will resign his appointment first,” Ann snorted.



  I don’t want to tell her. How can I put this so she’ll leave me alone? “It is unlikely that he will be permitted to return to the Empire if he resigns. Ann, please, just let things be. I’m not up to dealing with this right now.”



  
Ann dropped her hands to her sides and took two steps backwards. “No, you’re not. Go and rest, Duchess Sarmas, and we’ll discuss matters later.” It felt as if a wall had appeared between them, and Elizabeth wanted to burst into tears.



  
“Thank you, your grace.” She curtsied and eased past the very confused maid, careful not to brush the woman’s heavy tea tray.



  
As the days passed without any news, Elizabeth settled into her usual winter routine of riding and work in the mornings, and work or study in the afternoons. She went to dawn service as usual and advised people about horse and mule purchases when asked. Otherwise she remained in seclusion at Donatello House. The tension ate at her heart and mind, especially after several council sessions and a court session passed without Emperor Thomas making any comment about Lazlo’s assignment or future. Midwinter passed and finally Elizabeth petitioned for a private meeting with Thomas and Count Montoya.



  
“Your majesty, I request permission to go to Donatello Bend until it is time to begin preparing for the spring campaigns.”



  
Her request must have surprised them because the men exchanged strange looks before Emperor Thomas asked, “Why, Duchess Sarmas?”



  
“I am not needed here at the moment and I wish to catch up on business that I have been unable to attend to.” I want to go where people stop asking questions I can’t answer. I want to go where I don’t keep listening for Lazlo. I want to go where I don’t see you.


  
Thomas frowned, his eyebrows drawn so close they looked like a single furry line across his wrinkled forehead. “You have permission, Duchess Sarmas. It would be better if you waited until after Winter Fair, but if you are concerned about the weather, you may leave sooner.”



  
“Thank you, your majesty. I will leave in three days. The staff will remain at Donatello House, should it be needed.” She curtsied and was dismissed.



  
She selected guards who had family at Donatello Bend and brought only them with her, despite Mina’s and others’ protests. Elizabeth pushed as hard as she could without hurting the horses and mules, reaching Donatello Bend in two weeks thanks to good weather and healthy beasts. Once there she set herself to work going over the manor records, looking into the state of the breeding herds, and riding when the weather permitted. Emperor Thomas had vetoed the shahma meat works and so Elizabeth wrote to Count Peilov and others, asking about pasture rent. Or would it be better to sell half the herds, take the tax bite, and concentrate our efforts on selling breeding stock instead of general fleece and meat? That might work better and I hate being beholden to people for grazing space. She made a note to see what Ann thought of the idea.



  
Two weeks before the spring equinox, Emperor Thomas sent orders for her to return to Vindobona. This time she sent word ahead to both Donatello House and to Bellevue. Spring seemed to be coming early, in which case she wanted Bellevue opened and ready for her. The spring sun released a warm, earthy smell from the still-bare fields as she and her escort rode east and south. The first of the lambs and foals had already arrived and she had to smile as she watched the young creatures trying to stand, or making their clumsy way beside their dams. The trees had not yet leafed out, but a few dogwoods and redstems bloomed, while white and purple blossoms carpeted the woods.



  
The sunlight improved her mood, as did having made her decision. If Emperor Thomas decreed that Lazlo would remain in exile, Elizabeth planned to resign her position and properties and retire to a convent, not this year but the next. She couldn’t take full vows without Lazlo’s permission, but Archbishop Laurence agreed that she could resume her postulant status. Just having made the decision took weight off her shoulders, and she discovered that she could smile again. The spring ride further buoyed her spirits.



  
She rode into Vindobona without any fanfare or undue attention. A few people touched their cap brims or dipped little curtseys and she acknowledged the greetings, but there were no cheers. No one threw rotten produce or mud-balls, either, which came as a bit of a relief. She and her men rode up the high street, taking their time. There’s no reason to rush, and no reason to irritate the people in the street by riding through, either. They always find a way of getting even when a noble abuses them. Ooh, what’s that? A glint of metal in the window of an antiquary’s shop caught her eye and she made a note to come back and see what he had for sale. The crowds thinned and the riders entered the row of town palaces. The gate to Donatello House stood open and she rode in.



