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“There! Angle the light a little more to the left,” Emperor Andrew Babenburg ordered his brother. “I can almost see the bolts.”



  
Thomas grunted and shifted the mirror a half-centimeter, shining reflected sunlight onto the top of the faulty pump. Andrew reached down, rummaging in the ancient toolbox until he found the right wrench by feel, then loosened the bolt so they could pull the pump out of the line and replace the valve leather. Only someone with Andy’s long, skinny hands could get the blasted thing loose without dropping it, Thomas grumbled, nursing scraped knuckles.



  
“Thanks.” Thomas lowered the mirror and climbed down to look at the pump. Indeed, as Andy opened the case, they could see the ragged remains of the pump leather that had once separated the two chambers. “Well, that’s a blessed easy repair for once.”



  
“For once,” Thomas said. Certainly easier than the deciding what to do about Morloke and Scheel. While Andy replaced the leather, his younger brother picked up a small candle lantern, climbed up the other ladder, and peered into the pipe. Godown please don’t let me fall or drop the mirror, he whispered as he let go of the ladder to juggle the lantern and a mirror on a stick. The spot of light bounced as he inspected the pipe. He didn’t see anything, and a quick swipe with his finger didn’t turn up any sand or slime. Better check the trap just in case. He climbed down. “I’ll check the trap.”



  
Andy grunted, intent on tightening the pump’s bolts in the right sequence. Thomas clomped twenty meters up the tunnel, bent double for most of the trip. At least this is the only tunnel this small in Vindobona, Godown be praised. I hate small spaces. Moisture shimmered on the wet stones around the diversion pipe, and Thomas felt his nose starting to drip as the blessed humidity undid late summer’s annual evil. He wiped his nose on his sleeve and crouched, setting the small lantern onto the floor of the passage. He unfastened the latches on the clean-out by feel and heaved the plaztik and metal canister out of its niche. Thomas dumped two kilos of sand out of the trap before shoving it back into place and snapping the latches shut. The leather seal felt tight, and he didn’t see any evidence of water leaks around the clean-out.



  From foreign policy briefings to cleaning sand out of water pipes, Thomas sniffed. Followed by domestic matters and tax hearings. I think I almost like cleaning water pipes better: less dependent on rumor and much easier to fix. Except for being in small places underground.


  
“Need the light again?” he asked his brother when he returned from the access tunnel.



  
“Nope,” Andy called from the top of the ladder. “I can get it.” Ten seconds later, clang!, ping, clang, rattlerattlerattle rang out as a metal something hit two lower pipes before landing on the floor. “Oh, by St. Sabrina’s tits.”



  
Thomas found the wrench and handed it up without a word, a huge grin spreading from ear to ear.



  
Andy finished the installation. “Shut up and turn the water back on,” he warned, shaking cold, wet fingers.



  
Thomas raised his eyebrows and tried to look innocent. Andy growled, threatening him with the wrench.



  
Thomas bowed with a flourish and strolled back up the main access tunnel. Two steps to the side brought him to the metal wheel that controlled the master flow of water to half of Vindobona’s surface pumps. He pushed his whole weight against the wheel and it groaned, turning reluctantly. What do we do when it freezes up completely? Is there a way to bypass it? Well, this time it behaved, opening the flow. Andy gave him a thumbs-up sign and Thomas relaxed. No unplanned baths in cold water this time.



  
They put the tools up in their boxes. “Any gaps?”



  
“Nope. You?”



  
Thomas triple checked the boxes. “None. All accounted for.” They closed the boxes and started walking to the access door. “I wonder if any other emperor has to repair pipes and sewers?”



  
Andy’s snort echoed from the stone walls. “It’s better than what the Rajtans of the Turkowi are supposed to do.”



  Which thing? I’ve heard of several, none of which sounded fun. He just snorted in turn. “Gonna check the generator while we’re here?”



  
Andy ducked and Thomas nodded to himself. His brother had forgotten about that. They turned left into another tunnel and climbed down two meters, using the notches carved into the wall to reach the platform and door. Andy unlocked the door and they carried their lanterns and tools into the small, long room. Water flowed just below their feet and Thomas edged along, his back to the slimy wall. He heard a switch snick and light bloomed over an assortment of paddles and gears hanging above the dark, fast-moving water. The generator produced power from a diversion of the main water pipes, the same diversion that supplied the palace fountains with water from the hills above the city.



  
Satisfied, Thomas scooted back along the ledge while Andy turned off the light. They returned to the main tunnel and continued up the steep slope.



  
“I found more of the circuit diagrams in the palace archives,” Andy announced. “These have the switch directions with them. Maybe this time I can get the pump to run from the generator the first time.”



  
Thomas grunted. He didn’t share Andy’s fascination with trying to rebuild Lander junk, but it was a harmless diversion compared to some. “You going to need more wire?”



  
“Don’t think so. I found another stash last week, in the shipment of trade goods from Karstaadt. And it’s not even corroded like the last batch.”



  
“That’s good,” Thomas saw a man’s shadow ahead of them and added, “Your Majesty.” Back to the court manners he thought.



  
Andrew straightened up, handing Thomas his toolbox. Thomas took it without a word. Andy the mechanic vanished, replaced by his majesty Andrew the Third of Babenburg. Thomas took a deep breath and squared his shoulders, assuming the restrained and distant air he wore in public. It helped deflect comments from his slime-streaked clothes, bleeding hands, and muck-spattered hair. “I trust there are no difficulties?” he heard Andy inquire.



  
Gary Smith, the palace water steward, shook his head, straw-blond hair flopping across his eyes before he raked it away. “None at all, Your Majesty, highness,” and he nodded to Thomas after sketching a bow to the older brother. “Pressures are back up and so far everything looks good.”



  
“Good.” Andy accepted a piece of clean rag and wiped his hands and face. “When was the master sediment trap last emptied?”



  
Smith’s face fell. “Ah, last year I believe? I’m not certain, Your Majesty.”



  
“Well, it needs to be done more often. How full was it, Thomas?”



  
“Sand up to the first caution line, Your Majesty, and weighed two kilos or so after the water drained out.” That’s a lot of sediment in one year this far down the line. Which means the up-slope traps are probably full as well and the water is bypassing them. Which means someone has to go and check every damn one. He sighed as he set the toolboxes down in their slots on the maintenance cart’s bed.



  
The donkey pulling the cart appeared to be dozing in the late summer sun, and Thomas agreed with the beast’s sentiment. He’d never, ever admit it to his brothers, but the tunnels gave him the creeps, especially the lowest levels where the great cisterns held the water that kept Vindobona alive. Oh, they could have drunk from the Donau Novi, and had in emergencies or during system tests, but having clean water and plenty of it meant that the old city remained a healthy city. Healthy by modern standards, that is, Thomas reminded himself. He patted the donkey on the hip as he walked over to where his horse, Sweetie, waited.



  
Andy had some words with Gary Smith that Thomas ignored in favor of tightening the mare’s girth and checking her headstall. He also untied the hat from the back of the saddle and pulled it on, shading his sun-sensitive nose. Andy mounted his gelding and Thomas counted to five before he heaved himself into the saddle. He’d inherited their father’s short legs, at least short compared to Andy’s two-meter height. Smith climbed into the driver’s seat on the cart and clucked the donkey into motion, following the royal brothers as they rode south through the city’s streets.



  
Thomas nudged Sweetie ahead and caught up with his brother. “On a different topic, Your Majesty,” he began.



  
“Yes?”



  
“Have you heard anything new about the situations in Tivolia and Scheel?”



  
Andy blinked dark blue eyes before running his whip hand through his brown hair. “Only from Scheel, and that was a rumor that the Patricians sent the last messenger from Morloke packing. So the split is permanent, or as permanent as it can be until next spring, when everyone has had fall and winter to reconsider their positions.”



  
Thomas considered the rumor. “Or until Tillson and Sarmas’s fight spills over when they decide to gang up on Morloke, that is, Your Majesty.”



  
Andy made a rude but quiet sound as he raised his whip hand, acknowledging several bows and salutes from passersby. “Which has to be one of the stupidest fights imaginable, but then no one ever praises Miles Tillson for his sagacity and foresight, do they?”



  
“No, Your Majesty.” Not that I’d want to marry Edmund von Sarmas’s daughter either, even if I could, but to send her back and try to retain claims to her dowry? And the free cities are between Sarmas and Tivolia anyway, so what do either Sarmas or Tillson gain by trying to unite the two, besides a bunch of pissed-off fortified towns? Thomas wasn’t a diplomat or soldier per se, but even he could see how stupidly Miles Tillson was acting.



  
“Despite the mess along the rest of the Donau Novi, I think our problem will be the north again next year,” Andrew said after a moment. They’d reached the edge of the palace district and guards opened the decorative gates for them, bowing with fancy flourishes of their ribbon-trimmed hats. Emperor Andrew waved in acknowledgment as they rode through. “We northerners singed the Turkowi at the Plate River lowlands, but not badly enough.”



  
Thomas felt his jaw starting to drop and caught himself just in time. He did stare at his brother in disbelief before returning his attention to Sweetie. “Interesting, Your Majesty.” We damn near slaughtered every male Turkowi under age forty and you think it’s not bad enough? After all, the Turkowi were just another horse tribe, like the Magwi on the plains south of Scheel, but with a different religion.



  
“A courier is due this afternoon, Thomas, so get cleaned up and meet me in the lesser council chamber. Starland, Bierski, and Kossuth will be there, too.”



  
“What about Peilov?”



  
Andy slashed the air with one hand. “He’s still got plague to deal with.” Thomas made Jenna’s line with one hand. “The good news is he’s kept it confined to Peilovna and Donatello Bend. The bad news is…”



  
“The bad news is that it’s in Peilovna and Donatello Bend, two of the most heavily populated counties in the realm.” Plague terrified Thomas more than tunnels did, although not by much.



  
“Later.” Andy let two grooms take the gelding’s head as he dismounted. Thomas rode on to the far end of the stable block, closer to his quarters. He kicked loose of the stirrups and half-fell out of the saddle. Sweetie, used to his inelegant dismounts, flicked her tail at the flies. One of the waiting stable hands bowed. “Your Highness.”



  
Thomas turned over the reins and patted the mare on the shoulder, then walked off. Smith would put the tools away, so he could go straight to his rooms and clean up. Already thinking about what he’d need to review before the upcoming meetings that afternoon and the next morning, Thomas barely remembered to take his hat off as he passed through the heavy iron-bound door at the end of the second-oldest wing of the palace.



  
Ulrich Jones, his valet and steward, opened the door to his chamber before he could walk into it. “My lord,” Ulrich whispered, bowing, then catching the hat as Thomas tossed it.



  
“Andy called for a policy chat in two hours or so, lesser council chamber. I’ll need to wash these.” He held up his hands for Ulrich to see. “Hair too.”



  
“Very good,” came the harsh-voiced reply. The square man helped Thomas prize off his rough work boots, then took his coat, wrinkling his nose at the state of the sleeves. Thomas flinched at the valet’s disapproving glance, then poured himself some water and drank half the pitcher.



  How can I get thirsty when I’m surrounded by water? Never mind. He crossed the small anteroom in two strides, shed his shirt as he strode through his study, tossed the shirt on the bed and stopped. He turned to his private altar and bowed to St. Jenna and Godown. Thank you for getting us back safe. Then he walked into the small, tile-floored room where a water spigot poked out of the wall. He ran some water into a deep basin and ducked his head, scrubbing his hair and face both before he emerged. He found the soap by touch and scrubbed his short hair before ducking back into the water again. Thomas groped around with one hand and felt the towel sliding close enough for him to grab. He patted his face, then rubbed his hair touch-dry before returning the towel to Ulrich.



  
Clean clothes waited in the bedroom and Thomas finished changing out of his heavy dirty-work gear and into narrow trousers and a white shirt and dark blue waistcoat. Andy had decreed full court formality to be in abeyance until the heat broke, so he could dispense with his jacket, thanks be. Ulrich nodded his approval and held up a mirror. Thomas combed his hair back into place. If he let it grow much longer, the thick brown hair turned into an undignified curly mop. His light skin did not match his dark hair and eyes, and once again he wondered what strange combination of ancestors had given him the odd coloring. He gestured for Ulrich to bring the mirror closer so he could inspect his cheeks and nose, looking for more of those strange red patches. The churigon had already cut two off his back and one off his nose, in case they might be dangerous. “Thank you. Any gossip of interest?”



  
Ulrich put the mirror away and shook his head. “No, my lord,” he rasped. “I ordered the maids to start unsealing the storage chests and airing out some of your heavier things, in case the weather turns. And your waxed riding coat and hat are back. Your new shirts are also here. I took the liberty of having the laundress wash them after I approved them, my lord.”



  
“Very good, Ulrich, thank you.” Thomas glanced to his little prayer area. Please, Godown, send cooler weather before we have any more duels or riots. “By any chance has someone?” He looked back and saw Ulrich removing a fly-mesh cover from a plate of minced fish sandwiches and a slice of custard pie, along with a pot of hot tea. “Thank you.”



  
Thomas devoured the light meal as he read the most recent summary of the Empire’s foreign relations. Through a very informal agreement, he focused on matters outside the Empire, leaving internal affairs to baby brother Michael. He’s twenty-eight with two-and-a-half children, so not exactly ‘baby’ anymore. The youngest prince had come as a great surprise to the Babenburg family; a most blessed surprise, as events proved. Andrew had yet to marry, Thomas couldn’t, but Michael had happily stepped into the breach, providing potential heirs if Andy failed to find a wife.



  
Thomas finished eating and his valet whisked the dishes away. Thomas took the tea into his study and read a little more before he had to go to the lesser reception chamber.



  
He found a tidy stack of messages and two reports waiting for him in the cool meeting room. Counts Jan Bierski and Anthony Kossuth stood by the other small table, chatting animatedly about something. Lord Don Starland appeared deep in thought as he read a letter. Or he could be napping, Thomas grinned to himself. Starland had fallen asleep at parade rest at least once, although Godown knew on that occasion he’d earned the nap.



  
Thomas busied himself sorting the messages. One, from a source in Morloke, caught his attention and he broke the seal, skimming the written contents. Then he ran a finger under the written words, feeling the pattern of dots and bars pushed into the thick paper. He frowned and reread the written words in light of the coded message. His brothers and their advisors would not like this news, especially if rumor proved true. Someone cleared their throat, and he looked up to see Jan and Anthony watching him. They bowed and for the hundredth time he wondered if they were twins. Oh, he knew otherwise, but they shared red-brown hair, green eyes, narrow jaws, and wiry builds.



  
“Good afternoon,” he greeted them.



  
“Good afternoon, Your Highness,” Anthony Kossuth replied. “Any news of note?”



  
Thomas glanced at the message in his right hand. “Yes, possibly, but it is best saved for all to hear together.”



  
Kossuth took the hint and nodded, stepping back a pace. All three men turned as a quiet, “Zzznxxx” sounded from Don Starland. He’s done it again. Don stood, head tipped forward, eyes closed, dark brown hair flopped over his forehead, full lips slightly open, sound asleep. I thought he’d age out of that, but apparently not.


  
Bierski’s eyes popped open and he mouthed, “I didn’t think he could do it.”



  
“He can sleep anywhere, and does,” Thomas hissed back. And at the most mood-shattering moments, too, if he’s tired enough. Should they try and wake him before Andrew came in? He heard a door open and pivoted to face the front of the chamber.



  
“His Majesty Emperor Andrew,” a voice proclaimed, and the men bowed. Out of the corner of his eye, Thomas glimpsed Starland startling and dropping into a bow. He’s lucky he’s facing the right direction, Thomas thought. Andrew has no sense of humor when it comes to matters of precedence and etiquette.


  
“You may rise,” Emperor Andrew called. “I called this informal meeting to discuss the latest rumors out of the south, and to sound out your thoughts regarding options for dealing with Peilovna and Donatello Bend.”



  
Bierski gulped. “Your Majesty, what happened to Count Peilov?”



  
“Nothing as of the last message from Crownpoint,” Andrew said, turning to Thomas and raising his eyebrows in a question.



  
“There are no further updates, Your Majesty.”



  
“The question is one of supply and taxes. It appears that the plague has stopped at the Peilovna and Donatello Bend borders, Godown be praised.” The men made the signs of their patron saints. Andrew continued, “But Count Peilov reports an estimated twenty-five percent population loss, although that is worst case, as you well know. Even if it is less, those who recover from the malady are weak, so Peilov thinks he’ll lose half of harvest unless he gets outside help.”



  
Starland pursed his lips and rubbed alongside his long nose. “I take it, Your Majesty, Your Highness, my lords, that no one is volunteering their assistance.”



  
Kossuth gave his older associate a look suggesting that only an idiot would ask that.



  
“No. Nor is the crown going to ask or order anyone to, not until those lands have been plague-free for a month. What I want to know is: will remitting Peilov’s taxes for a year break the budget?” Andrew asked.



  
Bierski, the mathematical one in the quartet, tipped his head to the side as he thought. “I believe that, based on what I recall, the loss will not unduly injure the Empire’s reserves, barring war or other disaster. Will the crown seek to make up the loss from other estates?”



  
Andrew pursed his lips before replying, “Not at this time, barring war or other disaster, or an imperial wedding.”



  
Thomas raised his eyebrows at that bit of information. Wedding, Andy? I wonder who. Not the Sarmas daughter, surely. That would trigger a three-way war. Starland shot Thomas a glance and the prince shrugged a centimeter.



  
“Now, since domestic revenues always end up tied to foreign affairs,” Andrew continued. “What news from the south? And I mean news, not market talk and traders’ rumors.”



  
Thomas held up the message from Morloke. “The news is that the division of Scheel from Morloke is permanent and official, Your Majesty, according to the Oligarchs in Morloke, Scheel’s Patrician Council lacks the military strength to protect their border and force Morloke back into the commonwealth at the same time.”



  
Kossuth made a quiet, rude sound.



  
“Yes?” Andrew inquired.



  
“Ah, Your Majesty, just that the division strikes me as counterproductive. They barely beat off the Turkowi the last time Selkow’s fanatics tried to force the passes, and neither territory has enough resources to prosper without trade.”



  
“Thomas?”



  
“Your Majesty, I’m inclined to agree with Anthony, but apparently the Oligarchs and Patricians don’t. I suspect there’s something we don’t know about, a family division or feud or,” Thomas spread his hands and shrugged. “What concerns me are the reports of Turkowi traders attempting to pass as Magwi. Several have been caught in both Morloke and Scheel, after the annual horse fairs in Tivolia and Morloke.”



  
Don Starland patted the tiles with his foot. “Your Highness, perhaps they are traders. There’s no way the Turkowi could muster to attack anyone, not after their losses up on the Great Plate River.”



  
“I agree.” Andrew’s cold tone warned that the topic had come to an end. “Tivolia and Sarmas are of greater concern,” and discussion turned to that difficulty.



  
Some time later the emperor dismissed his advisors. Thomas walked back to his quarters, fingering the coded letter and wondering. The Magwi and the Turkowi detested each other for all that they shared a number of commonalities. For a Turkowi to pretend to be a Magwi horse trader made no sense, since no country but Polonia had barred trade with the Turkowi yet. Maybe Andy and Don are right and there’s nothing but someone being foolish for some reason. Could the Turkowi be trying to pass their animals off as Magwi? That would make sense, given the prices some people will pay for a Magwi stud. As he considered the matter, that explanation made a good deal of sense. But still, something nagged Thomas. Once back in his study, he made a note of his thoughts and filed the report away in the foreign ministry file. Then he stripped to his drawers and flopped onto his bed for a much-needed nap before the evening’s entertainments.
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As the musicians sounded the notes of the first dance, a couples’ line dance, his majesty bowed to Elizabeth Albinez and offered her his hand. The young woman fluttered and curtsied, resting her hand on the emperor’s. The other courtiers paired up, and Thomas bowed to Dowager Countess Jones. “Might I have the pleasure of your grace?” he inquired.



  
The old lady sniffed a touch but agreed. She retained a measure of her former grace despite suffering from joint rocks, and she and Prince Thomas marked the end of the line of dancers. They bowed, stepped to the side, turned in place, and stepped forward, touching hands before turning to face the couple above them in line. As the flute began a counter rhythm, the four touched hands at the center of their small square and rotated a quarter turn so that women now alternated with men in the lines. The guitar and viol picked up the melody and the dancers turned in place again before the next set of steps.



  
After the first dance ended, the musicians played the opening bars of a couples dance. Thomas escorted the dowager back to her seat, then took his accustomed hiding spot. Miss Geraldine Eulenberg joined him. She wore a plain dark brown dress and small brown cap with no lace. “Your Highness,” she said, curtsying.



  
“Miss Eulenberg.” He eased over to make room for her beside the ornamental plant. “I am surprised to see you here.”



  
“Uncle Misha insisted that I come. He still does not understand what half-vows entail.” The attractive young woman sighed. “He means well, but keeps saying that this is ‘a phase’ and that once father finds me a husband, I’ll ‘see reason’.”



  
Thomas gave her a sympathetic smile. “He sounds like my mother, Godown be with her.” You should be seeing young ladies, you don’t need to spend so much time praying or studying religions things, you can miss one worship service without causing a problem, Thomas recited from memory. No, because even a half-vow is a serious commitment and solemn profession, Mother, which Fr. Anthony is probably still trying to tell you. He stood between the everyday world and a clerical profession. Thomas could still serve his family, but he also served Godown.



  
Geraldine gave the dancers a wistful look, then wrinkled her nose. “I have not had the heart to tell Uncle Misha that I will be making a full profession at midwinter, with my parents’ blessing.”



  Really? That’s interesting. I wonder if Andy knows? Laural should, too. It’s been a while since a count’s daughter took full vows. That could shift the marriage market somewhat. Or perhaps not, Thomas decided, since she was the third daughter. “May St. Sabrina guide your discernment,” he told her.



  
“Thank you.”



  
Another group dance began and Thomas excused himself. Even though he’d taken half-vows, that did not release him from all social functions. And he was, in theory, an eligible bachelor as well as being his brother’s heir.



  
An hour before midnight Andrew caught his eye and nodded his dismissal. Thomas bowed his understanding and ducked out of the great reception hall. Ah, Godown be praised for the evening cool! That many bodies made the airy room stifling, and Thomas cut through the back ways and the gardens, breathing deep of the cooler air.



  
The wind had shifted, trickling down from the west. He fancied he could smell the sour, woodsy air of the hills west of Vindobona through the summer fug of the city. I will lift up my nose unto the hills, form whence cometh fresh air, he misquoted without a shred of guilt.



  
Once back in his quarters, he rinsed off again and fell asleep as soon as his head hit the pillow.
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Liara Kidder fought off a yawn, forcing herself to pay attention to her mending. She’d carried everything up onto the battlement, hoping the bright sunlight and breeze would keep her awake. At least the light made the work easier to see. She hated black-on-black mending, but lighter thread stood out terribly on her father’s trousers. At least I’m above the smells, too, she thought, watching the dung wagon trundling back from its weekly trip to the farms on the other side of the river and marshes. And above the blood flies and biting gnats. After listening to her father and the other soldiers for most of her life, she understood why the Lander survivors had built a fortress extending well into the river here on the Morpalo in southern Scheel, surrounded by swamps and wetlands, but that didn’t make the bugs any less irritating.



  
Mending her father’s pants again also irritated her, and she frowned at the dark material. How did he do it this time? He’d managed to tear the lower leg, the part that should have been tucked into his riding boot, and the upper thigh on the other leg. Of course they would be in places where she had to use black or dark blue thread to mend the tears, and she couldn’t just patch them, since these were his “uniform” pants. Liara moved a little on the gritty stones of the archer’s step, keeping her shadow off the work as she began stitching.



  
Liara finished closing the thigh tear before her neck cramped. “Ow,” she moaned, rubbing the sore muscles in her neck and shoulder. “Ow, ow, ow, I know better.” She slowly straightened out her neck, turning her head left to right, then tipping back to look up at one fluffy cloud drifting through the white-blue sky. Her back also bothered her. She stood up and glanced around for watchers before bending over to touch her toes, then twisting back and forth. She rolled her shoulders and flapped her arms, carefully, so it didn’t look as if she were trying to signal or attract attention. Stretched and shaken, she leaned against the sun-warmed stones of the top of the fortress wall and looked out to the east.



  
Far in the distance, at the edge of the world, a faint blue line peeking over the hills marked the heights of the Marlowe Mountains, part of the Dividing Range. Closer to Sigurney and the Morpalo River swamps, hills marched from northwest to southeast, matching the line of the western coast. Liara sighed. She liked the seacoast better than the hills and hated the swamps. She’d been allowed to walk on the beach when they’d lived in Sudmaar, running free as her mother did the mending and cooking. Then the Patricians had promoted her father to captain and moved them to Sigurney. No one played in the swamps, not even the few people living outside the walls of the old town and its fortress. “It’s an important post,” she whispered to herself yet again. “The Patricians trust Father a great deal to make him commander here.” And she wouldn’t be here much longer, not if her brother Gerald was right about finding a possible husband for her.



  
And dreaming about young men would not get the pants mended! Liara sighed, tucked a stray brown curl back into her hat, and shifted her work until she had sunlight again. The breeze had died, even up on the battlement, and she risked unlacing and loosening the top of her blouse. Her father never said anything, but Sergeant Timothy would bellow at her for “distracting the men” again if he caught her. Sarge is worse than Fr. Donn ever is about women and modesty and proper behavior, she snorted. As if I can get into any mischief or even look at a boy here without someone reporting to Father. She didn’t need a matron to protect her when she had four thousand men of the Sigurney garrison ready to tattle if she so much as glanced at someone.



  
An hour later by sun, she’d finished mending the pants. I quit. Her eyes felt crossed and they watered from trying to see the tiny stitches on the heavy twill fabric. Her fingers had gone numb, along with her rump. Liara packed everything back into her sewing bag and picked her way along the long, steep steps from the archers’ walk down to the second level. A grating voice called, “What do you mean you didn’t finish the floors yet?” and she heard a heavy slapping sound. Liara ducked into the closest doorway and scooted through the dim passage until she came to the back way into the family quarters within the inner tower. When Alice O’Raurk’s temper got riled up, anyone became fair game for her anger, and Liara didn’t want it to be her.



  
She slipped into the commander’s quarters without being seen and leaned against the wall, relieved to have escaped notice. Then she straightened up and took off her heavy shoes, pulling on her slippers with one hand as she took off her sun cap and smoothed her hair with the other. Then she remembered to tighten her collar. “What was it today? Oh, yes, sausage and marsh wheat with sweet roots.” She took the mended pants to her father’s bedroom and laid them on the bed for him to inspect, then went to her cubby and put away her workbag. She checked her reflection in the little hand mirror she’d inherited from her mother.



  
“No smudges this time.” She wrinkled her nose. A few curls had escaped her under cap, as usual, and she set the mirror down before twisting the stray hair back into place. She tightened her plain white cap and tugged her apron straight, re-tying the laces in the back before checking the mirror again. Her mother’s eyes looked back at her, grey-blue against her summer-tan skin. Where the little button nose came from no one knew, but she’d gotten a full dose of her father’s broad lips and classic chin. Liara put the mirror back in its hiding place and brushed her hands on her skirt. “Sausage, no, sweet roots first, and put the marsh wheat on to soak,” she decided aloud.



  
Her father’s aid found her a few minutes later, as she was stoking the cooking fire and shifting the coals around. “Miss Liara, Captain Kidder says two more for supper.”



  Oops, better get out more grain and another root, then. “Two more for supper. Thank you, Lt. Johns.”



  
He nodded and spun on his heel, striding out as if on parade. Except he collided with Alice as the matron threw the door open and rushed in. Liara bit her lip and turned back to the fire, struggling not to laugh. Goodwife Alice O’Raurk found nothing amusing, least of all an affront to her dignity such as walking into a soldier. Liara heard sounds but concentrated on measuring more marsh wheat into the bowl. She’d pumped water before going to the wall, so all she had to do was add enough to cover the grain.



  
“What are you doing, Miss Kidder?”



  
“Peeling two sweet-roots to go with sausage and marsh wheat, Goodwife.”



  
Alice grunted and peered over Liara’s shoulder. “Did you get your father’s trousers finished?”



  
“Yes, Goodwife.”



  
The older woman sniffed. Liara concentrated on peeling the roundish roots. The tough, lumpy skins stuck unless she used a very sharp knife, and she needed to get every last bit of tuber off the skin that she could. “Don’t be wasteful. It will be a month before more supplies come.”



  
“Yes, Goodwife.” I’m not a child, Alice. I’m perfectly capable of running my father’s household. I’ve been doing it since I was thirteen. And he won’t marry you, especially not since your husband is still alive! Although I’d try for a detached posting too if I were married to you.


  
Alice leaned forward and inspected Liara’s work. The lean, weasel-faced woman sniffed again before withdrawing a step or two. She stirred the soaking grain, then went to poke her nose in someone else’s work.



  
Liara waited until she heard the door shut before heaving a sigh of relief. Her mother would never have put up with Alice. But Liara was only sixteen and unmarried, so she had to at least act respectful, even if her father was the commander of the fortress and Alice’s husband a corporal courier. Liara set the tuber peels aside and stirred the grain, pouring off a little of the water and adding fresh. A few weevils left with the rinse and Liara groaned. She’d have to go through the entire sack of marsh wheat tomorrow, sifting and sorting.



  
Liara tested the big chopping knife, then attacked the two sweet root tubers, hacking the orange roots into bite-sized pieces. She’d toss them in with the sausage as it baked, catching the drippings while mellowing the sharp flavor of the meat and herbs. She set a pot of water on the hot fire to come to a boil. Then she turned her attention to the dining area.



  
By the time the water boiled, Liara had cleaned and set the table for six. She hurried back, drained the grain once more, and poured it into the pot of boiling water along with a bit of ham and some fresh greens that she’d saved back. Then she moved part of the fire to the side and set a second pot of water heating for hand washing before the meal and cleaning up after. The sausage and sweet roots went into a clay dish that she’d soaked in water. Liara set the lid on it, then set the dish on the coals, piling a few more onto the top. She tidied the worktable and tossed the tuber peels into the fire. She had time enough for one set of bead prayers before she needed to check the grain.



  
Liara went to her cubby and opened the little box with her treasures. Her mother’s prayer beads rested on top of the trinkets and bits of material. Brilliant scarlet and gold beads alternated with creamy tan and ended in a tiny red and gold flame, a reminder of her late mother’s devotion to St. Kiara. Liara sat on the end of her promise chest and began reciting the beads, praying for her mother’s soul and her brother’s health, and for discernment in choosing a husband, among other things.



  
“Blessed be Godown, Lord of all, who takes His children to his heart. Blessed be,” she stopped on the last bead and sniffed. “Oh no!” Liara dropped the beads back in the box and darted into the cooking area to find starchy water overflowing from the grain pot. She used a scrap of batting to lift the pot lid, frowning as she saw the water. Alice! You old cow, what were you thinking? Someone had added water to the grain. Liara bailed at least two tankardsful out, then added the last of the greens, the ones she’d been saving for garnish since her father had a guest. “I hope it isn’t ruined.” Godown, please make Alice mind her own business. Fr. Donn always scolded people who prayed for unworthy things, but even he might agree with Liara this time, or so she thought.



  
The food survived. At least Liara thought it had. Her father and the other men didn’t seem to taste it. She listened as they talked, filling their mugs and adding more to their plates when they signaled for seconds. No one complained, even though the grain seemed bland to her taste. Instead, the men chewed over the latest news.



  
Captain Michael Kidder, Liara’s father, rested his elbows on the table. “So much for the so-called ‘Eastern Empire’ finishing off the Turkowi.”



  
Sergeant Frank Timothy poked at his food, pulling anything green out into a pile on the side of the plate. “They were stupid is what they were, sir.”



  
“The Turkowi or the Imperials?”



  
“Imperials. One battle, even a big one, won’t stop the heretical bastards, sir.”



  
“The Turkowi or the Imperials?” Kidder raised one hand, forestalling an answer. “I know, the Turkowi. The Imperials are impious, arrogant, and incompetent, but not really heretics. Yet.”



  
Lt. Tommy Johns looked from one speaker to the other. “I thought the Turkowi wanted to trade at the big fairs?”



  
A visitor with a courier’s ribbon sewn onto his sleeves shook his head. “Not according to the message the Rajtan sent to the Patricians’ council. Tulwar Ko Singha’s people want to trade, yes, but he and his priests want us to convert as well. To ‘accept the true faith of the one goddess, she who gave birth to all in her mercy and for her unending glory,’ as the message put it.” The courier gulped a bite of sausage, coughed, and continued, “And if the Patricians don’t return tokens of our conversion by next spring, the Rajtan will bring Selkow over the mountains, in order to correct the error of our ways.”



  
“Is he strong enough to do that? I thought the Imperials had beat some sense into him, sir,” Jones half-asked.



  
Kidder shook his head. “No idea. He may be bluffing. He may be trying to keep his priests happy, like Governor Andrews used to do, by calling for a war to eliminate the unbelievers but not really doing anything more than make noise.” He drained his tankard and Liara refilled it, this time with weak beer. He frowned but didn’t complain. “Or he could be serious. I think it’s a bluff, but we’d better prepare for a ferengrazzia next spring.”



  
“Unless the Patricians decide to convert,” the courier reminded them.



  
Kidder’s brown eyes narrowed and he rubbed the scar on the side of his face. “They can and be damned, but most of the rest of us won’t, especially those with families. Not unless there’s been a sudden revelation and the Selkowiki changed half their theology. In which case I expect to see pigs and sheep flying two-by-two over the hills above the trees.”



  
The courier started to speak, but stopped when Kidder pointed to Liara. What’s the matter? I’ve heard worse, probably. She glanced down to make sure she had not spilled anything on her blouse or apron. What do families have to do with changing religion? Unless the entire family has to switch for some reason. She’d ask Fr. Mou Marcy when he next came to visit. For all that he came from the Empire, he knew a lot about the Turkowi and their goddess.



  
“Liara, thank you for a good meal. You don’t need to wait on us any longer,” Captain Kidder announced.



  
She got up and bowed a little to the men. “Yes, Father.” She took their now-empty plates to the cooking area. Liara washed everything and put the pots on the warm side of the stove to dry faster. She brewed a little herb tea for her father to drink for his stomach after the other men left, then banked the fire, shook out the drying cloths, and swept the floor. Chores done, she finished the bead prayers and went to sleep.
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“Go in peace, may Godown’s blessings go with thee and His wisdom guide thee until you return,” Father Mou Thomas Marcy chanted.



  
“Godown’s grace be with thee. Selah,” the congregants sang back. All bowed to Godown’s symbol above the altar. Then the worshippers began turning to go, chatting or departing in thoughtful quiet. Mou preferred quiet, but after thirty years in the priesthood he’d given up waiting for miracles. Thank you, holy Godown, that they even come, since harvest is in progress. He sensed a frost in the air as well. I’d better add prayers to St. Michael-Herdsman and St. Basil-Pastor tonight. Not that he believed in St. Basil, but Godown knew which saints were true and which were false, and could sort out the petitions as He saw fit.



  
Fr. Mou waited until the parishioners departed before leaving the altar area, in case someone needed to speak with him. Then he snuffed all the lamps and candles except for the massive presence lamp beside the main altar and the petition candles at the altars to St. François, St. Mou, and St. Kiara. Kiara’s flame, or rather an excellent wooden representation of it, also danced beside the main altar. After another check of the candles, and nudging two leaning petition tapers upright so they didn’t fall onto the wooden rack and start a fire, Mou retreated to the robing chamber. He brushed the borrowed robes off and hung them up for Fr. Edward. Holy Godown, pardon my thoughts, but next time you could just send a messenger instead of a storm if you need me to change my route.


  
The storm had closed the road as well as drenching Fr. Mou. He’d turned west, diverting away from the Morpalo River and into the hills, only to dodge more downed trees and washed-out trails as he came north. That slowed him by a week, so he’d reached Norbert only yesterday. He’d knocked on the door of the priest’s residence and heard the worst coughing he could remember. Fr. Edward, also caught in the storm, had failed to change clothes fast enough, chilled, and came down with the winter cough two months early. Of course he couldn’t lead holy day worship, but could…? Mou agreed. One more day would not mean much, since he was not going to be crossing the mountains this year.



  
After he finished cleaning up, Mou returned to the side chapel to St. François, his patron. He bowed, then knelt, joining an old woman. She appeared oblivious to the priest’s arrival, too wrapped up in her own devotions to notice anything of the world. Mou picked up his beads and began the litany for harvest, adding special prayers for safety of those working in the fields. He approved of the local image carver’s work. François looked down on them, stern yet gentle, understanding of true weakness but impatient with the lazy and foolish. Much like his priest, and Mou added a little prayer for patience, as he always did. He doubted that the bishops would ever fault him for excessive tolerance and laxity of worship.



  
He finished the prayers, bowed once more to his patron, and walked out into the cool late morning sunshine. A trickle of north wind teased his neck and face, and he pulled his coat closer around his shoulders, then tugged his knit hat lower over his bald head and large ears. I wonder if the weather is changing again? His horse, normally placid to the point of torpor, had snorted and sidled that morning as he groomed the mud-colored gelding. The other animals also acted restless, as had the congregation of St. Kiara-by-the-Woods. Mou stretched his long legs, walking briskly to the edge of town and climbing the worn steps up the wall. One of the guards saw him and bustled up. “What are you—? Oh, sorry Father.” The town guard backed away as he caught sight of Mou’s silver pendant of office.



  
“No, I’m the one who’s trespassing. I just wanted to see what the sky looked like to the north.” Mou followed the heavyset guard to the wall and peered out over the edge of the wall.



  
“I’d say you have until the noon bell to get your errands done, Father, then I’d stay in for the rest of the day.”



  
A dark blue mass covered the northern horizon as far as Mou could see. He’d seen enough of those cloud lines to know what they meant, and the priest nodded his agreement. “Aye, we’ll be waving an early good day to the sun, I fear.”



  
“Aye, Father, that we will. At least it’s not one of the brown ones like they get on the eastern plains.”



  
Startled, Mou turned back to the guard. “You’ve been on the plains?”



  
The man spat and shook his head. “No, Granther and Grammer were. Some of the last of Godown’s people to flee back to this side of the mountains. Granther talked about the dust storms that came on the north wind in bad years.” He glanced to the north again, then back at Mou. “Granther always preferred the plains. Said he liked seeing weather coming. Grammar shook her spoon at him every time he said it.”



  
Mou smiled a little. “If there’s any truth to the stories about the weather east of the Dividing Range, I’d side with your grandmother. Thank you, and Godown be with you.”



  
“And with you.” Mou trotted down the wooden steps and hurried back to his lodging, an inn not far from the church. He had no desire to listen to Fr. Edward’s coughs, and the innkeeper had offered Mou a late-season discount.