  
Yet another new manservant took Square’s reins. Elizabeth thought he looked vaguely familiar, but he’d drawn his hood up against the little chill in the wind and she shrugged. Probably someone’s brother or cousin, since everyone knows I prefer to hire people known to my staff. She dismounted carefully, mindful of a new ache in her knees. As she turned to walk into the house, a familiar, longed for voice asked from behind her, “Are you going to at least say hello, my love?”



  
Heart pounding, she stopped. Elizabeth twisted her neck, looking over her shoulder to see Lazlo, thinner and worn, but Lazlo all the same, approaching and pushing back the hood of his coat as Master Simms led Square to the stable. “Elizabeth?” Her world began to spin and he broke into a run, the last thing she saw as the world turned black.



  
For the second time in her life she awoke in her bed to find a very worried husband chafing her hand. “Love?”



  
“I’m awake. What happened?” Why are you here? How did you get here?


  
“You fainted.”



  
She blinked at him. “I fainted.”



  
He nodded and helped her sit up, then held her as she burst into tears, clinging to him and burying her face in his waistcoat. He patted her back. “Shhh, shhh, it’s alright, love, it’s alright,” he murmured. “I’m home to stay.”



  
“Are you?” she sniffed, wiping her nose on her sleeve.



  
He nodded and rummaged around in his waistcoat pockets until he found a more or less clean handkerchief for her. “Here. Before you upset Mina any more than you already have. To be honest, from what she’s told me, you’re damn lucky she hasn’t left already.”



  
She hung her head. “I know. I’m sorry. I’ll apologize.”



  
“Do that, the sooner the better. I did not expect to come home to find Donatello House practically in mourning, you in hiding, and Ann Starland ready to skin both of us.”



  
“I’m sorry.” It seemed to be all she could say. “I didn’t,” she took a deep breath to settle her stomach and nerves. “Love, I didn’t think I’d be staying here much longer.”



  
He flinched. “You can’t go into the field. None of the passes are open yet, and the rivers have just started rising. There’s no way anyone can be moving an army already, not even the Turkowi.”



  
“Not that. Love, I,” she couldn’t meet his eyes. “I was going to ask Emperor Thomas to allow me to retire if he was not going to permit you to return. I’ve already obtained permission from his reverence to return to the postulancy after this coming campaign season if you had to stay in—” She stopped as he rested one finger on her lips.



  
“Is that why everyone was in mourning? You thought… Oh, Elizabeth, my love.” He held her close again, rocking her awkwardly, stroking her cropped hair.



  
She sniffed again. “I didn’t know what his majesty would do after you took command of the Sea Republic armies, love. All fall and winter passed without any word from him or you, even when I gave him the opportunity to tell me, and so I decided to force him to tell me.” With his arms around her it sounded silly and foolish.



  
Or perhaps not. He rested his chin on her head for a moment, then sat back, releasing her. “His majesty had rather uncharitable things to say, but at last agreed that, given the situation and the necessity of not alienating the Sea Republics along with the Bergenlands and leaving the Empire alone against Laurence’s ambitions, I had his retroactive permission, so long as I swore never to do anything of the like again without his explicit consent first. It was an easy agreement to make, love.



  
“Now,” and he stood up. “Your maid has a hot bath for you, and clothes, and as much as I hate to be the one to inform you, you smell just like Square the mule. Unless you want to hear the same from Ann Starland when she arrives for a late dinner, you’d better do what Mina advises.”



  
Elizabeth worked her way out of the deep, soft mattress. “Do what Mina advises,” she repeated back, catching sight of the person in question bearing down on them, a very determined look in her eyes.



  
“Yes. I am merely your husband and a man. I defer to her expertise and judgment, especially when she threatens me with a scrubbing brush.”



  
“I did no such thing, Colonel Destefani,” Mina protested.