  
The cold storm arrived as the last of the noon bells rang out. The wind howled through Norbert, stirring up a little dust. The innkeeper’s wife had already brought in her laundry and had hung the dishtowels by the fire in the main room to dry. Mou settled onto a bench by the fire with his travel notes and began working on his report for Bishop Frank Martin at Vindobona. Although nominally assigned to Tivolia, since Duke Tillson refused to accept a new bishop until the church paid him a newly announced “settling fee,” Mou reported to Vindobona, at least until the situation in Morloke and Scheel sorted itself out. Which was why he now sat in Norbert, at the edge of Morloke, Tivolia, and the Empire, almost a month behind his usual schedule.



  
That afternoon, when the wind abated a little, he checked on Fr. Edward. The younger man looked and sounded much better. “I won’t be helping with the butchering tomorrow, I promise, but I can lead worship,” he assured Mou.



  
“Good. I’ll leave early tomorrow then. Do you have anything to go north?”



  
“No, thank you. I sent everything two weeks ago, before the last storms came through, with a group of traders on their way to Vindobona and then Herbstadt. They’d been down with the Magwi all summer.” The round priest shrugged. “Their route sounds backwards to me. I’d winter with the Magwi and go north in summer, like the birds do, but I’m just a priest.”



  
Fr. Mou shrugged in turn and finished his tea before getting up. “No, stay here and rest. I’ll do evening prayers for you, so you can stay in the warm and dry.”



  
“Thank you.” Edward looked much better than he had the day before, but it was easy to relapse into the winter cough.
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Three weeks later Fr. Mou reached Kossuthna Major in the Empire. To his delight he found Count Anthony Kossuth in residence. “Father Mou! Godown bless, but we’d worried about you this summer,” the tall, lean border lord declared.



  
“The situation to the south kept me busy. But I’ll fill you in later. I need to see to my beasts first.”



  
“Of course, Father. How did Claude do for you?” Anthony walked around the gelding, checking his legs.



  
“He did just fine. Got colic once when he managed to get through an unlatched gate into a field of just-mown fodder grass.” Mou smiled at Anthony’s groan. “Darby had too much sense to do that, thanks be.”



  
“Well, Darby’s a donkey. Of course he knows better.” The men smiled at the jack, who puffed a little as a stable boy removed his packs. “So, let’s get out of the cold before my lady scolds me for being a poor host.”



  
Mou followed Anthony into the main hall, then through a side door and into the chamber reserved for traveling priests. Kossuthna Major didn’t have enough people to warrant a full-time spiritual guide, but priests visited at least six times a year, and until this past spring old Lord Steve Kossuth, the count’s uncle, had served as lay-leader. Mou made St. François’s sign in memory of the old man’s passing. He’d been crippled from an accident as a young man and had taken half-vows after failing to find a wife. Godown, grant him mercy in Your grace and shelter in Your arms, Mou prayed. He did his best, even if he was a little too fond of sprits. But who was Mou to say that he wouldn’t do the same thing, if was in as much pain as Steve had been at the end, his bones eaten and twisted by joint-rocks?



  
Mou washed off a little of the road dust and returned to the main hall to find Anthony and his lady, Marie, along with four of their children. Mou smiled at the stair-step, brown haired youngsters, then stopped. “Where’s Thomas?”



  
“He’s at the fearless and fast on four legs stage, Father Mou,” Marie explained with a little laugh. “So we’re keeping him in the nursery until all the winter stores are in and the heavy shutters are up, along with the fire guards. I don’t want to discover that he’s been flattened by a log or gotten buried under a pile of winter blankets.”



  
“And Annie is with Godown,” Anthony added quietly.



  
Mou closed his eyes for a moment. “Godown loves all his children. St. Foy helps the innocent to find rest in Godown’s care.”



  
“Indeed, Father. Her passing was a mercy,” Marie murmured.



  
“Will we be having evening prayers tonight?” Little Marie asked.



  
Mou smiled. “Yes. In the chapel, with bread and oil and incense,” he assured her.



  
“Oh good!”
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Later, after worship and supper, Mou retired with Anthony to Anthony’s warm, comfortable office. “Marie will join us after the children are in bed,” Anthony said.



  
“I don’t understand how women manage,” Mou admitted. “I see it, but Godown must have given them special energy to do all that they do in a day.”



  
“Marie refuses to tell me.” The two men fell silent as a servant brought in nuts and apples to go with the cider simmering on the hearth.



  
Mou looked around at the books in the room, noting a few new theology books and accounts of saints’ lives along with the usual account files and histories. Mou wondered yet again if Anthony would have come to the clergy, had he not been the first-born son. But Godown gives each their calling. I’m glad we have been granted this friendship, because I need someone I can talk to about what I found in Tivolia. And who understands my little weakness. Mou pulled a small case out of his belt pouch and removed a tight roll of nicotiana leaves.



  
Once the servants left, Anthony stirred the cider, then lit Mou’s nicotiana stick with a coal. “So, Father, what news from the south?”



  
“I learned something fascinating, but I’m not certain if I should say anything about it or just place the files in the archives.”



  
Anthony cracked a nut and tossed the shell into the fire. “Church history or otherwise? Because if it is Lander history, his majesty will want to know anything you find.”



  
Mou shook his head and helped himself to the cider. “Neither. It has to do with Selkow.”



  
Anthony inhaled the rest of his nut, then started coughing. “Selkow? You found the source of the heresy?” He whispered, then coughed again. “Sorry.”



  
“No, not the source of the heresy, but the reason why they hate the women of Godown.”



  
“I assumed it had to do with women raising the children and secretly staying faithful to Godown.”



  
Mou drew deeply on the burning leaves, enjoying a rush of smoke and relaxation before he exhaled. “No, or at least that’s not the main theological reason, although I suspect the theology developed because of that. No,” he leaned forward and tapped off a little of the ash into the fireplace. “It is so that the women can be blessed by being reborn as followers of Selkow. Their souls return to the world in Turkowi bodies and they receive a second chance, so to speak, to follow the true religion.”



  
Anthony’s eyebrows drew so close that they looked like a V-shaped caterpillar. “Wait. The heretics believe that a woman must be born to worship of their goddess, otherwise she can’t convert and should be killed?”



  
“There are some records in Sierra, just inside Tivolia’s borders at the seminary of St. Gerald there. One of the postulants speaks and reads Turkowi—no he’s not a convert, it’s a long story,” he warned. “But he translated the book and some other things that were captured thirty or so years ago. Women are too spiritual and devoted, according to the Selkow priests, and can’t be swayed from either ‘the true worship’ or from ‘the way of error and fire.’ So the best, kindest, most blessed thing to do is to kill the non-believing females over age four, and they will be reborn as followers of the goddess with all the blessings that entails. Men are more worldly and less spiritual, so we can convert.” The very idea made Mou queasy, and he sucked in more smoke to settle his nerves.



  
“That’s… ugh. Damn it to hell, but that’s sick. I’ve heard some strange things, but that… I see the logic, and it makes a warped sense, but…”



  
“That’s what makes me believe the translation is correct, Anthony. The logic holds and matches what we’ve seen and heard over the years.”



  
Kossuth ate another nut. “If, and I really do not like the way this leads my mind, Father, but if this is true, it might explain the other things we’ve seen. Because why not show them something truly horrible, women I mean, so they will be more appreciative of their redemption when they see Selkow after death? A taste of eternal punishment so they are more grateful to be reborn as Selkowiki, and more devoted?”



  
“Oh holy Godown. Oh St. Sabrina and St. François, but that makes a dreadful sort of sense. As well as justifying what is otherwise inexcusable.”



  
The other man raised one finger. “Do not, under any circumstances, mention this to Princess Laural, Father. Whatever else you do, don’t mention it to her. She’s already on the border of fanaticism when it comes to her dislike of the Turkowi, and this will push her over the edge,” Anthony warned.



  
“I’ll take that under advisement.” Mou finished his nicotiana stick and tossed the last bits into the fire, then got more cider. “So, how much are you going to charge for Claude’s siblings and their offspring, now that I’ve proven he can deal with anything the road comes up with?”



  
A woman’s voice answered from behind them, “Twice what he’d planned, I’m sure.” Marie Kossuth, neé Klaussen, half-closed the door behind her before taking the seat on her husband’s left side. “Big steady horses for heavy loads on rough roads will sell well, especially this year since nothing is moving out of Peilovna and Donatello Bend.”



  
Anthony reached over and rested his hand on Marie’s knee. “You see, Father, just who the true ruler of Kossuthna is.” Marie flushed at the praise and patted her husband’s hand. Mou smiled at the by-play. He heard so many unhappy spouses coming to him and the other priests for counseling and prayers that he savored being around contented couples. Happy pairs never asked for assistance.



  
“No one has ever accused you of poor taste, Anthony, just poor choice in vocations,” Mou teased.



  
Marie winked back. “Ah, Father, but everyone knows that celibacy is not passed down the family line.”



  
“True,” he admitted, smiling and reaching for more cider. “So, back to my question, Anthony; how much are you charging for your mud-colored mounts?”



  
    [image: * * *]
  


  
A month later, Fr. Mou’s mud-colored gelding clomped up the road to the river gate at Vindobona. He’d spent almost a week at Kossuthna Major, christening babies, holding worship, and overseeing three weddings and two memorial services. The snow had crept well down the blue wall of the Dividing Range before he, Claude, and Darby-the-Donkey had crossed the Donau Novi for the first time. The roads turned to clinging black mud as he rode north, and Mou looked forward to not being in the saddle the next time cold rain changed to snow. Thank you, Godown, for all things in their season. A week of false-summer had lured the foolhardy out of their farmsteads farther than was wise after the fall equinox, and Claude had proved his worth as Mou joined the search parties, and pulled two wagons out of road mud. Mou leaned forward and patted the gelding’s hairy, thick neck. “I wish I could grow a winter coat as thick as yours,” he murmured to the horse as they waited in the gate line. I also wish I could light a stick, but this wind would blow it out before I got it half smoked. He’d gotten lax during the week with Anthony Kossuth, indulging in a stick every evening.



  
“Next,” a voice bellowed, and Mou nudged Claude into motion. The gelding clopped forward to meet the gate guard. “State your business,” and the man looked up at last. “Father.”



  
“I’m here on business with reports for his reverence Bishop Martin.”



  
The guard made a mark on his note board, then walked around to look at Claude and Darby. “These both yours? What’s in the packs?”



  
“Yes, and the packs are clothes, incense, altar clothes and other implements of worship, and seeds from Scheel for the Imperial physic garden.”



  
The well-bundled soldier made a few more marks. “Right, enter, Father, and the winter curfew will come into effect after this next holy day.” He stepped out of the way and lifted the bar across the smaller of the two gates.



  
“Thank you, and Godown be with you.”



  
“And also with you. Next! Yes, you there leading the mule.”



  
Mou rode into the city and out of the wind. Claude and Darby accelerated their steps. They knew very well that buildings meant food. Mou let them step out. The traffic seemed light for this early in the afternoon, and the few pedestrians out on the road dodged nimbly out of the stolid horse’s way. Mou rode as far as St. Gerald’s Square, then dismounted and led his beasts to the north side of the cathedral, to the House of St. Gerald. He tapped twice and the porter opened the heavy gate, allowing Mou to enter the courtyard before closing out the world once more.



  
“Prior Alois will see you at the fourth bell, Father,” the bent-over man acting as porter told him. “I’ll take your beasts if you wish.”



  
“Take Claude, please. I’ll see to Darby. Godown blesses those who serve the servant.”



  
The porter bobbed a nod as he took the gelding’s reins. “Ay, Father, that He does.”



  
Mou took advantage of the hours before his appointment to wash with real, fresh, clean hot water. For all that he envied Claude his warm winter coat, being bald had a few advantages when it came to washing. Out of habit Mou checked for lice and ticks, and found none. Free of those horrid things at last, he rejoiced as he dried off and dressed in his last set of mostly clean clothes. Marie Kossuth had insisted on washing most of his things, but the cold, wet weather that followed made bathing and laundry luxuries he could ill afford. No point in courting winter cough any sooner than I have to.


  
Clean and presentable, Mou returned to his room. He retrieved his prayer beads and the small sack of coins that people had given him to give to the church here in Vindobona. Then he walked to the chapel of St. François beside the larger one for St. Gerald, bowed to the altar, and added the donations to the poor box by the door. Mou knelt and offered up prayers of thanks for his safe travels and implored renewed health on Fr. Edward and a few others. St. François, patron of teachers and guide of the lost, grant me wisdom. Holy Godown, source of all wisdom, show me your will that I might serve you as your saints and those before me have done. I do not know what to do with that which I have learned, and the knowledge terrifies me. Please, holy Lord, as you guided François and Your other children through the Fires, guide me to Your will, for the good of Your people. He recited one set of bead prayers before reporting to Prior Alois’s office.



  
“Be seated, Mou,” the old priest ordered, pointing to a wooden seat with a flat cushion drooping off the edge. Mou rescued the cushion and sat. “We’ve been worried about you. Trouble in the south?”



  
Mou spread his hands in a semi-shrug. “No more than you’ve already heard, Prior Alois. The split between Morloke and Scheel is official, and the Patricians’ Council in Scheel told the Oligarchs in Morloke to, ahem, go jump in the Belt Sea.”



  
“Humpf. Are they splitting the church as well?”



  
“Not as of when I left, sir. We still have full freedom of travel, and Bishop Basil in Sudmaar retains authority over both countries. There’s no talk of repeating Duke Tillson’s folly, thanks be.”



  
Alois made St. Gerald’s bridge with one hand. “Thanks be indeed. Any other news along those lines?”



  
Mou shifted in his seat. “Yes. Before I left Scheel, Rajtan Ko Singha sent a message to the Patricians, demanding that Scheel convert or be brought forcibly into Selkow’s domains.”



  
Prior Alois leaned forward, black eyes locked on Mou. “And their response?”



  
“They refused. They believe that the Rajtan is bluffing. However, the common folk that have heard the news take the Turkowi threat seriously. Already some were packing to move farther from the hills and even talking about moving north, or sending their women north.” He took a deep breath and let it out again. How to phrase it? “The folk of Scheel are not as confident in the Empire’s assurances about the status of the Turkowi as are some.”



  
“Tactfully phrased, Fr. Mou.” The two sat in silence for several long minutes. “I think it would be best if you held that information close, at least until his reverence hears from you. Bishop Martin is meeting with the Imperial family tomorrow, but last I heard the day after tomorrow he has time, barring any surprises. I’ll let him know you’ve returned.”



  
“Thank you, sir. Is there any word on the situation in Tivolia?”



  
The old priest looked up at the ceiling and spread his hands in exasperation. “None. The last word from Duke Tillson was that if the Bishops’ Council would not accept his nephew as bishop, and we refused to pay that settling fee, he had other priorities, namely his fight with Duke Edmund Sarmas.” He looked back down and rolled his eyes, giving a little shake of his head. “Back in my younger days, I crossed paths with Edmund Ironhand of Sarmas. Tillson does not know what he’s getting into, unless Sarmas has mellowed beyond recognition.”



  
“From what little I heard aside from rampant rumor, sir, he has not. Mellowed with age, that is.”



  
“As his reverence says, the age of miracles has drawn to a close.” The dry comment made Mou smile, and Alois nodded. “Now, I’m being a poor host as well as not doing my duty to pass on your letters and messages. Prince Michael and his wife left their greetings and would like to meet with you. It seems the time is coming for selecting a baby name.”



  Already again? Sweet St. Sabrina, but Michael and Laural must have decided to make up for all their siblings’ deficits by themselves. “I’ll contact them after I meet with Bishop Martin.”



  
“A good decision, and since the evening meal is in an hour I will let you go and rest a little from your travels.”



  
Mou took the hint.
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A week later, rested and refreshed in spirit, Fr. Mou Marcy waited at the palace gate. His interview with Bishop Martin had left him both drained and relieved. “Add the material to the archives, Marcy, with your own thoughts and observations, but don’t say more than that and do not speak of Selkow to Princess Laural unless she initiates the discussion. She’s being stubborn, much like his majesty is, but in a different way.” So Mou sent word to the palace, and a message came back the same day, inviting him to meet with Michael and Laural “to discuss patronage for the pending arrival.”



  
“Pass in, Father, and I apologize for keeping you waiting,” the guardsman in Babenburg blue said as he opened the iron gate enough to allow Mou to walk in. “We’re trying to be more careful about who comes and goes these days, what with all the confusion in the south.”



  
“I understand. Godown be with you.”



  
“Thank ye, Father, and may He guide you.”



  
Mou crossed the broad courtyard, cut through the winter-brown garden, and stopped at a small door. He tapped and a watch-panel opened. “Fr. Mou Marcy to meet with their High—”



  
He tumbled back as the door flew open. Prince Michael himself shoved his hand out to help Mou regain his balance. “Come in, please! I am so glad to see you, Father.”



  
Mou took the hand, shook it, then followed the energetic youngest prince into the family wing of the palace. It is truly a shame that we have not rediscovered the secrets of the lighting bulbs, he thought, admiring the glass globes and their bright, steady glow. At least we have a few still in the library and archive at the cathedral, but more would be so helpful.


  
“Admiring the lights again?” Michael teased as they walked down the long, brightly lit hall. The lights held back the gloom outside. The enormous windows, also Lander artifacts, helped as well.



  
“Yes. My aging eyes appreciate a bright, soft, and steady light. As yours will some day,” Mou warned with a smile.



  
A servant opened the brightly painted door and Mou followed Prince Michael into the family quarters assigned to him and his wife, Laural Babenburg, neé Peilov. A very pregnant young woman waddled up to meet him and he bowed. “Your Highness,” he said as she dropped a little curtsey. “I can see why you are concerned about names and patrons,” he observed as a maid took his coat.



  
She nodded before accepting Michael’s hand to sit back down. “Yes. I miscounted somehow, and the little one appears to be coming sooner than I’d anticipated.” A little of her black hair peeped out from under the lace of her white cap. Laural’s dark brown eyes sparkled, balancing out the tired droop of her shoulders and the small lines around her eyes. Her husband patted her shoulder.



  
Mou looked around, then listened for the babble of the couple’s two children. “How are Rudolph and Sabra?”



  
Michael flopped into a chair and waved for Mou to sit. “Sit, please, Father. They are fine. They are out on their ponies. Cold weather means nothing to them, apparently, unless it gives them even more energy.”



  
Mou raised his eyebrows and gave the hyperactive prince a knowing look. “Truly their father’s children,” he intoned.



  
The youngest prince grinned, then sobered. “I hope so, Father, because if they take after their oldest uncle, we may have a serious problem in a few years.” Laural nodded her agreement as she waved to a servant. The young man brought in hot tea, chokofee, and some sandwiches for the princess. After the servant poured for all three, he left and closed the door behind him. Michael drank some of the chokofee and closed his eyes, resting his head against the back of his chair. “I’m worried about my brothers, Father, but especially about Andrew.”



  
“How so?”



  
“You know that he’s always been interested in the Landers, in their technology especially,” Michael began, running his fingers through his wavy blond hair before drumming them on the reddish-brown wood of his chair arm. “I fear his interest has grown into something more.”



  
Laural nodded, dark eyes grave. “He’s spending more and more time looking at ancient documents, something he calls ‘circuit diagrams’ and playing with wire and colored bits of only Godown knows what. Andrew, well, Father, we have to remind him of holy day worship, and Thomas has begun checking on Andrew early, to make certain that he remembers and attends. Even feast days!” She shook her head, eyes wide. “He would have missed the Feast of St. Donn, except that Thomas and then Michael all but dragged him to the cathedral.”



  
Mou considered as he sipped his own chokoffee. Laural finished her tea and Mou set his cup down, refilled hers so she would not have to bend forward, and topped off his own cup. “It is not a sin to miss worship when matters of grave consequence threaten, or in times of plague, or other bodily necessity,” he reminded them. “Has his majesty said anything about the cause of his absences and distraction?” I can’t think of any, but if something is threatening Vindobona’s water supplies, that might take priority over daily devotions. Perhaps.


  
“He claims to be close to recreating one of the Landers’ machines, along with more lighting globes,” Michael said. He crossed his legs at the knee, one foot twitching. “And he did find a way to repair one of the main pumps, one that Thomas discovered had a bad switch. But Lander things seem to be his main interest. Oh,” he waved his empty hand. “He still has council meetings, but he’s pretty much delegated all domestic matters to me and dumped foreign affairs on Thomas. But Andrew still has final say on all major decisions, even though he seems preoccupied with other things.”



  
“Hmmmm.” Mou set his cup down, rested his elbows on the chair arms and steepled his fingers. “Has his majesty been ill at all?”



  
Laural shook her head and swallowed the last bite of sandwich. “No, Father. He’s healthier than Michael and Thomas have been. Michael got a fever last month, and well, you remember what happens to Thomas every fall.”



  
“Oh yes, those terrible headaches.” Mou recalled them very well. He’d never seen anyone that shade of gray before yet still alive. “Were they bad this year?”



  
“Tom says on a scale of one to ten, they were seven. He was only confined to bed for four days this time. It didn’t help that he’d broken his wrist when he slipped in one of the water tunnels up in the hills,” Laural sighed. “I don’t understand why they have to do the dirty work themselves when we have water stewards and mechanics.”



  
Her husband shifted in his chair, patting his other foot. “Because it’s Tom. If Andy won’t do his duty, Tom feels that he has to take up the burden. And it may be a penance.”



  
“Penance? Assigned by whom?” What priest in his right mind assigns repair work as a penance? Not even the bishop would do something that dangerous.


  
“Self-imposed, and I don’t know why. He’s been drooping around like he does sometimes, Father,” Michael mimicked his brother’s hound-like expression. “Maybe he feels responsible for Andy not marrying yet, or for Andy’s sudden interest in Lander technology.”



  I need to have a word with Prince Thomas, then, and with Fr. Laurence if he’s still palace chaplain. And perhaps his reverence as well, Mou decided. If his majesty is neglecting the Empire, nothing good will come of it. Especially if matters in Scheel pass as we all fear. He felt a chill come over his heart, and Mou made St. François’s sign with his hands. “Thank you for confiding in me, Your Highness. I will pray about the matter.”



  
“Thank you,” Michael sighed, leaning back again.



  
“Now, about the upcoming arrival. Do you have any sense of his or her desires?” Not that I’ve heard of a babe choosing a patron while still in the womb, but we always have to ask.


  
Laural rested one hand on her large belly. “Not exactly, but the baby calms down when I meditate on St. Donn and St. Misha.”



  
Mou considered her words. “Interesting. St. Donn is certainly fitting, given that he is the patron of watermen and those who live by the river’s generosity. St. Misha was a healer and churigon of some repute before turning his gifts to the service of Godown,” he thought aloud. “Some would say that the babe’s reaction hints that you bear another boy, Your Highness.”



  
“As active as the little one is, Father, I fear he is a boy who takes after his father.” She glared at Michael, who stopped drumming his fingers on his leg. “If so, I think we will call him Alois for his use name.”



  
Mou hid a smile. If he’s a boy as active as his father, Laural, you will call him a lot of other things before he grows up, I suspect. “A good choice. I would incline to St. Donn, given the family heritage, and that Peilovna is on a river as well.”



  
Michael nodded, rocking a little front to back in his seat. “I know of no objections, and both Misha and Donn have winter feasts.”



  
Laural nodded as well. “St. Donn is a good patron, and remember that Anne’s patron is Misha.”



  Ah, I’d forgotten that. Thank you. “Another good point. Then St. Donn as patron, and Alois Donn if it is a boy?”



  
“And Antonia Donn if a girl. Antonia was my godmother’s name,” she explained.



  
They chatted until the children stampeded into the family’ suite of rooms, muddy but still excited after their riding lessons. Just watching them made Mou tired as they bounced around, tugged their parents for attention, and recounted every minute of their ride. Rudolph Michael reminded Mou of himself in his younger days, and Sabra Andrea would never lack for offers of marriage, given her coal black hair, fair skin, and brilliant blue eyes. Godown be with Michael, because he may have to nail the windows shut and put guards on every door if she continues to be as lively as she is now.


  
Mou took his leave after blessing the children, and began making his way down the hallway to the cross hall that led to the courtyard near the end of the stables. Busy making notes in his small book of names and patrons, he almost walked into a short, sturdy man who looked very much like Sabra Andrea. “Your pardon,” the man said, then stopped and bowed. “Father.”



  
“Prince Thomas! Godown be with you.”



  
“And with thy spirit,” came the murmured reply. “Truly Godown has been busy today.”



  
“Oh?”



  
“Yes, Father, I,” Thomas looked down both hallways. “I am in need of spiritual guidance and advice, and Fr. Laurence is abed with the winter cough.” He sighed, “already.”



  
“My time is yours, my son.”



  
They returned to Thomas’s rooms. “You may go, Ulrich,” Thomas said as soon as they entered. Mou glanced around, frowning as he saw new, worldly pictures on the wall. His frown deepened when he caught sight of the prince’s brocade waistcoat draped over the back of a chair. If this is what half-vows look like, I shudder to think of what this room would be otherwise. Fresh candles sat on the altar, and Mou noted what appeared to be a new book of devotionals for those who followed St. Jenna. He returned to the study and sat, then gestured for Thomas to be seated.



  
“What is your difficulty, my son?”



  
Instead of sitting, Thomas knelt. “I am frightened and confused, Father. I have sought Godown’s will, but it remains hidden from me.”



  
Mou turned his thoughts inward and up, opening himself to hear without judging so that Godown could speak through him, if He chose. “What weighs on your heart, my son?”



  
“I do not know how to balance my duties to my family with those of Godown and the Empire, Father. I fear I may be forced to break my oath of loyalty to His Majesty for the good of the Empire.”



  Holy Godown, guide me, Mou pled as he felt his heart starting to race. “Yes?”



  
Thomas looked up, sorrow and confusion on his oval face. “Father, Andrew spends less and less of his time and attention on matters of state and on our duties to Vindobona. I have taken up as many of the municipal tasks as I can, even though I fear the tunnels and passages. Godown has helped me so far, but I cannot manage the water system and foreign policy both, especially since Andrew will not, perhaps cannot, give me authority. He’s grown more distant since summer, Father, and he listens, I think, but I’m not certain that he hears, especially on matters of the Empire.”



  
“Is his majesty ill in any way?”



  
Thomas shook his head. “No more than any of us, Father. At least, not in body. I fear he may be ill at heart and in spirit, but I’m not in a position to ask him directly. When I tried, he turned cold and refused to acknowledge either Michael or me for almost a week, and then he only spoke to us in council meetings and in our roles as councilors, not as brothers. I know he must remain above us in order to do his duty as emperor, but he closets himself in his workroom most of the day and into the night. He has begun missing worship unless Laural and Michael drag him to the Cathedral.”



  Something is very wrong. Andrew always attended holy days at the very least, as well as morning prayers with Fr. Laurence. Godown, please guide me. “You say that you are concerned about your vows, my son. In what way?”



  
The prince took a deep breath. “If Andrew will not act, Michael and I will be forced to take over, just as if he were gravely ill in body. But I swore to recognize his authority over me and to serve him and the Empire. Should he continue to withdraw without stepping aside, and if, Godown forbid, war breaks out or the plague spreads from the Peilov lands, I’m not sure I can serve both my emperor and the Empire.”



  
“Are you certain that you see truly, and that you are not searching for excuses for your own actions?” I doubt it, given what your brother said and how much you fear going underground, but I have to know Thomas, and you have to think about it.


  
“That’s what I’ve prayed to Godown for: discernment. And asked St. Jenna, who is between and both, to help me walk between Andrew and the Empire, to do my duties without overstepping or taking more than is my due. Nothing, Father. I’m losing my way.”



  
“My son, that you know you are lost is the first step. Searchings four, verse twelve says, ‘Those who wander without looking will be lost, but those who stop and wait on Godown’s guidance He will lead to the right path. Search and pray, waiting and resting in His grace and truth, and the way will be revealed.’ So says the Holy Writ,” Mou recited. “And He never sends trials greater than our strength, no matter how they may look at first or what we think we are to do.”



  
“Great is Godown’s mercy, as gentle as the sun and soft as the rains of autumn,” Thomas murmured, eyes closed.



  Which suggests that the writer of that song of praise never ventured south of Tivolia or east of the Dividing Range, Mou noted silently. “My son, my first word is this: look to the greatest need. Delegate if you can, to those whom you can trust. You have water stewards, do you not?”



  
“Yes, Father.”



  
“Give them some of the duties you have taken upon yourself. Remember, only the proud attempt to do everything by themselves, too haughty to ask or accept help.” Thomas ducked and hunched his shoulders, and Mou frowned. “You have not been delegating even though there have been offers, have you?”



  
“No, Father. I thought I needed to do it myself, to set an example.”



  
“You know better, my son.”



  
“Yes, Father.”



  
“As to the greater need: step back. Leave matters and watch and pray. I’m not saying ignore what goes on in the family or in the Empire,” he cautioned, cutting off Thomas’s protest. “I’m saying stop pushing and wait. Winter is the season of rest and renewal of land and of spirit. The same applies to matters of state, my son. Watch, listen, learn, plan for the spring, but trust in Godown. I will pray for you and for Andrew to find discernment and peace, and renewed energy and health.”



  
“Thank you, Father.”



  
“And I will pray that you find strength to avoid worldly temptations, my son. You are not vowed to poverty, but I highly doubt that St. Jenna or St. Gerald wore much brocade, no matter how flattering the cut and color were. And are.”



  
Thomas flushed. “Yes Father.” He sounded reluctant and Mou knew that he’d hit the mark. “Ah, even if the item is a gift?”



  
“If it is from your siblings or is a diplomatic gift, yes, you may wear it enough to show your appreciation. Otherwise no, my son.” And I highly doubt that Michael or Andrew would give you such things, knowing that you are under half-vows, he snorted, silently.



  
“Yes Father.”



  
Mou raised his hand in blessing. “Holy Godown be with you, may He grant you His wisdom and discernment and strengthen you, that you may resist the temptations of both body and of power. Go in his peace, my son, and his grace rest on your soul.”



  
“Selah.”



  
“Now get off your knees before you make my joints ache,” he scolded mildly. Thomas got up and sat in the spare chair beside the desk. “What else of import, my son?”



  
“That was my greatest concern, Father. Do you have any news?” He looked and sounded relieved.



  Thank you, Godown, and give all of us grace. “You have heard of the Rajtan’s proposal to the Patricians’ Council in Scheel.”



  
“No, Father. Is it related to trade? There have been Turkowi trying to pass as Magwi horse dealers this year, and we, the council, wondered if they were trying to fob off Turkowi mounts as Magwi blood stock.”



  
Mou blinked, surprised. “They may have, but no. The Rajtan sent word to the Patricians inviting them to convert to Selkow’s worship. Otherwise he will bring them to ‘Selkow’s truth’ by force.”



  
Thomas’s jaw dropped, revealing a missing tooth as well as his surprise. “No! I had not heard that at all. Everything has been about the division of Morloke from Scheel. Sweet St. Jenna, that’s bold. And where will the Rajtan get troops, if he intends to make good on his threat next year?”



  
“I was not going to cross the passes and inquire.” Mou kept his tone dry. “The southerners believe that he has the strength and they are preparing, as best they can. The common folk, that is. The Patricians assume he’s bluffing, or making a token noise to justify an action at some point in the future.”



  
“I hope that is the case, Father.”



  
“From your lips to Godown’s ear,” Mou replied. Thomas drew Jenna’s line from eyes to his waist. Mou stood. “And I need to be back at St. Gerald’s priory to prepare for the evening vigil.”



  
Thomas stood as well. “Um, Father, you wouldn’t have need of a new vest, would you?”



  
“No. And if I did, you are so much larger in the chest that I could make two vests and still have material left enough to trim an altar cloth.” He shook his finger at the prince, but smiled a little to ease the sting. “Do I need to have a word with your spiritual advisor about devotional materials and added vigils?”



  
The frantic head-shake almost made him smile—almost. “No, Father, thank you.”



  
“Godown be with you. I’ll pray for you and your family.”



  
“And with thee, Father. I covet your prayers.”



  Better coveting prayers than a jacket to go with that vest, young man.


  [image: 4: Winter’s Shadows]


  
Thomas glanced at his brother and frowned. What is wrong with you, Andrew? The emperor twitched almost as much as Michael did, running his beads through his fingers over and over and glancing around, almost as if he were looking for a reason to leave worship, even if it was the feast of St. Donn, patron of all watermen. Thomas looked the other way and caught a glimpse of Bishop Martin and Fr. Laurence exchanging a look. I don’t think they’re talking about the quality of the liturgy. Which means his majesty may get an earful. Perhaps they can get through to him, because Godown knows he’s not listening to the rest of us. The passing sub-priest got the censer a little too close to Thomas and he flinched away from the heavy brass incense holder, trying not to duck. Easy there, don’t get too excited. He inhaled to begin reciting the next prayer and got a large dose of smoke. Oh no, not, “Choo! Ah-choo!”



  
A few hours later, Emperor Andrew gave his brother a shrewd look. “The liturgy of St. Donn disagree with you?”



  
“No, Your Majesty. An overdose of incense did.”



  
For the first time in several weeks Andrew laughed, his dark blue eyes dancing. “I thought the young man was a little too energetic when he was swinging the censer.”



  
Thomas smiled back. “Incense is supposed to complement worship, not send the congregants diving.”



  
“You mean like the time the candelabra dropped three meters when the cog on the hoist broke?”



  
Thomas made St. Jenna’s sign at the memory. “Yes, Your Majesty, but without the ducking and yelping.” The mass of brass, iron, and glass had stopped a mere two meters above the congregants in St. Kiara-in-the-Wall. He’d been there with their father and never forgot the sounds or scene.



  
They returned to reviewing papers. “Tom, what’s going on in Scheel?”



  
“Which what, Your Majesty?” About five things come to mind, and that’s just the confirmed things.


  
Andrew ran a hand through his now collar-length hair before tapping the stack of pages. “This order for cannon from Tivolia and from Parino, and more gunpowder, this time from Martino. They have raised taxes on luxury goods and non-draft horses and mules in order to buy arms, or so this trade report claims.”



  
“Hmm,” Thomas sifted through his own documents. “Is that the one from the Imperial agent in Engelplatz?”



  
“Yes. Are they going to reunite with Morloke by force?”



  Have you not heard a word of what our agents in the south have been saying, or what Fr. Mou brought back? Apparently not. Thomas didn’t growl, but he came close. “No, Your Majesty, they are anticipating an invasion as soon as the passes open and the rivers clear. The Rajtan, remember?”



  
Andrew slapped his hand down on the papers. “Remember what? We beat him so badly it will be years before he can do anything.”



  
“Not everyone is so certain, Your Majesty.” I’m certainly not. “Ah,” Thomas turned his head and sneezed again, then sniffed. “Your pardon, sir. The Rajtan threatened to invade Scheel if the people did not convert. The Patricians’ Council believes that he is bluffing, or so the last official word from them proclaimed, but as of late summer the commons didn’t agree. That,” he nodded to his brother’s papers, “suggests that the Patricians have decided to hedge their bets, in case Rajtan Ko Singha attempts a series of raids.” And if the word has spread as far as Engelplatz and Tivolia, then perhaps we should start bracing as well.


  
“Well, the more fools they. Stay as you are,” Andrew ordered, getting up to stretch and walk around, almost pacing. He looked thinner and worn. “We stopped the Turkowi on the Great Plate River. Whatever the Rajtan thinks he’s up to, he doesn’t have the people or materials to do it, not after we beat him that badly. And how could he move so far so fast? From the northern end of the Dividing Range down as far as below the Grey Gates in how many years? Three?”



  Six, Andy. Six years, and your collar is dirty, and your trouser cuffs look like water filter cloth, they are so frayed. What is the matter with you? You won’t tell Fr. Laurence, and I know he’s asked you because he asked me the same thing when you refused to say. Thomas rubbed along the side of his nose, forestalling another sneeze. But if I say anything, you will freeze me out again. Instead he pulled the report from Engleplatz out and set it aside to add to his intelligence file, before inquiring, “All quiet in the workrooms?”



  
“What?” Andrew stopped pacing and stretched again, giving Thomas a glimpse of stained shirt in the gap between jacket and vest. “Oh yes, you mean has anything caught fire recently.”



  
“Caught fire or have you found any more things like those switches for the pumps.”



  
Now, finally, life returned to Andrew’s features, and he unbent enough to lean against the table. “I think so. I’m almost finished with recreating that circuit from the diagrams that I found last summer, and the last trade caravan from New Herb Hill? They had several Lander devices with them, plus wire and more small bits and pieces of plaztik and metal. There’s one that’s,” he held his hands shoulder width apart, “this long, polished metal, absolutely seamless inside and out. It attaches to what looks like a form of gun stock, and I think it may be one of those weapons the space mah-reenes used.” Andy smiled, as excited as a boy with his first pony. “Can you imagine what the Rajtan would do if we could find more of those? And we could settle the mess in Tivolia once and for all.”



  
Thomas leaned back in his chair. “That is, Your Majesty, if it really is a weapon and not some other kind of tool, and if you can make it work without, oh, plugging the wrong end into the power source or using the wrong ammunition.”



  
The emperor’s shoulders drooped. Then Andrew straightened up again and wagged his finger in Thomas’s face. “You are such a pessimist! If you’d spend more time helping me, as you should, and less time moping in the chapel or in your office, we could rescue more Lander technology and secrets.” Thomas felt the hair on his neck rising at the strange fire in his brother’s eyes. “Think what we could do—more lights, more power for other things like the great planting and harvest machines, perhaps even rediscover the medicines and stop depending on herbs and prayers.” He turned around and stalked back to his ornate, throne-like chair at the head of the council table. “The Landers would never have worried about the Rajtan.”



  
Thomas licked dry lips with an even drier tongue. “Quite true, Your Majesty, you are correct.” Because they had other things to worry about, like enemies hiding among the stars, if the bits of old chronicle and legend are true. Andy, what is going on? Holy Godown, please may I be wrong, but I think Andy’s got Landers on the brain.


  
The arrival of the rest of the counsel brought an end to his worries, at least for the moment. Counts Bierski, Jones, Montoya, Grantholm, Peilov, and Midland each bowed to Emperor Andrew as they entered, ignoring Thomas. He started to protest but bit his tongue again. Not worth it, and I’m supposed to be above such slights. Although—and he watched carefully—did he see relief in some of the men’s eyes? Yes, Jan Bierski and Matthew Peilov made no attempt to hide their pleasure at seeing Andrew alive and apparently well, if a tad shaggy. “Here, Matt, I have a full set of minutes so you can see what’s been going on while you were away,” Thomas offered, pointing to the seat on his left side.



  
“Thank you, Your Highness. I’ve tried to keep up, but it’s been hard.” Matt Peilov’s black hair looked thinner, and his hairline had slipped back at least a centimeter since the previous spring. He’d lost weight and his clothes hung off his frame, as if they’d been hastily taken in but not quite enough. His black eyes seemed to sink into his face, and his cheekbones stood out.