  
He caught her hand and lifted it, revealing a large brush. “I’ll be in my office, trying to find where everything is.” He fled, leaving Elizabeth to Mina’s not-so-tender attentions.



  
“My lady smells of horse.”



  
Elizabeth had been hoping to wash anyway, if it were warm enough, and she began untying her neck scarf and undoing the loops-and-knots on her uniform shirt. “Mina, there are worse things in life to smell of than horse.”



  
The older woman considered her mistress’s words. “Perhaps, my lady, but not if my lady is to… Oh, her grace the archduchess will explain. And Col. Destefani brought you lovely new things, my lady.”



  
As she undid the laces on her bodice, Elizabeth asked, “Archduchess Ann?”



  
“Of course, my lady.” With that Mina gathered Elizabeth’s clothes in her arms and carried them out of the room. Elizabeth sighed and began washing.



  
“ …And of course you need a new gown, Elizabeth and you are not wearing dark blue or dark brown.” Ann continued in this vein for some time. Elizabeth found herself with an appetite for the first time in months and ate more of the hearty marrow stew and fresh bread. Lazlo liked marrow stew.



  
Lazlo seemed reluctant to let go of her hand, and every time she set it on the table he’d pat it, or cover it with his own. Was he being possessive or just glad to see her?



  
At last Ann wound down. “But of course this is just a small event, nothing like the court will hold for you next week.”



  
“That wha—” Elizabeth coughed and almost choked on her food. “Wha—… that will be held at court next week?”



  
“The formal announcement and presentation at court that will be held next week for both of you,” Ann sighed. “The message was sent to you last week, or so I was told.”



  
Lazlo spread his hands and shrugged, then pulled his left hand back just in time to avoid hitting the bread basket. “Sorry. Yes, please,” he told David, who put more bread on his plate. “I arrived yesterday evening and have not looked at my lady’s messages.”



  
“And I arrived this afternoon, more or less,” Elizabeth told Ann. “So what announcement and who will be presented?” She guessed, “Tim Albinez’s son?” He’ll have to be the face of Albinez, literally, from now on unless Countess Francia is willing.


  
Ann rolled her eyes. “Your promotion to Imperial princess and Lazlo’s new rank of duke, of course.” Oblivious to her hosts’ dismay, she rattled on, “And there’s some property, near the Dividing Range I think, which is good because the shahma are eating us out of pasture space and we need to move at least half the flocks to somewhere else.”



  
“Ah, good that you brought that up, Ann, because I wondered about selling a large part of the flock and concentrating on breeding for blood stock instead of just numbers. We could sell the live animals for those interested in improving their flocks,” Elizabeth launched, grabbing the distraction with both hands and glaring at Lazlo before he tried to stop her.



  
He spread his hands again, as if to say, “I’m staying out of it,” before reapplying himself to his food.



  
The ladies talked shahma until Ann left. Elizabeth saw Ann off, then went to the library and sagged into her chair, ears numb. Someone came in behind her and she ignored him. A calloused hand appeared a few centimeters in front of her nose, waving a sealed Imperial document. The pages bobbed up and down. “If you want me to read it, you’ll need to move it farther away,” she warned. The paper retreated three centimeters at most, still waving up and down. “Stop that, unless you want me carriage sick.”



  
Lazlo let her snatch the pages from his fingers. She broke the seal and unfolded three ornately written documents. One bore Lazlo’s name. “This is yours,” she held it out and he took it. She read hers, rubbed the bridge of her nose, held the page a little farther away, and reread it. “I’m too old for this.”



  
“Too old for what, my lady?”



  
“Learning to answer to ‘your highness’ and ‘princess.’ No new duties, thanks be to Godown, but I will rank with the Imperial offspring. The property is east of Kossuthna Major, between Kossuthna and the Dividing Range, in the foothills not far from the Starland border. It is more of a hunting place than anything, although Ann’s idea of…” She looked up to see Lazlo covering his face with one hand. “Love, what’s the matter?”



  
“Emperor Thomas, in his generosity, wishes to raise me to the rank of Imperial Duke, with the privileges and responsibilities of the rank. But no property, thanks be, because I’m sure Ann would cover it in shahma first and ask permission later.”



  
“I suspect she would. She seems to have latched onto the beasts.” Elizabeth pushed out of the chair and went over to him, resting a hand on his shoulder as she half-embraced him.



  
At last he stated, voice dull, “I don’t want this.” He set the page on the table and turned, taking her in his arms and resting his head on her shoulder. “I want you, and to do what I’m good at, and to serve Godown. I don’t want ducal rank.”



  
She held him, worry gnawing at her nerves. He’d gone pale and sweaty and looked ill. He’s just tired is all. Please, Godown, may he just be tired. “Col. Destefani, go to bed. That’s an order.”



  
He gave her a ghost of a smile. “You can’t make me—I outrank you.”



  
“Not here. Not unless you want to deal with fifty thousand hungry shahma, led into the city by Archduchess Ann.”



  
“You win, your grace.” He kissed her and left.



  Drat and dog breath. That’s not what I had hoped for our first evening together, if we ever had another evening together. She looked at the letters once more and declared, “I’m going to bed.”



  
Lazlo looked better the next morning, but he ate little. “The headaches leave me queasy. I’ll be fine by noon.”



  
“Headaches?” I don’t remember him having sick headaches before, not without having had a great deal of alcohol the previous night.


  
“Yes. They started as I was on the road to New Dalfa. They come every few weeks or so, more often this winter than last summer or this spring.” He ate a soft roll and frowned at the chokofee. “This is very weak.”



  
She sipped again. No, it tasted the same as usual. “How do they make it in New Dalfa?”



  
“They double brew it. Once the usual way, and then half is simmered again to bring out the flavor.” He looked at the pot and back to Elizabeth. “I hadn’t thought about that.”



  As if we don’t have anything else to worry about. She had an appointment at a dressmaker and at the wig shop, plus Mistress Mattison for a new hat. Archduchess Ann wanted more information on the market for shahma bloodstock before making a decision, and they had to draft a proposal for his majesty, since Donatello Bend belonged to the crown. Elizabeth needed to meet with her military staff in person to look over the recommendations and plans for this year’s fighting season. And she had discovered four requests to inspect animals for the army and for private buyers on her desk. “Have you found everything that was supposed to be in your office?”



  
“No. A few small items are missing: an old prayer book, some Turkowi trinkets I’d claimed after the battle at Korly River, and a bundle of letters.” He drank more chokofee. “But I have not tried to re-sort everything from the shelves, so I may find them jammed back in a dark corner.”



  
“Duke Clellan’s men had no idea how to properly search a house. It really is no wonder they couldn’t find what they were looking for, even if it had been here.”



  
He held up one hand. “Wait. What do you mean Duke Clellan’s men searched the house?”



  
“They thought I had heretical materials and Lander weapons in the house. I told you in a letter.” Which it seems you didn’t get, or you forgot, judging by the steam pouring from your ears.


  
“I— Am— Going— To— Horsewhip that bastard,” he snarled through gritted teeth. “How dare they come into my house and search my property for…” the words faded into an incoherent growl.



  
David, the chief footman, spoke up. “You’re too late, Colonel, sir. His wife’s done it.”



  
Elizabeth blinked hard at the news. “Ah, what do you mean, David? The last news I heard claimed that he was at his estates, with her, on a religious retreat.”



  
“Well, your grace, sir, not to be telling servants’ tales, but,” the dignified servitor came closer, lowering his voice. “It seems Duchess Clellan gave her husband such a tongue lashing that he almost fled her. She was very put out with being barred from court and from all court functions, your grace, and even more angry at the loss of his majesty’s service bonus once his grace was no longer first minister. Rumor has it she’d spent it already. I can’t say for certain, but the staff at Clellan House is a great deal smaller than such a building warrants, your grace, sir.”



  
Elizabeth did not know what to say. Lazlo smiled, a large, unpleasant smile that bared his wide, yellow teeth. “I believe Godown has taken my justice for me,” he observed. Then he finished the chokofee and stood up. “Back to the office.”