  
“You may be seated, and since you are here, Count Peilov, please give us the latest news from Donatello Bend and Peilovna,” Andrew announced.



  
“Your Majesty,” Matt said, bowing slightly. “In sum, we lost a third of our people, and expect to lose more this winter to hunger and winter weaknesses. Only half the crops came in, but Godown be praised we had an enormous nut crop. Between the nuts and the loose pigs, people should have enough to eat, even though they will be very tired of pork and nut flour by next spring. The shahma are wintering at Keerland on rented pastures, so the shepherds do not have to come back while there are still a few sick people. The fleeces and clip paid for the pastures, plus some supplies and taxes.”



  
Thomas made notes for Michael, since Laural had seemed on the verge of starting labor by the end of morning worship.



  
“Are you going to bring in more settlers, Matt?” Jan Bierski asked.



  
“Not yet. I want to be absolutely certain that the plague has stopped before opening the borders. If people move in and the sickness erupts again, and they flee…” He didn’t have to say anything more. Everyone made their patron’s sign to ward off the prospect.



  
“Excellent thinking, Peilov,” Andrew said, his tone grave. “Godown in his mercy granted Peilovna good leadership at the time of need. We,” he made a circling gesture with one hand, drawing in the entire council, “have decided to reduce your taxes for the next year, so you can build your reserves back up.”



  
“Thank you. That helps immensely Your Majesty, my lords.” He stood taller, as if a weight had come off his shoulders.



  I think it did, Thomas mused. He can’t pay full taxes with empty lands, and if something happens to the shahma, he’d be doomed.


  
“You may be seated.” After Peilov settled into the chair, Thomas slid him the meeting minutes for the past three sessions.



  
“Where is Lord Starland?” Andrew inquired.



  
The others looked at each other, shrugging and giving small head shakes. Finally Albert Grantholm raised his hand. “Your Majesty, I believe he is attempting to come back from Tivolia. His father sent him down to look at some horses and a new type of dairy cattle, and rumor has it that Miles Tillson has closed the border or is hindering travel some way.”



  
Pedro Montoya muttered, “That sounds like Don’s sort of luck.”



  
“Anything his father touches goes wrong,” Tom Jones agreed.



  
Thomas made another note, this time on one of the foreign affairs pages. Timothy Starland does seem to have a gift for sticking his fingers into disaster. I hope Don doesn’t get caught up in the Sarmas—Tillson mess.


  
The meeting continued for some time, at least until Thomas’s rump began feeling numb and Jones and Montoya had both been excused briefly to make use of the garderobe adjacent to the council chamber. As the hours passed, Thomas noticed a worrying pattern. If it has to do with Lander things, he’s interested. Domestic matters slightly less so, and he’s almost totally ignoring things outside the borders. I wish I shared your confidence that Godown punished the Turkowi as badly as you seem to assume, Andy.


  
That night, as he was saying the evening litany at his private altar, someone clopped on Thomas’s door. Ulrich answered it and let in a tired but very happy Michael.



  
Thomas got to his feet and rushed over. “Well?”



  
Michael grinned wide enough to eat an entire wheel of Sunderland cheese in one bite. “Boy. Alois Donn. Three kilos and a bit, and loud. Laural is exhausted but fine.”



  
“Congratulations!” Thomas thumped Michael on the shoulder. “You’ve told Andy?”



  
Michael’s face fell. “He’s not taking visitors of any kind, even family.”



  
Part of Thomas wanted to storm into the emperor’s personal quarters and rip him in two. Then the smart part of his brain stepped in. “Right. I’ll tell him tomorrow if I see him.” And then I’ll hold his head under the water spigot and run it at full pressure until I can wash sense and manners back into his skull. “Congratulations, and please tell Laural well done for me.”



  
“Thanks, and I will.” Michael glanced around and leaned forward. “Do you have anything to drink?”



  
“Officially, no.” As his brother’s face fell, Thomas held out his hand and Ulrich pressed a clay bottle into it. “However, I do keep a limited amount of medicinal supplies on hand, since we’re at the far end of this maze from the infirmary.” He removed the cork and handed the bottle of spirits of wine to his brother.



  
Michael knocked back a healthy swallow before returning the flask. “Damn,” he coughed. “What is that?”



  
“Distilled pfeach wine. Good for cleaning out deep cuts and abrasions.” Thomas kept his face as straight as possible.



  
“Right.” Michael began blinking and shook his head a fraction. He swayed a little.



  
“Right yourself, baby brother. Back to your new son, before you fall over and Laural has two of you to nurse,” Thomas warned, smiling again. You are about to hit the floor after that slug, baby brother: especially if you missed the last two meals.


  
He helped Michael back to his rooms, then returned and offered up thanksgivings to Godown, St. Sabrina, St. Donn, and St. Jenna.



  
Matters with his other brother came to a head on the second day of Winter Fair. Thomas sat in the emperor’s waiting room, steaming. Andrew had opened the festivities the night before, as per tradition, but he’d ignored the municipal council and several merchants and nobles in favor of spending the evening talking about Lander things with artificers and two traders from Hämäl and Lvarna. Andrew also missed Count Peilov’s hints about perhaps dancing with Princess Anne, leaving the soon-to-be-engaged couple sitting. Furthermore, Andrew had skipped the worship service that morning. You couldn’t be bothered to acknowledge Alois Donn until his naming ceremony, you offended the municipal council, you made our sister Anne cry, and Michael and I had to placate the merchants and others who expected that you’d at least pretend to have some interest in the festivities that they sponsor and help organize. Andrew Gerald Donn Anthony Babenburg, I really am going to soak your head under a water tap.


  
The door to Andrew’s study opened. “You may enter,” his footman intoned.



  
“Thank you.”



  
Thomas strode in and stopped, staring at the room. Every flat surface had a piece of Lander equipment on it, or a book, or notes and sketches. Smaller items had been hung on pieces of birch wood on the walls, where paintings and pictures had once graced the room. A stack of official papers balanced precariously on one corner of the worktable, crowded off by yet more Lander-related items and drawings. “Sweet Saint Sabrina save us,” Thomas whistled.



  
“What is it?” an annoyed voice demanded. “I’ve almost finished this bit of wiring, so don’t bother me unless it’s important.” Thomas walked into the next room and found Andrew at a battered table, surrounded by wires, bits of this and pieces of that, with a small hand-crank dynamo clamped to the edge of the table to test the circuits of whatever the thing on the table was.



  
Thomas counted to four. “I don’t know, Your Majesty. Is pissing off the entire municipal council important? And irritating some of the wealthiest people in the city, the ones who help support our intelligence network? Making Anne cry probably wasn’t that big of a matter, I grant you that much.”



  
“What? What are you talking about?” Andrew looked up from his work at last.



  
Thomas pinched the bridge of his nose. St. Jenna, help me stay balanced and between. “I’m talking about last night, brother, when you ignored your sister and her soon-to-be fiancé. You are head of the family, remember? You didn’t give her permission to dance with Matthew Peilov, or anyone else for that matter, and she finally started crying. Her maid came up with some excuse and Countess Montoya escorted her back to the palace.”



  
“She’s of age. She doesn’t need my permission.” Andy went back to his wires.



  
“Yes, she does, when you are acting as emperor at Winter Fair and she is your guest! And that’s nothing compared to the placating Michael and I had to do, and will have to do, unless you come up with a very good reason why you ignored the municipal council in favor of talking with two foreign traders. Several local merchants are pretty pissed as well, although I think they accepted Michael’s and my excuses. And Father Mou’s, since he bailed Michael out with Master Andriessen,” Thomas recited. “Although Fr. Mou is probably a little curious where you were this morning.”



  
“I was working on this wiring system. I think it will make the weapon work. And the traders had information about a cache of lighting bulbs and other parts that were found at Herbstadt.” Andrew looked up again. “This is much more important than that party last night.”



  
“Really.”



  
“It is,” Andrew insisted, pointing his finger at Thomas. “You have no idea how much work it requires to understand even a simple wiring diagram, let alone something as complex as these. I need to focus on this, not dancing with some merchant’s wife or talking to an earth-coal seller.” He tapped the brittle blue and yellow pages draped over the table. “These are giving me their secrets, Tom. With these we can learn what Godown gave the Landers, and restore our family and Vindobona to their glory.”



  
Thomas folded his arms and looked down at the floor. “Andy, our family were municipal you-till-ites managers who kept the water running during and after the Great Fires. Godown blessed us with smart ancestors and a great deal of luck. But if we are not careful, He will knock us back down to water stewards again, or worse, for our follies.”



  
“You’re been listening to Bishop Martin again. He hates me, hates all Lander things. He hates anything he doesn’t understand.” Fire snapped in Andrew’s eyes.



  
Thomas leaned back, arms still folded. “No, I’m listening to common sense and the Holy Writ and trying to find a balance and between.”



  
Andrew grunted and returned to tinkering with the wires and what looked like a round switch of some kind. Thomas walked around the room, marveling at all the bits and pieces. Some he recognized, but most bore unfamiliar markings. A few still had dirt and Godown-alone-knew-what encrusted on them. Thomas scratched at one with a fingernail and discovered that the “wiring” was only silver paint. That’s odd. What’s the base then? Not plaztik, although the color is right. He picked it up and used his penknife to scrape off more of the paint. “Andy, you’ve been had.”



  
“What,” a sulky voice replied.



  
“I said you’ve been had. These are not Lander: they are painted wood and beads in resin. Look,” he held out the thing.



  
Andrew snatched it from his hand. “You ruined it!”



  
Thomas put his knife away. “No, you paid money for a bad copy of Lander work. You’ve been had. Which you would have realized if you’d paid attention.”



  
Andrew got up from his work and loomed over Thomas. His face had turned red and a dangerous anger gleamed in his eyes. “You. You idiot. I am doing everything in my power to regain what we lost all those years ago, Stubby. The least damn thing you can do is keep track of your duties so I can do mine. I am head of this family, no thanks to you and our useless siblings.”



  
Stung, Thomas growled up at his brother, “Useless? Michael has been doing more than his share of domestic work, trying to sort out the tax situation and to keep Jones and Montoya from going after each other over that disputed territory. But he can’t act without your permission and authority, which you are too busy in here or watching the artificers to give. I’m juggling foreign and diplomatic business and I’m getting very tired of fobbing off and giving excuses to agents and representatives of Frankonia, the Poloki, and the Free Cities and Freistaadter. Tivolia’s about to explode, the Turkowi are threatening raids against Scheel, which means they think they are strong enough to come up the river and attack us, and you won’t pay attention because you are so sunk in Lander technology. We need cannons and better firearms, not lightening bulbs.” Thomas didn’t raise his voice, much.



  
“Get out.”



  
“No. Not until you take up the work of empire again, Andy.”



  
“This is the work of empire. When we regain the Lander’s tools and technology, we can reunify Colplatschki, Godown’s people and Selkow’s if they are willing. And if not we can remove them, confine them to their own lands.”



  
“Andrew, that won’t help here and now. And you have duties to your people, the ones you swore to protect and serve and lead.”



  
As soon as he heard them, Thomas knew he’d said the wrong words. Andrew drew himself up to his full height. “I have kept my vows. You, on the other hand, are disobeying the head of the family, your emperor, and are causing discord. Get out. Out of here, out of Vindobona. You will be gone within three days, or I will have only one brother still living.”



  You’re serious. You’re not bluffing, are you? The hint of madness in Andrew’s eyes warned that even his blood kin might not be safe if they pushed matters any farther. Oh shit. Do I stand up to him or do I flee and try to talk sense into him later? Thomas flinched. He had no doubts that Andrew would make good on his threat, one way or another. Cast me out or have me executed? I don’t care to find out either way, not the way he’s acting right now. Better a live shahma than a dead dardog and all that. He took a very deep breath and straightened his back, relaxed his fists, and bowed slightly. “Very well, Your Majesty. I shall depart and await your summons to return.”



  
“Go.”



  
Thomas bowed and left. He strode straight to his quarters. “Ulrich,” he called.



  
“My lord?”



  
“Pack everything—all my winter clothes, weapons, all of it. I’ll see to the books and papers. We are relocating to the royal property at Heilbrown for the foreseeable future.”



  
Ulrich’s eyes went wide and he hissed, “Heilbrown, Your Highness?”



  
“Yes. His majesty prefers not to be distracted by my presence. Heilbrown should be far enough away to ease his mind.”



  
“Yessir.”



  
Thomas sank onto the corner of his bed as he started thinking of everything he needed to do before he left. I haven’t had to move on such short notice since that night I dove out of Gregory’s window when his father came in. At least this time I’ll have my clothes with me! The old memory managed to bring a smile to his face. Now, twenty-something years on, he could laugh at how pathetic he must have looked trying to sneak back through the tunnels to get into the palace district. Michael would have sauntered through the streets as Godown made him, daring someone to comment. Well, the youngest always had to find a way to be different. Speaking of youngest, I’d better leave a note saying that I’ll be in Heilbrown and nothing more. One for Michael and one for Fr. Mou and Fr. Laurence, since they are my superiors.


  
Ulrich’s cough pulled Thomas out of his thoughts. “Uniforms, my lord, or heavy gear?”



  
“Heavy gear, and one set of uniforms, please. Plan on two carts or sledges. We’ll take the eastern road since I don’t trust the weather through the hills this time of year.”



  
“Yessir.”



  
While Ulrich packed his clothes and other things, Thomas prayed, then disassembled his altar and prayer corner. They fit into three wooden cases, and after some consideration the prince fit as many wax candles into the cases as he could. Beeswax cost a great deal, and this time of year could be quite hard to find. He boxed his religious books up, then began sorting papers to take and those to leave. A servant brought supper and he realized that his stomach had begun growling loud enough to attract Ulrich’s attention. “Thank you,” he told Ulrich, after the servant had left.



  
“You are welcome, Your Highness. Will you be bringing any staff?”



  
“Just you. It will be better to keep the people already at Heilbrown and not bring any more. I don’t want to deprive his majesty, Princess Anne, or Prince Michael and his family of staff. And I highly doubt I’ll be hosting any social events.” And I damn sure don’t want to raise any suspicions that I’m trying to build a following. Help me, Godown, to allay Andrew’s temper and please, please, for the sake of all your children, bring Andy back to here-and-now. Then he dug into the bacon-wrapped roast fowl and baked sweet-root with cassia.



  
Three days later, Thomas wished he’d either pissed Andrew off three months earlier or had waited until after the spring equinox to say anything. The cold north wind picked up old snow as it hissed past and ran nasty fingers down the little gap between his collar, scarf, and hat. Ulrich, never happy in winter, huddled deep into his coat, only his hands and eyes visible behind all the layers of cloth. Their horses plodded along, heads low, tails to the wind. The sun tried to peek through cracks in the low gray clouds, but no warmth came from the sky. Maybe St. Mou’s followers are right, that the next time Godown is angry with us He will send ice instead of Fire. Although at the moment I would not object to a sermon on the Great Fires, just for the inspiration.


  
“I do wish winter were not quite as cold, Your Highness,” croaked the pile of coats.



  
“I’m inclined to agree with your wish,” Thomas agreed. “Two more days south, then we turn west and the hills will provide a little shelter.”



  
“Aye, Your Highness, unless the wind turns out of the east.” Ulrich’s grate sounded tired and resigned. Well, no way existed to change the weather. Even the Landers couldn’t, so who were their descendants to try? “Unless it’s from the south and brings sleet and ice,” Ulrich added in a thoughtful way. His mare shook her head, making the bells on her bridle jingle.



  
“I’d just as soon it didn’t, thank you.” I remember all too well what rain changing to ice feels like, and having my coat freeze to the saddle. Sweet St. Jenna preserve us from that.
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Thomas, Ulrich, and the carters reached Heilbrown without undue excitement. As Thomas had hoped, once they rounded the bend and turned west, back along the southern edge of the central hills, the road conditions improved and the wind stung rather than cutting through every layer and chilling Thomas all the way through to his liver. I am soooo glad we don’t fight in winter, and Godown, protect me and keep me from ever traveling a long distance in winter ever again, please, please, please, he implored one night as he tried to thaw his fingers enough that he could unfasten his collar without yelping. The snow, not as deep as on the north flank of the hills or in the river lowlands to the east, covered the countryside almost a meter thick. The men stayed alert for dardogs and human predators, desperate for food and willing to hunt anything. But they encountered no one aside from woodsmen and a few merchants. And none of the men suffered frostbite, suggesting to Thomas that miracles still happened despite what the clergy said. The carters unloaded Thomas’s things, took his coin, and left for the town of Heilbrown. The next day Thomas and his valet made their first visit to the chapel near the springs.



  
“Thank you, Godown, who watches over travelers. Thank you for travelling mercies,” Ulrich growled quietly as they prayed at St. Misha’s chapel, near the mineral springs and royal guesthouse on the edge of Heilbrown. The men had the place to themselves, although once the temperatures warmed visitors from around the area would flock to the spring, seeking healing and renewing their marriage vows. Thomas ran another bead between his fingers and added a quick prayer for Gregory and his family. If things had been different, and if Thomas had not been a prince, or Gregory not the only son… St. Misha, give them wisdom and health, bless them with your skill should the need arise. Godown who heals all things and sends no ill without its cure, hold them in Your hand until we all return to Your glory and rest.


  
Prayers finished, Thomas got to his feet, Ulrich not far behind. “I’m not officially here, Ulrich, should anyone ask.”



  
“Yessir.”



  
“And since I’m not here, and not doing anything related to family or state business, we are both going to rest and take the waters as much as necessary.”



  
Ulrich just nodded as he wrapped his thick scarf tighter around his throat. He’d abandoned his usual fastidiousness in favor of warmth, piling on layers. Thomas sympathized, even though the cold and wet bothered him less than they afflicted his valet. Your time will come, he reminded himself. Spend enough time repairing pipes and pumps down in the tunnels and you too will ache from waking to sleeping, just like Uncle Gerald did. Thomas pulled on his gloves and they bowed to Godown’s symbol and the Presence lamp, then walked out into the chilly morning.



  
“Ow.” Thomas squinted, pulling his hat lower to shield his eyes and nose. The brilliant white light reflected off the fresh snow, turning everything into glittering white and deep blue. The chapel sat outside the town walls, so the snow remained undisturbed except for human footprints and animal tracks. A woodsman had broken a trail for Thomas and the lodge servants the day before, once he finished delivering a load of cooking and heating fuel to the guesthouse, so Thomas and Ulrich had an easier time climbing back up the slope. Even so Ulrich panted, his breath hissing by the time they reached the log and stone building.



  I’m sorry, Ulrich, Thomas apologized silently. I’ll make it up to you. As will my dear brother, and the thought turned into a snarl. I wonder if Andy intended for us to die, caught in a storm, Godown’s will? If so, he would be gravely disappointed.



  
Ulrich hurried ahead and opened the door, letting them in to the snug, mostly warm lodge. The building angled to catch as much heat from the low winter sun as possible, and the logs and wall hangings kept the worst drafts at bay. Thomas had forgotten that a few staff remained year-round, and had been pleasantly surprised to arrive and find fires already lit and no animals in residence. A message to the others brought them in from Heilbrown and now three maids, two footmen, two cooks, a groom, and a fireboy saw to his and Ulruch’s needs. He peeled off his gloves and warmed his hands by the fire in the main fireplace of the first entry room, as Ulrich disappeared in search of hot tea or broth.



  
After a week of rest and sleep, Thomas settled into a routine, weather permitting. In the mornings he prayed and went to worship at St. Misha-of-the-Spring in Heilbrown. Following a late breakfast he read or wrote letters to his contacts in the markets and trade families. He took the waters at the hot springs, or hunted, or read more after dinner and then prayed and recited the day’s liturgy before going to sleep.



  
He’d brought a few books and papers about Selkow with him, and Bishop Martin had sent more. Thomas suspected Fr. Mou had instigated it. He read the books, and what he learned curled his hair. They are not like the Magwi, not at all, he thought, staring into the fire one evening. And six years was more than enough time for the Turkowi to rebuild and recover their strength. What the Rajtan threatened Scheel with wasn’t one of those ferengrazzia raids. No, he would probably send an army. And if he’d gotten more heavy guns from Frankonia and the Freistaadter, Scheel might be in deep trouble if he was serious about a religious war. Oh Andrew, you were so blind and I’ve been foolish. I should have believed that horse trader’s report last year, the one with the stories from the people who had fled from over the mountains.


  
Weeks passed and the days lengthened, and Thomas grew impatient. What is going on with the Empire, he wondered, looking out off the broad porch of the guesthouse and into the woods. Spring is coming, the passes will be opening, I want to get back to Vindobona before floods replace ice, but no word other than updates on Alois Donn. Not that I object to him being a healthy baby, but what else is going on? Please, Godown, show me your will.


  
A few days later Godown answered his prayer in a rather more direct manner than was His usual practice. Thomas came back from a ride to find five strange horses, lean and tired, waiting outside the guesthouse. A maid rushed out to meet him before he could dismount, his groom not far behind her. She dropped a hasty curtsy. “Beggin’ your pardon, Your Highness, but my Lord Don Starland is here to see you and we took the liberty of making him welcome and finding space for his men.”



  
Thomas dismounted onto the steps, handing his horse off to the groom to take to the stable. “No, that’s fine. Have something hot,” he started to order, then stopped when he stepped in the open door and saw the table already prepared and a tired-looking Don Starland toasting his hands by the fire. “Thank you.”



  
Starland turned when he heard the voice. He bowed. “Your Highness.”



  Godown have mercy, you look like hell! “Sit, sit. This isn’t court, Don, and I don’t want you falling into the fire. Where are your men?”



  
Starland blinked, raked a long flop of dirty, shaggy hair out of his eyes, and looked confused. “Ah, I think your manservant and one of the men are seeing to them. I hope.”



  
Andrew felt his eyebrows rising. “Don, what is going on? And sit. That’s an order.”



  
Starland sagged into the chair closest to the food, reminding Thomas of a sack of dirty laundry. “The short version is civil war in Tivolia and Duke Sarmas is a sneaky son of a dardog. I can see how he got called Ironhand.” The maid handed Starland a mug of hot broth and he drank half of it in one long pull. “Ah, Godown be blessed, I’ve been cold and wet so long I’d almost forgotten what hot things taste like.”



  
“Civil war in Tivolia and Duke Sarmas is involved? Eat something.” Thomas shooed away the maid and helped himself to hot cider.



  
“Yes and no, Your Highness. That is,” Starland crammed a meat toast into his mouth and washed it down with more broth. “Civil war and I suspect Sarmas is watching to see how many pieces he can pick up, even from the other side of the Freistaadter. You remember that Tillson, the duke, has no sons that he’ll acknowledge?”



  
“Yes.”



  
“Well, Your Highness, at the moment there are two nephews, Karl and Misha, neither of whom have been named heir. Duke Miles says he wants to see who can earn the title.” He held out his mug and Thomas refilled it with cider as Starland inhaled another piece of bread and meat. “He neglected to say how they were to earn it, and it appears they and their supporters are going to fight for the coronet, winner take all.”



  
Thomas sat back in his chair. “Could you get a sense of who is supporting whom?”



  
“Not well, Your Highness. The nobles seem divided and no one faction is stronger than another. The ducal council keeps talking about having co-rulers with the council in charge, but I suspect that’s just a screen to hide peoples’ loyalties and maybe to placate some of the Freistaadt councils. The commoners were talking about a niece who married into one of the big trading families in the Freistaadter.” Starland rubbed one temple. “There’ve already been a few riots and quiet murders, one or two suspicious ‘accidents’ happening to members of one faction or another. Duke Miles seems to find it amusing, even with Ironhand sitting at the border with a shopping list.”



  
“Wait—what? In winter?” What in the name of little blue apples does Sarmas think he’s doing? Thomas gulped his own cider. “Who does Edmund Ironhand support?”



  
“Himself. Oh, yeah, before I forget, don’t worry about his majesty marrying his daughter—Sarmas’s daughter. Alice Kiara married one of Ironhand’s guard captains. Rumor has it that Godown blessed them with an especially fertile union, if you get the idea,” and one black eyebrow wiggled up and down like a caterpillar on a spring.



  She took herself out of the dispute by seducing, or being seduced by, the guard captain and they had a short-notice, sword-point wedding. Well, that takes her off the market and removes the potential fight with Tivolia. Should I be relieved, sorry, or amused? “Interesting. What happened to you? No offense, but you look terrible.”



  
“None taken, Your Highness, and I feel as flat and scattered as a pile of road apples in the middle of the high road after a ten wagon caravan’s been through.” He finished the cider and set the tankard down. “Tillson closed the border to all but arms going south. Says it is to keep Sarmas out. Except Sarmas was already in, as I discovered. He came in north of the Barnhardt Pass, and was nibbling on caravans and a few of the smaller towns and cities. He’s still pissed about the dowry Tillson kept.”



  
“I can see that.”



  
Sarmas snorted. “You should see him. He really does have an iron hand. It’s a special glove with four metal fingers. The muscles got cut in a fight, but with the gauntlet he can hold a sword or dagger. Strange, dark green eyes, hair like a straw stack going every direction, and a nose that makes me wonder if one of my ancestors strayed farther west than anyone suspected.”



  
Thomas made mental notes as Starland talked. “So, just how did you get out?”



  
“Rode through a hole Sarmas punched in the border, cut through the mountains on the run, got caught in a storm and kept coming. Tillson thinks we—the Empire that is—are either helping Sarmas or siding with one of the nephews.” He snorted. “I said we weren’t, that I was cow shopping, but he tried to arrest us, my men and I. We ran, a month or so ago, and have been trying to get out since. That’s when we found Sarmas, and he kept us for another week, two weeks. Some of the Duke’s men surprised us near Greybach, then some Turkowi caught them and the fight was on, saber and knife.” Thomas felt his heart stop as Starland continued, “Sarmas fought a hole, told us to run. We did.”



  Turkowi in Tivolia? Holy Godown have mercy on us all. Thomas made Jenna’s line. “Were you followed?”



  
“Don’ think so. Think Sarmas and the Tivolians killed ‘em all.” Starland blinked and started sagging lower in the chair. “Rode hard and got here, needed to visit spring, found you instead.” He gave Thomas a tired grin. “St. Misha has a sense of humor.”



  What’s that supposed to mean? “You and your men need to rest.” Thomas got up and walked over to the fire. “Stay here today and tomorrow at least, until we can get you fresh horses and—”



  
“Zzzzzyyynnnzxxxx.”



  
Despite everything, Thomas heard himself laughing. He buried his mouth in the crook of his arm to muffle the sound, and shook his head. Damn, Starland, you are something else again. Just what you are I’ll leave to Godown.


  
Thomas found the other Starland men settling in with the guesthouse’s servants. They’d opened a spare room and turned it into a barracks for the three guards and two herders. Ulrich and the footmen had matters well in hand, so Thomas returned to the main room and helped himself to the last of the cider, with a splash of spirits of pfear. The fireboy added a whitewood log to the fire and Thomas watched the flames dance high. That’s what Tivolia’s going to look like if Duke Miles Tillson doesn’t stop the chaos, or his council doesn’t act. And how in Godown’s name did Turkowi get this far north in winter? He shivered.



  
The next morning Thomas went to the springs and mineral bath with Don Starland and some of the other men. Don sank into the water up to his chin with a loud sigh. The steam carried a hint of sulfur and stank of iron, but they worked wonders on saddle sores and joint ache, as Thomas had quickly discovered. The secondary springs, the cold ones, supposedly cured other internal ailments and “disabilities,” and Thomas avoided them for that very reason. After several minutes Thomas found a cooler bit of the pool and settled there, eyes closed, wondering how to tell Michael and Andrew about Starland’s news.



  
He felt water moving and ignored it. “Tom?”



  
“Hmm?”



  
Starland came closer, within touching distance. Thomas opened his eyes to find the younger man watching him, a hopeful and hungry look in his eyes. No. Please don’t tempt me, Don. Times have changed, we have changed. Thomas closed his eyes again, trying to ignore his body’s response. No. I made a promise, he reminded himself. When Starland didn’t move, Thomas shook his head. “A little distance, please.”



  
“Sorry.” Starland returned to “his” part of the pool and Thomas told his desire to settle down. “I didn’t mean to offend.” After a moment Starland added, “You have aged well, Tom. Better than I have.”



  St. Jenna help me. “They say distance improves the scenery. And I took half-vows just after the Plate River battle.”



  
He heard a gulping sound. “Oh, I apologize, Your Highness, I didn’t know. I’m sorry. I beg your pardon.”



  
“Apology accepted. Most people don’t know. It’s not really public business,” and he smiled to take a little sting out of his words. Even so he waited until he heard Starland getting up to go dry off and dress before leaving the safety of the water.



  
Starland and his men left two days later. Thomas sent his own reports with them. Starland had written up his observations and would send everything via courier to Vindobona while he and the men returned to Starhart. “At least I brought father’s cow money back intact,” Don had sighed. “He won’t try to kill me this time, just yell a lot.”



  
That morning Thomas noticed his chest feeling tight. He seemed tired, more than he should have been. Given the news Don brought with him, and the temptation, anyone would feel tired, he told himself. He started coughing after returning from his afternoon ride. Cherry-bark tea didn’t help, and by nightfall he’d begun shivering uncontrollably and fighting to breathe. How can I get the winter cough this close to spring? He wondered between gasps, fighting for air. It’s not fair!
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“Those are huge,” Liara whispered, hands over ears, eyes wide, after the new guns fired for the first time.



  
“Yes, they are,” her father agreed. “Godown be thanked that they got here without sinking or breaking.”



  
Lt. Imre Archer, Capt. Kidder’s second in command, nodded, eyes on the cannonball’s last bounces. “Can we elevate them any more, sir?”



  
They turned to Estefan Miklosh, the man in charge of the guns. He shook his head. “Not unless you can pull in the walls of the old town and move the causeway, sir. We’ve reached the end of their range. Tip them up and,” with one hand he mimicked a shot going up, then dropping straight down. “Bang plop.”



  
“Godown save us if we have to do that,” Archer muttered.



  
Liara Kidder made St. Kiara’s flame with one hand. Her father smiled, then frowned and pointed to the steps leading down from the battlement. He’d agreed to let her watch the first shots, once the new guns had been put into place, but no more. And he’d ordered her and all other non-gunners to stay inside the walls when they’d tested the cannons and mortars in case something had cracked during transit. Liara nodded and eased away from the officers, then picked up her skirts and trotted down the steps.



  
She wanted to be out, anyway. The iced-up rivers had begun thawing and soon the floods would cut Sigurney off from the rest of Scheel for weeks. She’d spent most of winter in the walls and Liara wanted to get away, even just a few kilometers away. She’d also promised Godown that she’d make a pilgrimage to St. Kiara’s shrine in Karlava, a two-day ride from Sigurney. Tomorrow, weather and father permitting, she all but danced. And Gerald says he found someone father will approve of. My promise chest is almost full. I need to finish the bedcover and I’ll have two sets of bedding, plus clothes and household soft goods enough for a year at least. Capt. Kidder had given Liara her mother’s dress-of-honor at midwinter, and she’d been working on taking it in, turning the hems, and adding to the embroidery. Please, St. Kiara and St. Sabrina, send a good man, please.


  
Liara rode out the next day with Lt. Tommy Johns and Sabra Archer. Johns carried dispatches and reports to send to the Patricians’ Council in addition to “keeping an eye on the ladies.” I doubt anyone would pester Goodwife Archer, but Father knows best. Liara glanced over at Lt. Archer’s imposing wife. Almost two meters tall and as pale as her husband was dark, even Goodwife O’Raurk stayed out of Goodwife Archer’s business. Rumor had it that she’d brained a man with a cook pot when she’d been a camp follower, and the ensuing fight had led to Imre Archer proposing marriage on the spot. Maybe there was one of those legendary woman Lander warriors in her family, Liara thought, not for the first time.



  
“So, Miss Kidder,” Sabra said after they’d ridden clear of the marshes and onto the safer high road to Karlava, “has the captain said when he will send you north?”



  
“No, Goodwife. He’s waiting to hear from Gerald, my brother, that a proper situation has been arranged. Gerald’s wife needs a little more time to recover from childbed.”



  
“Ah.” Both women made saint’s signs. “I know that some hold that anything from the time of the Landers before the Great Fires is tainted with blasphemy, but if we could rediscover how they bore children easily and safely, I don’t think Godown would find it amiss.”



  
Liara blinked, surprised. Goodwife Archer’s words caught her off guard. “I never heard that they had such a thing.”



  
The matron gave Liara a shrewd look, either puzzled or irritated. “Interesting.” She turned her attention back to the road for a while. Liara looked at Lt. Johns, but he seemed preoccupied with watching the trees and bushes along the sides of the way. Their horses’ hoofs clopped dully along the smooth black surface of the ancient high road. I wonder what they are watching for? Robbers? No one would be that stupid, not with father commanding the garrison here. Pseudo-boar, maybe? Johns had a boar spear strapped to his saddle, and she’d heard stories about what boar sows with piglets had done to people unlucky or stupid enough to get in their way. The one pseudo-boar she’d seen had weighed fifty kilos after the men finished gutting and skinning it, and that much angry animal would make a mess of anyone or anything in its path. Even dardogs leave pseudo-boar alone most of the time. Liara shivered and started watching the brush.



  
They rode slowly and reached Karlava late the second morning, barely in time for noon worship at St. Kiara’s shrine. Liara bowed low to the beautiful image of Kiara’s flame. Light through the clear windows on either side of the nave shone down on the image, catching the fire in the thousands of tiny pieces of crimson and gold glass that covered the wooden carving. The candle beside the flame made it shimmer even more, all but eclipsing Godown’s symbol hanging above the main altar. Thank you, Godown, for keeping us safe. Thank you for protecting father and Gerald. Liara turned and bowed to the center aisle as an acolyte carried up an enormous copy of the Holy Writ and placed it on the stand in front of Father Tomasio Alberto.



  
“Blessed be Godown who sends His word to His children,” the barrel shaped priest chanted.



  
“Blessed be Godown, giver of the word,” Liara and the others replied.



  
Fr. Alberto turned the pages until he found the day’s reading. “Hear the word of Godown. The Book of Strivings, Chapter Six, Verses eight through twelve,” he began, his rich voice all but singing the words.



  
Liara recited the passage along in her mind. “And the word of Godown came to Kiara, His servant, saying ‘Speak unto the people: All who trust in Me will find rest from their labors. For labor is holy and good, and works of mercy are greatly to be praised when they exalt Godown, who gives strength for every task. Surely I will never ask more than my children can give, no matter how hard the task may seem, for I love my children. Faith is blessed, but faith without works is dead and dull. Far better in My eyes are works with faith, works of healing and building, of mercy and succor. Strive, therefore, to do what is right in My eyes, and I will bless you, even when faith grows faint and the way seems dim, for I have blessings unnumbered, more than your eyes can comprehend. Wait, and I shall give you rest, and that rest shall be a blessing beyond measure. Strive to hear, wait upon Me and I shall guide you to do what is right and good and true in my sight’.” She loved those words.



  
“Blessed be Godown and his blessings with you,” the senior priest concluded.



  
“And with thy spirit.”



  
Liara and Sabra stayed after the service to say a round of bead prayers while Lt. Johns confirmed their lodging and left the messages at the courier depot. The women finished and left their gifts at the altar and poor box at Kiara’s shrine, then went outside the cathedral.



  
The air smelled like spring and tanneries. Liara wrinkled her nose. Goodwife Archer sneezed. “Almost as bad as the swamps in late summer, but for a different reason,” she complained.



  
“Does not tanning water kill blood suckers?”



  
The older woman blinked. “I had not heard that, but I wager it does. It kills everything else downstream, for at least a kilometer or more, especially if the river is low.” She sneezed again. “Since our noble guardian has not returned, shall we go to the market? He can find us there; it is on the lane to the courier depot.”



  
Liara perked up. “Oh yes, Goodwife, if it won’t be a problem.” I can look for some of that crimson thread I’ve been trying to match, and maybe more unbleached shahma wool for father’s winter drawers. They had plenty of cotton for summer, but he needed new winter things. And more of those cedar balls, to keep the clothbugs out of his chests. She’d been mortified to see the holes in her father’s woolen winter things, and had spent two weeks darning and sewing patches.



  
Liara found crimson and a lovely pale blue that would look perfect on the dress-of-honor, while Goodwife Archer bought dye packets. “Imre only wears white on black or brown,” Archer explained with a pained sigh. “At least he doesn’t show dirt.”



  
“There’s that, yes ma’am,” Liara agreed. They walked on, past two sellers of light fabrics, until they found the cloth merchant’s shop. Liara ventured in and spotted exactly what she needed. “Two meters of the unbleached wool, please.”



  
The clerk studied her from hat brim to toe. “Four thalers cash.” He sniffed.



  
Liara folded her arms. “Oh? The tag on the bolt says one thaler fifty per meter, so two meters is three thalers.”



  
The fat man sniffed again and tried to look down his nose at her. “Nice try, miss, but it is two thalers per meter. Show me your money, please, or leave.”



  
Goodwife Archer walked over, reached up, and looked at the tag. “Actually, Miss Captain Kidder, this says one thaler thirty per meter.” She walked back and loomed over both Liara and the clerk. “And the quality is piss poor, with a loose weave. Your Captain father would be ashamed to go before the Patricians’ Council wearing such terrible work.”



  
“Thank you, Goodwife.” Liara, furious, managed to keep her tone polite. Greedy git, I won’t be back. She turned back to the red-faced clerk. “I will not take any more of your time. Good day.” Head high, she stalked out of the shop.



  
“Come with me,” Archer said, taking Liara’s elbow and steering her back to the last booth in the soft-goods section. “There, at the back.”



  
Liara spotted the pile of fabric. “How much material is there, please?” She asked the man working the booth.



  
“The unbleached?” At her nod he looked up the page. “Two meters and a grace length. It’s the end of the measure, miss, and I’d just as soon not take it back to Grasstown.” He dug it out from under the other fabric and held it so she could look at the weave. “Three thalers and it’s yours.”



  
Liara gave the material a close inspection before handing over the cash. The man folded it into a tight bundle, tied it with twine, and gave it to her. “Thank you, sir, and Godown be with you.”



  
“Traveling blessings to you,” he replied.



  
Lt. Johns found the women at the cheesemonger’s stall. He glanced around, wary, and Liara wondered what trouble he’d gotten into already. It’s too early to be carousing, and he smells sober, she thought, giving him a good sniff when he came up between her and Goodwife Archer.



  
“Ladies, we need to return to Sigurney as soon as possible. There are rumors and I am not comfortable about some things I’ve seen.”



  
“Where?” Goodwife Archer asked.



  
“Over in the horse market, Goodwife,” Johns said.