  
It only required working until noon to sort through the invitations, favor requests, offers of first refusal on horses, and petitions that littered her desk. Several proved to be for Lazlo, and she set those aside. The requests for favors she burned, especially if they were from courtiers seeking places for their sons. Two requests for daughters to be admitted as officer cadets she set aside. I will interview them, but I doubt either will pass the men’s standards. If they can’t do that, they can’t serve. There’s enough dead weight in the officer ranks as it is, Godown knows. Two invitations she dropped into the fireplace’s maw. One she read over again, uncertain how to respond. “I’ll ask Ann,” she decided.



  
“If you do, be prepared to spend the afternoon,” Lazlo’s voice warned. She glanced up and found him leaning against the doorframe. “Love, why is everything piled on the far edge of your desk?”



  
“Because it’s easier to read them if I prop the pages up, especially the ones from the Imperial chancery. They’ve gone to using smaller writing, in order to save space.”



  
He made an interested noise before going about his business. Elizabeth sorted everything down to the truly critical, the best-not-to-offend, the no-but-politely, and the blunt refusals. She got up, added an out-of-date army order to the fireplace and poked the fire into brighter life. Donatello House stayed cool and she preferred a warmer workspace. “David?”



  
He poked his head into the room. “Yes, your grace?”



  
“I’m going out. Please see that the fire burns out and that the ashes are removed.”



  
“Very good, your grace. Shall I tell Col. Destafani of your departure?”



  
“Yes, thank you.” If the dressmaker wants to put me in yellow, I am going to have the vapors. Whatever those are. Maybe I should faint instead?


  
Elizabeth returned three hours later grumpy, hungry, and followed by a laden donkey. “Yes, take those to my quarters and have Mina see to them, except the heavy box. That goes in my office. Then someone needs to return the donkey to Master Chatham on the high street.”



  
She stopped by her office to confirm that the document ashes were gone and discovered something new taking up the end of her desk. A polished rectangle of inlaid wood stood on three legs, tilted slightly backwards. A smaller strip of wood across the front of the main piece held up a sheet of paper exactly the same way that she’d been propping up documents on her paper piles. She sat and studied the arrangement. This won’t send pages and books pouring off my desk if I brush them or push too hard. Oh, this is lovely.


  
Lazlo coughed from the doorway. “I see you found the document stand.”



  
“Yes! This will be so much better than what I’ve been using.”



  
He walked into the room and held out a small leather case. “These might help even more. You unfold the plain pieces and tuck the curved bits behind your ears.”



  
“I what?” She took the case and opened it to reveal two clear glass disks in a wood and metal frame. “The plain pieces go behind my ears?” That makes no sense.


  
He took the thing from her hand. “Allow me.” He unfolded the wire bits and perched the contraption on her face, so that the glass hung in front of her eyes and the curved pieces hooked on her ears. “Try reading.”



  
She held up a page. He clucked his tongue and moved it closer. The words sprang into focus. “Oh!”



  
“The Sea Republic craftsmen have rediscovered how to grind lenses, consistently, without it costing the entire Imperial treasury.” He sounded smug. “I have a larger one on a stick, for maps. But they are fragile, so you can’t wear them in the field or if you are riding.”



  
She snorted, removed the lenses and returned them to their case. The case she added to the contents of a desk drawer. “I only have trouble reading, love.”



  
“Ah, while you were out a message came from the palace. We are to call on his majesty this evening to confirm the details for next week’s ceremony.” He sounded very unhappy.



  
She got up from the desk. “This evening? Oh, pickles, my dress won’t be ready until…” He wasn’t laughing. “What’s wrong?”



  
He looked down, then rolled his head back and forth, stretching. “Oh, I just had other plans for the evening and for you.”



  
She smiled. “Well, it is said that anticipation improves some experiences,” and she raised one eyebrow as she sidled closer to her husband.



  
He reached around her in a half-embrace. “True, but at some point anticipation must be gratified.” He kissed her cheek. Her stomach growled and he laughed, releasing her. “Sometimes sooner rather than later.”



  
After Elizabeth ate and sorted the rest of her purchases, Mina and another maid tugged and rustled her into a “proper” dress, a new one that Lazlo had brought back from New Dalfa. Elizabeth looked down at her now remarkable bust. “Ay yai yai, this is… this style will never catch on. I can’t believe they wear anything like this so far north.”



  
Mina snorted, then draped a pale blue scarf around Elizabeth’s shoulders and set about tucking the ends into the top of the bodice. “My lady, you have not see what the younger set are wearing. Empress Agatha had to issue orders about how low the bodice cut could go, and how much of the breast has to remain covered.” She stepped back and studied her work. “Much better, your grace. Suggestion is better than flaunting.”



  
Suitably bewigged, laced, and otherwise fluffed, Elizabeth accepted David’s hand into her carriage. Countess Albinez had replaced the interior before returning it to Elizabeth, and no trace remained of what it must have looked like. Elizabeth preferred not to imagine. Lazlo settled in facing her and they rode in silence to the palace. He looked especially handsome in his formal Imperial uniform and her old envy surged anew. It is still not fair. Not fair in the least.


  
This time, guards waved the carriage into the inmost courtyard of the palace. A footman helped Elizabeth out and she saw that a few less electric lights burned on the delicate wires along the walls. Someday, someday we’ll make the night as bright as day once more. Lazlo took her arm and they walked along the richly decorated corridor, admiring the ancient pictures hung on the wall, pictures of early Babenburgs and delicate landscapes. “That’s new,” she observed, pointing to a view of Tivolia from the former ducal castle.



  
“We didn’t own Tivolia before,” he reminded her. He corrected himself, “No, not own: protect and administer Tivolia.”



  
She shrugged. “It’s a lovely painting.”



  
“It is. The artist has a true gift,” he agreed and they continued on.



  
Two servants opened ancient wood and metal doors and a voice called, “Imperial Duchess Elizabeth Antonia von Sarmas. Imperial Colonel Lazlo Kirlin Destefani.” She inhaled, taking a deep breath, and realized that hadn’t been a wise thing to do. With her free hand she tucked the scarf end back into place as discreetly as possible while matching Lazlo’s pace into the audience chamber.



  
Emperor Thomas and Empress Agatha stood on the low dais, just as his father and mother had stood twenty plus years before, watching Elizabeth come into their presence. Lazlo released her arm and she curtsied deeply to the man whose family she’d sworn to serve. “You may rise,” Thomas called, his voice a touch deeper than his father’s had been. Thomas resembled his father in color and height, but shared his mother’s rounder face. The uniform that had hung loose on his terribly thin father fit the son’s lean strength to perfection. Empress Agatha’s rich brown hair and fair complexion made Elizabeth wonder if that’s where her share of physical beauty had gone, if Godown had given others a double portion by taking from her. Oh stop that, she scolded for the thousandth time. Godown gave you a quick mind and a strong, healthy body. Think of what Duchess Marie Starland suffered with each birth!


  
“Be welcome, Duchess von Sarmas, Col. Destefani,” the emperor invited. The couple stood at parade rest, drawing a smile from the emperor. At least, that’s what Elizabeth hoped the curve on his lips was. Thomas’s eyes remained cool. “Allow me to be the first to congratulate you on your pending elevation, Duchess Sarmas.”



  
She bowed a little. “Thank you, your majesty. It is a signal honor, and I hope that I prove worthy of it.”



  
“And you, Colonel Destefani, should have been ennobled some years ago. I look forward to correcting that oversight.”



  
Beside her, Lazlo inhaled, then bowed. “Thank you, your majesty, but I must refuse the honor.”



  
Elizabeth’s eyes went wide. What? Lazlo, what are you doing? He’d said nothing to her.



  
Emperor Thomas’s eyes also bulged and his face began to darken as one hand clenched into a fist at his side. His wife leaned close and whispered into his ear. Elizabeth bit her lip as she watched the imperial couple. Beside her, Lazlo stood relaxed, the only calm and untroubled person in the room. Even the servants in the corners of the audience chamber wore expressions of stunned disbelief and Elizabeth heard a worried rustle from the guards at the door. The empress leaned away and Thomas, face and voice now expressionless, demanded, “What do you mean by rejecting this honor, Col. Destefani?”