  
She paid for her cheese, an entire kilo wheel of something hard that Liara had never seen before, and added it to her large bag. “Show me. I trust your instincts, but…”



  
Johns and Goodwife Archer left Liara at St. Donn’s fountain. She wanted to come along, but agreed to watch their packages. She also watched the young men going by, wondering if one of them looked like the man Gerald thought would be a good match for her. This close to the Magwi lands, many people shared wavy black or dark brown hair, brown or dark green eyes, tan skin, small noses, and short stature. Goodwife Archer stood out like a tree in a maize field. Liara did too, or would have if she’d worn her hair loose like other unmarried women. She sighed at one girl, perhaps a little younger than she was, with long braids that shone blue-black in the sun. Father would never let me go bare-headed, no matter how much I argued. Even though he knows that Mother’s sunburn had nothing to do with her catching spot fever. Well, maybe his head knew it, but his heart apparently didn’t, and he’d never allowed Liara to go out without a hat and long sleeves again.



  
Goodwife Archer and Lt. Johns returned not long after the two men of the town watch passed by. “We’re leaving this afternoon. We’ll overnight at Blacksford,” Johns told her. Sabra Archer nodded, lips pressed tight into a thin line, expression serious. “I’ll explain later, Miss Kidder.”



  
She recognized the tone and didn’t argue. “I have everything I needed. May we stop by St. Kiara’s again before we leave?”



  
“I think that would be an excellent idea, Miss,” Sabra said. “I have a few more items to get, but they will not take long.”



  
Johns squinted up at the sun, then the shadows of the buildings and fountain. “Three hours, I think, and then we need to be off.”



  
That afternoon and the next day they rode as hard as they dared without hurting their horses. Johns and Goodwife Archer stayed quiet, only saying, “The road is not the place to talk. You’ll understand when we get back to Sigurney.”



  I wonder if it has something to do with a storm, something the horsemen noticed and warned them about? Or if the river is rising earlier than we thought? That makes sense, Liara decided the next morning. I bet Lt. Johns heard someone at the beast market and got Goodwife Archer to come and confirm what he’d heard, since her husband is half-Magwi and they know the area better than father and I do. But something nagged her sense of rightness, something not quite on. Liara mulled over options and blanched. She licked dry lips, but waited until mid-morning, when they stopped for a quick bite to eat and to water their horses and the new donkey Johns had bought.



  
“Um, it’s not plague, is it, back west of Karlava?” Liara whispered to Goodwife Archer.



  
The woman startled before putting her hand on Liara’s shoulder and patting it. “No, blessed be Godown. Not plague, thanks be. Last anyone heard, nothing has come south of the Empire’s borders, and may it stay up there.” They both made Kiara’s flame.



  
“Thank you.” Liara finished watering her horse and tied the mare to a tree, then found some dense brush and took care of her own needs.



  
They rode into Sigurney late that afternoon. Johns had woken the women before dawn and they’d ridden into the rising sun. Liara ached and her tongue felt three times its normal size, since she’d forgotten to fill her water bag that morning and both Johns and Archer had pushed the pace. They rode through the old town, over the causeway and straight into the fortress proper. Liara half fell off her mare, staggering as her knees buckled. “Oof.” Johns and Goodwife Archer dismounted and rushed off to find Captain Kidder, leaving Liara to see to their animals and the supplies.



  
Liara managed to get her chores done and carried everything into the main room in the family quarters before flopping into the corner seat by the fireplace. I’ll just sit here for a little bit, out of the way, and then see about supper. She closed her eyes and half-dozed, letting her body rest for a moment.



  
“Are you sure?” she heard her father’s voice asking.



  
“Positive,” Goodwife Archer replied. “I recognized the embroidery. Those were Turkowi in the horse market, not Magwi. Horses were too big, too, and the men carried arms in their saddle rolls, like scouts. Imre taught me how to spot the differences, Captain.”



  
The voices grew closer. Liara started to get up, but her legs wouldn’t work yet. “Damn it to hell and back,” Capt. Kidder swore. “The passes are supposed to be closed.”



  
“Well, sir, they could have dropped down south of the Gates and doubled back through the Magwi lands,” Johns offered, doubt coloring his words.



  
Kidder and Goodwife Archer both snorted.



  
“It was an idea,” she heard his shrug.



  
“And you say the market master thought this was the third group?”



  
She heard Johns scuffing the floor. “Yes, sir, although he swore the first group had been Magwi, coming back from Tivolia. No one’s buying light stock up there because of the trouble in the Tillson family.”



  
“I fear the Patricians and the Imperials both underestimated Rajtan Ko Singha.” She heard her father pacing back and forth. “Both of you keep quiet. Goodwife Archer, make a list of everyone who needs to leave. Johns, talk to Lt. Archer about getting the rest of the supplies in here, and we need more gunpowder yesterday. I don’t care what it costs.”



  
“Yes sir.”



  
The footsteps faded. “Wake up, Flower,” her father said into her ear. Liara jumped and he caught her in his arms, hugging her like he used to when she was small.



  
“Trouble?” she whispered. Please say no, Father, please, she begged.



  
“Trouble, Flower. Very serious trouble. I need you to help me prepare.”



  
“Anything,” she promised.



  
He took a deep breath. “You need to start gathering all the old fabric you can, rags and other things. And bake hard bread, the kind we use for long rides. Did old Goodwife Balio show you any herbs from here?”



  
She nodded, “Flavor and healing both, Father.”



  
“Good. Take the youngsters and gather as much as you can, and willow withies. And salibark. Cut as much as you can.”



  Rags, herbs, and salibark all are medical. “Is it plague? Are we going to be shut in because of plague?”



  
He hugged her again, harder. “Yes,” he whispered. “But not disease plague, Flower, a plague of soldiers.”
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“By Saint Misha’s staff, you look like what St. Michael’s horse left behind.” Godown have mercy, but I though the rumors exaggerated.


  
A weak smile answered Mou Marcy’s exclamation. “Thank you, Father, and Godown’s blessings with you too,” Prince Thomas wheezed. He’d lost at least ten kilos, or so Mou guessed from how loosely the prince’s bark-brown clothes fit, and sounded exhausted. “I don’t recommend getting the winter cough if you can avoid it. The hallucinations are most,” he stopped as if seeking a word, “fascinating.”



  
“Hallucinations? Godown have mercy, how sick were you?”



  
Ulrich Jones answered, “He was ill for a week before the fever broke, Father. We had to keep wet sheets and steam around him so he could breathe, and then he got flux.”



  
Thomas blushed and hissed, “Thank you, Ulrich.”



  
Mou shook his head and took the chair beside Thomas’s own. Someone had rigged up a chair and stool so the prince could half-lay in the sun, which was where Mou had found him when Claude clopped up to the guesthouse.



  
“There are less dramatic ways to allay your brother’s fear of your plans and intentions, Your Highness,” Mou observed.



  
Thomas snorted and drank more hot tea. “As you are fond of pointing out, Father, moderation, self-restraint, and denial have never been among my spiritual virtues of note.”



  No, but if you can joke, you are well on the way to recovery. St. Misha, thank you for guiding your students. Mou accepted some tea. “Thank you, Ulrich.”



  
“You are most welcome, Father.”



  
Mou raised on eyebrow. “Indeed?”



  
“Yes, Father. You can get him out and moving. He won’t listen to a mere mortal such as I.”



  
Thomas wiggled a little and the men looked at each other, then at him. “I see. Disobeying your churigon are you?”



  
“Ah, no, Father, that is…” Thomas wilted. “Yes.”



  
“Then we will go riding after worship this afternoon, Thomas, and you will tell your spiritual advisor about these fascinating hallucinations of yours.”



  And they must have been most fascinating, if your expression and crimson face are any indication. Mou kept his eyes on his cup.
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The hallucinations had been fascinating indeed. Mou ducked a branch before riding up even with Thomas. “But you did not act on that desire.”



  
“No, Father, at least, not that I remember.”



  
“Then you did nothing wrong. And from what I’ve seen, as sick as you must have been, Thomas, I doubt you could have acted on those desires.”



  
They rode into a clearing at the top of the hill. “According to Ulrich, I could barely breathe because of the gunk in my chest. He said it sounded like waded up paper crackling.”



  
“Blessed Godown, Thomas, but if you were that far gone I’m amazed that you’re still on this side of Godown’s light.”



  
“So are a number of people—” Thomas stopped. He coughed, a wet sound, and spat. “Pardon. The wagering was sixty-five to thirty five that I’d die, or so I’ve been told.”



  
Mou frowned. Wagering on someone’s life is not funny in the least. I’m going to have a word with Fr. Johann about sermon material, I do believe.


  
“But I’m still here, minus a few more bits the churigon trimmed off of my back.” They rode to the end of the clearing, where the woods opened into a south-facing bald. From there the men could see almost to the end of the world, or so it felt. “Godown’s world is good.”



  
“It is indeed.” The land spread out below them, green and fresh with spring. At the foot of the hills, the trees gave way to fields and pastures, dotted with the dark greens of orchards and woodlots. A hint of pale green fuzz on the brown soil told Mou that the first spring crops were sprouting from the warming ground. Claude bobbed his head and Mou dismounted, pulling the reins over the gelding’s head, intending to let him nibble the fresh grass. Thomas nudged his mare, turning her back to a stump that he used to dismount. You really were sick, Mou thought yet again. His majesty has nothing to fear from you, not for several more weeks at least, if then.


  
The men stood watching a hawk circle on the wind blowing up the slope. The air smelled like wet soil, green leaves, and life. Mou inhaled deeply, appreciating the clean scent. Vindobona had become crowded and cramped by the time he left, tense and anxious. Prince Michael and his family had been planning to move to the hunting house in the hills just west of the city, far enough to get fresh air but close enough for a rapid return if needed or wanted. And to get away from the winter’s memories.



  
“How is my family?” Thomas asked, his voice quiet.



  
Mou ran a hand over his hairless pate. “You haven’t heard?” At the headshake he said, “You were not the only one with the winter cough.”



  
“Andrew?”



  
“No. I’m sorry, Thomas. Princess Anne and your nephew Rudolph both caught it, the full fever, cough, and flux. Rudolph died a month ago, maybe a little longer. Sabra managed to avoid the cough, and Laural’s nursing protected Alois Donn.”



  
“St. Foy be with him,” Thomas murmured, making St. Jenna’s sign. He turned and walked two paces toward the edge of the hill, head down.



  
Mou dropped the reins as his horse began to browse, and closed the distance to Thomas. The prince looked up at the sky, eyes damp. “The very young and the old,” he observed.



  You are not that old, Thomas, although you’ve aged since midwinter, I’ll grant that. “Anne recovered and is to be married on St. Gerald’s Eve.”



  
“May I attend? That is, if I’ve been recalled to Vindobona?”



  Has it come to that, that Andrew’s banishing his siblings? He told the bishop and I that you came here on retreat. Godown, hear our prayers and guide your son back to his senses, please. “Of course. You are not cloistered.”



  
“True.” After a long sniff and a quick eye-wipe, Thomas sighed. “I probably know more about what’s going on south of the Empire than his majesty does, even here.”



  
“Then fill me in, please, because I’d just as soon not ride into a war between Morloke and Scheel while I’m trying to avoid the one in Tivolia.”



  
Thomas started to laugh, then began coughing. Mou grabbed the mare’s reins as she sidled away, eyes rolling. Claude the phlegmatic gelding kept eating. The prince dropped to one knee, took a breath, choked, coughed more, and spit a large wad of something off into the tall grass. “I’m sorry,” he whispered, panting. “Need to get out more.”



  
“Yes, you do.” Mou did his best to hide his fear. St. Misha be with you, prince, you need full health and soon, very soon.


  
After a minute more Thomas regained his breath and stood up, shook his head a little, and blinked. He lifted his hat and wiped his forehead. “Ugh. News from the south, then. Tivolia has calmed down for the moment, because the spring floods have separated Karl’s supporters from Misha’s, and even Duke Miles is worried about the news from farther south. Morloke is arming, buying whatever the Freistaadter will sell.”



  
“So they are going to try and reunite with Scheel by force?”



  
Thomas shook his head and looked out at the peaceful scene stretching into the blue distance. “I almost wish they were, Father. No, the Rajtan is on the move. Merchants claim that his scouts have been seen south of the Morpalo River as far west as Karlava. The main army had yet to cross the mountains, but the word is he’s going to punch through the Marlow Range at Morlopas, come down the Morpalo to Sigurney and Karlava, cut the Magwi off from Scheel and ‘convert’ Scheel at his leisure, then turn south.” Thomas shook his head. “There’s also talk that he’s going to swing up, follow the Marlow Mountains north to the Black Pass, cut there, and attack Scheel from the north.” The prince turned and met Mou’s eyes, his green eyes tired and wary. “Or drive north into the Donau Novi lowlands, rip through Tivolia and into the Empire. That’s what I fear the most, Father.”



  
Now it was Mou’s turn to stare into the distance. “So those were Turkowi that Starland ran into, not Magwi like rumor had it.”



  
A bark, like bitter laughter, answered his unasked question. “Kossuth and Starland can tell Magwi from Turkowi on sight. Don may have been confused, but not about that.”



  
“How do you?” Thomas gave Mou a strange look, and he explained, “Tell a Magwi from Turkowi on sight. I’ve never seen a live Turkowi as far as I know—I was in the south when the Plate River war was going on, and I’ve met Magwi but no Turkowi. Or none that I knew of at the time.”



  
“Ah, good point.” Thomas ran a hand under his hat’s sweatband, then began counting off on his fingers. “A quick rule of thumb is a horseman wearing yellow, or with yellow on his bridle and saddle, is Turkowi. If you see that, Father, ride like the wind or hide in the ground and pull the hole in after you. More realistically,” Thomas said, “Turkowi ride heavier horses than do the Magwi, a lot like our beasts. The embroidery on their clothes has more yellow because that’s Selkow’s color, as you know. They avoid all contact with foreign women if possible, unless they are on a ferengrazzia or at war. And they won’t invoke Godown, or attend worship, ever. Not even in disguise.”



  
“Because Selkow is a jealous goddess. Thank you.”



  
Thomas shrugged, his expression turning grim as he looked out across the lush landscape stretching south into the misty distance. “You are welcome, Father. Given the Rajtan’s message to the Patricians last year, and the rumors and real news this year so far, I doubt anyone will have trouble identifying the Turkowi.”



  
They remounted and rode back to the guesthouse. “Eat, Thomas,” Mou ordered. “You are relieved from fasting for the next three weeks. In fact, I order you not to fast for at least the next three weeks, not until you are as strong as you were before your illness. I’ll send word to Bishop Martin so he knows, in case you are called back to Vindobona.”



  
“Thank you.” Thomas gave Ulrich a dark look when the man added cream to Thomas’s chokofee. Ulrich glared right back, and winked at Mou when Thomas returned his attention to his plate.



  Good. Ulrich will keep you in line, as much as anyone can.


  
“Father, do you mind a semi-personal question?”



  
“It depends on the question.”



  
“Why do you favor St. François when Mou is your name patron?”



  
Mou laughed and sipped his herbal tea. “Because St. Mou is not my name patron. François is, but every boy in my family is François something, because of a vow my father made as a young man.” Mou sighed, “Yes, it gets as confusing as you’d think, so we all go by our second names.” He smiled at the memory. “If we heard ‘François’ we all got ready to run. If Mother followed it with ‘Mou, Thomas, Gerald, Sabino, you come here this instant’ we knew someone had told on the lot of us. She never did believe that five boys could go for a day unsupervised and not find some sort of mischief.”



  
Thomas chuckled. “Some things are universal. I hated hearing ‘Thomas Donn Gerald Michael get in here at once’ coming from the doorway.”



  
Mou rode out the next day. He dodged the new border guards and snuck into Tivolia, then turned east to the hills before cutting south again into Morloke. He stopped at Terristown, a mining and farming trade town sixty kilometers south of the Morloke border. “Godown be with you,” he called as he rode into sight of the town guard.



  
The man studied Mou carefully, not lifting his pike. “Who are you and what’s your business?”



  Trouble already? “I’m Father Mou Marcy, servant of Godown, member of the Bishopric of Tivolia.”



  
“Stop here and don’t dismount.” The guard turned his head and called, “Got a strange priest.”



  
Two more guards appeared from the gateway, one with a loaded crossbow that he aimed at the priest. Mou saw that the safety remained engaged and he relaxed a little. “Your name?” The other man inquired.



  
“Father Mou Marcy, traveling priest from the Tivolian Bishopric.”



  
The two soldiers circled around Claude and Darby the Donkey, inspecting them. “All right. You may enter.”



  
“Thank you. Is there a problem?”



  
“Not yet, but one’s coming. Word has it the Rajtan’s pushing through the mountains, cutting a road straight to Morloke City, that his threat to Scheel was a bluff and he’s really coming north.”



  
Mou made St. François’s sign and dismounted, leading Claude and Darby through the gate. “Interesting. Up in Tivolia the word is he’s coming through to the south, along the Morpalo River.”



  
The guard captain made a rude sign. “I hope so, Father, but I wouldn’t trust those bastards not to feint south and attack north. Especially with the so-called Eastern Emperor out of his mind and all.”



  My, now that’s interesting. I wonder where he heard that from? “Godown knows, and thank you for the news.”



  
“You’re welcome. Actually, Father, it’s a good thing you’re here.” The guard stopped and pointed to the small church tower poking up over the houses. “Father Peter dropped dead six days ago. He was standing in the market, talking to the butcher, and whump.” He mimicked a tree falling with one arm. “Dead when he hit the ground. He was only eighty years old, we think, and was going to do first sacrament and confirmations this week.”



  Godown bless, eighty? That’s amazing. “Godown be with him.” Mou thought for a moment. The guard had a hopeful expression and kept glancing from Mou to the tower and back. Hmmm. I wonder… “How many children for confirmation?”



  
“Only fifteen, unless more come in from Blackseam, the mining hamlet up there,” he pointed to the hills. “Shall I tell them that you’ve come for the confirmations?”



  
“Yes, please do,” Mou heard himself saying. Godown help me. Fifteen plus children for confirmation? I hope Fr. Peter left good notes.


  
A new priest arrived three weeks later, allowing Mou to return to his circuit. He stopped at St. Basil’s just south of Morloke City and found several messages waiting for him. One warned that he should plan on avoiding Tivolia, since Duke Miles had begun charging fees for church sacraments “to help with defense.” And still no bishop could lead the church there, because of Tillson’s demands, so bishops in Morloke and the Empire would act as administrators and arbiters for the near future. Mou ground his teeth, Forgive me, Godown, if I hope that Miles Tillson gets a large surprise after he dies, or is struck with a sudden attack of compassion and wisdom wrapped around a large rock. Another message advised that a conclave would be meeting next year to consider proposed revisions to the Book of Service. A letter from Thomas also waited for him, and Mou saved it until after evening prayers.



  
“Dear Fr. Mou,” it began. “I hope this finds you well and in Godown’s grace. I have recovered, more or less, from my illness. Ulrich and the palace staff have done their best to make me resemble one of the sheep in that painting of St. Basil in the royal nursery.” Mou laughed at the mental picture. No one who saw the painting could forget the enormously fat and remarkably clean sheep.



  
“As you may surmise, I have been recalled to Vindobona, although I have yet to see his majesty. Prince Michael and I prepare policy papers for him, and he considers them, then returns messages. I am told that he now spends long hours watching the stars, comparing them with Lander items and papers in his collection. You will be pleased to hear that he attends holy day worship at least. Anne’s wedding went well, I am told, and she now lives at Peilovna. The plague has yet to reappear, for which Godown be praised with all honor and thanksgiving.” Mou made a blessing sign, then continued reading. “As per your instructions, I have delegated all waterworks duties to the water stewards, although I did ride along for the main spring system inspection.”



  
“It took you long enough,” Mou informed the prince under his breath.



  
“That is the sum of news from here, at least of verifiable news. The rumors from Scheel and the Magwi lands concern us greatly, and prayers for their safety have been added to the daily litany. Prince Michael sends his best, as does Laural. Alois Donn has begun teething and drooling on everything. His big sister does not like this, and wants to know if he will ever run dry. He’s not fun to play with, apparently. May Godown be with you. Know that we covet your prayers and offer up our own for your safety and health, Godown willing.”



  Thank you, Thomas, and I pray for you daily, Mou told him. And for your brother and his people.


  
The farther south Mou rode, the more wary and nervous people acted. Town guards asked more questions, and rumors of trouble grew numerous. Some believed that the Turkowi had already invaded Scheel, while others declared that the Patricians had lied and the Rajtan intended to cut through the mountains to Morloke. Another version of the story maintained that Scheel’s leaders had devised the entire Turkowi matter as an excuse to buy arms and then attack Morloke, although when Mou mentioned that Turkowi had been caught scouting in Morloke and Tivolia, the rumormongers had no good explanation for his news. The weather stayed fine, warm and mild with a few light rain showers to keep the dust down, but the good season did nothing to allay people’s nerves. Mou found more people attending worship, and more requests for prayers for help in times of danger. He also encountered more people asking about news from the Empire and for confirmation or denial of the rumors of Emperor Andrew’s incapacitation or madness, along with a few inquiries about secret Lander weapons discovered by the Emperor. Mou passed those along in a letter to Bishop Martin in Vindobona and to the prior of St. Sabra-On-The-Border in Tivolia.



  
Just north of the Morloke-Scheel border Mou encountered the first refugees. A caravan of snug wagons had circled for the night beside the road not far from a spring and small chapel to St. Foy. “Godown be with you,” Mou called out from the road, not wanting to surprise them.



  
“And with you, Father,” a woman called back. Her man appeared beside her, his hand on a woodsman’s ax. “How are the roads?”



  
“Good, although the river crossings are closed by floods in many places. Where are you bound?”



  
The man answered. “Somewhere safe with open land, at least for this year.”



  
Mou dismounted and led his beasts closer, keeping his free hand in the man’s view at all times. “Trouble in Scheel, or just a little crowded?” Open land remained in the Empire as well as Morloke and eastern Tivolia, and the counts encouraged settlement.



  
“Turkowi pouring over the mountains like a mudslide, Father. I’ve heard of smaller, thinner glitterwing swarms when I was an apprentice in Frankonia.” The man waved to the wagons behind him. “We, my family and neighbors and I, started north as fast as we could. There’s no army in Scheel strong enough to stop the Turkowi.”



  
The next day Mou found soldiers. They’d camped beside the road where it crossed a secondary trail through the district that connected one small village to the next hamlet. Mou heard the men before he saw them. I think I’ll dismount and walk for a few minutes. Just in case someone is a tad nervous. He needed to stretch his legs, anyway. As when he had approached the caravan, Mou kept one hand on the gelding’s reins and the other in the open. The trees and brush along the road grew thinner, as if someone had been clearing the bushes back to improve visibility, and as he led the horse and donkey around a bend, Mou heard a voice bawling, “I don’t care, clear the underbrush as far back as that crooked tree. You want to get shot in the legs as well as the head?”



  
Mou recognized the tone and smiled. Ah, sergeants, one of Godown’s universals, along with biting flies and grumpy horses. “Greetings,” he called, warning of his approach.



  
“Who goes there?”



  
“Father Mou Marcy, traveling priest from the Bishopric of Tivolia.”



  
“Stop where you are.” He stopped, undoing his collar a little and pulling his Godown symbol and its chain out where the soldiers could see it better. Two hot and grumpy men stomped up the road to meet him. They both had what looked like grass and leaf stains on their sleeves, and one carried a brush-cutting blade hooked to his wide leather belt. They wore what Mou had discovered was the new insignia of the Oligarchs of Morloke, two stylized trade tokens flanking Godown’s symbol. The bishop really needs to have a talk with the merchant-counts about that, he thought yet again. It borders on blasphemy and is well into the realm of poor taste.


  
“Well, you look like a priest,” the larger of the two men allowed. “Where are you bound and where have you been?”



  
“I’m bound for St. Kil-by-the-Rocks, then Forestton, St. Basil-by-the-Lake, Sabraton, Royceville, and then Scheel Center before going as far south as Karlava, then back north unless Bishop Allesandri needs me elsewhere. I came from Tivolia by way of Blackseam and St. Basils in Morlalo.” Claude nudged him and he pushed the gelding’s head away. No, don’t get slobber on my shoulder, please.


  
“Huh.” The two conferred. “Right. You can cross the border, but don’t dilly-dally, and you need to be off the road by sundown.”



  
“Is there a problem ahead?”



  
The smaller soldier grunted. “Not yet, but it won’t take the Turkowi very long to finish looting the fools in Scheel. But they have only those damn stupid so-called Patricians to blame.”



  
His companion jabbed him in the ribs. “Shut it, Trey.” Mou raised an eyebrow but held his peace. “Go on, but I’d be ready to run on short notice, Father.”



  
“I’ll keep that in mind,” he said as he mounted. “Godown be with you.”



  
“Thanks, but you’ll need Him more.”



  
    [image: * * *]
  


  
Mou got as far as Scheel Center before he encountered serious roadblocks and obstacles. He stopped at the priory of St. Misha to rest and learn what he could about the situation to the south. “Unless you are willing to travel with the army as chaplain or medic, Father, you won’t find anyone in need of spiritual assistance,” one of the semi-retired guard captains stationed near the charity infirmary warned him. He and Mou knew each other by sight from the priest’s earlier visits, and Mou had offered a beer in exchange for information. The man accepted with alacrity.



  
Mou made St. François’s sign and gulped. “The Turkowi moved that fast? Or is it plague?”



  
“Refugees.” The greying soldier knocked back some of his drink. “Everyone who could has fled, including most of Karlava and everything south of the Morpalo River. The priests brought St. Kiara’s relics and as many of the shrine’s furnishings as they could carry and have set up a daughter shrine on Royster Hill,” he pointed to the small range east of the city.



  
“So the Rajtan was serious. When does the army move?”



  
The captain shrugged. “No idea, Father, and then we may go east or north as likely as south.”



  
“What? Why north? Do the Patricians think the Rajtan has divided his army?”



  
“Nope, Father,” the soldier snorted, planted his elbows on the table and leaned forward. He looked over both shoulders for listeners and dropped his voice. “They heard about troops from Morloke massing on the border, and they are worried that the Oligarchs will try and bargain with the Rajtan, move in and take what he doesn’t want in exchange for keeping our, Scheel’s, army busy.” He leaned back a little, continuing in a louder tone, “But everyone knows that the Rajtan was bluffing and he just wants to cut through to get to the Magwi, since they are heretics. And may the two finish eachother off, is my hope. But that’s assuming the river doesn’t eat the Rajtan’s army like it’s been eating everything else this side of the mountains.”



  
Mou shuddered and made St. Gerald’s bridge. Godown help us all. “Has there been much rain?”



  
The man finished his beer. “No, Father, at least not here. The mountains had a heavy snow load this past winter, and it’s melting all at once, or so they say. Turned Sigurney into an island, or more of an island, so they say. I wager that’s why the Rajtan’s turning south, so he won’t have to deal with the river.”



  
“Interesting.”



  
Two days later Mou sat in Bishop Pedro Allesandri’s over-stuffed waiting room. He studied the lovely tapestries and ornately carved furniture, as well as the floral carpet holding pride of place on the floor. Very nice, but not suited to a man of the church. Even Prince Thomas doesn’t have carpets like this, although he’d probably be too polite to refuse one if someone offered it to him. I wonder what became of that brocade vest, anyway.


  
“Father Mou,” a junior priest called, and Mou brushed off a little more dust and stepped through the door and into Bishop Allesandri’s office.



  
“Your reverence,” he bowed to the head of Scheel’s churches.



  
“Welcome, Father, and be seated.” Mou selected the plain chair beside an inlaid table. “What news do you bring?”



  
Mou recited, “No change in Tivolia, although Duke Miles Tillson appears to be profiting from the, hmmm, instability in this region. The crops look healthy from Heilbrown in the Empire south. The Oligarchs are worried about the Turkowi cutting north through Scheel and attacking them, according to Morloke soldiers I spoke with just north of the border and, last I heard, the spot plague had not left the Empire’s borders yet.”



  
The bishop nodded. His lanky blond hair and droopy-lidded black eyes reminded Mou of a ground-scent hound, as did his policies. Allesandri could be as persistent as a hunting dog if he scented a way to improve the standing (and wealth) of the church. The prelate inquired, “What about the Empire? We’ve heard rumors that Princes Michael and Thomas have taken control from Emperor Andrew and justified it by saying that Andrew had gone mad.”



  
“Not as of a month ago, your reverence. Prince Thomas says that he and Michael are taking a greater role in council meetings, but Emperor Andrew remains on the throne and no one has challenged him or intends to. He remains in good standing with the church.”



  
Allesandri’s eyes flashed open with surprise. “Does he? That’s news indeed. I’d been told that Bishop Martin had cautioned him about his insistence on meddling with Lander blasphemies and had put him under a ban.”



  Lander blasphemies? That’s new. I’d call it obsession rather than blasphemy. Rather than contradict the bishop, Mou repeated, “Your worship, as of a month ago or so, Emperor Andrew remained within the graces of Godown’s church. If I might be so bold, I’d think Duke Miles Tillson would be put under ban first.”



  
“He would if I could get Martin and the others to agree with me, since there’s no one in Tivolia to do it.” Alessandri steepled his long, oddly fat fingers. “I also want all those cursed Lander books and trinkets put under ban as well, but Martin refuses to see reason.”



  Since he gets his water from some of those ‘cursed trinkets,’ your reverence, I don’t think you will persuade him in the near future. “Your reverence.”



  
“Since the southern third of Scheel is in effect a battlefield, at least until the heretics decide which way to turn, the southern towns are no longer open, Father Mou. Unless you volunteer as a chaplain with the army, and then prepare to ride north.”



  
Mou frowned a little as he considered the offer. “Have priests been assigned to the refugees yet?”



  
Allesandri blinked and caressed his golden Godown pendant with one hand. “They have priests with them in most cases, I believe. Do you want to look into the matter? I don’t have anyone to spare, since St. Kiara’s relics and altar have been relocated here.”



  
“Certainly, your reverence.” Because I suspect they need Godown’s help far more than the army does, at least for the moment.


  [image: 7: The Long Wait Begins]


  I’m so tired of baking, Liara Kidder groaned, fanning her face with the corner of her apron. She and the other women, and some of the men, had been baking non-stop for what felt like months, ever since she and Lt. Johns and Goodwife Archer had ridden back from Karlavra. The heat of the ovens grew worse as the days grew longer, and more and more trees from the marshes and woodlands around the river vanished into the ovens’ maws, or became stored firewood, building timbers, or other supplies. I’m either baked or sodden and I’m so tired. She regarded the steaming planks of hardtack with weary resignation. Last batch, Godown be praised.


  
But, she thought with some pride, she’d done her part to fill the barrels and sacks crammed into the inner fortress. Bread and the so-called iron rations of bread twice-baked with powdered jerky and fruit paste, enough to feed the garrison’s four-thousand men for a month at least, now packed the store room. Liara had baked, mixed, pounded jerky, and sewn bags until her eyes crossed. I wonder how many other women help the soldiers? Maybe that’s what the Lander warrior women were, not real soldiers but cooks and seamstresses? That made much more sense to her.



  
“Liara! Quit fleece gathering,” Goodwife Alice O’Raurk shrilled, cutting off her thoughts. “You need to be working, not dreaming of that man.”



  Enough! Liara planted her hands on her hips and waited as the old harridan bustled up to where she stood.



  
“I told you, you need to be working. There’s more baking to be done, so clean those ashes out and get more wood ready.”



  
“No, Goodwife. This is the last of the bread. Captain Kidder said that any remaining flour will be kept for fresh bread and other uses.”



  
Goodwife O’Raurk looked down her nose at Liara. “Oh really? I highly doubt that, miss.” She leaned forward until Liara could smell her sour breath, and pointed at her own chest. “I am in charge of preparing the supplies for Sigurney, and I told you to clean those ovens.”



  
“No, you are not in charge,” Liara snapped back. “Captain Kidder is, and he said we had enough.”



  
“Did he? Or are you making an excuse not to do your part?”



  How dare you! I’ve been working as hard as every other woman here. She took a deep breath to try and stay calm, even as her fists began clenching. “Goodwife O’Raurk, I follow Captain Kidder’s orders. He said no more bread. I’m not helping bake any more bread because he said to stop.”



  
“And thanks be to Godown,” Goodwife Archer intoned, looming over the other women. “I wondered if we’d be baking cannonballs next.”



  
A hissed voice from behind Liara snipped, “O’Raurk already does. Her man uses her bread as a weapon.”



  
“Who said that?” O’Raurk straightened up and shook her fist. “Who is abusing my name?”



  
A few brave souls tittered but no one answered. Instead, Goody Archer observed, “O’Raurk, we have done all we can do to help our men. It’s time to get ready to leave.”



  Thanks be, the river’s dropping enough we can cross, Liara thought. She’d snuck up onto the battlement the week before, searching for a breath of wind, and had stared in awe at the Morpalo River. Floodwaters spread for kilometers on either side of Sigurney, lapping the walls of the old town and endangering the causeways connecting the south bank and the hamlet to the fortress. Brown water stretched as far as she could see, and she wondered if it touched the feet of the hills north and south of the river. “A mighty sight it is, Miss Kidder,” the guard had said.



  
“Yes, it is,” she had breathed. “Can anything cross it?”



  
“Birds and fish. But if you mean people, I wouldn’t try it, Miss. It looks smooth and quiet, don’t it?”



  
“Yes.” And it had: smooth brown water without a wave or ripple, except where it flowed around a few trees in the distance. Those had once been well away from the banks, Liara recalled with an awe-filled shiver.



  
The guardsman had nodded and pointed. “It’s flowing fast as a horse jogs out there, in the middle of where the river usually runs. And dead trees and other traps hidden in the water, plus bits of island and probably people, deer, cows, the usual.” He’d shaken his head. “Many years ago my brother and I tried to pole across the Danials River, north of here, when it was high. Godown looks after children and stupid fools, thanks be, or I’d not be here speakin’ with you, Miss. The water ran so fast, and the hidden traps under the surface almost upset the boat before we were half-way across. We’d promised half of Colplatschki to Godown by the time we reached the other side.”



  
“How far downstream will it stay wide, do you know?” I don’t recall it being so big where it reached the sea, but maybe this is a bigger flood.


  
“Hard to say, Miss. Dozens of kilometers, I know that much. I guess the snows are melting all at once, as warm as it’s been here, and brought the river up faster and sooner. That means it will drop fast, too, but there’s going to be a mort of muck and mud to get through, and drowned trees and what all once things start dryin’ out. And you can’t plant water, not unless you can harvest your crops from the sea with a rowboat,” and he’d winked.



  
That evening she’d asked her father about the river’s rise and fall. He’d taken to spending more time with her in the evenings as she worked. Captain Mike Kidder had set his chalk and board down. “He’s right, Don is. The faster the rise, the faster the fall, although never instantly. We won’t wake up and find dry ground tomorrow. Instead we’ll start seeing mud, lots and lots of mud.”



  
She’d wrinkled her nose. Mud smelled, especially the mud around Sigurney.



  
Her father had chuckled. “I agree, as do all the farmers around here. They say that some floods sweeten the land, refreshing it. But other places the water sits and turns the ground sour, and it will be a year before any sort of crop will grow, except maybe marsh wheat. And even that will be scanty.”



  Well, the river is dropping and Father says once the ferry boat can cross safely, he’ll send us north. Gerald says that Martino wants me to meet him and his family before we are wed, and that will be nice. Even she knew that only fools would try to escape to the south side of the river, especially now that all who could had fled, stripping their homes and villages of everything movable. A week before, a heliograph report came in from the east saying that the Turkowi had begun crossing the pass and coming down the south bank of the Morpalo. I wonder if anyone would go south and west to the Magwi? But that means taking horses, and finding the Magwi, wherever they have moved to for the season, or so Goodwife Archer says.


  
Liara wiped her sweaty face once more before making certain that the oven doors remained open a crack. Several women had been making family bread and clay-pot meals to take advantage of the last heat in the big ovens, and Liara had traded two baking shifts for a sweet-root and yard bird pot for her and her father. The other food needed less heat than the hard bread, and leaving the doors open a tiny bit helped keep things from burning.



  
Liara stopped by the well and drew two buckets of water, carrying them to the commander’s quarters herself. I am going to be clean! She shut the door, blocked it with a chair just in case, and washed off the dust, soot, and sweat, then rinsed her head. She used the dirty water to rinse out the night soil boxes. Her father did not like dumping the night soil near Sigurney, but the river would carry it far away, and the muck cart didn’t float.



  
That evening Imre Archer led prayers of thanks and praise for the women’s work. He’d almost become a priest before joining the army, and his deep voice fit the holy songs perfectly. Even Fr. Mou didn’t lead worship as well, Liara thought. Goodwife O’Raurk looked sour even after Capt. Kidder praised her organization abilities. Did she want all the credit? Or is she still mad at Goodwife Archer? Maybe it’s because Imre is a worship leader and her man isn’t. Which is foolish. Liara shrugged a little and turned her attention back to praying.



  
After the prayer service ended she stopped to look at the messenger birds. They’d arrived with the last supplies and guns not long before the river rose. Three cages, each with four birds, filled a sheltered corner by the stables. The birds looked soft, but Liara did not try and touch them. They also looked fat, and she wondered if you could eat the old ones. Their handler had said that they would fly to Scheel Center when he turned them loose, and that they could carry messages tied to one leg. She’d giggled at the idea of a bird that small flying with papers hanging from a string, until he’d showed her the little case that strapped to the bird’s leg. Well, you and fish are the only way to get word to anywhere, at least until the river falls some more.


  
A week later the men decided that time had come to send the women and children away. Their two boats had gone out light-loaded and come back safely, and had brought news that made her father’s jaws clench. “I don’t know if I believe him, Captain,” the boatman said. “Not entirely, but he swore the pass is yellow as far as can be. And that the Rajtan himself is marching with the army!”



  
“Which side of the river are they on?”



  
“Still south side, sir. The bridges upstream, all but Tamarak, are gone or so badly damaged that the infidels will have to fix them before they can get more than a bird across.”



  
“So he was serious,” Mike Kidder said. “Good work, Tan, and go get some rest. We’re going to start sending the women away tomorrow.”



  
They’d planned for that already, and the families had drawn lots. Liara had drawn the last boat, even though she’d pulled her lot half-way through the lottery. “Godown knows well,” Lt. Archer had said later that afternoon. “If the captain’s daughter went first, people would wonder. And if she’d drawn first and gotten a late number, they’d think the draw was rigged.” It made sense, but she wanted to be away, meeting her fiancé Martino and seeing Gerald and his wife and their new daughter.



  
Her father had allowed three days for everyone to leave, and Liara wondered why. She learned the next day. The first boat left, carrying Goodwife O’Raurk and three other women with their children and belongings. The next boat carried two horses and more belongings. “We won’t need all the horses if the Rajtan gets here, and if he doesn’t, we can reclaim them easy enough,” Capt. Kidder explained to her.