  
“Your majesty, I do not want to cause distress.” He hesitated for an instant, then launched, “I am not called to the duties of nobility. I do not have the skills and talents of people such as Count Montoya, Duke Starland, or my wife. I am not a courtier, have no skill at easing disputes or pleasing the ladies of court. Your majesty, I am a soldier. Godown has blessed me with a gift for logistics and for battle. As we have discussed, I took command of the Sea Republics’ army because no other option presented itself that would protect our allies and maintain the Empire’s honor. But that is not how I am best suited to serve the Empire, your majesty. It is not my calling. Please allow me to remain where my gifts are strongest.”



  
Emperor Thomas turned to Elizabeth, his voice tight. “What say you, Duchess Sarmas?”



  
She gathered wits that had scattered like shahma attacked by a dardog pack. “Your majesty,” she choked and had to clear her throat. “Pardon. Your majesty, my husband speaks for himself. He did not ask my feelings on the matter, nor would it be for me to pressure him one way or another. I, of all people, am not fit to interfere with anyone’s vocation and calling, no matter how odd they may seem to others.”



  
“You will take the honor, Destefani,” Thomas of Babenburg growled. “Order him to, Sarmas.”



  
She shook her head. “Your majesty, I can do no such thing.”



  
Fists still clenched, shoulders taut, face dark with anger, the emperor stepped down from the dais and stalked forward until he stood less than a meter from Lazlo. He raised one hand, pointed at Lazlo, and snarled, “You will accept promotion, Destefani. I will not be embarrassed in front of my court.”



  
Lazlo’s shoulders rose and fell as he took a deep breath, gathering himself. “Your majesty, it is not my desire to embarrass you or anyone else. But I cannot accept being ennobled.” He sounded completely calm and composed, but Elizabeth could see his hands trembling ever so slightly, a faint quiver that betrayed the strength of his feelings.



  
“Then you will never set foot within the Eastern Empire so long as I live! You will leave these lands with nothing but what you brought to them.” Fire seemed to snap from Thomas’s eyes.



  
Mouth dry, Elizabeth played her card. “In that case, your majesty, there will be no need for any ceremonies.” He turned, glaring at her, and she continued, “I swore my oath to House Babenburg and that oath remains. However, I will serve through prayer and charitable works instead of by military service. His reverence the archbishop has already given permission for me to reenter the postulancy under half-vows.”



  
“You what?” He blinked, taken aback by her words.



  
“I will resign my positions and go to the convent, your majesty.” Leaving you to deal with your aunt and her shahma overload, along with the Turkowi and Laurence. Which just now seems like a delightful idea, your majesty. “Col. Destefani’s and my donations over the years have more than covered my dower gift, so that is not a concern.”



  
Thomas closed his hand into a fist and raised it, as if preparing to strike her or Lazlo. Elizabeth reached blindly and felt her husband’s fingers searching for hers, taking her hand. They stood motionless as Emperor Thomas of Babenburg glared from one to the other. The skin on her arms and neck prickled just as they had when she’d been on a ridge during a lightning storm. Would the fires hit and shatter her and Lazlo as the lightning had shattered a tree at the end of that ridge those years before? She held her breath as Thomas snapped, “Arrangements have been made, Destefani: there will be a double elevation.”



  
“I refuse,” Lazlo repeated.



  
“Your majesty, if there must be one, elevate Tim Albinez’s wife or eldest son to be his representative at court,” Elizabeth tossed out in a final desperation counter. Please do no take my husband from me again; please Godown soften his pride, she begged in silence.



  
Still on the dais, Empress Agatha raised one graceful hand and called quietly, “Col. Destefani, you truly do not wish to rise into the nobility?”



  
He shook his head. “No, your majesty, I do not.”