  
“Why not keep a few, sir, just in case?”



  
He fanned away a fly. “Oh, we will. But horses eat a great deal, and if we have to start slaughtering them, we won’t be able to eat that much meat fast enough to keep it from spoiling.”



  
She shuddered. Horse tastes sweet, richer than I like. Eating horses means the Turkowi have surrounded the fort and won’t leave. But the Patricians will send troops before that happens. “Father, are you planning on eating some of the horses?”



  
“No, of course not. But if we prepare for the worst and hope for the best, Godown will help us.” He snorted, eyes on the river as the boat faded into a dot in the distance. “The problem you plan for never comes.”



  
The next day, one of the two boats flipped over. It had begun raining, and one of the horses spooked when a clap of thunder sounded. It broke loose and hit the other horse. The two of them tried to jump off the boat and instead tipped it over, or so the men said. Soldiers in the second boat saw it and managed to save the men, but the boat disappeared underwater, then appeared downstream, upside down, and drifted away before anyone could catch it. Liara stopped watching after that and concentrated on packing. She’d already sent as many things north as possible over the winter, so her betrothed’s family could see that she was a hard worker and a good housekeeper. Liara also cooked several meals that could be eaten cold, so her father would have food after she left.



  
The next day she tied her things into a neat bundle and carried it down to the end of the old town. There she found the men watching the water. It looked higher than it had been the day before, and sounded different. The first boat trip went without a problem, and Liara gave thanks, even as she watched the water rise a little where it lapped the edge of the rebuilt dock.



  
“Rain upstream must have been worse,” Tan decided.



  
“Wonder if the rest of the snow’s melting? That’d bring the water up,” another man said.



  
“Could be.”



  
At last only Liara, two horses, and one of the gunner’s wives remained. Her father kissed her. “I’ll be up in time for the wedding. And remind Gerald that he’s not to leave you alone with Martino, no matter what the young man says.”



  
She sighed. “Yes, Father,” as the men around them made what sounded like coughing sounds and nudged each other. Her father helped her into the boat, then got out of the way as soldiers led the horses on board. One acted nervous. Liara fingered her mother’s beads. Holy Godown be with us, please. St. Michael, soothe the beasts and help their herdsmen. Great Godown, have mercy, carry us safely. Godown, lord of the waters, please still the stream and carry us over safely. The men pushed the boat loose from the dock and they bobbed away into the water.



  
Liara felt the water pushing the boat as the soldiers rowed, trying to keep it headed across the river. The other woman closed her eyes and murmured prayers, but Liara had to watch. The water roared, and then she heard a hissing sound. What’s that? She looked upstream and saw part of a tree floating toward them. “Tree in the water,” she called.



  
The men pulled harder and one balanced on the edge of the boat, trying to use his oar to push the tree away. It tapped the boat, rocking it. Liara grabbed the side. One of the horses lost its balance and fell over, kicking. Another thud hit the boat and Liara felt it tipping and rocking. All at once brown water rushed over her.



  
Liara flailed, trying to find the surface. She got her head above water, choked on the muddy stuff, and gasped, trying to swim. She heard a scream and shouts, and splashing. One of the horses swam past and she grabbed its tail. She managed to wrap her hands in the hair, holding on for dear life. “Help me, Godown, please!” she screamed.



  
The horse kept swimming, and Liara kicked, trying to help. Her waterlogged skirts got in the way and she knew if she let go, they’d pull her under. “Good horse,” she called, trying to encourage the beast. Water got in her mouth and she spat, sputtering, looking up at the sky and fighting to keep her nose and mouth out of the muddy, cold river. She felt the horse kick harder and she tried to keep clear of the hoofs.



  
“Grab it!” A man’s voice called.



  
“Get it, pull it in!”



  
“Get her a rope, someone, hurry.”



  
The horse scrambled for footing and Liara let go, flailing, trying to reach land. Strong, warm hands grabbed her and pulled her out of the cold water. Two men dragged her up onto dry ground and began pushing on her back. She coughed and gasped. A man called, “She’s alive.”



  
Liara managed to get to her knees. “I’m OK.” I feel sick. I’m going to, “Blargh.”



  
“Good. You don’t want to keep that brew in your belly,” a familiar voice said, and she blinked through tears to find the fortress’s churigon crouching beside her.



  
Liara coughed, sucked air, and coughed again. I’m cold. Thank you Godown, thank you. Bless you, Godown for saving me. Thank you St. Michael for caring for your horse. “Father’s going to kill me.”



  
“No, he won’t,” someone else said. “Although if you come down with winter cough after that dunking you might wish he had.”



  
The churigon helped her to her feet and she looked around. The horse had swum back to Sigurney, downstream of the old town at the tip of the island! She was back at the fortress. One of the soldiers wrapped her in a scratchy blanket, and the churigon walked Liara to town. “The others?”



  
“We’ll just get you to a fire and see what happens,” he said.



  Holy Godown be with them. Please may they have gotten across safely.


  
Her father arrived not long after she began trying to dry out. “Father, what happened?”



  
“You tell me.”



  
She shook her head. “I remember a tree hitting the boat, and the horse tipping over, and then I was in the water. I grabbed the other horse and he brought me back. Did the men and Goody Tarlo get across?”



  
Her father sat beside her on the rough bench and held his hands over the flames. “I’m sorry, no. They drowned.”



  
She felt her nose getting stuffy and sniffed. Her eyes burned and she began crying for the first time since her mother had died. “I’m sorry Father. I tried to stay in the boat, I tried not to cause a problem.”



  
He pulled her against him, holding her like a little child. “Liara, you did not tip the boat. It was Godown’s will and the flood. We should have waited until tomorrow, but…” He rested his chin on her head. “I just hope, dear holy Godown I hope, that they weren’t the fortunate ones.”
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Four days later Liara heard a commotion from the courtyard of the fortress. She moved the pot off the fire and walked out into the sticky, hot afternoon air, blinking at the bright sun. “He’s here,” one of the men called.



  
“Damn it to hell,” Imre Archer swore, dark eyes snapping. “How many?”



  
“As many as a yellow-colored river.”



  
Liara skirted around the edge of the courtyard and walked up the steps to the battlement. She peered out the direction the men were pointing and saw what looked like a smear of yellow. “What’s that?”



  
“Here,” her father’s voice said. He handed her a field glass, and she peered at the smear. It turned into lots and lots of little figures, stretching past the bend in the river four kilometers upstream of the fortress. They all wore yellow, or carried yellow banners. “If the wind were from the east, you’d hear their drums and trumpets.”



  
She handed back the field glass. “Is that the Rajtan?”



  
“It’s Rajtan Tulwar Ko Singha and his army. Yellow is the color of Selkow, the goddess they worship.”



  Godown help us. Liara gulped.



  [image: 8: Court and Crisis]


  
Michael looked like Thomas felt—that is to say, terrible. Thomas’s head was pounding and he wished it came from enjoying a wild time the night before. I’m starting to understand the stories of dissipated siblings and third sons who drank themselves into quiet oblivion in a corner. Most of the time the cool blues and creams of the council room soothed his nerves and improved his mood, but today the quiet colors could not mitigate the map and its quandary.



  
“I need a drink,” Michael groaned. Thomas gave him a lop-sided smile. “Jones and Montoya are going to be the death of me.”



  
“Maybe we should bring back that, what was it called? Dooling? Where two people shot or stabbed at each other until one died or admitted fault.”



  
“And then we exile the survivor?” Michael gave Thomas a hopeful look.



  
“That or beat their heads together until both of them see reason or give up.”



  
“I’m for that. Give them a headache like mine.” He tapped the map. “This would be stupid if it were not so serious.”



  
“Agreed.” Thomas glared at the map, wishing Godown would reach down and shift the lines. This is so foolish, it really is. The river had moved, and now one small parcel of what had been on the Jones side sat on the Montoya side. And the two counts were ready to kill one another, dividing the court in the process, and leaving Thomas and Michael trying to keep order. Damn, Andrew, I wish you’d step in and make a decision. But no, he kept shifting back and forth, as uncertain as the river, unable to decide who he sided with. Montoya wanted to keep the little parcel, Jones demanded it back, and neither man would budge. “Is it really that serious?”



  
“Huh?” Michael blinked and ran a hand through his wavy blond hair. “It is to Jones and Montoya, and they are making it serious for the rest of the nobles.” He drummed his fingers on the table.



  
“What we need is another flood, so Godown can finish rearranging things to His design,” Thomas grumbled, shaking his head. Maybe we can find a way to ask Bishop Martin to step in and offer a solution. I wonder if he—


  
“That’s it! That’s perfect!”



  
Thomas blinked at his brother, who appeared about to bounce to the pressed-metal ceiling. “What?”



  
“Don’t you see? The floods have not finished yet, not up there,” Michael bubbled. “If we wait until after the floods, and then order a royal resurvey of the property lines, I wager we’ll find a parcel of land that same size that went the other direction. It will be Godown’s will, not ours. And if we ask, Bishop Martin might be willing to bind Jones and Montoya to peace, because Godown moved the river.”



  
“I don’t think… that is…” But it might work. He’s right. Thomas felt a weight lift off his shoulders. Thank you Godown. “You’re right. And I suspect his reverence will help and gladly, because he wants a court fight even less than we do.” They smiled and slapped hands, as if they were boys again.



  
“If you weren’t my brother I’d kiss you,” Michael gushed.



  
Thomas leaned back, still smiling. “Easy there, little brother. Calm down. You’ll scare the servants and make Laural jealous.”



  
“Will Andrew agree to it?”



  
Thomas and Michael both sobered. “He should. It solves the problem, keeps the peace, and the Emperor remains a neutral party, above the dispute but able to mediate it.” Thomas thought for a moment more. “Yes, especially if he can make a pronouncement rather than having to sit through a hearing and council meeting.”



  Damn, I do not like working around you, Andrew, but the world will not stop and wait for you, nor will it solve its problems without help. “Write up a formal proposal and I’ll approach Bishop Martin with it.”



  
Michael folded his arms. “I’ll do that if you sort out what is going on in the south and brief the council.”



  
“Our south or their south?” Thomas waved his hand. “I know.” He ran the hand over his hair and looked back at the maps scattered over the council table. “I feel as if I should say additional prayers or do extra service because I’m relieved that the Rajtan crossed the hills and is attacking Scheel instead of coming up the Donau Novi Cut.”



  
Michael picked up map corners, sorting through the pile until he found the one he wanted. He pulled the map of the lands south of Kossuth and Starland out from under two others and pointed to the cut. “Any idea why? Other than the lack of grass for his horses and water for his men, that is.”



  
Thomas shook his head. “Not really. I wish Fr. Mou were here, since he knows so much about Selkow and the people who worship that demon. I’d guess it has to do with what the Rajtan told the Patricians’ Council: a ferengrazzia is to take land and converts. There’s not anyone left to convert in here,” and he covered the Donau Novi Cut with one hand. “And no loot, but of course no one would ever consider loot during a holy war. Or unholy war in this case.”



  
“Thpppth.”



  
Thomas smiled at the rude sound. He bent over the map again. A woman cleared her throat behind him and he straightened and turned. Three servants stood by the main door with a cart bearing food and chokofee flasks, along with serving pieces. Thomas looked a question at his little brother. Michael’s eyebrows rose as he shrugged and mouthed, “I didn’t do it.”



  
“I will not have you starving to death,” the woman announced, and Michael ducked as Laural marched in, shooing the servants ahead of her. The brothers cleared the end of the council table and the maids and footman set out a light meal, bowed or curtsied, and departed.



  
“My dear, this is a good deal of food for the two, or three, of us,” Michael observed.



  
“Five. Kossuth and Starland are coming in a moment. Kossuth has news from the south I think we need to hear, and Starland thinks he may have a solution to the problem with the Montoya and Jones land claims.”



  
Michael shrugged again and gave Thomas a “what can you do?” look. Thomas got busy putting away the unneeded maps. Don’t laugh. Laural has no sense of humor at the moment. She’s still wearing mourning, and chasing Alois Donn has not improved her temper.


  
“And bringing the counts in will help dampen the rumors that you two are planning a coup or some other sort of government take over,” Laural added.



  
Thomas choked and heard Michael doing the same. “What? No one has said anything to me—” Michael protested.



  
A gusty sigh cut short the complaint. “That, my dear, is because you never stand still long enough to hear the gossip. Oh, nothing serious,” and she waved the hand not holding a chokofee cup, “but two of the maids heard Countess Grantholm sniffing that as long as Thomas remains unmarried, there will be no way for her daughters to advance through service to the empress.” She smiled for the first time in several weeks, wiped her hand on her black skirt, and winked. “Be prepared for a spate of invitations and flirting, big brother.”



  St. Jenna give me patience. He started to riposte and froze with the words on the tip of his tongue. If something happens to Andrew, an accident in his workshop, I would be next in line, and the court could insist that I marry unless Bishop Martin grants a dispensation. I’d better speak to him about that.


  
“Good afternoon, Your Highnesses—is that food?” saved him. Laural’s eyes widened with outrage and Michael flashed a wink and grin at Anthony Kossuth’s exclamation. Thomas schooled himself to sobriety after a return wink.



  
“Yes, it is Lord Anthony,” Thomas said.



  
“Godown be thanked.” Kossuth bowed, straightened up, and stepped sideways to allow Don Starland to limp in.



  
Don bowed and murmured, “Your Highnesses.”



  
“Come in, please,” Thomas invited. Both counts looked worn and he wondered why. “This is an informal, working meeting, so serve yourselves.” Laural poured chokofee for him and Michael, and after they got sandwiches and other finger food, the two newcomers grabbed plates. Thomas opted to sit just “above” the maps, Michael facing him, and the others took places “below” the princes. Laural nodded and excused herself for a moment.



  
“While she’s out of the room,” Michael began, “let’s discuss the situation in Morloke and Scheel.” He gave Anthony Kossuth a nod.



  
Kossuth gulped a mouthful of chokofee, shook his head, and blinked at the heat and strength of the brew. “Yes, Your Highness.” He reached into his jacket and removed a packet of papers and tossed them onto the table. “These are from Fr. Mou Marcy and a few other contacts, as well as the office of Bishop Pedro Allesandri in Scheel Center. To be brief: the Rajtan has invaded Scheel along the Morpalo River. The sense among the commoners in Scheel is that as soon as the water drops he will cross the river and attack north, driving to Scheel Center. However,” he raised a thin finger. “Officially, as in according to the Patricians’ Council, he will turn south and ravage the Magwi rather than attempt to cross the Morpalo. According to Fr. Mou and several merchants, the Morpalo and other rivers are higher than anyone can remember and unlikely to return to their banks anytime soon. All the rivers out of the Marlow Mountains are in flood. Apparently Scheel warmed up very quickly so the snow melted faster than in a while, and then it rained.”



  
Thomas nodded. “My sources and the reports I’ve seen concur.”



  
Don Starland set his cup down and raised one finger in question. Thomas nodded permission. “Can the Rajtan cross the Morpalo, even after it subsides, Anthony, Your Highness? I mean, does he have bridging equipment? It’s as wide as the Donau Novi, maybe bigger.”



  
Kossuth and Thomas both shrugged. “I’m assuming so. I suspect the Turkowi have regained the same amount of technology the rest of us have,” Thomas said.



  
“And it’s the worst case, so we’d better assume it,” Kossuth said, tipping his head back and staring at the white-painted panels on the ceiling.



  
Michael drummed his fingers on the table. “And since worst cases are the most likely, what are the Patricians’ doing in case the Rajtan keeps his word, crosses the river and turns north?”



  I don’t know, and from the rumors swirling around, they don’t know either. Thomas got up and poured himself more chokofee. “One hopes they are preparing an army and will be ready if that occurs.” He heard what sounded like an unflattering noise from Don Starland and decided to ignore it for the moment.



  
Kossuth returned from studying the ceiling. “Right, Your Highnesses, I think the question is what we should be doing in case the Rajtan turns north.”



  
“Can we do anything without the Oligarchs and Patricians squalling about invasions and insults to their sovereignty and self-government?” Don Starland asked. “My honored father has heard rumors that Scheel and Morloke both think we,” he waved his hand to take in the council room and almost knocked over his cup. “Damn, sorry. That we are going to use ‘defending against the Turkowi’ as an excuse to attack Morloke. And Tivolia.”



  
Thomas shook his head so hard it raised a breeze and blurted, “Oh no, absolutely not! Throwing wasp nests into a pseudo-boar den in spring would cause less trouble. I’d rather marry Laurence III’s daughter, the buck-toothed one, and take up fishing the northern sea for a living than touch Tivolia.”



  
Laughter almost drowned out Michael’s more diplomatic, “Expansion at this juncture would not be wise policy.”



  
“I believe that we continue as we are.” Thomas said once the laughter died down. “We watch and make plans to call up those closest to the border if the Turkowi conquer Scheel. Unless something truly amazing has happened, like someone rediscovering the Landers’ flying machines, we have several weeks to muster should the Turkowi get through Scheel this season and continue north.”



  
“If the Turkowi have flying machines, it might bring his majesty out of his retreat,” Laural ventured, taking a seat beside Michael.



  He might be so fixated with the machines that he misses the warriors inside them, Thomas sighed. For the moment he was too tired to be more than irritated with Andrew’s fascination.



  
“Is his majesty still involved in governance?” Don Starland exclaimed, then clamped his hand over his mouth. “Shit, I didn’t say that, Your Highnesses, pardon,” and he went pale.



  You only said what everyone but Godown has been thinking.



  
Michael and Laural whispered back and forth as Thomas tried to come up with the right phrase. “His majesty is well but is preoccupied with a technical matter at the moment,” Laural said.



  
Her husband nodded. “And he prefers to study the larger matters of governance rather than involving himself in minutiae.”



  Well said. I’ll have to remember that, because this will come up again. Thomas caught Starland’s raised eyebrow and ignored it.



  
“Speaking of minutiae,” Michael began. “Hand me a sandwich please and then tell us what your proposal is for soothing Montoya and Jones, Starland.”



  
“Your Highness, what I wondered was…”
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That evening, after he finished the day’s final prayers, Thomas lay on his back, staring at the dark ceiling of his room and wondering what to do. Holy Godown, who knows my heart better than I do, help, please. How can we bring Andrew back to his duties? And how can we quell the rumors about Michael and I? And what should I do if Andrew does not want to do his duty?


  
If Andrew either abdicated fully, or returned from the past, it would clear away a great deal of fog. Abdication meant a regency council or either Thomas or Michael taking up the Empire. Thomas shied away from the thoughts skittering up from his memory, shoving the images of Gregory and Don back into the shadows. I hate domestic policy, taxes make my head hurt, and telling courtiers to grow up only makes them less likely to calm down and act like adults. I understand now those bits in the archive about rulers who start by terrifying everyone and then asking if the survivors disagreed with them. Although beheading people because they threw tantrums was probably overkill.
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Three days later, Thomas decided that beheading people to stop their tantrums might not be overreacting after all. Don’s father Duke Timothy Starland had, somehow, bestirred himself to leave Starheart and travel all the way to Vindobona, arriving in time to take his place on the council and leaving Don to make his proposal and then depart. Counts Jan Bierski and Albert Grantholm glared at the elder Starland, hackles up, and Thomas knew that they’d vote against Don’s proposal for solving the Montoya-Jones spat out of spite. Anthony Kossuth, rested but preoccupied, ignored the byplay at the end of the table. Matthew Peilov didn’t, siding with Starland for once. Gerald Eulenberg played with his penknife and acted bored. Thomas kept quiet, letting Michael handle the meeting since it focused on domestic policy matters.



  
“Before we discuss the matter any farther, Your Highness,” Eulenberg oozed after several minutes, “how is his majesty’s health?”



  
“His majesty is in good health, Godown be thanked, and has thus far avoided both the winter cough and the spring chills.”



  
Michael hid his feelings well, Thomas thought.



  
Eulenberg raised one black eyebrow. “Oh? How fortunate that the rumor of his incapacitation is false.”



  
Timothy Starland grunted, “Or is it? I’ve been told that his majesty is sound of body but that certain… stresses,” and he gave Thomas a suggestive look, “within the family have caused him mental distress.”



  
“Family problems are the worst,” Tom Jones intoned, glowering at Pablo Montoya, his second cousin by marriage. Montoya all but stuck his tongue out in reply and Thomas felt a sudden urge to knock their heads together.



  
“At present there are no differences within the Babenburg family on matters of governance and policy,” Michael stated, pointedly ignoring the innuendos.



  
“Really? Then where is his majesty?” Starland pointed at Thomas.



  
“His majesty is finishing tests on a new addition to the city’s water supply system, one that should improve water pressure so that more will be available in cases of fire.” Which was true, more or less, or had been several months before, Thomas knew.



  
As the brothers had hoped, the mention of fire was enough to distract the council for a moment. The largest town on Count Bierski’s holdings had suffered a conflagration two weeks before that left several hundred people without homes or shops, as well as consuming several hundred thalers worth of stored grain. We build with wood and use open fires and foomp! One day everything burns to ashes. Only by the grace of Godown had Vindobona escaped a major fire, thus far. Several of the men winced and made saints’ signs, including Thomas and Michael.



  
“I want my land back,” Count Jones announced, startling them back to business. “Montoya’s got no right to claim that parcel just because the river shifted. It’s some of my best marsh-grain land and I’m not dropping my claim.”



  
“Right of the river has always been with Montoya,” Pedro snapped back, right hand moving to where his sword would have been if court protocol had not forbidden carrying long blades in the council. “The river moved, so it is Godown’s will that that bit of pasture belongs to me.”



  
“Jones have held that land since the Great Fires.”



  
“You hold the land because your great-grand-dam married a Montoya bastard who happened to outlive my great-grand-sire’s real children. And I have papers to prove it!”



  Oh St. Jenna and St. Gimple help me, Thomas prayed, catching one of the guards eyes and motioning for him to move closer. If Jones or Montoya went over the table after each other…



  
Jones’s eyes bulged and a vein on his temple began pulsing. Old Starland leaned back and grinned, dark eyes narrow, enjoying the show. Kossuth pushed his chair back, as if getting ready to intervene, but Michael put one hand on his shoulder. “Take that back,” Jones hissed, teeth clenched and bared.



  
Montoya smiled and lifted one hand, flopping it at the wrist. “Why? Truth is a legal defense,” he purred. “And my claim to the pasture stands.”



  Damn damn damn, this is going to end badly. Thomas got to his feet, ready to intervene if he had to. If Jones draws or Montoya does, we’re going to have a succession crisis on top of everything else.


  
Thomas heard a door open behind him, old hinges groaning. “No, the claim does not stand,” a new voice stated, cutting through the growls and snarls from the nobles. He spun around, almost tripping with haste and surprise as Andrew stalked in. Thomas bowed, enjoying the gasps and sounds of surprise and shock. At least one chair fell over, judging by the clatters and thuds.



  
“You may rise and then be seated.” Andrew dressed all in rich black. His trousers and jacket, of the most severe cut, had been perfectly tailored and Thomas wondered who had done the work and how much they charged. Then he remembered the brocade vest incident. Never mind. Congratulations on the magnificent timing, brother.


  
“I am aware of the conflict between counts Montoya and Jones. I believe it is time and past that a full resurvey of the major counties take place. The Kerry is not the only river to move, and as I recall there are some properties that have been taken into custodial watch by some counts.” Andrew met everyone’s eyes in turn, and out of the corner of his eye Thomas noticed Matthew Peilov twitching. Donatello Bend did remain crown property, after all, even if usufruct of the lands had gone to Peilov as part of the dower exchanges.



  
The emperor continued, “But surveys take time. For the moment, the crown will pay only for a full resurvey of the Jones and Montoya lands, their full extent and not just the sections in question, because of the urgent nature of their dispute.” He glared at Montoya and Jones both. “Bishop Martin has agreed to send three of his senior priests to bless and witness the work. Godown loves justice, does He not?”



  
Thomas and Michael both raised eyebrows at Montoya’s audible gulp. “Yes, Your Majesty, He most certainly does,” the count agreed.



  
The tall, lean monarch pinned Montoya with his stare. “And Godown, who sends both flood and drought, shapes the land.” Andrew sat back in his ornate, throne-like chair. “If anyone tries to influence or threaten the surveyors or the witnesses, I will bring the full weight of the laws and my powers as your sworn lord against them. Recall, gentlemen, the penalty for moving survey marks or changing attested and signed survey records.”



  Are you serious? Thomas studied his brother. New lines around his mouth and at the corners of his eyes made him look older, and a touch of grey frosted his oak-brown hair. But he carried himself as an emperor, not like a mechanic enwrapped in his latest machine. He’s serious. It’s been a long time since he’s invoked the death penalty for something other than treason or rape.


  
“Yes, Your Majesty,” Jones murmured, studying the tabletop.



  
“I… yes, Your Majesty,” Montoya echoed.



  
A faint green tinge colored Matthew Peilov’s countenance. Timothy Starland leaned back and smiled, a smug, satisfied air about him. Eulenberg and Grantholm seemed to have retreated inward while Bielski stared at the opposite wall, his thin eyebrows low as he glared at something only he could see.



  
Emperor Andrew Babenburg let the uncomfortable silence continue. Thomas thought he could hear his heat beat, and the scratching of Michael’s pen tip on paper sounded as loud as a thousand mice running together.



  
“I understand there have been some… questions… about the governance of the Empire of late,” Andrew intoned only after Eulenberg and Jones had begun rustling. “And rumors.” He gave a hint of a half smile, one corner of his mouth rising slightly as he glanced at Thomas. “Perhaps the chroniclers will record this as the Year of Rumors, seeing as how whispers and stories outnumber the entire population of Colplatschki.” Thomas, Michael, and Kossuth chuckled. “You,” he pointed to one of the guards. “Find Lord Don Starland and a chair and bring both of them here. He has been south the most recently, and I want his observations and opinions.”



  
Duke Timothy’s satisfaction fell away, and Thomas glanced down to cover his involuntary smirk. He’s your eyes and ears most of the time, but you treat Don as if he were a child. I suspect his wife has something to say about that, or would if you’d let her into Starheart. The rest of us recognized their marriage two months ago and it’s about time you do.


  
A minute later Don Starland and a chair-laden footman both appeared, and Don found a place opened for him at the foot of the table, away from his once-formidable father.



  
“The rumors about my incapacitation and inability to govern stop here,” Andrew grated. He pointed at Michael and demanded, “Have you forgotten the promises you made to our father and at my coronation?”



  
The youngest prince bowed in his seat, “No, Your Majesty. I hold to my oaths.”



  
“And you?” He pointed the finger at Thomas.



  
“No, Your Majesty. I hold to my oaths and vows.”



  
Andrew lowered his hand and glared at the others. “The rumors stop. That is an order,” he repeated.



  
A quiet chorus of “Yes, Your Majesty,” “Of course, Your Majesty,” and “Absolutely” rose from the nobles of the council.



  At least they stop for the next few weeks, Thomas snapped silently. They’d become too common to cease completely, at least not unless Andrew kept his hands on the reins of government for the next weeks and months.



  
Andrew accepted a cup of tea and drank before continuing. “Now, what news do we have from the south, and then what rumors. Prince Thomas?”



  
Thomas flipped to that part of his notes. “Your Majesty, my lords, the facts are that Rajtan Tulwar Ko Singha of the Turkowi has invaded Scheel, along the Morpalo River. Last fall he sent the Patricians’ Council a letter inviting them and the people of Scheel to convert to the worship of Selkow, to leave the land, or to be slaughtered. We know that the Patricians believe that the Rajtan’s army will turn south and harry the Magwi. We also know that Duke Miles Tillson has taken steps to secure his southern and eastern borders. Those are facts, confirmed by multiple sources.”



  
“Anything about Morloke?”



  
Thomas and Kossuth both shook their heads and Thomas answered, “No, Your Majesty, because the Oligarchs can not agree on anything but hiring a single commander to come in and take over command of the militia and hired soldiers. They have imposed a lock on information, unless it is from Scheel going through Morloke to elsewhere.”



  
“Which is about as effective as you would think, Your Majesty,” Kossuth added. “But all we have are rumors, no facts, from Morloke because of that.”



  
Andrew leaned to the side, one elbow on the arm of his chair, and rubbed his forehead. “And the rumors?”



  
Thomas leaned back and caught Don Starland’s eye. “Lord Starland?”



  
“The rumors from Tivolia are that we, the Empire, are supporting one or both of Duke Miles’s nephews, or Duke Edmund von Sarmas, or all three.” Don counted off on his fingers, “Other rumors have it that the Rajtan is going straight through Scheel to the sea and will attack the Freistaadter. Or that the attack in the south is a feint and that the bulk of his forces swung north up the Donau Novi Cut and will attack Morloke, or come over the mountains through the Empire to invade Tivolia. Or that the Patricians are lying to justify arming more people so they can invade Morloke and reunify the area.”



  
Gerald Eulenberg held up one hand, interrupting the list. “Wait, whoa, I thought the Patricians broke with the Oligarchs and that they were the ones to force a division?”



  
“You remember correctly, Gerald,” Emperor Andrew said. “These are rumors, not facts. Correct Don?”



  
“Yes, Your Majesty. The other rumors of note are that the Patricians are planning to give Scheel south of the Morpalo River to the Rajtan, since everyone has already fled. Oh, and that the Rajtan is bluffing about the conversions and this is a straight invasion of conquest.”



  
Thomas had been mentally checking the stories off his list as Don talked. “Those are the most important rumors Your Majesty, my lords.”



  
Bierski wrinkled his nose. “What makes people think this is a religious war and not a plain invasion? I know, you said the Rajtan sent a ‘convert or else’ letter last fall, but he wasn’t serious, was he?”



  Ah, the innocence of ignorant youth, Thomas sighed, a headache threatening to burst forth at any moment.



  
“Yes, he was, Jan,” Anthony Kossuth explained. “With your permission, Your Highness?”



  
Thomas nodded his permission after glancing at Andrew for agreement. “You know almost as much about the Turkowi as does Fr. Mou.”



  
“Thank you, Your Highness, but I would not go that far,” Kossuth said. “The Rajtan is on a frerengrazzia, a raid against the infidels, those being us. We who worship Godown. The Turkowi do not use the word lightly, and it always carries a specific religious sense. Selkow the Yellow is a jealous goddess and tolerates no other worship in her lands. My understanding is that her worship developed well to the east of the Turkowi lands on the Eastern Plains, but we don’t have any true information, just bits and pieces. I suspect we will have more information shortly, depending on how well Scheel can defend itself.” He did not sound overflowing with optimism.



  
“We defeated the Rajtan’s army at the Great Plate River six years ago,” Emperor Andrew reminded them.



  
“Yes, Your Majesty, but there is one rumor that Don may not have heard. This comes from Fr. Mou via a report he made to Bishops Martin and Allesandri of Scheel that his reverence allowed Prince Thomas and I to see.” Kossuth pursed his lips for a moment. “Laurence III of Frankonia has been speaking with the Turkowi, and may be assisting them with arms. There are stories that they have siege guns.”



  
“What?” “What do you mean siege guns?” A babble erupted until Andrew raised one hand.



  
“Very large cannons, capable of breaking stone walls,” Kossuth explained as Thomas nodded. “We are not the only ones working to rediscover and improve technology and tools, and apparently the miners in the Bergenlands have a new gunpowder that is more reliable and even-textured than what we have.”



  
“King Laurence has that powder as well and is making it in bulk. We should have the same thing soon, if our traders in the Freistaadter are successful.” Thomas flipped to the next page of notes. “We are also working on improved cannon, and have been going through the Lander archives to find the oldest military books, the ones on engineering and fortifications, to see if there is anything we and our ancestors overlooked that might be of help.”



  
Eulenberg raised a hand and was acknowledged. “Your Majesty, highnesses, some years ago I found a mention in an old book in the family collection about cannons and engineering. The book said that, of all things, brick stands up to cannonballs better than does stone, especially if you make a brick-pounded dirt-brick sandwich wall.”



  
Andrew straightened up from his lean. “That makes sense, because if I recall, rock shatters, but brick has more give. Eulenberg, see if you can relocate that book and send a copy here, please.”



  
“Yes, Your Majesty.”



  
A loud gulp from the end of the table caught everyone’s ear. “Yes, Lord Starland?”



  
“Ah, your pardon Your Majesty. I was just trying to calculate the costs of rebuilding the walls at Starheart in brick.”



  At least an arm and a leg, and that’s just a single wall, not what Gerald was describing. Ouch. Let’s keep the Turkowi out of the Empire so we don’t have to do that to Vindobona, please. Although, and Thomas made a note, as the city walls needed repair and expansion, doing it in brick might be the best option, Godown forbid. Because if the Turkowi have it, and the Frankonians have it, and Laurence makes more noise over the Bergenlands and Free Cities, we may see him on our doorstep too.


  
“Thomas, are we involved in Tivolia?” Andrew’s question snapped his brother out of his speculations.



  
“No, Your Majesty, and forgive me, but I hope you do not want us to be. There may be individuals taking advantage of the unrest, but we the government have stayed out, except for the letter of protest last fall about Miles Tillson blocking appointment of a bishop.”



  
Andrew nodded. “Good. We will remain out. This is not the time to be thinking about expansion, especially if it brings us closer to the Turkowi. Is there any other business for the council? Taxes will be unchanged this year and I do not want to hear about an excise on shahma imports. Inbreeding is just as bad for livestock as it is for humans.” He gave Jones and Montoya another hard look. “You do recall the last of the Dewhurst family, do you not?”



  
Thomas and several others made their patrons’ signs. Jones gulped and nodded. “It is hard to forget Arpad Dewhurst, Your Majesty.”



  That should be recorded as the understatement of the decade. How they managed to avoid the Diligence requirement is still a mystery. Three generations of first cousins and his father was also his cousin. Sick in body from birth and sick in the mind before he finally killed someone in front of witnesses and his father had to allow him to be executed. Ugh. May Godown have mercy on his soul.


  
“It is. Any further business?”



  
“No, Your Majesty.”



  
“No, none at this time, Your Majesty.”



  
Andrew stood and the others also rose to their feet. “Then you are dismissed. Thank you gentlemen, and it is good to see you out and well, Duke Starland. How is your daughter-in-law faring?”



  
The old duke’s face drew in as if he’d bitten a tart apple. “I believe that my son’s… wife is well,” he squeaked, as if the words choked him.



  
“Please give her my compliments and regards,” Andrew said, smiling at Don Starland as well as Duke Timothy.



  
The grey-haired duke stuttered, red-faced, “I—I will, Your Majesty.”



  
“Thank you.” With that Emperor Andrew stepped away from the table, turned, and departed via the side door, which led to a back corridor to the Imperial family chambers. Thomas and Michael left by a different route once they gathered their papers.



  
By unspoken agreement they went to Michael’s office, a large well-lit chamber attached to his suite of rooms. Michael set his papers down on the desk, then flopped into a chair for a moment before bouncing up again. Thomas settled into what he suspected was Laural’s seat. Unless your secretary does fine needlework, he thought after sneaking a glance into the basket on a stool beside the chair. “That was fortuitous,” Thomas said.



  
“It was. And will it last?” Michael ran both hands through his hair. “Ugh.” He shook several loose strands into the basket of papers beside his desk. “I don’t want to be bald.”



  
“Then why are you having children and working in the government?” Thomas grinned.



  
“If I pull it out, it comes back. If it falls out, Godown doesn’t reattach it,” he replied, also grinning. The grin faded. “At least we know Andy’s reading our reports.”



  
“Yes, Godown be praised.” Thomas allowed himself to slouch, stretching out his legs and resting his head against the chair back. “So, do we wait for instructions or continue as we have been?”



  
Michael sat and tapped one foot on the floor. “Continue, but expect instructions I think. Since we know that he’s paying a little attention to matters of state.”



  
“Agreed. Which means I need to get ready for a water system inspection. With Andrew back, I have no more excuses.”



  
“Could be worse. I remember the wonderful winter when we had to help repair the broken pipe up the hill. ‘Good experience’ Father called it. ‘It will help build character.’”



  
“You did not have to remind me, Michael Francis Anthony Gerald.” Thomas shook a finger at him. “Uncle Gerald did not lower you on a rope into a cistern to make certain that we’d removed all the ice.”



  
Michael made his best “innocent little brother” face. Thomas heaved himself out of the chair. “I have one word for you. Teething.”



  
“That’s just cruel,” Michael whined.
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Andrew retreated from the world again after that council meeting. Thomas and Michael went riding, ostensibly to observe some cavalry training, one afternoon near midsummer. “It’s worse this time,” Michael observed.



  
“Yes.” Andrew no longer made any pretense of initialing papers or of having read official documents and reports. He left everything to his brothers and their staff, without giving them any authority. He spent hours talking with artificers and mechanics, however, and had gotten another pump and a small generator working. Those did not, in Thomas’s eyes, justify his older brother’s disappearing act.



  
“What now?”



  
Thomas took a deep breath of the hot, river-scented air. The Donau Novi had settled back to its usual summer flow, although it remained higher than the previous year. It seemed to be a damp summer upstream, and Michael had gotten reports of poor crops closer to the Triangle Range and from some of the Free Cities north and west of the Empire. The sour, murky scent matched his thoughts about Andrew and the Empire. “Well, I know I can’t put off the water inspection. Gary Smith has done a good job, but I want to double check his and his men’s work, so I can assure the city council that one of us personally inspected the water supply system.”



  
“Good idea.” They watched the horses and men fighting mock-cavalry charges against infantry and against other cavalry. “The Turkowi don’t use firearms on horseback, do they?”



  
“Not that I know of. You don’t have to stop and reload a compound bow like you do hand cannons and slug throwers.” Thomas still did not believe that anyone had made lightning shoot out of a little metal barrel, and doubted that Andrew would ever make that Lander thing work, whatever it actually did.



  
His brother nodded. “Arrows don’t spook horses like that hand gonne thing does, either.”



  
“Not one of the Imperial weapons’ designers better ideas, was it?”



  
“No.”



  
They limited their talk to cavalry matters after that, until the ride back through the city. “I’ll go up the water system next week, then Fr. Laurence has suggested,” Thomas give his brother a firm look, “that I go on retreat for a week. A solitary retreat.”



  
“Don’t kill yourself with your own cooking.”



  That’s the least of my concerns just now, little brother. Rather than dampen Michael’s good mood, all he said was, “I’ll come back in time for you to take Laural and your children to Peilovna for a visit.”



  
Neither brother bothered to mention why one of them now had to remain in Vindobona at all times.