  
The emperor studied them for what felt like a near eternity, almost as long as the all-night vigils of St. François that Elizabeth had dreaded so much. At last he shook his head, letting his hand drop and taking a half-step backwards. He dipped his gaze briefly before meeting her and Lazlo’s eyes again in turn, still angry. “Only a fool destroys his best tools because his own work displeases him.” He gave a short sigh. “I cannot force you to accept rank you feel unable to bear, Col. Destefani. I will, however, make you co-owner of the hunting property of Whitewater and full owner of Duchess Sarmas’ grant at Donatello Bend and Donatello House, to revert to the crown upon your death, so that if she predeceases you her death will not leave you without property or support.” He raised one hand and pointed a finger at Lazlo again, warning, “That you will not refuse.”



  
“No, your majesty, I will not refuse such generosity.”



  
Empress Agatha smiled. “Good. Now, come to the table. I wish to hear about the ladies of the Sea Republics.”



  
Lazlo coughed and Elizabeth leaned back, still holding his hand as she watched his reaction. “I fear I can tell you very little, your majesty, but I will do my best.”



  Which is all we can do, Elizabeth mused as he took her arm and they followed the imperial couple.



  
The next day Lazlo spent at the army stables, working with some new horses. He came back after suppertime dusty, sore, and threatening to turn all three warhorses into stew and glue.



  
“You are welcome to ride Gray III or Stocky,” she offered, feeling generous.



  
He snorted. “My love, I don’t have the patience to ride anything I have to persuade. I ate earlier so I’m for hot water and liniment.”



  
Elizabeth sipped a last cup of soyaroot tisane and smiled. Then she went to her chamber and changed clothes, releasing Mina for the night. Elizabeth slipped down the hall to Lazlo’s chamber, as quiet as could be. As she’d hoped, Lazlo had already dismissed his manservant, giving himself privacy while he bathed. She waited just outside the room, listening to the splashes and out-of-tune humming. Only when she heard the sound of a towel on skin did she peek around the doorframe.



  
Lazlo stood with his back to her. He preferred to shave, then wash, so there was no mirror to give away her silent approach. Like her, pink and white scars marked his still-fit body, although not as many as she’d have guessed, had she not been his wife. He’d been blessed over the years. She crept closer, heart starting to race, feeling her own excitement building as if she were in her twenties again. Elisabeth loosened the belt on her dressing gown.



  
“Boo,” and she pounced.



  
He startled, turning so fast he almost lost his footing, catching himself on the chair with his breeches and shirt on it. He fumbled for the towel to cover himself. “What are you doing?”



  
“Many years ago, one Major Lazlo Destefani ambushed Countess Sarmas in her bath,” she informed him, looking down her nose. “Long has she planned her revenge, and now her moment has come.”



  
He recovered quickly, quicker than she’d anticipated. He bared his teeth in a ferocious smile. “Oh really, madam?” He tied the towel around his trim waist and reached for her. She scooted out of the way and he followed. Elizabeth evaded his increasingly frustrated lunges until he discovered that she’d cornered him.



  
She planted her hands on her hips, a look of triumph on her face. She took one step closer, then another. “Now, at last, Colonel, I have you where I, yeep!” He struck without warning, pulling her against his chest and kissing her. She returned the favor, un-tucking the end of his towel with her free hand while he tugged at the belt on her robe. The towel vanished, tossed behind her, and she began helping him with the belt. “Do you yield?” She managed to squeak.



  
“Oh yes,” he whispered, kissing her throat as he pushed the robe off her shoulders. “And so will you.”



  
Some time later she pulled the sheet over her chilly shoulders, and he yawned, “I give in. I’m not twenty any more.”



  
She played with part of his long hair. “Neither am I. But we’re alive, and mostly whole and sane.”



  
“Mostly?” He rolled to face her, taking her into his arms. “Mmm, well the important parts are all here, that is true.” He began fondling her breast.



  
“Love, you’re setting a bad example. We’re supposed to be dignified and proper and ah,” she gasped as his other hand did something lovely.



  
He smiled, eyes springing open as she retaliated in kind. “You, madam, are a cruel, wanton—” Their lips met and all discussion ended for some time.
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