  
    [image: * * *]
  


  
“Holy Godown, Lord of the morning, we give You thanks and praise,” Thomas recited in the small chapel of St. Jenna. The dawn twilight softened the rough edges of the pilgrimage shrine and gave the figure of Jenna an overwhelming feminine aspect. Thomas fought off a yawn. “Holy Godown, Lord of the morning, thanks be to You for light and wisdom. Blessed are You, and blessed are those who sing Your praise. Holy Godown, who balances night and day, light and darkness, summer and winter, be with your children. St. Jenna, who walks in balance and between, help us see the true light. Godown, Lord of the morning, light our days and give us the discernment that comes with sunrise.” He bowed to the altar as the first bit of sunlight poked through a tiny gap in the colored glass of the window, making a painfully bright spear of light.



  
After finishing the morning litany, Thomas returned to his room in the shrine’s small guesthouse. Very few chose St. Jenna as their patron, so Jenna’s shrines attracted at most five or six people at a time, even on the saint’s feast day. At the moment, Thomas alone needed room at the shrine. He lay down on the bed, feeling every board joint through the thin mattress. He missed his bed at the palace. He missed having Ulrich to see to his clothes and quarters, and especially missed the palace cooks. Michael’s jest about my cooking was a little too accurate.


  
He also missed the palace churigon, although he knew he’d managed not to break anything, through the grace of Godown. At least when I’m fretting over the Empire, I can’t break my legs and neck. Bruises covered his shoulders, back, and hip, and he could barely move without pain. Thomas shivered, allowing himself to show the fear he’d hidden from the workmen. Dear holy Godown, please may I never have to go into one of those tunnels again, please.


  
He hadn’t planned on going down into the wet darkness. That job belonged to younger men with faster reflexes. But Gary’s men had rediscovered a secondary line from a spring in the hillside that had been lost for several decades. The tunnel was one of the old type, one that had been dug deep below the ground, with a few well-access points for people to dip buckets into, and for rainwater to collect. The main tunnel seemed sound despite several decades of neglect.



  
He shivered again, hearing Smith’s voice in his memory. “No problems, Your Highness. We found an odd spot near one of the light shafts, but it tested well and the flow is good. The tunnel is a meter and a bit tall, brick-lined in places. Almost no build-up inside, Godown be thanked. Could you give it a look?”



  I should have said no. I should have taken his word for it. But he hadn’t. And Andrew and Michael would not fit as easily in that space. So Thomas, against his better judgment, climbed the long wall down to the lost tunnel. Water flowed knee deep and cold in the darkness, and Thomas had smelled clean damp. The engineer had lowered a lamp on a rope and Thomas had ducked and begun walking along the tunnel. He stepped carefully, wary of the slick surface below his boots. The raw stone around him felt and looked solid, although he didn’t poke it with the iron rod he’d brought with him. Ahead he could see a faint light from the first of the rain wells. He’d taken a deep breath and kept going. “I’ll just go past the first rain well, look at that brick bit, and come back,” he’d told himself.



  
He’d reached the brick-looking material and studied it. He tapped it, then scratched the slime off. “Huh,” and he had leaned forward, looking carefully. The texture felt too smooth for real brick, and he’d rested the iron test rod against the tunnel wall and drawn his knife, poking at the “brick.” It had given just a little, and he could see that below the coating of tunnel slime, he’d found plaztik or something like it. “Well, that’s different.” He’d straightened as much as he could and stepped backwards, farther down the tunnel, intending to turn around.



  
His foot had come down on empty space. “Wha—!” He’d fallen backwards, arms flailing, into a hole in the tunnel floor. Wide enough that he didn’t hit his head, the hole had swallowed him into the depths of darkness. He’d remembered not to gasp, and had dropped the lamp and stripped off his heavy canvas jacket. Thomas had managed to bob to the surface, but could not get solid purchase on the water-slick rock enough to get out of the hole. He’d started to panic. No, no, keep breathing, keep working. Think ice rescue. What do you do on ice?You work slowly. He’d let himself float and managed to turn, so his head was up-tunnel, and kicked and swam a little against the current. The cold water numbed him, but he kept working up-tunnel until he’d gotten over rock as far as his waist. One last good kick, and he stuck his arms out, finding rough spots and grabbing at them with numb fingers.



  
Thomas had rolled onto his side, then stomach, and had managed to get to all fours. He’d crawled up to the plaztik area and collected the metal bar, then used that to get to his feet. He’d wrenched his hip and limped, dragging himself up the slope past the rain well. Without the lamp the darkness felt like a thick curtain, forcing him to push through against his fear and pain. At long last he returned to the access point. “Gary!”



  
“My lord” came a faint reply.



  
“Drop a safety rope. I’m hurt.”



  
After a year and a day a rope fell, the end hanging a meter and a half above his grasp. “Shit and damnation.” He’d left the test bar lying on the bottom of the main tunnel and started trying to climb up far enough to reach the rope. That he managed, but when he started to tie it around himself, he’d slipped. Thomas felt his foot slide up the damp, muddy step in the wall of the access tunnel and tried to hold onto the rope, but numb hands and wet gloves provided no traction. He’d folded double as he fell, then—somehow, Godown was with him—he’d landed on his feet, slipped, and his rump took the weight of his fall. As had the iron bar, which should have broken his leg or hip. He got dunked again and had to lever himself onto his knees, then one knee, to keep his head out of the cold water.



  
Two workmen came down with a rescue harness. All Thomas could do was hang on to the rope and pray as Gary and the others hauled him fifteen meters up into the most blessedly hot daylight he’d ever felt. Once he’d confirmed to his satisfaction that he was actually alive, all the major bits remained attached and unbroken, he’d asked, “How far past the rainwater access did your man go, Gary?”



  
“He didn’t, Your Highness. He came back and reentered the tunnel from the access a kilometer that way,” and he’d pointed toward distant Vindobona.



  
“Why didn’t you tell me that?”



  
“Because the brick is that way,” and Gary had pointed the opposite direction, upslope.



  I’d have strangled him except we can’t replace him just now, Thomas recalled. He reached down and gripped the edge of the wooden bed, reminding himself of safety. Thank you Godown, for saving me. Thank you for insisting to someone that we all learn how to swim, and thank you for keeping me from hitting my head. Because he should have. Gary sent men back with full safety harnesses and better lanterns and a sun mirror to see what had happened. The hole in the bottom of the tunnel turned out to be perfectly circular and probably had served a purpose at one point, maybe to collect sediment back before they’d diverted the spring instead of using stream water. But Thomas should have smacked his head against the far edge when he fell in, and somehow had missed.



  
A week of retreat felt like the very least Thomas could do for Godown in thanks. He’d prayed and held two all-night vigils, as well as promising to give his next two months allowance and the money he’d been intending to use for a new formal coat to the poor fund at St. Donn’s-in-the-Wall. He ached all over, and his hip and leg sported enormous bruises that made walking a trial and sitting nigh unto torture.



  
He also thought about the Empire, and prayed. By the end of his week of solitude and survival cooking, he realized why Godown had spared his life. It is not what I want but what You want, he reminded himself, half-praying. May Godown have mercy on us all.


  [image: 9: The Waiting Game]


  
“Godown have mercy on us all,” Liara breathed, peering out the arrow slit at the sprawl of tents covering the ground as far as the edge of the world. Or so it looked to her. She’d heard her father and the other men talking about armies, but trying to imagine a town on the march couldn’t match seeing a city appear on the banks of the Morpalo River. Tawny tents extended in rows parallel to the riverbank on the south side of the Morpalo. Two kilometers or so back from the first tent line, an enormous, ornate tent, larger than some buildings Liara had seen, stood by itself on top of a hill. Bright colored banners fluttered from poles around the tent, and a shiny gilded standard like a drum on fire sat atop the tallest pole. “That’s the Rajtan’s personal sign,” Imre Archer had told everyone. “If he is on campaign, or if he specially deputizes someone to act in his place, that ensign marches with the army.”



  
Two weeks after the arrival of the first of the Turkowi army, Liara now knew more about the infidels than she’d ever wanted to know. She also learned why they camped by the riverbank, watching, waiting for the river to fall and for the garrison to “see the light of the true faith,” as the Selkowiki priest’s letter to her father had put it. Capt. Mike Kidder now allowed Liara to listen in when he and his officers discussed how they would defend the fortress and old town. She kept their tankards full, or brewed and served teas, and learned.



  
The day after the first Turkowi soldiers had appeared, Capt. Kidder and several hundred men had ridden and marched out just after dawn, attacking the enemy before they had time to dig in and set up proper defenses and fortifications. He’d returned with all but ten of his men, dirty and scratched but satisfied. There had also been blood dripping from baskets on five of the other men’s mounts. Liara knew from the soldiers’ tales what would be in those baskets and she’d found things to do inside while they mounted the trophies on the wall, facing the Turkowi.



  
“We caught them by surprise,” her father had explained that night. “I’m not sure if they thought we’d abandoned the fortress, or that we wouldn’t dare come after them, but we killed at least a hundred, probably twice that many at least. And we got to see some of their weapons.” He’d spat into the fire. “Not as good as ours, but no worse, and more of them.” Mike Kidder fell silent for a moment, then smiled a predatory, tooth-baring smile. “We claimed first blood. The Rajtan won’t be pleased, but he also knows we won’t give up without a fight.”



  
More men crept out before dawn, returning after midday. Covered in muck and dirt, they brought back news about the camp and a few more Turkowi heads. “They’re staying on the high ground, I think, sir,” one of the sergeants reported. “They were not watching the marsh and the inlets like they should have. We got past the sentries and well into camp before we turned back. Killed four for each head, possibly more. Scared them to death at least.”



  
Imre Archer had snorted. “They’ll be watching the swamps now.”



  
One morning not long after the Tukowi’s arrival, the raids, and the high priest’s first letter of invitation, Kidder and Archer had spread a map of the islands and river out on the table from the living quarters. Kidder had called all the officers and senior NCOs together to explain what to expect and what he though the Turkowi might do.



  
Liara recognized Sigurney fortress and old and new settlements on the map. The new town, with its low rectangular wall and squat guard towers, perched on the end of the teardrop-shaped southern island. A long bridge and causeway connected it to the shore, or had until the flooding tore out part of the riverbed and took a span and a half of bridge with it. The men had repaired the bridge, but if the waters rose again the gap would reopen. Old Town, smaller and higher in elevation, held down the fatter end of the drop. It boasted higher and thicker walls, and more buildings. Not many people had moved into the new section before the past winter, and the floods had lapped the walls but not damaged them, unlike the original town’s defenses. Both hamlets had small, bulged-out watch areas on the corners of their walls, allowing men to see and making it harder for someone to sneak up on Sigurney without begin shot at.



  
The fortress, which perched near what was normally the center of the now swollen river, connected to the Old Town with another causeway. “Can we rip it out, sir?” Sgt. Timothy had asked.



  
Archer and Kidder both shook their heads. “Not without blowing it up, and if we tried, the Turkowi would shoot anyone they saw sneaking out to mine it. And that traps us here. They could just go around us, bridge across the river downstream, and starve us out, assuming the Patricians don’t get a relieving force here fast enough.”



  
Lt. Johns rubbed under his nose. “Will the Turkowi stay, sir? I mean, it’s already late in the season, and the river fever will start rising with the mists. The Turkowi will have to move against us quickly, or turn south.”



  
“No. The bastards are here for the duration, Lieutenant,” Imre Archer had said, straightening up from peering at something on the map. “First, the Rajtan is on a ferengrazzia against the Patricians and everyone they govern. Second, he singed his fingers on my people, the Magwi, last year, and we’re ready for him again.” He’d bared wide, yellow teeth, reminding Liara of a mountain badger. “Third, if he goes downstream and then tries to cut north, he’s got worse terrain to deal with, more swamps and then the western hills unless he goes all the way to the coast before turning north. There’s no treasure that direction. Fourth, we cost the Turkowi honor with our raids, and fifth, we refused his offer of conversion. Now he’s honor bound to conquer us, or the priests will preach and pray against him and Selkow will turn her favor away. He’s got three sons who want the throne, or so I’ve heard through the rumor network, and after last year’s lack of success, he needs to prove that he still has his goddess’s favor.”



  
That had made no sense to Liara, although she didn’t ask Lt. Archer about it at the time.



  
“So, with that in mind,” Capt. Kidder had begun, tapping the drawing of the new town. “We will continue to raid as long as it benefits us, but in smaller groups and more carefully, at least until the Turkowi get sloppy. We will lose the new town if the Turkowi attack. It cannot be defended well, and there’s no point in wasting men. Old Town we fight for, but I want it stripped. All fuel, iron, foodstuffs, clothing, anything usable gets brought into the citadel unless someone is already using it.” He’d moved some of the garrison into Old Town, Liara knew, to keep things sweeter within the fortress for as long as possible. “And pull the roofs off the buildings closest to the walls. I don’t want an easy target for fire shot.”



  
“Fire shot?” Someone asked. “Their guns can’t reach that far, sir, can they?”



  
Estefan Miklosh, the lead gunner, shrugged, arms folded. “We can reach them. They can reach us. They may even have siege guns, although only Godown knows how they’ll get them through that muck and mire upstream. Takes fifty ox teams to move one of those damn things, and that’s just the barrel, not the powder block and gun rest and balls.”



  
Midsummer’s month passed and the Morpalo River dropped back to normal, although it still looked higher than Liara remembered from the year before. A routine set in. Liara cooked and washed as best she could, when she was not helping scavenge from Sigurney-town or carrying powder, water, and shot up to the fortress gunners, or helping the wounded. Being the only woman left in the fortress made no difference in her duties, not now.



  
Master Miklosh had been correct: the Turkowi guns reached the fortress. Most of the balls bounced off the thick lower walls, but at least once a day booms and bangs shook the fortress wall and thick smoke drifted across the river if the wind favored the Turkowi. Liara learned the danger of stone chips and splinters after tending to one man who lost an eye to a chip. She’d also helped put out fires in Old Town from fire shot. Estefan Miklosh had been only too happy to explain how fire shot worked. “There are a couple ways to do it, miss. You can pack the gun with live coals, but most people only do that once, unless you have a breech-loader and work very fast. Or you use one of those giant fire-arrow throwers of legend, but I’ve never seen one outside of a book, and the author had said he didn’t think it had ever existed. So,” Miklosh had shifted to get more comfortable on his improvised seat by his gun, “what you do is heat a small cannonball or bits of iron scrap and chain red hot. You load your gun with powder, jam in wet rags, push in the hot shot and then fire as fast as you can, before the shot ignites the rags and blows up the gun.”



  
Liara took his word for it. She tried to stay out of the way when the men fired the guns. The noise made her ears hurt and rattled her teeth. She helped carry supplies, though. And she made herself a pair of pants, modifying a pair she’d found in Old Town on one of the last scavenging trips. “Liara Kiara,” her father had told her one night. “You must start dressing like a man. I’m sorry, but it is too dangerous for you to wear skirts, as immodest as it may feel. And you need to bind your chest flat.”



  
“Has Sgt. Timothy been complaining?” Frank Timothy wanted her gone, she knew, Turkowi or no. He’d suggested that afternoon that she swim the river, since the waters had dropped lower. Lt. Archer had overheard him and that was the end of that.



  
Mike Kidder had shaken his head. “No. It has to do with the Turkowi and what they think of believing women. Once they take New Town, you will not leave the citadel walls until the Turkowi Army is gone, Liara Kiara Kidder. That is an order. Don’t argue with me, daughter, just obey.” The angry fire in his eyes scared her, and she obeyed.



  
She didn’t wait for the Turkowi to capture New Town. She’d been on a scavenging trip to Old Town, making one last hunt for anything useful, when the guns began firing and she heard yelling. “They’re crossing the river! To the wall,” and the soldiers with her had rushed to the southern wall of the outer fortress, as she’d started thinking of Old Town. Liara kept working until she heard a scream and battle yells. She peered around the corner of the blacksmith’s house and saw a figure in yellow on the wall, struggling with the soldiers. They’re here! Run, her mind screamed at her, and her body put thought into action before the rest of her reacted. She darted from house to building to shed, then ran as fast as she could over the causeway, diving into the gate through the small side portal. Still clutching her basket and sack, Liara didn’t stop until she’d reached the corner of the well shed. She heard the fortress guns answering the Turkowi, and prayed to Godown, St. Gerald, and any other saint who might listen.



  
“Good thinking,” Imre Archer told her, stopping as he directed more men to the walls. Panting, she stared at him, confused. “I saw your run. That’s exactly what you should have done. You’re not a fighter, so don’t be a hero. You ran and the men didn’t have to worry about trying to protect you. Well done.” He squeezed her shoulder before returning to what he had been doing.



  
Later, after the attack had been beaten off, the Turkowi boats turned into kindling, and the wounded and dead accounted for, Liara hunted for Lt. Archer. “Do you have time for a question, sir?”



  
“It depends on the question, Miss Kidder.”



  Of course it does. It always does. “What do the Turkowi think about believing women? Father said that I have to wear trousers because of what the Turkowi think about women.”



  
Archer’s round face had gone still and he set down the knife he’d been sharpening, laying it precisely on the edge of the table beside him. “Sit down, Miss Kidder.” His cold tone made her nervous, and she sat, tense and ready to flee if she needed to.



  
“You know enough about war that I will be blunt, Miss Kidder. The Turkowi kill every woman they capture. Men are allowed to convert or to live as slaves, but women they kill. If the women are fortunate, they die quickly. Otherwise the Turkowi rape and torment them first.”



  Is this when I should faint? I feel like fainting, she thought. But I’m my father’s daughter. She took a deep breath. “So I need to look like a boy.”



  
“And act like one, as much as you can and your father will allow.” He gave her a slight almost-smile and nod, acknowledging her quandary. “You don’t need to chew and spit nikotiana, or learn how to sound like Sergeant Alfonse did when Jake dropped the four kilo canon ball on his foot.”



  
“The foot with the bunny-toe,” Liara remembered. She blushed a little a she recalled what the sergeant had ordered Jake to do with himself. Can a person even do that? It sounded painful. Well, bunny-toes were painful too, or so she’d heard.



  
Liara stayed inside the citadel after that, except for the burial and memorial services. Cannon fire, raids, and disease took their toll on the garrison, and Liara guessed they’d lost a thousand men since the Turkowi had arrived. She didn’t count, but she knew that the garrison felt less crowded than it had when the siege began. Fewer men slept in Old Town, and more slept forever in the burial land inside the wall of New Town.



  
As summer passed and the days began growing shorter, the Turkowi built fortifications on the riverbank. They piled up dirt into long, low mounds, then stuck wooden fences on top. Liara could see large piles of extra wooden fences stacked into piles just out of the range of the citadel’s guns. Are they going to build a town? That would be stupid. They are too close to the water, and when the fall and winter storms come, they’d wash away. The Turkowi are evil but they’re not stupid, are they? Maybe those were spare, or they’d been made just to keep the soldiers busy in camp and out of mischief. As if there was any mischief left for them to get into. A few Turkowi had tried rowing past the fortress across the river and succeeded, but no one could move an army that way. The rowers next towed something out into the water and cut it loose to sink. Whatever it had been, it didn’t work, and no one saw them try it again.



  
“I wonder if they were trying to see if they could set up a pier to anchor a boat to start a pontoon bridge,” Lt. Nelson speculated that evening.



  
“Could be. The marshes on the north side still need to have a causeway and bridges built, even if they get a pontoon bridge across. And how would they anchor the piers? From what I’ve heard, the bottom is all sand and mud, which is why there’s not a bridge here already,” Archer said.



  
Capt. Kidder had held his peace and looked thoughtful. The next day Estefan Miklosh had shifted two of the guns around, so that they could fire into Old Town or just beyond.



  
That afternoon the Rajtan rode into sight of the citadel. Capt. Kidder ordered the gunners to hold their fire. “He may be about to send word that he’s leaving. And I don’t want the bastard to think that we’re saluting him, either.”



  
Liara watched through the field glass. He doesn’t look like a monster. She’d expected him to have horns, or maybe a tail, or bright yellow or orange skin, or enormous fangs like the goddess on some of the banners did. Instead she saw a man on a beautiful yellow and white horse. The Rajtan’s face, all that she could see of him, matched Lt. Archer’s dark tan skin, but with an elaborately trimmed and curled black mustache and beard. Rajtan Tulwar Ko Singha rode like the cavalrymen did, back straight, legs at a perfect angle, hands still. A white hat topped his head, with yellow cloth wound around the sides, and he wore a long green and yellow duster. How did they make that green? I so want a dress in that color. When we get out of here, I am going to ask Gerald to ask Martino to buy me cloth in that color as a wedding gift. What she could see of the Rajtan’s legs were scarlet red, and he wore black boots and yellow gloves. Is that because he’s supposed to be the hands of the goddess? She pictured a giant someone using the Rajtan like one of those string and stick puppets she’d seen at fairs and festivals. She started to giggle, until she remembered who the Rajtan was.



  
The Rajtan rode through the camp, talking to people, then stopped to look at the citadel. The men of the garrison, or at least as many as could get on the wall or find a shot-slit to peer out of, looked back. Captain Kidder stood on the wall in his finest clothes, also watching. The Rajtan raised one hand, as if acknowledging Captain Kidder, and rode away. Liara shivered and returned to the family quarters, renewing her efforts to make iron rations edible.



  
How much longer would the Turkowi wait before leaving? Liara measured out the day’s rations and shook her head. We had no idea how much four thousand men would eat. I thought we’d made enough bread and rations for a year. Hah! Even after eating half the remaining horses, and losing a quarter of the men, we’ve got two months more at best. But we’ve still got plenty of wine. They needed that wine, and the pure spirits the churigon had in his stores. Tens of thousands of men and horses and sheep and oxen made a lot of manure, as Liara well knew. And they dumped that into the river just upstream of Sigurney Fortress, trying to poison the garrison. Godown be thanked we’ve got the well, and enough fuel to boil water, and wine to purify the rest. Even so they filtered the well water through old clean cloth, and bleached those cloths in the sun every other day. Liara suspected the river and the well connected somewhere, and didn’t trust the water completely. But she’d yet to find fish in the well, despite the men’s wagers.



  
Routine returned after the Rajtan’s first inspection tour. Every other day or so he rode out, inspecting his troops and studying the fortress. Within the fortress, Liara got up at dawn, made a small fire, and brewed tea to help soften the iron rations. Then she cleaned the family quarters before assisting the gunners or others with their tasks. She soon knew the path to the powder magazine by feel and could tell the weight of the shot by touch. In the afternoons she did other chores and emptied the night soil boxes, then heated more tea water before refilling the water pots in the family quarters. On holy days she prayed extra sets of bead prayers and attended worship led by Imre Archer.



  
She stayed ready to dive for cover at all times, no matter where she was, unless she was in bed. The Turkowi had brought bigger guns, siege guns, and continued battering the citadel. The northwest tower had taken a heavy hit, shattering the wall-walk and dropping two men to the ground ten meters below. They’d been dead before they hit the ground. The big guns could only fire six times a day, but twelve big cannonballs, plus more, smaller ones, caused a lot of damage to the fort and to people’s nerves. Liara worked hard and attempted to stay out of the way. She wanted to ask her father what came next, but didn’t dare.



  
The men had taken to calling her Lee, and she tried not to long for her skirts and pretty bodices and white blouses. When the siege ends, she told herself. This fall, when campaign season ends, and you can go meet Gerald and tell him the story, you can wear pretty skirts again. And she had to admit trousers were more modest when she had to jump down from something and run for cover. The days passed, blurring a little, and Liara and the men waited, hoping for help and news.



  
Some news came on the wind. A month after the last Turkowi arrived, two weeks after the Rajtan’s ride, black smoke appeared from the back of the hill just east of the Rajtan’s magnificent tent. “Are they running a forge?” the man on watch wondered.



  
“I don’t think so,” Lt. Johns replied. “Thom, go get the churigon and tell him I need him to look at something.”



  Churigon? To look at smoke? Liara set down her bucket of gunpowder and slipped into the shadow of the wall, out of the way but where she could hear.



  
Misha Belisarrio huffed and puffed his way up the steps. The chruigon peered out at the smoke. “At least they put it upwind,” he panted.



  
“Are they cremating bodies?” Johns asked.



  
The stocky medical man nodded. “Yes. I wager they’ve got the summer flux in camp. It’s only a matter of time. Godown be praised that we don’t have it here yet.”



  
Liara pinched her nostrils shut and made a face. Ugh. That’s nasty. Fifty thousand men with summer flux? She peeked out at the brown colored river and made St. Kiara’s flame. Godown save me from ever drinking out of the Morpalo again.


  
Several more weeks passed and nothing happened. The garrison released three of the messenger birds, but the Patricians had yet to send an army. “Maybe those bastards in Morloke attacked,” some of the men speculated. Liara hoped they were wrong. She’d started taking turns at night on the wall, watching the north side of the river for a circling attack or signs of a relieving army.



  
“Where are you?” she whispered into the darkness.



  
The Patricians gave no sign, but the Turkowi did. Capt. Kidder had been bracing for something once the black smoke appeared, and had reminded Liara not to leave the citadel. Indeed, one rainy, grey day, the first not-sweltering day in a month, she heard gunfire and yells from outside the wall. A runner came in, calling, “They’ve fixed the bridge and are storming New Town!”



  
“To the west wall,” Kidder called. Men doubled out into Old Town and Liara got ready to help the churigon. Then she climbed up onto the citadel’s western wall, to a small chamber where she could peer out an old arrow slit and see most of Old Town. If she twisted and squinted, she could see a bit of the bridge leading from New Town to the south bank.



  So that’s what the fences were for! The Turkowi had piled the pieces of fence into the hole in the bridge, making a temporary repair and then charging across. Liara heard shots and yells, screaming, and other sounds she didn’t want to think about. Smoke rose, white smoke, and cries of “fire, look you!” She caught glimpses of men on the west wall of Old Town, and of fire arrows coming over the wall into the closest buildings. The defenders had stripped the roof thatch off, but that left wood exposed. She could see the Turkowi in their yellow vests and coats, but the men of Scheel blended into the misty rain and fog. The fighting spilled east, and Liara saw men running east, then regrouping and forming a shooting line. They fired as one and several Turkowi fell, tripping the men behind or beside them. She heard commands in two languages, and shooting, and battle cries. The north wind blew the powder smoke away, to the Turkowi camp.



  
The soldiers fought back to the wall. The flow of yellow over the top of the stones and brick slowed. Have they breached the gate? Please no, Godown, please no, please help us. The grey and brown figures pushed back, and arrows zinged out of the citadel walls, punching through the Turkowi’s armor. Do they wear armor? I don’t see any. That’s strange. And why were the citadel guns not firing? Liara slapped herself on the forehead: they couldn’t without hitting their own soldiers. More men spilled out of the citadel, these armed with poleaxes. They dodged around the fighting in Old Town and ran for the wall, followed by archers lugging pots of coals. It looked to Liara as if they were trying to get back to the top of the western town wall. Are they going to burn down the bridge from the wall?


  
She wanted to watch, but the first injured were coming back and she needed to help the churigon. She trotted down the stairs and across the courtyard to where the first of the wounded were. “Sort, Lee,” the churigon ordered. “Nick is at the gate, in case some Turkowi tries to sneak in.”



  
She shivered and began assessing the injuries. Misha had drummed the order into her. Men with fatal wounds, like gut shots, open lungs, or smashed-in skulls, remained outside. Men with bleeding wounds and mangled limbs came under the wooden portico—legs in one group, arms in another, torso in a third. Splinter injuries over here, and concussions over there, she remembered. Minor cuts and scrapes got tended to by the men themselves, or by Liara once the churigon released her. “Lee, stoke the fires for me,” Misha called. He’d already put the cautery irons in the coals to heat, and she added some wood to keep the flames going.



  
She had no idea how long she worked. Liara stopped counting how many men lay or sat in the churigon’s line, and focused on bandaging wounds, rinsing cuts, refilling the hot water baths, and cleaning the men’s knives and saws. Nick, the churigon’s assistant, returned in time for her to go to the garderobe, then she rinsed her hands and returned to work. The sounds outside the citadel grew quieter, and she wondered how things were going. Is Father dead? Please, Godown, may he be all right.


  
Capt. Kidder found her dragging an oversized bucket of unspeakable things out of the churigon’s work area. “Liara Kiara, what are you doing?”



  
“The catch can is full and Master Belisarrio has four more patients, sir.” She heaved the heavy container up and staggered, then trotted to the waste dump that led to the river. Gurgle goosh splash, she heard. She rinsed the bucket and her hands with the water near the dump before returning the bucket to the medical enclosure.



  
“Stop, Liara,” Capt. Kidder ordered.



  
She looked up at him, blinking. “Sir?”



  
“I said stop. You’ve done your share. I need you to help me. Come.” She followed him to the family quarters and stirred the fire before rinsing her hands again. He sat on one of the benches by the table. “I need you to undo the straps on my armor.” She nodded and tried to slide the leather out of the buckles, but the wet stuff stuck.



  
“I have an idea.” She got an awl and used it to pry the leather strips apart, then worked them out of the buckles. “Thigh guards and shin plates as well, sir?”



  
“Yes. Please.” She undid those quickly, glad for the dim light. I know what this is and I don’t want to know, Father, I don’t. She set the armor aside to clean later. Her father tried to get his shirt off and she helped him, stopping when she realized the problem.



  
“No, please, let me.” She cleaned the awl and used it and a pair of sewing pinchers to remove the fabric from the wound. “It’s not as bad as it looks,” she said. He grunted a reply and she swabbed the wound with a little spirit of wine, then bandaged it. Liara collected the shirt. “I’ll wash and mend this.”



  
“First you will eat, as will I. Then you will go to sleep.” He sounded like he had when she was a child.



  Father, I’m sixteen. I’ve been running your household since mother fell ill. You don’t need to tell me when to— The room swam and she sat on the floor, hard. “Um, yes, sir.”



  I think I’m a little tired.
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As little patience as he had for fools, Fr. Mou Marcy was beginning to understand why St. Gimple had been invented. He looked up at the water-white sky, noting a bird circling above the square as he did. Is that a h’owl? No, it’s daytime. Must be one of those flying carrion lizards, what are those things called again? Fohfulchur, that’s it. He’d grown up calling them “tax collector birds.” Mou finished smoking his nikotiana stick, ground the remains under his shoe, took a deep breath, and turned back to the ornate building that had once been the residence of the Counts of Agnelli and that now housed the Patricians’ Council meeting chambers. Godown, next time Bishop Allesandri has a great idea, please warn him off before it’s too late. He plodded up the stairs, returned to the stifling, fuggy, garishly painted council chamber and took his seat at the recorders’ table.



  
Fifteen men held seats on the Patricians’ Council, selected by the other major property owners for their dignity, experience, and—well, Fr. Mou suspected wealth, although officially it was leadership and wisdom. They ranged in age from legal majority to decrepitude. The morning discussion had focused on taxes, notably how to ascertain what the refugees from the south owed, if anything, and import duties in order to make up for the loss of revenue from the south. To Mou’s mild amazement, the councilors had managed to talk for four hours without ever mentioning why the economy of southern Scheel “had been disrupted.”



  
After dinner, the council returned to discuss the “disruption.” The Patricians filed into the room, taking their places around the long table as if no one else were present. The Babenburgs and their counts are paragons of humility compared to this group, sometimes. For all his numerous faults, Andrew Babenburg always acknowledged his servants and thanked them. The same did not appear to be true of Lucan Montero, for example. Although they could be distracted by the press of business. And the men and women here are employees of the municipal corporation, not staff that these men live with, Mou reminded himself. Charity and patience with the prominent and plutocratic remained difficult. I’d be much more patient if Godown sent a breeze through the room. The still air made him twitchy, while the humidity and heat dulled his mind and soured his temper.



  
“So, gentlemen, what is the status along the Morpalo River?” The speaker, Damian Orzatti, peered at his compatriots. A fringe of grey hair surrounded a bald crown, and his long nose and withered lips reminded Mou of an h’owl.



  
Tomasso Astai, as round as Orzatti was lean, sniffed. He sniffed constantly, probably because of the gold-spike bloom, Mou guessed. “The Rajtan remains encamped along the river. Perhaps he means to wait until after harvest to move against the Magwi.”



  
“That means he’ll be on this side of the hills until it’s too late for anyone to plant for next spring,” Lucan Monaro complained.



  
Astai shrugged with one hand. “He seems unwilling to leave Sigurney. It is probable that his army has stripped the land bare already, although we have no way of knowing.”



  
Mou wrote down the man’s statement, keeping notes for Bishop Allesandri. You what? Why not? If he’s on the south side of the river, why not have watchers on the north bank? Unless the Rajtan has a few troops on the north side to discourage that very thing. That’s certainly possible, and didn’t he do that at the Plate River?


  
A languid, lisping voice, at odds with its muscular speaker, sighed, “Have we heard anything from the man in Sigurney, ah?”



  
“Kidder,” Monaro supplied.



  
Marko Bove waved one hand in thanks. “Yes, Kidder.”



  
Edoardo Colella, the youngest man on the council, raised his hand. “Yes, we have. A bird arrived yesterday. The Turkowi have attacked the fortress twice, capturing the so-called New Town but not the main citadel. An earlier message claimed that Kidder’s men have killed at least four hundred Turkowi, but he guessed that over a hundred thousand Turkowi are encamped along the river.”



  
Mou choked and several of the councilors recoiled. “A hundred thousand? That’s impossible,” Fideleo Madau blurted. “No one can move that many people. Kidder’s sick in the head or drinking too much.”



  No, it’s very difficult but not impossible, I don’t think. The Poloki and Imperials managed to get over fifty-thousand up to the Plate River. He frowned as he wrote.



  
“Be that as it may, there is an exceedingly large army on the south bank of the Morpalo River and it is attacking Sigurney. Capt. Kidder requested assistance,” Colella said.



  
Orzatti leaned forward. “Which is the closer danger: the Rajtan or Morloke?”



  
Astai shifted in his seat and reached for a page, careful to keep his white sleeve out of any damp ink or dust on the papers. “Morloke. The Rajtan has not moved and I doubt that he will before campaign season ends, grandiloquent threats to the contrary notwithstanding.”



  
“Why Morloke?” Orzatti repeated.



  
Astai raised one long black eyebrow. “Because they have hired a commander for their militia and so-called self defense levy. The Oligarchs insist that the Rajtan is going to turn north, charge through Scheel, and attack them next.”



  
Seven or eight of the men on the council laughed at what they seemed to think was a preposterous idea. Fr. Mou made St. François’s sign before returning to his writing. Godown help the poor people in Scheel if they are wrong. Godown, please help them even if the Patricians are correct. He saw nothing funny in the Oligarchs’ concern.



  
Three or four of the council also expressed their disapproval. “The idea might be ridiculous, gentlemen,” Bove lisped, “but there is an army camped on our land, cutting our woods down and preventing trade and farm work. It could indeed turn north, or stay, or do something else.”



  
Astai snarled at the challenge, his full face turning red. “It has not, and it is too late in the year for them to move anywhere but south, fool. The danger is from Morloke. You don’t need a single commander of militia. You do need a single commander if you are planning an invasion.”



  
Bove flexed his arms, reminding everyone that he led the blacksmiths’ guild. “I am not a fool. I have read the same books you did, Tommaso. And the Imperials had a hard fight up on the Plate River seven years ago when they stopped the Rajtan’s last trip across the Dividing Range.”



  
“All the more reason to concentrate on the northern border and keep our soldiers there,” Madau said. “Even if Kidder is correct about a hundred-thousand Turkowi camped on his front door, the army in Morloke is closer and would have an easier time reaching Scheel Center before the first snows. Kidder has held the Turkowi off thus far—he should have no difficulty keeping them out for another few weeks.”



  
Mou’s pen almost broke, he pressed the metal tip so hard into the paper. A large black blotch marred the creamy surface, and he bit his tongue to keep from saying something appropriate but unseemly.



  
“We vote, then,” Monaro began, but Colella waved him off.



  
“Might I propose, however the vote goes, sending a small scouting force south, so we know for certain just what Kidder is seeing and what the status of the land north of the river is?”



  
Monaro gathered his dignity around himself. “You may so propose.”



  
“Those in favor of maintaining the soldiers north of Scheel Center, say aye.”



  
Eleven hands came up and a solid, “aye,” filled the chamber.



  
Monaro’s mouth stretched sideways. “Those in favor of sending the army south to assist the fortress at Sigurney, say aye.”



  
Four hands shot up and a ragged quartet of “aye,” sounded.



  
“Things remain as they are. Colella, see about that patrol you want,” Monaro ordered.



  
Colella’s eyes narrowed and he gave a curt nod.



  
Monaro sifted through the papers in front of him. “Now, about the postponement of the horse market this year…”



  
Mou’s hand continued recording, but his thoughts flew south to the fortress in the river. He’d been to Sigurney several times on his routes and knew the setting well. It is built on one of the best Lander foundations I’ve seen, but still… a hundred thousand men? I can’t imagine keeping that many people together, even if there were crops to forage. And if the flood was as bad as rumor had it, no one got anything but mud root planted before the Turkowi arrived. And how will I tell the women of Sigurney that no one will help their men? Godown and St. Sabrina give me wisdom, please.


  
He’d found a handful of the women from Sigurney and their families staying near Scheel Center. They had no other place to go, no families in Scheel aside from their soldier husbands and fathers, and he’d helped them locate a place and find honorable work. Mistress Sabra Archer, a formidable woman, had become their leader, and he’d have to tell her first.



  
That afternoon he gave his notes to Bishop Allesandri. “Your reverence, may I travel south with the patrol when it leaves for Sigurney?”



  
The hound-like prelate considered the request. His countenance settled into a frown. “Yes, I suppose you may. I have not sent anyone down to confirm the status of St. Kiara’s shrine and the other religious houses in that region yet this summer. You may go, and write a full report for me when you return, Mou.”



  
He bowed. “Thank you, your reverence.”



  
The next day he found Mistress Sabra Archer up to her elbows in rinse water and white shirts. She’d opened a laundry service, assisted by about half the other refugees, and had set up a washing system that produced clean clothes and linens in less time than other laundresses needed. The fine items came out whiter, too, something Mou had thought impossible until he saw it.



  
“Mistress Archer?” he called.



  
She straightened up and began wringing out the fabric. Her arms bulged and he could swear that the cloth squeaked in protest as she twisted. She shook the item out and handed it to a girl, who trotted out of sight to give it to the women hanging things on drying lines. “News, Father?”



  
“Yes and maybe. The Patricians’ Council has made a decision, and I will be going south in three days.”



  
Archer’s face lit up. “They’re sending soldiers south to relieve Sigurney?”



  Godown help me, please, he begged. He forced himself to meet her blue eyes, ashamed at the news he carried. “No, Mistress. Only a small scouting patrol. The soldiers are staying north, in case Morloke tries to invade and capture Scheel Center.”



  
Her face collapsed, hope shattered, and she dropped her head until all he could see was her white head cover. Before he could apologize she squared her shoulders and looked up again. “Thank you for bringing the news, Father.”



  
“A bird did reach the council from Sigurney three days ago, saying that the fortress still held out and they’d beaten back a Turkowi attack.”



  
She nodded. “Thank you. That’s good to know. Before you go, Geraldine Belisarrio delivered last night. A boy, healthy and loud, St. Sabrina be thanked.”



  
“Selah. That is wonderful news.” Geraldine had been terrified to be away from her husband. Fr. Mou thought she’d married too young, not physically but mentally, but he understood why the churigon might be willing to take her into his household: what she could do, she did very well. Hard problems beget hard solutions, he recited, quoting one of St. Gerald’s aphorisms.



  
    [image: * * *]
  


  
Fr. Mou rode out with two dozen soldiers and their captain, Arturo Colella. Edoardo Colella had entrusted the patrol to his younger brother, Arturo. Arturo seemed young for the task, but explained, “Father sent me to be fostered with the Magwi. We’re related to them on Mother’s side three generations back, and each generation one of us gets sent south to maintain business and information contacts.” Arturo certainly rode like a Magwi, relaxed to the point of indolence, or so it appeared. Mou envied him a little. Claude the gelding might be phlegmatic, but Mou doubted that he’d ever be that comfortable on horseback.



  
The trip took two weeks because of a storm that turned the road into knee-deep mud and swelled the creeks to overflowing. “No, not trying to cross that,” Colella stated, shaking his head. “I want to get down with our numbers intact, in case we have to fight on the run. We’re not a relieving force, Fr. Mou.”



  
“I know.” I just want to see what the truth is. Mike Kidder did not seem the type to exaggerate. And Mou forced himself to admit that he wanted to know just what an army that big looked like. He’d heard stories about the Plate River battles, but trying to imagine “as many men as stars in the sky” was beyond him. Although I hope the wind stays out of the north, because I can easily imagine what it smells like. Smoke, offal, ordure, and Godown-only-knows what else poisoning the air and souring the soil until next spring.


  
The farther south they rode through the hills, the more the silence bothered Mou. Not the road silence; that he knew well. But each empty settlement and farm they passed weighed on him. None had been burned or looted by soldiers as far as he could tell. The walls and roofs stood intact, no one had dug holes looking for treasure, and in some cases abandoned poultry and dogs protested the men’s incursions, or begged for food and attention. Fruit trees, untended and their crop un-thinned, groaned under their loads of pfeaches and pfears. Weeds took advantage of farmers’ absence and had launched their own invasions into fields and kitchen gardens. No smoke emerged from the chimneys, no laundry flapped in the crisp autumn breeze, no children called from farmyards and village squares.



  Is this what it was like after the Great Fires? Mou wondered. The Writ said that the Flames killed the machines of pride but left houses and towns untouched, until the Landers turned on each other. A land empty of people but haunted by the works of man? It must have been like this, Mou decided, but more so, as refugees stripped what crops they could find, and the strong turned against the weak, much as the Patricians and Oligarchs were trying to do, unless Godown stayed their hands. Without a strong and just leader, no one is safe. The temptation to abuse strength and power is too much for we mortals to resist. The more he thought about it, the more Fr. Mou suspected that the Patricians’ obsession with Morloke (and vice versa) formed another aspect of Emperor Andrew’s fixation on Lander technology. And the Book of Fires states clearly what happened when the Landers depended on their own cleverness and technology, turning their backs on Godown and humility both. No obsession, be it with power or with things, ended well.



  
The glow on the southern horizon gave the patrol its first hint of the Turkowi presence. Mou bowed to common sense and hid his Godown pendant and other signs of his calling. Godown calls us to be separate from the world but not suicidal, he thought as he tucked the pendant and chain under his shirt, out of sight. The men stopped calling him “Father,” preferring “Mou” or “Master Marcy.” Captain Colella put three men on night watch, in case the Turkowi had overrun Sigurney, or they had patrols operating north of the river. That night Mou and Colella stood in an open bit of woodland on a hill and looked at the glow on the horizon. The light from the Turkowi campfires faded the lowest stars, and Mou made St. François’s sign.



  
“Aye,” Arturo said. He sketched St. Basil’s sheep-crook. “I agree. The honored gentlemen who thought Capt. Kidder exaggerates should be here to see this. Except the sound of their whining about the hard beds and bad food would have given us away two days ago.”



  
“Tsk, tsk,” Mou chided, more from habit than actual disagreement. “That’s a large spread of light.”



  
Arturo nodded, barely visible in the starlight. “Aye. That’s what makes me think the army really is as big as Kidder said. I’ve never seen a true army on the march, just small units and bands, but I’ve read about what one is supposed to look like, and that’s it. And the refugees, the first ones from up the river, said the yellow of the army filled the Morpalo Valley from water’s edge to the hills and stretched east as far as they could see. That’s a lot of men, and animals, Mou.”



  
“I have seen an army on the march, a small one, and you are right.” But the Imperials camped tightly bunched, not sprawled across three-fourths of Godown’s creation. What if the Turkowi are tight bunched? He looked from one edge of the glow to the other. Godown save us all.


  
The next day everyone rode on full alert, spread out single file so that if someone tripped a trap, no one else would get caught. Mou listened hard and blessed Claude’s placid nature. If the gelding sensed his rider’s nerves, he ignored them. The brush growing beside the road attracted most of his attention, and he kept trying to sample from every plant they passed. Thank you, Godown, for equine predictability. Mou remembered how the men in Morloke had cleared the brush back from the road and peered even harder into the shadows.



  
The hills began shrinking and the patrol left the road, traveling parallel to it. It took longer, but no one wanted to ride head-on into a Turkowi patrol. They found some wildlife instead, and Mou wondered yet again why Godown had made red bugs, and why they liked him so much. He wasn’t the only one so afflicted, and he caught a few under-breath curses that he ignored. They also flushed some feral lagoms and caught two in a snare trap that Tim made during the noon rest. They’ve lost their fear of people. Interesting. The men stopped swearing at the bugs and flies as they neared the last hills from the river. Arturo halted the patrol and half the men dismounted, including Mou. They crept up the north face of the hill and peered out at the river valley.



  
Mou’s jaw dropped. Holy Godown save us! Yellow covered the south bank as far as he could see, stretching at least five kilometers upstream from Sigurney and three kilometers inland. The fortress stood alone, and even from the hill he could see that it appeared battered. A little smoke rose from the town at the other end of the causeway, but Mou didn’t think it came from hearth fires. I’ve never seen so many tents. If four soldiers use each tent, like the Imperials do, that’s… his mind shied away from the number. His mouth felt like he’d been chewing shahma wool, and it took some work to gather enough spit to swallow.



  
They saw a flash and smoke, then heard a dull booming noise. Dust flew from the town. They have the range. More cannon shots echoed over the water, and a faint hint of gunpowder smoke drifted over the river on the south wind, cutting through the stench of manure and death.



  
“I… I think Kidder underestimated,” Arturo squeaked. He coughed and regained his voice. “Let’s ride upstream and see just how far east the Turkowi camp extends, shall we?”



  And get away from the miasma so we don’t get sick, Mou thought, agreeing. The men went back and allowed the other half of the party to see the Turkowi encampment before riding east. They’d gone ten kilometers before they reached the end of the main camp, and Mou thought he could see a few yellow tents farther upstream. The Turkowi had stripped the hills of trees and grass both, and now Mou understood those obscure references to locust plagues in a few of the pre-Fire texts. Maybe locust was another word for soldier in one of the dialects? Or are they a form of glitter-wing? Arturo called a halt for the day, and Mou agreed. After they made camp he found a place to sit and just watch the river and the army.



  
They rode farther inland the next morning. They could hear the sound of guns starting before sunrise, then silence, then shouting. “Another attack?” Mou asked Arturo.



  
“Probably. I want to go watch, but I’m afraid to attract attention from attackers or defenders, since we can’t do anything useful.”



  
Morbid curiosity warred with survival and survival won. “I agree.” They’d turned north and ridden for half the day when an enormous boom! rolled over them, scaring birds and horses both. Even Claude spooked and Mou had his hands full settling the terrified beast. “Easy, easy,” he soothed. When he could look at the sky, an enormous black cloud rose from behind them.



  
“What in Godown’s name was that?”
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“We can’t fight off another attack.” Liara knew it, somehow, but hearing her father say those words terrified her as had nothing yet. They’d lost almost three hundred men on the rainy-day attack, and more in the two attacks that followed. Of the four thousand men in Sigurney at the start of summer, only a few hundred remained alive. And Liara, who felt her blood turning to ice at her father’s words.



  
He set the Turkowi’s final offer down on the table and she peered between the gathered men to study the page. The enemy used writing as an art form, something Liara had not seen before, and despite herself she admired the beautiful curving letters and words, surrounded by a pattern of vines climbing up a lattice, all drawn in bright colors. How could someone so evil make anything so pretty? She’d asked Imre Archer after looking at the embroidery on a captured standard flag.



  
“As I understand it, Selkow does not want to be worshiped with things, but with words, so words became an art form. They also weave the most incredible carpets and draperies, and their embroidery is like the Magwi, but with more yellow and they never stitch animal shapes.” He’d shrugged. “They are people like us, for all that they worship a demon instead of Godown. Most people like having pretty things to look at.”



  They may be people like us, but I still hate them. They are monsters under their skin.


  
Now Lt. Archer leaned against her, using her shoulder to help him balance. The gunshot to his leg made it hard for him to walk. He re-read the page. “They’re deadly serious, sir,” he told Capt. Kidder. “Those are the signatures of Bhupen Gokhale, the Rajtan’s second in command, and Aygün Mangat is the high priest of Selkow. If we surrender we will be granted clemency, as they put it, provided we convert, or quick deaths. Otherwise they’ll kill us all, and do to any prisoners like they did to—”



  
“Thank you, Imre,” Capt. Kidder interrupted, pointing to remind Archer that Liara could hear.



  
She fumed. I know what happened to Tam, Father. I heard the screams and saw his skin. But he and the other men had to pretend that she didn’t know, for some reason she couldn’t guess. They think they are sheltering me. I don’t know why. I know more than most men do about death and war, now. I certainly know more than I ever wanted to.


  
“We will not surrender.” Kidder looked at the men gathered in the courtyard. “They will attack tomorrow. They want a fight. They will get more than they ever bargained for, Godown willing.”



  
Several men added, “Selah,” and Liara felt Archer squeezing her shoulder. He seemed to forget that she was a woman at times.



  
“So. After we finish preparing, I want everyone to rest. They will not attack tonight. That would be dishonorable and we have earned their honor and respect, as warped and sick as it may be.” He tapped the page. “We’ve kept them tied down for most of campaign season, and the river is rising again. If they thought they had problems with bad water before…” He let the words taper off. “Liara, you are dismissed.”



  But— She bowed her head as Lt. Archer let go of her to lean against the table. “Yes, sir.” Liara retreated to the family quarters. Well, if it was going to end one way or another tomorrow she could use all the firewood and jerky she wanted to. She lit a fire in the stove, a big one, and set a handful of jerky stewing. She’d even discovered a few sour roots and handfuls of marsh wheat when she’d scoured around in one of the storage rooms a few days before, looking for something else. Liara changed into her skirts, relishing the feeling of fabric swishing around her as she twirled. Proper clothes at last! Once the stew settled down to a simmer, she got out her mother’s beads and began reciting the litany for the day, along with special prayers to St. Sabrina and St. Michael-Herdsman, patron of horsemen.



  
Her father came in some time later, after she finished the first set of beads. “Do I smell stew?”



  
She nodded. He started to speak, then stopped when she stood up and he saw her skirts. He opened his arms and she flung herself into them as she had not done since her mother’s passing. He held her tight and she smelled his exhaustion along with the powder smoke and sour, unwashed scent. But his arms remained strong and steady. “I’m sorry, Liara Kiara,” he said at last.



  
“Why, Father? You’ve done a damn sight more than the Patricians could have imagined.”



  
He let go of her and tapped her nose with one grimy finger. “Young ladies do not swear.” But she heard his other, unspoken words: I love you.



  
“Yes, Father.” I love you too.


  
A gusty sigh. “Your mother will have words with me when she finds out where you learned such language.”



  
“My mother whose language made Father McMichael blush when he tried to imply something about Goodwife Martino’s behavior?”



  
Her father’s eyes bulged with surprise. “How did you know about that?”



  
“Gerald told me.”



  
Another loud sigh and he turned to go wash his hands. “I am going to tan that boy’s hide when I got my hands on him. Carrying tales and corrupting his sister like that. I taught him better.”



  
They ate most of the stew and she set aside the remainder for the next day’s breakfast. Then he went to talk to the men and she made a small bundle, more of a little bag, with her mother’s prayer beads, some ribbons and trinkets and other treasures, and her tiny prayer book and a sewing kit. You never know, she thought. Someone always pulls a thread or rips a seam loose. After watching the men of the garrison, she’d started to wonder how they ever survived without women to keep them mended and fed. Liara had also decided that her suspicions about what warrior women really did had been correct. It’s such a battle to keep Father tidy and clean, and he’s a man grown! All those younger men, good grief. No, the women had fought dirt, flies, and torn clothes and clothes bugs, not other humans, Liara knew. And that was enough of a fight for anyone.



  
Her father returned from his rounds around sunset. He sat down in his chair near the now-cold fireplace, and Liara pulled a stool over and sat beside him. She leaned against him as she had when she was a child, and he rested one arm on her shoulders. Comfortable quiet filled the room. Liara wanted to ask about the next day, but didn’t. She wanted the time with her father even more. After some time he bent over and kissed the top of her head. “Morning comes early, Liara Kiara. Get to bed.”



  
The familiar words made her smile, then she pretended to pout. “Yes, Father.”



  
The next morning before dawn she went to the well in the courtyard and stopped, surprised by a new addition. A large, squat cannon now crouched on the dirt-covered stones, aimed at the fortress door. Knock, knock, boom, she giggled despite herself. It’s not funny, she kept thinking. You’re going to die. And her hair itched, and she was back in her trousers, her chest bound so flat she hurt, and she just wanted it all over. The Writ says that Godown rewards us with love, but being clean, really clean again, will be nice too. Liara heated the water and stew, adding a dollop of wine just for flavor. The men were already at work, tacking up the remaining horses, loading guns, and sharpening knives and swords. A few looked drunk and she did her best to stay out of sight as she finished emptying and rinsing the night soil boxes. It mattered to her. She was going to leave at least the family quarters in Sigurney clean if it killed her.



  
They could hear the Turkowi battle songs growing closer as the enemy marched across the repaired bridge and into the remains of New Town. Her father came out of the family quarters, looking for her, and she caught his eye, nodding before she ducked out of sight again. They’d already said everything that could be said. He’d given her a message when she went for water and she’d clipped it to the last messenger bird’s leg, then released the soft grey dove. It had flapped hard as it launched, soaring out of the walls and into the dawn-pink sky.



  
Capt. Kidder disappeared down the steps to the powder magazine, returning with the end of a coil of fuse. The men gathered and those with horses tightened their girths and mounted. The garrison formed up in the courtyard behind the squat cannon, a few hundred left of four thousand. None of the men spoke as they waited. I wonder what they’re thinking? Liara hid in the deep shadows by the foot of the gate tower, her hands clamped over her ears.



  
“They’re on the causeway!” Sgt. Taylor called from his perch on the wall.



  
Kidder nodded. He mounted and gathered his horse’s reins in one hand, drawing his saber and raising it over his head with the other. “Open the gates.” The heavy wood and metal panels groaned and the hinges squalled as the men labored, dragging the ropes to pull them open. The battle cries from the unseen Turkowi turned into a horrible shrill cry of triumph. Then Kidder dropped his arm.



  
“Hssboom” the gun fired straight into the oncoming mass of Turkowi. Liara, eyes closed, could imagine what the ball, bits of chain, and scraps of metal had done to the men storming up the narrow causeway. Cries of triumph turned to screams of pain and she smiled a little as she opened her eyes.



  
“Godown! Godown and Scheel!” The garrison charged around the mortar, Capt. Kidder in the lead. Horses and men screamed, yells, shots, splashes as men and beasts fell into the river. She smelled death and gunsmoke and a touch of autumn in the air. Liara crept out of the shadows, edged closer to the side of the gate and peeked out. Yellow and brown and gray blurred together as men struggled. Powder smoke marked Turkowi gunners on the Old Town wall, and red blood covered the stones of the causeway. Liara gulped, watching the chaos. She caught a glimpse of her father, his gore-splashed saber swinging down on someone.



  Now! She darted out, jumping off the causeway to the tiny bit of damp land between the base of the walls and the water. Liara skirted the edge of the ancient stones. You’re not a fighter, she heard Imre Archer in her memory again. Run so the men don’t have to protect you. Her father wouldn’t let her learn to fight, but she knew how to float and swim. Godown, be with us. She dove into the cold water. Better drowning than the Turkowi.



  
Liara rolled onto her back and floated, letting the river carry her away from the battle. She didn’t want to see her father die. After a minute or so she began kicking, trying to scoot across the water. It ran high but smooth and Godown protected her, keeping her safe and nudging her across the river to the north bank. She rolled over and grabbed a drooping-sali tree’s branches, using them to pull herself onto the mud, then crawl up onto the bank. She shivered, glad of the morning sun. Behind her she could hear the fighting grow quieter, then stop.



  
Liara crawled up the bank and under another drooping-sali and watched. A man in ornate robes, far finer than the Rajtan’s it looked like, stood on the top of the Old Town wall and called to someone. A low, long roar answered him, and she guessed he’d told the Turkowi about their victory. You think you’ve won, don’t you? Captain Mike Kidder left you a gift, you evil monsters.


  
Had they found it? Please may they not find it. Please may Father’s work not have failed. Please may the match stay lit. She hugged her knees to her sore chest and waited, shivering, praying, and watching. All at once, boom! Thunder rolled under the clear sky. Stones and men and smoke and wood and dirt and horses rose into the air as the fortress vanished. Liara stared, awestruck. You won, Father. You won. Tell Mama that it’s OK; you won. The Turkowi would never use Sigurney Fortress, ever. Huge splashes burst from the river and chunks of rock and men and iron fell back to earth. Liara ducked her head as something began pattering down on her tree. She risked a glance up and watched a hand splash into the water. She covered her eyes again, until the splashing and pattering that wasn’t rain stopped.



  
Now what? She stayed low, crawling from the drooping-sali, behind bushes and small trees, into the safety of the forest. Liara stood, loosened the cloth binding her breasts, and began walking north. She listened hard, ears open for sounds of danger. She had a knife and her little bundle, plus a fire starter and tow, if it wasn’t totally wet. After the sun passed noon, she turned east and walked up to the edge of the road. I’ll find a farm and see if I can get work there, then go north and get more work, and maybe I can reach Gerald. She doubted Martino’s family would want her anymore, dowered or not, but someone would be happy to have a wife who could keep house and assist the churigon.



  
Two hours after noon by sun, she heard horses coming from the north. Liara ducked back into the brush and looked out. A dozen men came riding toward her. One looked familiar. Is it? Yes! Thank you, Godown, thank you, thank you. She stood up and raised her hand, calling “Father Mou! Father Mou! You came!”



  
The men slowed and several drew their swords. Mou looked down at her and she shook out her hair from its tight braid. “Blessed St. François! Liara Kiara Kidder,” he exclaimed. Mou all but fell off of his horse in his haste, trying to reach her. She bowed to the priest. “Miss Kidder, what happened? We heard an explosion.”



  
“Father promised that the Turkowi would not capture Sigurney Fortress, Father Mou. There is no more fortress. We blew it up.”



  
“Be careful, Mou,” one of the men, one with a sword, cautioned.



  
She felt his arm going around her shoulder. “No, I know this woman,” he assured the stranger. “Liara Kiara Kidder is Captain Kidder’s daughter. She is of Godown.”



  
Liara nodded. “I am, and Father is with Godown. So is the rest of the garrison.” She took a deep breath. Saying the words made it real. Father’s dead. Imre Archer’s dead.


  
The young man with the priest nodded and said something to the others. “Mou, take Miss Kidder and ride back to that farm. We’ll see what is going on and return for you.”



  
Liara found herself mounted on Fr. Mou’s steady mud-colored horse, plodding along as Mou walked beside them. “Father, do you know if my brother and his wife are well?”



  
He looked up at her. “No, my child, I don’t but we will let them know that you are safe as soon as we can.”



  
“Thank you.” She did not feel like talking. She’d have to do a lot of it from now on, she suspected.



  
“Can you write, my child?”



  
She blinked. “Yes, Father. Why?”



  
“Because it will be easier for you to write your story and have someone make copies for you, instead of telling it over and over.”



  
The evening the men peppered her with questions. She answered what she could, until exhaustion made her short and she snapped, “I told you already. Can I please get some sleep?”



  
“Enough,” Fr. Mou said. She recognized his “angry priest” voice and apparently the men did too. They left her alone, and she curled up on Mou’s bedroll. She’d been given her own room in the abandoned farmhouse, and safe in the privacy and quiet she wept at last, tears flowing until sleep dried them. She didn’t dream.



  [image: 12: The Past or the Present?]


  
“Oh shit.” Thomas couldn’t manage anything more coherent. “How long ago?”



  
The courier shook his head. “I don’t know, Your Highness. Just that Scheel managed to stop the Rajtan, but he was able to resupply and is coming up the Donau Novi Cut. Folks in Morloke say they’ve heard that foresters reported smoke from campfires in the Cut. It’s been so wet that there’s water and forage enough for an army in there, or so they say.”



  
Thomas wanted to ask more, but he and Michael had been badgering the poor man for an hour already. “Thank you. Very well done, Misha. You are dismissed.” Michael helped the rider out of his seat and pressed a small, fat pouch into the man’s hand as he did. The courier’s eyes widened and he staggered, then caught himself.



  
“Thank you, Your Highnesses.” He managed a bow and limped out.



  
A servant shut the door and the brothers looked at each other.



  
“We’re screwed.” I can’t seem to say anything that isn’t vulgar today, Thomas observed with a little bit of his brain. The rest of his brain wanted to flee and curl up in a corner of his skull, gibbering with fear.



  
“No argument here.” Michael looked older than he had a month ago. The lines at the corners of his eyes and mouth played a role, but the new air of sobriety he carried with him aged him even more.



  
Thomas knew that he too had aged. He’d found grey in his hair two mornings before. Godown knows I’m earning it.


  
“Could he do it?” Michael wondered.



  
“I need to talk to Kossuth and Starland, and Carlos Andrada, but I suspect he could if he leaves his artillery behind.”



  
Michael nodded and stalked to the table in the reception room, studying the map of the Cut and the southeastern edge of the Empire. “Just cavalry and fast infantry could wreak havoc, especially with harvest underway. He could charge up the Cut into the lowlands, driving everyone ahead of him, and there are no more natural barriers to stop him.”



  
“If the rumors are true.”



  
Michael threw his hands into the air. “If they are or are not, can we risk ignoring them? We need to mobilize Starland, Kossuth, and Kazmer Albinez.”



  
They exchanged another look. “Can we?”



  
Silence stretched between the brothers, tension building. “Damn it!” Michael exploded. “Damn every bit of Lander wire to the depths of the hottest hell.” He swept his hand across the table. Maps fluttered to the floor and a wine glass sailed through the air and shattered against the wall.



  
Cold calm—as cold as his brother’s anger waxed hot—filled Thomas. “We will speak with his majesty. Should that fail to produce a result, I suggest we summon the council. The full council, all the lords,” he clarified.



  
“When?”



  
“Andrew? Now.” Thomas crouched down, picked up the appropriate map and rolled it. He pointed with the roll to the side door.



  
They stopped and tried the main door to Andrew’s workroom first. Locked. Michael listened at the keyhole, straightened up and shook his head.



  
Andrew’s manservant opened the main door to the emperor’s suite of rooms. “We have an urgent policy matter to discuss with his majesty,” Thomas informed him.



  
“His majesty is occupied at this moment,” the waspish servant intoned. “He will consider your report and recommendations at a more appropriate time.” The door shut and they heard a bolt sliding across the door.



  
Michael mouthed something foul, his lips curled into a snarl. Then he tipped his head with a sharp jerk, pointing up the hall. Michael knew every back passage, half-forgotten door, and roundabout way to get into almost any room in the palace. Their parents and tutors had not encouraged this exploration, what little they had known of it, which explained why younger Michael had redoubled his efforts. He led the way.



  
Thomas followed close on his little brother’s heels as Michael walked out of the imperial wing, then doubled-back around a short garden wall to a door two-thirds buried in rosebush. “Don’t worry, it’s thornless,” the prince explained, pushing it out of the way and bumping the door frame with one shoulder while pulling on a metal strap. The wall opened with a quiet squeal. “Need to oil that,” he whispered.



  Sounds like you’ve been using this recently. Please do not have been cheating on Laural, Michael. Thomas followed down a dusty passage, around a corner, and came face-to-face with another wall. Except he could see a glint of light around a rectangular section of the wall, and he heard sounds on the other side.



  
“Opens into Andy’s study,” Michael mouthed into Thomas’s ear. “You have the map and the report?”



  
“Yes.” His stomach alternating between lead and flutterwings, Thomas started to take a deep breath and stopped. A sneezing fit will ruin your entrance. “Open it.”



  
Michael hauled back and the bookcase swung into the passageway. Thomas stalked out into the study, Michael close behind. “What—” Andrew looked up from his worktable and the servant rushed into the room.



  
“Your Highness, I told you to go—”



  
“Get out,” Thomas hissed, eyes narrow. “Or you will be tossed outside the walls of Vindobona with nothing but the clothes on your back.”



  
The man’s head whipped back and forth, from the brothers to the disheveled emperor. He fled. Thomas and Michael waited for Andrew to acknowledge them again.



  
“What is it?” he snarled.



  
Thomas unrolled the map as Michael explained. “Rajtan Tulwar Ko Singha is marching up the Donau Novi Cut toward the Empire. He got his fingers burned in Scheel and it is very likely that he needs revenge. He’ll be here in time for the last of harvest.” Thomas pointed to the map as his brother concluded, “We need to mobilize Kossuth Major, Starland, and Albinez.”



  
Andrew shook his head, shaggy, oily hair flopping. “No you don’t. I have this almost finished. We’ll never need to worry about the Rajtan or anyone else again.” He pointed to the slivery cylinder and a dynamo and battery wired to it.



  
“And what does it do, Andrew?”



  
Thomas got out of the way as his brother cranked the dynamo and pointed the tube at the wall. A little bit of static snapped out of the end. “If I crank harder, it makes holes.” Andrew pointed to the paneling and Thomas noticed a number of tiny scorch marks.



  
“That’s great, Andrew, but it doesn’t help us now,” Michael said, shoulders stiff, fists clenched at his side.



  
“Yes, it does. We don’t need to defend against the Rajtan. Once I get this fully repaired, we can chase his army off easily.”



  
“And if he destroys Kossuthna Major and Starland?”



  
Andrew shook his head and raked his hair out of his eyes. “If he does, he does. I’m sorry we’ll lose some tax revenue, but tell the people to move out for the season. With this, and more of these, we can drive the Turkowi out anytime we choose. Quite likely we can force the Rajtan to sign a treaty with us and make him stay east of the Dividing Range forever.”



  
Thomas stared at his brother, his jaw dropping. Treaty with someone who wants to kill all our sisters and daughters? By St. Misha, what is wrong with you? “Did I hear you correctly? We order people to abandon their farms and flocks until you can get more of those things built? And if you can’t?”



  
“I can and I will, as soon as you leave me in peace. I am the emperor. It is my duty to protect my people, and this is the best way to do it. All it needs is a larger dynamo and battery.” Andrew stood up. His pants sagged, ruining his dignity, but he appeared to ignore them. “Now get out so I can work and do my duty.”



  
“At least let us muster Kossuthna Major and Starland,” Thomas pleaded.



  
Andrew looked down his nose at him. “No. Get out, before I am forced to take steps.”



  
Michael closed the concealed door with enough force to scatter the books out of the shelves. The brothers walked out of the imperial quarters in silence. The main door slammed behind them and the sound of the bolt sliding home echoed up the bare corridor.



  Forgive me, Godown. Forgive me for breaking my oath to Andrew. “I believe that we have heard the emperor’s will on the matter.”



  
He could all but see steam rising from Michael’s ears. “Indeed. I will draw up a list of nobles.”



  
“Please do. I will…” Thomas hesitated still. “I will write up a report of our discussion with his majesty for the benefit of the councilors.”



  
It took only two weeks for the nobles to assemble; a speed that confirmed to Thomas that Godown had assisted them. He and Michael had presented their request to Emperor Andrew II again, and it had been rejected once more. Thomas had also approached Bishop Frank Martin in private, and had reached a conditional agreement with the prelate. Neither man felt happy with their decision, which suggested to Thomas that they’d made the right one. No one should be happy about working around their sworn leader, especially when he’s blood kin. But Godown had saved him from drowning for a reason, and as the days passed Thomas became more and more certain that he understood just what that reason was. Even so the prospect scared him.
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Twenty counts and dukes, Bishop Martin, and the head of the city council of Vindobona, filled the great council chamber. Thomas and Michael stood on either side of the empty throne as the men took seats. The brothers wore matching suits, very much like military uniforms. They’d ordered the long council table pushed to the side in order to clear enough space. The Babenburg crest, an ever-flowing fountain, dominated the wall behind them. The painted waters flowed onto the blue and light grey marble floor, while other bands of blue flowed along the walls, under portraits of early emperors and depictions of great moments in imperial history. The room always intimidated Thomas: so many had done so much since the Landing. How could he possibly hope to reach the standard they had set? With Godown’s help I will, and with the support of Michael and the others.


  
The last of the nobles, old Duke Starland, thumped down into his chair. Michael stepped forward. They’d agreed: he would do most of the talking, Thomas would answer questions, and they’d let Andrew’s own words speak for him. “My lords of council, we of the Babenburg family thank you for leaving harvest and home to come to Vindobona. We apologize, but the matter is of such grave import that we felt we could not do otherwise.



  
“My lords, you have heard by now the news from Scheel that the Rajtan has departed that land. He appears to be marching up the Donau Novi Cut, according to the best reports that we have. If this is correct, and we are awaiting further news from the south, he will be able to strike at the Empire. His inability to make good on his pledge to conquer or convert Scheel places him in a difficult position, according to several accounts that we have heard, and he must show some success this campaign season in order to prove that he retains Selkow’s support and favor.”



  
So far no one had done more than nod or growl at the mention of the goddess, Thomas noticed. A few men looked a touch surprised at the news, but no one acted shocked. Michael continued, “As soon as we heard of the Rajtan’s move, we asked his majesty for permission to mobilize Kossuthna Major, Starland, and Albinez.”



  
The three lords in question nodded. Old Starland glowered, although the object of his ire was anyone’s guess, Thomas knew. If rumors about Eleanor’s condition are true, he’s probably peeved that Don managed to father a son. He won’t be able to complain about a lack of successor any more after she delivers. But he will anyway.


  
Michael’s voice dragged him back from speculation. “His majesty informed us that there was no need to take such a step. He had repaired a Lander weapon and believed, and still does believe, that with more energy applied to it, it will prove sufficient to stop the Rajtan. He did suggest evacuating the lands ahead of the Rajtan’s arrival, however.”



  
“What—?” Count Jones exploded to his feet.



  
“He said what?”



  
“Abandon lands at harvest? St. Michael’s road apples, what the hell is he thinking?”



  
“Damn it, of all the foolish—”



  
Thomas raised his hands and called, “Exactly, gentlemen,” cutting through the babble and chaos.



  
Michael continued, “We have approached him since then, and here are his replies.” Thomas picked up three of the pages resting on the throne and passed then to Count Martin Albinez. Albinez read each one, his frown growing deeper with each word, judging by how his mouth and eyebrows moved. He passed the pages to Count Eulenberg and folded his arms, simmering. Well, he’s in the path of the Rajtan’s army, so he has a right to be a bit steamed.


  
Thomas and Michael waited until all twenty-two men had read the papers. “We have to let Andrew’s words speak for him,” Michael had warned, “Then there is no way the lords can say that we are conspiring against him.”



  
Laural’s knitting needles had clicked. “Well, you are,” she reminded her husband.



  
“Not like that,” he’d snapped, drawing raised eyebrows from spouse and sibling both.



  
Once the council finished reading, Michael told them, “After we called you, we invited his majesty to address the gathering and answer all our concerns. Here is his reply.” Thomas took the last page from the pile and handed it to Albinez.



  Telling us to go jump in the river because your new weapons will solve everything and that you defy us to do anything about it might not have been wise, Andrew, Thomas thought at his absent brother. I didn’t want to do this and neither did Laural, Ann, or Michael.


  
Even before the note and Andrew’s reply finished circulating, Duke Starland had staggered to his feet. “Your Highnesses, it appears that his majesty no longer takes his oath of office seriously.”



  
Thomas shook his head. “Duke Starland, it appears that he does, but his method of upholding it depends on technology that, at present, does not achieve the desired results.”



  
Count Hoffman stood up. “Does this wonder weapon work?”



  
“It spits a little spark, enough to singe wood, but nothing more at present. And there is only one.”



  
Several of the counts frowned and one or two made saints’ signs, as if to ward off the danger. Do you fear the device or the Landers? Even I’ve heard the rumors that the technology has corrupted Andrew’s mind, as if wires and bits of metal can take over a man.


  
“And this is from his own hand, You Highness?” That came from Eulenberg, who already knew the answer.



  
“Yes. His manservant returned it to Prince Michael in an envelope with the imperial seal on it.”



  
Anthony Kossuth rose from his chair and dusted his lapels. “Your Highnesses, you might not be able to answer this, but is his majesty in union with the church?”



  
Michael replied, “You are correct, we do not know. To my knowledge he has not been placed under ban.”



  
They looked at Bishop Martin, who nodded. “His majesty remains in conformation with the church, although his spiritual advisor has had a notable lack of success in encouraging him to return to daily worship and religious observation.”



  
“Thank you, your reverence, Your Highness.” Kossuth turned so he could see the nobles. “My lords, many of you know that I studied church teachings intensely when I was younger. I’m certain you recall Glimmerings, Chapter Two, Verse one, ‘Therefore, touch not the things of power with an unguarded hand, lest they lead you astray through craving for their power.’ It appears that his majesty’s unguarded hand has led him away from his duties.”



  Uh oh. Don’t do it Anthony. Do not call the church down on Andy, don’t use scripture to get rid of him, Thomas begged silently. Bishop Martin frowned and looked as if he wanted to speak.



  
“Are you saying that his majesty has been driven mad by Lander things?” Starland demanded.



  
Kossuth shook his head and raised one hand, both asking and inviting the other nobles, “No your grace, but it appears his fondness for Lander technology has led him away from his duties. I do not doubt that he believes firmly and with good intent that he can protect the Empire with one of these marvels, but there is not time. The days of the Landers have passed. Oaths are more important than spark-shooting sticks, and his majesty is not supporting his oaths.”



  
“That is a grave charge, Count Kossuth,” Thomas began.



  
Albinez cut him off, “Andrew Babenburg swore to protect the Empire. One little shooty thing is not enough. And to allow our lands to be ravaged until the spark thing can work a miracle? No. Your Highness, that’s not protecting us. That’s dereliction of duty at least, and cooperation with murder at worst.”



  
Eulenberg interjected, “Acting without permission from the emperor, or trying to remove him, are without precedent and it’s an example that I for one do not want to set.”



  
“You want the Turkowi to trample through Kossuthna and Starland instead?”



  
“No,” Eulenberg snapped back. “There must be a way to defend ourselves without invoking mobilization.”



  
Michael rapped on the arm of the throne with the hilt of his belt knife, interrupting the argument. “There is not.” Eulenberg took a breath, as if to argue, and the prince continued, “The laws require imperial agreement for the lords to muster troops. You know that, and you know why. And it is a good law, enacted for good reason.”



  It kept Montoya from attacking Jones and the reverse. It means that you have to justify going on the prowl, and gives the emperor a reason not to play one noble against the other, Thomas recited silently. It forced the nobles to answer the laws of just war, at least enough to prove to the emperor and bishop’s satisfaction that they’d given the laws some thought.



  
“The purpose of the law is to keep us from killing each other, no matter how much we want to,” Duke Starland said. “And if we kill each other, the Rajtan, or Miles Tillson, or Count Anthony Malatesta of Morloke, will pick up the pieces.”



  
Basil Escher, head of Vindobona’s city council, shot to his feet. “What do you mean ‘Count Anthony Malatesta of Morloke’? The Oligarchs’ Committee governs that area.”



  
Starland’s smug look set Thomas’s teeth on edge. “They did. They hired Captain Anthony Malatesta to organize and run their new army. They didn’t know that he is Edmund Ironhand’s son-in-law.”



  
Thomas wanted to put his hand over his eyes. Michael blinked, hard, but managed to contain his reaction to the news. So now Duke Sarmas had an iron-clad excuse to harass Tivolia, and so did Morloke, since Malatesta married Sarmas’s daughter, and Tillson of Tivolia was sitting on her dowry. Which her husband was honor-bound to regain, either the original goods and gold, or in the same value of land from Tivolia. Godown save us all, and St. Misha please stop the headache I feel coming on. Damn it, Andrew Babenburg, this should be your mess, not Michael’s and mine.


  
“As fascinating as that bit of news is, and I thank you for bringing it to our attention, Duke Starland,” Thomas said, raising his voice over the heated discussion erupting among the councilors, “we still must decide what to do about protecting ourselves against the Rajtan.”



  
Bishop Martin stood, looked at the gathered nobles, and walked up to stand beside Prince Michael. “I may not vote, nor suggest a course of action. I will say, however, that Prince Thomas has been released from his vows of chastity and obedience.”



  Meaning that I am now able to make a dynastic marriage should that be necessary. Which means the church supports my making a dynastic marriage. Subtle, your reverence. Thomas reached behind the throne and retrieved an ancient wooden box. He removed the lid and tipped the box upside down. A dead bug fell out but nothing more, and he showed the box to Bishop Martin, then to the nobles, walking along the rows of chairs so they could see that it held naught but air and dust. He returned to the front, picked up the lid, and repeated the exercise. The lid had a round hole in it.



  
Prince Michael retrieved a large container of plaztik balls and a metal bowl. He pulled out twenty-one pale blue balls and twenty-one dark-colored ones, as Bishop Martin watched and counted aloud. He put the balls into the metal bowl and set the others back on the table behind the throne. “My lords, Master Escher, I ask you to decide this: has his majesty violated his oaths? If not, then we,” he swept his arm in an arc, taking in the entire room, “will continue as we have for the past two years to the best of our abilities. If so, then a regency council will form to see to the needs of the Empire until such time as his majesty regains his ability to perform his duties, or until he passes to Godown’s rest and a normal succession follows.” He repeated, “Pale for regency, dark for continuing as we are.”



  
“Only twenty-one votes, Your Highness?” Grantholm inquired.



  
“Only twenty-one. My brother, sister, and I are too close to his majesty to be objective.”



  
Thomas carried the box to the council table and set it down. Bishop Martin made a sign of blessing over the balls, and Michael put them at the opposite end of the table. “We will return when you have finished voting,” Thomas said. He and Michael walked out of the chamber, retreating to the shabbiest, most comfortable of the waiting rooms down the hall.



  
“Has anyone on Colplatschki ever done anything like this before?” Thomas could not remember.



  
Michael paced. “Not that Anne or the archivists found. She’s pregnant, by the way—she guesses boy. Anyway, the archivists turned up one instance, about a hundred years after the Great Fires, where one Marschfeld the Mad went, well,” he shrugged a little, “mad, up in Herbstadt. The municipal council planned to vote him out, but he attacked a passerby during a religious procession before the council could meet. The man accidentally killed Marschfeld and that took care of the problem.”



  
“Not a good precedent, then.”



  
“No.”



  As often as I’ve wanted to shake Andy, or pound his head with state papers to try and get sense into him, I’ve never wanted to kill him. I don’t want anyone to kill him. I just want him to do his job or to step aside.


  
“Tom?”



  
“Yes?”



  
“What do we do if Andrew won’t agree to, um, step aside?”



  
The threatening headache burst forth at full strength, pounding in time with Thomas’s heart and bringing tears to his eyes. “That’s for the regency council to decide.”



  
After what felt like a year, someone tapped on the door. It opened and a footman peered in. “Your Highnesses?”



  
“Yes?” Michael said.



  
“His worship is lookin’ for you.”



  
Michael gave Thomas his hand, hauling back with all his strength and all but pulling Thomas out of the chair and the room both. “Now we’re in trouble,” he hissed under his breath and winked.



  
“Well, you started it,” Thomas hissed back.



  
“Did not.”



  
“Mother always liked you better.”



  
The answering snort spoke volumes and made Thomas feel a little better as they walked up the hall.



  
“After you, oh wise elder brother,” Michael intoned, pausing beside the council chamber door.



  
“I’m telling.”



  
Still out of sight of the council, Michael made a grandiose flourish and bowed. Thomas started to reach over and shove his baby brother’s head down further, but caught himself. Instead he straightened his jacket and walked into the council chamber, Michael close behind.



  
Mouth dry and all laughter stilled, Thomas bowed a little to the council and Bishop Martin. “Your decision, gentlemen?”



  
“Nine in favor of remaining as things are now, twelve in favor of a regency council, Your Highness.” Bishop Martin pointed to the box. “I counted twice, with Eulenberg and Jones as witnesses.”



  Two people who do not have us on their Winter Fair gift lists. Good. Thomas bowed again, lower. “I thank you, your reverence, gentlemen of the council.” Michael bowed as well.



  
Thomas straightened up and found Bishop Martin standing right in front of him. The bishop removed a vial of oil from the case clipped to his belt. “Kneel, Thomas Donn Gerald Michael.”



  
His body obeyed even as his mind wondered what the bishop intended. Oh no. They decided not to have a regency at all and they want me to be emperor! No, that’s not what— Please Godown, have mercy on me and change their minds.


  
The oil felt both warm and cool as Bishop Martin drew Godown’s sign and St. Jenna’s line on his forehead. “Thomas Donn Gerald Michael, head of the Babenburg line, be blessed in Godown’s name. May His grace sustain you and His peace surround you. Godown give you wisdom and discernment to do His will until He calls you to His presence.”



  
Without thinking Thomas started to bow to kiss the bishop’s ring, but Martin drew his hand back. That is no longer my place. I am no longer vowed to Godown. A faint sadness touched him and he wondered why. Then duty replaced desire. “I covet your prayers, your worship.”



  
“You shall have them.” He stepped out of the way and Thomas got to his feet, head still aching a little.



  
The men of the council had shifted places after the vote, he saw. Duke Starland leaned against the back of a chair. Master Escher, and Counts Eulenberg, Jones, Peilov, and Bierski stood with him. “I take it a regency council has been agreed upon?”



  
Starland grunted and then sniffed. “Yes. We six, you and Michael, and young Kossuth will attend when he can. He’s going to be busy the next few weeks, after all.”



  
Thomas and Michael nodded. “My lords, before the greater council dissolves and the regency council meets, there are two points I wish to discuss.” As before, Thomas let Michael do the talking. “First, if it is agreeable, his majesty will retain his titles and honors until Godown receives him into final grace.”



  
After some quiet discussion, most of the lords nodded. “It is agreeable,” Kossuth said.



  
“He hasn’t done anything to actively break the laws, after all,” Bierski reminded everyone. “He’s just refusing to do his duties to us, for reasons that he thinks are just.”



  
“Thank you,” Michael replied. “The second matter is financing for the fall mobilization and next year. Since everyone is already here, we might as well thrash this out now and get it over with.”



  
A few weary groans and muttered curses sounded, but no one protested. “Andre,” Michael called to the footman now standing by the council table, “please distribute the proposed taxation and distribution tables.” Servants also brought in two more chairs, so the Babenburg brothers could sit. Thomas refused to look at the throne, much less sit in it. That’s yours, Andrew, not mine or anyone else’s until you say otherwise.


  
Thrash out was the right word, Thomas sighed four hours later. Servants had brought food and drinks, and the group had temporarily adjourned twice for nature breaks and short private conferences. But they’d reached an agreement and compromises, and no one had drawn a blade on anyone else. Yet. “Is there any further business for the council of the whole?”



  
“Yes.” Thomas blinked as Master Escher stood. “Your Highness, we’ve been talking about titles and the Babenburg family. Since his majesty has yet to name an heir, you both kept the title ‘prince,’ and it makes sense. But what about Prince Michael’s children? Or Prince Michael, should Thomas marry and have a son and name him Michael? It might be easier to bring back the old title of ‘archduke’ for the emperor’s siblings, to keep things straight.”



  
The brothers both shrugged. “We’ve never discussed it, Master Escher, but it is a good point, and one we will give some thought to.” Just not now.


  
Michael nodded his agreement. “If there is no further business?” He looked around. “No? Then the council of the whole is adjourned. Thank you for your time, my lords, your reverence, Master Escher. The regency council will meet tomorrow at the third bell after sunrise.”



  
That evening Thomas sat at the desk in his suite, playing with a glass pen and marveling at people. They had an empire to preserve, an emperor to inform that he was now a figurehead, von Sarmas’s son-in-law in charge of Morloke and slobbering over Tivolia, a desperate Rajtan storming up the Donau Novi Cut, and people were concerned about what title Michael’s children will have? Sweet St. Jenna, that’s foolish. We have so many other more important things to decide. But not now, at this moment. But what to do with himself? He didn’t need a bath, didn’t want to read, was not hungry, and getting blind drunk was not an option since he had to function tomorrow. And it was too late to go riding and he was too tense to sleep.



  
A polite cough distracted him from his wool gathering. “Yes?”



  
Ulrich sketched a little bow. “If Your Highness has a moment to spare?”



  
“Yes, of course, Ulrich. What is it?”



  
“A small matter of wardrobe, sir.” He gave Thomas an apprising look, as if mentally recording every spot, sweat stain, improper crease and loose thread. “Your Highness is no longer the spare brother limited to clerical colors.”



  
Thomas folded his arms. Oh no you don’t. No crimson, no bright green, no yellow or orange. We’ve fought this fight before and I’m not giving in. “And?”



  
“Perhaps this might serve as a foundation for your new wardrobe, since I will never get Your Highness into proper colors.” Ulrich stepped out of the study, returning with a dark blue brocade-trimmed jacket and an all-too-familiar brocade waistcoat.



  
It was all Thomas could do to keep from laughing and crying both.
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“I am still the Emperor!”



  
“Yes, you are, Your Majesty. But you no longer rule. The nobles’ council decided that your unwillingness to deal with problems here and now in favor of spending days locked in your workroom with Lander… stuff overrides our oaths of obedience. Thomas is head of the family and you retain all titles and honors.”



  Thank you for not saying shit, Michael, despite what you think of Andy’s obsession. Thomas stood beside Michael and Duke Timothy Starland, facing Andrew. Not even his manservant would shut out the Babenburg brothers and the senior court lord, and he’d opened the door, pointed to the study, and then fled. And you need to get outside. Your quarters smell musty and you are paler than new-bleached linen. Andrew’s hair, now long enough that he pulled it back into a scraggly tail, hung lank over his collar. He’d put on a little weight since Thomas and Michael had forced their way into his quarters two weeks and two days previously, a good sign. But the gleam in Andrew’s eyes reminded Thomas of fever-fire, and he wondered.



  
That fire turned to ice. “You have violated your oaths to me,” Andrew informed the trio, enunciating each word precisely. “You, Thomas, I knew I should have exiled you for defiance a year ago. But no, I showed mercy and this is the gratitude you show me.”



  
He pointed at Michael. “And you, little brother. You, to whom I gave special license, whom I named as heir, you turn on me as well.



  
“You are both too rock stupid to understand. These are my duty.” He turned, arm extended, hand open, indicating the shelves and boxes of Lander artifacts—some undoubtedly real, others possibly not—stacked and strewn behind him. “These will help my people in our time of need. The Landers’ weapons and tools can do more for my people than will any army or priest.”



  
Michael made the sign of St. Michael’s horseshoe. Beside Thomas, Duke Starland recoiled. His eyes snapped wide open at the pure blasphemy. “Your Majesty, what are you saying?”



  
“I’m saying that my duty is to my people, and I will do whatever it takes to rediscover the Landers’ technology so we can use it again.” He pointed back at Thomas, hissing, “You are exiled, forever. Leave tonight or I will declare you outlaw, to be killed on sight.”



  Fr. Mou is right. Your obsession is fatal. “No, Your Majesty. You no longer have that power.”



  
The ice returned. “Yes, I do. You have six men on your side. I have the Empire and the church.”



  No you don’t. Andy, don’t try and bring the church into this.


  
“Your Majesty, the church remains outside any civil conflict,” Duke Starland reminded all of them.



  
“Not once they know the truth. Get out. Get—Out—Now!” The roar surprised Thomas, although the order did not. He nodded to Michael and they and Timothy Starland departed.



  
Once safely back in the corridor outside the imperial suite, Starland pulled his prayer beads out of a pocket and began rolling them between his fingers. “Your Highness, I had no idea he’d gone completely mad. I thought you were exaggerating even though I voted for a regency.”



  
Michael, quiet and still for once, shook his head. Sorrow aged his features. “Not mad, your grace, but terribly obsessed and distracted.”



  
“Ulrich says the other servants maintain that his majesty alternates between deep silence and wild energy, moody or frenetic. Even more bouncy than Michael,” Thomas said.



  
The beads clicked in Starland’s fingers. “Do they know if he’s taking any medical herbs?”



  
Thomas and Michael both shrugged. As strong as Ulrich says he’s drinking his chokofee, who needs herbs? St. Michael’s horse could stand on the brew on one hoof and not sink.


  
“I’m sorry, boys,” Starland said at last, rolling the beads through his fingers again. “You made the right decision, may Godown have mercy on him.”



  Boys? I guess we are to you. Don is only a few years younger than I am, and you think he still needs a bumper vest. Which is another reason to keep you here in Vindobona and out of Don’s way, so he can fight without you in his saddlebag. Thomas managed not to say anything. Michael leaned back, so he could look at Thomas behind Starland’s head, and stuck his tongue out as if to say “Neener, neener, neener.”



  I am surrounded by crazies.
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  Bam, bam, bam. Someone pounded on Thomas’s door the next morning. “Whah— it’s too early. Fire?” He tossed back the covers, sniffing hard as he did. “No smoke, at least not at the moment.” Ulrich handed him a robe and he pulled it on, tying the belt just as Michael, in shirtsleeves, bounded into the room.



  
“He’s gone. Andy’s left. Took most of his Lander crap with him, including his batteries and dynamos, and the gate guards let him leave the city. He’s only got a light guard with him.”



  Oh shit. “What’s he—no, where? Which direction did he go?”



  
“He took the high road west. From there—?” Thomas pushed Michael out of his bedroom and into the study, where he’d have more room to pace. Michael thought aloud, “He could be going to Peilovna, to get Anne and Matthew to help him. Except Matthew won’t and Anne can’t. North to the Free Cities? That’s a thought.”



  
“This late? It’s only a few weeks to the equinox.”



  
“Good point. South then.” Michael stopped pacing, and gave Thomas a quizzical look. “He wouldn’t try to get Miles Tillson to help him, would he?”



  
Thomas blinked. Then he shook his head and ran fingers through his hair, frowning at the little snarl in the back. I need a trim. “No—well, maybe. But I don’t think Tillson’s in a position to help anyone regain anything at the moment.”



  
Ulrich appeared at Thomas’s elbow. “Your Highness?” he rasped, lifting a pot of chokofee and a cup.



  
“Yes, please.” Chokofee would clear the cobwebs, although Thomas really wanted a splash of something stronger.



  
“Sir?” Ulrich asked Michael.



  
“Godown bless you, yes, please.” He took a large swig, then held the cup out to be topped off. “Not to pry, Ulrich, but does Thomas pay you enough?”



  
Thomas wagged his finger. “It is far too early for you to go stealing my staff, Michael Donn Babenburg. At least wait until after I’m dressed.”



  
Michael finished his cup and set it down, pacing again. He paused by the bookshelf, reading the spines. The blond prince spun around, color draining from his face. “Andrew wouldn’t go southeast, would he? He wouldn’t try to bargain with the Rajtan.” Thomas heard the plea in his brother’s voice, demanding reassurance.



  I do not know. Surely not; Godown and St. Jenna, but I hope not. He chose his words carefully. “I do not believe that he would, but I do not know. What I do know is that not a word of that supposition leaves this room until we have some sort of proof of his majesty’s destination.”



  
“Agreed. Shall we just say that his majesty has gone on retreat?”



  
Thomas pursed his lips and wrinkled his nose as he thought. If he went south, that takes him past at least four shrines. That’s reasonable, and he’s not doing anything else at the moment. He was still in good standing with the church, after all, at least as long as Bishop Martin didn’t hear about his little comment to Timothy Starland. “I think that is an excellent idea, and for all we know it might be true. We’ll say that until we hear otherwise.” He glanced down at his dressing gown. “And if you will excuse me, I need to put on some trousers. There’s a bit of a draft in here.”



  
“And pale red is not really your color,” Michael grinned.



  
Thomas gathered his dignity, and the front of his robe, and stood. “Ulrich seems to believe that I should wear crimson.”



  
“No. That’s Tillson’s color. And it would make your eyes look even redder.” Michael trotted out, shirttail flapping, before Thomas could snarl a reply.



  
A raspy sigh followed the prince’s departure. “If I might be so bold, His Highness needs a good valet.”



  
“I believe Laural has been trying to persuade him of that for some time.” Something about “Don’t you dare tell people that I had anything to do with the state of your clothes, husband,” Thomas seemed to recall hearing at least once a month. As if Sabra and Alois don’t keep her busy enough. And we need to search Andy’s chambers for any scrap of paper that might connect him to anyone outside the realm, and burn it.


  
After getting dressed and shaved, and finishing the chokofee, Thomas settled on a plan. “Michael, I hate to ask this of you, but go through his majesty’s quarters. Any Lander things, box up and turn over to Fr. Laurence until Fr. Mou can look at them or the bishop says otherwise. Papers I want you to look at,” and he’d raised his eyebrows, trying to get the hint across.



  
“I’m not touching that cursed stuff, but I’ll go through any papers, that much I agree to. Anything else? No, wait. I’ll have the servants clean from ceiling to floor and put away his summer things, so everything will be ready when he comes back from his retreat.”



  
“Excellent thought. That would be perfect, thank you.” Good catch, little brother. His majesty had gone a religious retreat, Thomas reminded himself.



  
The regency council members appeared a touch dubious at the news. “That’s not what the gate guard said, Your Highness,” Master Basil Escher informed him. “Gate guard said was dressed for hard travel and looked as if he were carrying weapons and gold with him when he rode out. There were no orders to stop him, so…”



  
“And after what he said to me yesterday, I’m not so certain he believes in Godown anymore,” Timothy Starland said. The other councilors gave him looks that ranged from appalled to mildly curious. “But he may have changed his mind once he recovered his temper.”



  
“That is quite likely, your grace,” Thomas assured him. “There are a number of shrines and places of retreat and contemplation along the route he took, so no doubt his majesty wanted time and a place where he would not be distracted.”



  
“Speaking of distraction,” Matthew Peilov intoned, “What news from the southeast, Your Highness?”



  
“Nothing firm yet. Don Starland said he’d start sending birds to Starheart when he could, and heliograph or couriers would relay the messages from there.”



  
“But he’s mustering?”



  
“Yes, as fast as he and Anthony Kossuth can get to their lands. Kazmer Albinez will be their reserve until they know more.”



  
That afternoon Thomas stared with horrified fascination at the yellow leather-bound book in Michael’s gloved hands. “That’s terrifying.” His brother opened the book, revealing pages of ornate script and breathtakingly beautiful margin decorations. “But beautiful as well.”



  
“Burn it, brother.” Angry fire danced in Michael’s blue eyes. “Burn it now.”



  
Instead Thomas took it, closing the pages and wrapping it in brown cloth. “I’ll give it to Bishop Michael. He and Fr. Mou will know what to do with it. If we burn it, someone will see, and say something, and you know how rumors fly.” He met his brother’s eyes again. “Anything else.”



  
“Yesssssss.” He shoved a stack of pale yellow pages at Thomas. “He was negotiating with that monster.” Disgust dripped from his words. “No wonder he wasn’t worried about the Rajtan attacking us.”



  
“At least not until last year.” Thomas pointed to the date on the top letter. “Assuming they still use the same dating system as we do.” Oh Andy, what have you done? Sorrow warred with anger in his heart. “Did anyone else see these?”



  
“The book, yes. The letters, no. I told the maid that the book had been a war trophy. She can’t read, so that should hold.” Michael stripped off the gloves and dropped them, as if to be shed of any hint of the book, and shook out his hands. “The letters were in with some of that damn Lander garbage. I set those aside for the archive and good riddance. Except for the pump manual,” he added. “I’ve added that to our family library.”



  
“Thank you. I’m sorry, Michael. I,” Thomas looked away. “I had hoped he wouldn’t do anything so foolish.” Foolish hell, stupid to treasonous, depending on what those letters say. I hope Michael didn’t read them.


  
“I need a bath. And his quarters… ugh. Even I was never that bad.” He stalked out, shoulders tight looking, fingers still twitching.



  
Thomas rested his head in his hands. Godown help me. He straightened up. Should he send a message to Don Starland about what they’d found? Don and Anthony needed to know in case—. His thoughts danced away from the words, from the very idea. No, I’ll tell them once we have proof of where he went. If he went south out of the Empire or is seen going southeast, then I’ll tell them. But I’d better assume that he did do what this suggests. Oh, holy Godown, please may I be wrong and please may no one attack him or try and rob him.


  
Thomas passed the next weeks in an agony of uncertainty. Andrew Babenburg’s three guards returned two weeks after Andrew’s departure, puzzled but obedient. “’Is majesty sent us back, Your Highness. Said ’e was going on a spiritual mission and didn’t need us, that ’e’d be safe. Did ’e plan on going to Heilbrown, Your Highness? ’Cuz that’s the road junction where ’e dismissed us.”



  
Michael pounced on the idea before Thomas could draw breath to answer. “Yes. The waters at St. Misha’s spring did Thomas such good that no doubt his majesty wished to draw on their quiet and rest.”



  
“It is unusual, but not unheard of,” Thomas assured the guardsmen. “You did the right thing by obeying his majesty. Thank you.” Andy, please have gone to St. Misha’s-Heilbrown, please, please.


  
Thomas studied maps, met with councilors, and rode out to the cavalry grounds, trying to get back into shape. The fresh air helped. True fall settled in cool and crisp with the first frost, and autumn’s colors began appearing in the hills west of Vindobona, splashes of gold and red among the vineyards, orchards, and woodlots. Pastries with nuts returned to the menu and he overindulged without a shred of guilt, at least not until his stomach rebelled. Sweetie, his mare, appreciated the days out and behaved remarkably well. Grooms rode Andy’s horses as they had been doing for the past year. “I want those two for Sabra and Alois,” Michael observed one afternoon.



  
“Which two? The quiet geldings?”



  
“Yes. She’s going to need a steady mount, and Alois might as well start learning soon.” Michael stared off at the hills. “And Laural’s absolutely certain that she’s pregnant.”



  
“Already?” Thomas blurted, then bit his tongue before he added, “How did that happen?”



  
Eyes still in the distance, his brother said, “Yes. And you need to be considering a wife.”



  
“No.”



  
“You’re not under vows anymore.”



  
“Just no. Don’t push it, brother. Not now, we have more pressing concerns now. If the weather is cool and dry here, it is down on the border as well.”



  
“Good point. Harvest looks good aside from the river-bottom lands. Rumor has it Scheel has put in import duties on grain, even though they lost a quarter of their harvest to the flooding and Turkowi both.”



  
Two messengers waited for them when they returned to the palace. “Good news. Starland has mustered and is patrolling just inside the border, such as it is, and Kossuth is getting organized, as is Albinez,” Thomas read aloud.



  
“They’d better be, because still no sign of his majesty has turned up.” Michael threw the sheet of paper onto the table and turned his back on Thomas, clasping his hands behind his back, head bent. “I don’t like this, brother. We need to know where he is and what he’s doing.”



  
A week later a message arrived from Don Starland. “Turkowi raids, light cavalry, no infantry yet. Kossuth cavalry here now. Albinez ready. D. S.”



  And still no word from Andrew. It’s as if he fell off the planet. Maybe Godown opened the earth and it swallowed him, like in the horror tales of the Great Fires. Thomas shivered and made St. Jenna’s line. Then he got up and with Ulrich’s help put on the new brocade-trimmed coat, to go with his vest. Bishop Martin had declared a solemn feast of prayer and thanksgiving for the harvest and had asked Thomas to serve as his acolyte, distributing the bread of grace. Thomas rode out of the palace with a heavy heart. Godown, please have mercy on Andrew. You take account of our weaknesses, please be with him in his.


  
The formal liturgy and majestic setting of St. Gerald’s cathedral eased Thomas’s spirits a little. “Godown, generous lord, we thank you for the fruits of the soil,” Bishop Martin chanted.



  
Thomas and the others sang back, “We thank You, Godown.”



  
“For the strength to labor”



  
“We thank You Godown.”



  
“For rest and renewal in their time,”



  
“We thank You Godown.”



  
This time the junior priest did not try to give Thomas a concussion with the censer, although Sabra’s sneeze echoed up the nave, embarrassing her mother. For his part Thomas sank into the rhythm and ritual of the service, letting it wash through him. With a clear conscience and grateful heart he accepted the loaves of bread, breaking open the rich brown crusts to reveal pure fluffy white within. Then he took his place beside Bishop Martin in front of Godown’s altar. After the bishop anointed each worshipper, Thomas offered them the loaf of grace, symbol of Godown’s provision and presence. Only after everyone else had been served did Thomas partake himself, savoring the healing touch of the oil and the rich bounty of the fine bread.



  
He needed that comfort. As fall drew to a close and winter began creeping in with grey skies and cold rain, the raids continued. “I don’t understand,” Jan Bierski said, recently returned from overseeing harvest on his own lands. “Where’s the rest of the army?”



  
“You want more than flying raiders who strike, burn and kill everything in their path, and vanish into the hills like ghosts?” Old Starland demanded, face turning red with anger.



  
“No, no, of course not. I want some certainty, some idea of what the Rajtan has in mind.”



  Don’t we all, Thomas grumbled. And I want to know where Andrew is. The fiction about his religious retreat was wearing through, even though no one had challenged it openly yet. Rumors already swirled in the city about Thomas and Michael shunting Andrew aside for their own gain, or that Andrew had gone mad and been confined in a secret location within the palace, his very public departure by the west gate notwithstanding.



  
Five days later another message arrived, this from Anthony Kossuth and in code. “Am riding north. Information about Andrew Babenburg. Your eyes only.”



  
Thomas passed the page to Michael. He read it, folded the sheet into a tiny square with crisp, sharp corners, and hurled the packet into the fire. “Damn him,” he hissed.



  
“Not your job,” Thomas whispered back, shaking with anger. Michael looked as sick as Thomas felt and both men had tears in their eyes. “Not mine either. We have an empire to hold together. That’s enough of a burden.”



  
Thomas went back to praying nightly, reciting the full evening liturgy even though his body craved sleep. There are just so many things going on. Once Kossuth gets here and we know what happened, then it will calm down and I can rest.


  
Kossuth rode in at dawn two weeks later, chased by a biting east wind. He brought Father Mou with him, and three wagons, one draped in black. Thomas and Michael met them outside the city’s western gate. “Is it?”



  
Anthony gave a curt nod. Conscious of the people watching, he explained, “I’m sorry Your Highness. We met his men coming back on the road and escorted them the rest of the way.” In the dim morning twilight, the Kossuth men’s black coats and cloaks could pass for Babenburg blue, and Thomas gave Anthony points for tact and forethought.



  
“Thank you for your courtesy,” Thomas replied. Michael rode to the black draped wagon and peeked in. He caught Thomas’s eye and nodded, white lipped. “We go to the palace. Prince Michael, please ride ahead and ask his reverence Bishop Martin to meet us there.”



  
“Yes, Your Majesty,” Michael bowed in the saddle, hauled his horse’s head around, and spurred the stud into motion.



  
“Make way for Emperor Thomas,” a guard began to shout.



  
“No!” Thomas shuddered and made Jenna’s line. “No. Andrew remains emperor until succession is confirmed.” He turned back to Kossuth. “Thank you. Would you ride with us to the palace?”



  
“Of course, Your Highness.” The men removed their hats and rode in silence with the death wagon. Word flashed ahead of them and people began lining the streets, watching. There was no point in trying to hide the news, Thomas knew. High clouds dimmed the sunrise as they rode slowly through the city, hoofs clopping on the cobblestones. The city felt too quiet, and hundreds of pairs of eyes followed Thomas and the others as they escorted the emperor’s body home. The gates of the palace swung open and Thomas led the procession into the main courtyard.



  
Bishop Martin and Prince Michael waited for them. “Your reverence,” Thomas said, swinging out of the saddle with a little more grace than usual.



  
“Your Majesty.”



  
Thomas shook his head again and pointed at the wagon.



  
“Ah.” The Bishop lifted the pall and nodded once. “His Majesty rests with Godown. He will lie with his ancestors in St. Gerald’s.”



  Thank you. Thomas almost fainted with relief. He grabbed Sweetie’s stirrup as the world spun, then steadied. He heard Michael giving orders for the body to be taken away and dressed for burial, and for the wagons to be unpacked.



  
“Have you told Laural?” He asked, catching Michael’s sleeve.



  
“Not yet.”



  
“Go. I’ll call for you.”



  
Michael shook his head but left. Thomas beckoned Kossuth, who nodded to Fr. Mou. “I’m coming. That last wagon is mine, things for Kossuth House here in Vindobona,” he told the swarm of servants.



  
Thomas led the way to one of the private reception rooms. It was his favorite, done in warm brown and radiating informal comfort, with well-padded chairs. “Chokofee and that’s all for now, thank you,” he told the footman. Hot drinks appeared. “I’m sorry, Father Mou,” he apologized to the priest.



  
“None needed. This is enough to distract anyone.” Mou accepted a cup of the hot black brew and sat down in the closest chair.



  
“Anthony, your news?”



  
Kossuth poured for Thomas, then served himself. “Fr. Mou knows it already, since he was there when it happened.” The bald priest nodded. “I’ll be brief, Your Maj— Highness. Sorry.” He gulped half the cup. “I don’t know what His Majesty wanted so close to the border. I know there are supposed to be some Lander sites there, but Albinez swears they’ve all been gutted already. He, His Majesty, got too close to the border, down near the Morloke corner near the river. I’m sorry, Thomas, Godown knows but I’m sorry. We, that is Don’s men, didn’t know it was him at first when we found him. I don’t think the Turkowi recognized him either, if it’s any comfort. They didn’t mutilate or—” he broke off. “I’m sorry, Thomas. I think he died fast and clean.”



  I’m going to scream at you, Andy, but not now. “Thank you, Anthony. I suspect he assumed that he could use that Lander weapon he thought he’d gotten working again and was going to show us that he was right the best way he could.” And that’s the official story. No one else needs to know what Michael found. “We believed that he’d gone on a religious retreat, but apparently not.” Thomas felt Fr. Mou’s hand on his shoulder.



  
“For all his faults Andrew tried to do his duty as best he understood it. That is all Godown asks of us,” Mou reminded him.



  
“Thank you, Father. As always, your words bring comfort.”



  
The priest’s lifted eyebrow spoke volumes, but he just squeezed again. “You told Michael to tell Laural.”



  
“Yes. Could you? I apologize for asking this with you just returned, but Laural’s pregnant and Michael will appreciate your words.”



  
“Already?” Mou blurted, making Thomas feel better. “Sorry, Your Highness. I’ll go.”



  
“Thank you.” He waited until after Mou left to ask Kossuth, “Which side of the border was Andrew on?”



  
“Ours. It’s the damnedest thing, Your Highness,” Kossuth sagged back in his chair after refilling his chokofee. “There’s been a mort of flying raids and destruction, but no army. These are raiders pure and simple. We’ve beaten them back as best we can, but there’s no sign at all of the Rajtan. I almost wonder if he’s gone back to the Turkowi lands to take his medicine or beat his sons into line again.”



  
“From your lips to Godown’s ear, Anthony. Thank you for bringing him back.”



  
“You’re welcome. I, that is, there were some papers on him.” Thomas felt his blood congeal as Kossuth said, “They were so old they’d yellowed.” He gave the prince a shrewd look and drank more chokofee before continuing, “I assume they were Lander or close to it, but they’d gotten blood soaked, and the men burned them before I could stop them.”



  
“I’m sure you’re right,” Thomas assured the border count. “Probably plans or instructions for that weapon-thing.” Andrew, if you weren’t dead already, I’d kill you. Whatever you thought you were doing, may Godown have mercy on your soul.


  [image: 14: Endings and Beginnings]


  
Emperor Andrew II Babenburg, by grace of Godown Emperor of the East, lay in state for two days before the funeral service. The cool weather and incense helped keep the air clean in the cathedral, concealing the signs of death. Thomas and Michael each stood vigil one night, and Thomas used the time to grieve for the brother he wanted to remember. What were you thinking, Andy? Or were you, by that point? Had you given up on us and turned against your people or were you trying to save them and prove that you were right at the same time? The dead body kept its secrets, and in the depths of his heart Thomas knew that he did not want to know. He would eventually, of course. All who died in Godown’s grace and received His mercy would know, but only when Godown judged them ready, strong enough to carry the knowledge.



  
Thomas had enough strength to get through the simple funeral and burial. Then he retreated to his quarters and slept, hiding from his new duties. Although Andrew’s will had named Michael as his heir, Michael refused to take up the position. “No. I’m not ready, Laural is not ready. You have been acting as emperor for almost a year, Thomas. And I’m still the baby in most of the nobles’ eyes. They want you to take the reins of empire. You’re the steady one.”



  Yes, well, what if I don’t want to? I want to go back to praying, fixing leaky pumps and pipes, and not having to be everything to everyone. Hell, he wanted to get so profoundly drunk that even St. Gimple would be impressed and St. Misha would throw his hands up and say, “Cure that hangover? I’m a saint, not a miracle worker.” Except Thomas doubted that his servants would let him get roaring drunk, alas.



  
Thomas’s coronation, coming so soon after Andrew’s death, needed to be restrained and simple, upholding the dignity of the Empire without detracting from the ongoing mourning. Bishop Martin’s secretary had found a catalogue of all the things no longer permitted during imperial funerals, marriages, and coronations, and Fr. Mou Marcy had apparently decided that the Babenburg brothers could do with hearing the list. “No massed choirs, no riding into the cathedral on a black stallion, no taking the coronet from the bishop’s hands and crowning yourself, either,” Father Mou Marcy read from the list. “No fireworks in the cathedral.”



  
“Someone actually set off fireworks inside the cathedral?” Thomas and Michael both blinked. Michael’s eyes narrowed as the corner of his mouth curved up in a hint of a grin. Thomas bit the inside of his lip, because he knew exactly what baby brother had in mind. No, absolutely not. Do not even think about it, little brother.


  
“Your great grand-father’s coronation,” Mou confirmed, showing them the note and the date. “Godown be thanked that the roof was not finished and no woodwork had been installed yet. Fireworks outside, perhaps, but not inside the walls.



  
“Having a dozen of the most attractive daughters of the leading nobles and notables strewing flowers ahead of your path would also be ill advised. Especially this time of year.”



  
Thomas had to smile. “I don’t know, Father, just how bad could the gold-rod dust be?”



  
“Bad enough,” came the tart answer. Michael fought off a large grin and failed, deepening Mou’s frown.



  
Thomas smiled as well. “Your pardon, Father. Simple, dignified, no horses, and nothing worthy of being added to the cathedral’s list. I believe that describes what has been planned.”



  
“Good.” Mou set the list aside and helped himself to the chokofee steaming over the small grate by the side of the fire in the brown reception room. “I’m sorry Father Laurence is taking so much on himself.”



  
“As am I,” Michael replied, pouring a cup of tea. “Refill?”



  
Thomas shook his head. “I’ll stick with chokofee for now, thank you.” He needed the heat and energy more than he had the last fall, it seemed. “Fr. Laurence believes that he is somehow responsible for Andrew’s obsession, although he won’t say why.”



  
“Knowledge and expertise are good things, but an excess of any good can lead to bad results,” Mou said, playing with the chain on his pendant of office. “Proportion and balance are critical in anything, be it governing, mastering a skill, or learning how to use tools. Tools are not evil or good in themselves, but the hands that manipulate them must be attached to a mind in balance. When that balance tips…” he sighed.



  
“Indeed, Father.” The men sat in silence, thinking and drinking. A cold rain pattered down outside the palace and Thomas thought it was appropriate that the sky mourned with the rest of them. Finally he spoke again. “Father, what happened in Scheel and Morloke? Do you know? The Turkowi seem to have vanished again, but we’ve not heard any new rumors since the one about Count Malatesta.”



  
Mou crossed his legs and clasped his hands around his knee. “I know a very little of the larger goings on, but I have from my own eyes and another eye-witness what happened in Scheel. In short, the Turkowi besieged Sigurney on the Morpalo River. You heard that much?”



  
“Yes,” Thomas nodded. “The floods were worse down there and the Turkowi had no bridges to cross, even after midsummer.”



  
“Correct. They tried once to start a pontoon bridge at Sigurney, according to the survivors, but the current remained high enough that it carried off the piles and they opted not to try again. The Rajtan and his army arrived just after midsummer and discovered that the garrison intended to make a fight of it. And they did. Four thousand men of Scheel against almost a hundred thousand Turkowi, and I saw the Turkowi camp so do not try to argue that the numbers are impossible,” Mou snapped, shaking a finger at the princes.



  
Michael leaned back, hands up to ward off the finger. “I saw the Rajtan’s army at the Great Plate River, Father. I believe you.”



  
“As well you should. The garrison held out far longer than they ever should have, but in the end they ran out of men. Captain Mike Kidder used every trick he could, and Godown gave him strength and wisdom, along with a large slug of deviousness, but after the summer flux started in the Turkowi camp, the Turkowi forced the issue.



  
“Kidder had a mortar loaded with every bit of metal scrap he could find aimed at the causeway connecting the fortress to the main island, and when the Turkowi charged up to the gates, that probably accounted for several hundred either killed, mortally injured, or blown into the river. Then the garrison sallied and that was that. Except that Kidder had left a surprise inside, in the form of a slow match to the powder magazine.” The priest looked grimly satisfied. “The Turkowi will be looking for a new high priest of Selkow, among others. The witness guessed several thousand Turkowi blew up along with the fortress. I was fifteen kilometers north, perhaps a bit more, and heard the boom and saw the smoke.”



  
Thomas leaned forward. “Who survived, and how? Godown must truly have been with them.”



  
“Godown, St. Sabrina, and St. Michael at the very least. Liara Kidder, Capt. Kidder’s daughter, had been trapped in the fortress as the siege started. She threw herself into the Morpalo and Godown and St. Sabrina carried her safely across the stream and downriver far enough that no one saw her until she met some scouts from Scheel Center and me. Six men, all wounded, had been captured by the Turkowi and taken to the camp for interrogation. After the explosion, the Turkowi decided to release the men as a sign of their respect for their valor and honor, even though they were infidels. They got across the river and made their way to Scheel Center. The Turkowi marched back east and where they went from there only Godown knows.”



  
“Some have been harassing us with flying raids, but no one has found the main Turkowi army,” Michael filled in.



  
Thomas thought about Mou’s words as he drained his cup. “Father, what became of Miss Kidder? Does she need any assistance?” If she has no family, and the church is willing, I’ll send some thalers to help her.


  
Mou smiled, a warm, happy and satisfied expression. “She’d been engaged to wed before the Turkowi arrived. Liara, St. Sabrina bless her, thought no one would want to marry her after what she’d seen and done, because it wasn’t womanly to help the churigons or to carry powder and shot to the gunners, or to mend clothes and do wash for the men of the garrison.” All three men shook their heads and Mou continued, “When word spread, not only did her betrothed still want her, but three of the Patricians contributed most generously to her dowry.”



  
The stern look in Mou’s eye made Thomas wonder if the priest had encouraged their largess in some way. He would not be above pointing out how much she’d lost and what her father had done to protect the Patricians, especially if she’s now an orphan. Godown knew Mou had guilted Thomas into generosity more than once: Michael too, if his brother’s squirm meant anything.



  
“So Liara Kiara Kidder is now Goodwife Sabinoso. She should do well, Godown willing. The Patricians have voted to raise taxes on grain imports, in order to encourage farmers to return to the Morpalo Valley and the lands abandoned when the Turkowi arrived. And Morloke is confused. Count Malatesta has no interest in Scheel, at least for the moment. He’s consolidating his power and glowering at Tivolia, peace treaties and scolding by Bishop Alessandri and Bishop Martin notwithstanding.”



  
Thomas rubbed his forehead. “It sounds as if we are almost back where we were this time last year.”



  
Mou shook his head. “No. Scheel has pulled back to this side of the hills. The entire Donau Novi Cut belongs to the Turkowi.”



  
Thomas refilled his own cup. “On a different topic all together, Father Mou.”



  
“Yes?”



  
“All of Andrew’s Lander artifacts. What should we do with them?”



  
Michael growled, “His cursed Lander shit, you mean. Godown was right to send the Fires after them for creating those monstrosities.”



  
“Without Lander technology and ideas we have no lighting bulbs or drinking water, brother,” Thomas snapped.



  
“Enough,” Father Mou interrupted. “Down both of you. Thomas, have you sorted through what is useful from what is trash?”



  
“Yes, Father. And the books and diagrams and all have been sent to the archives, both ours and the cathedral’s.”



  
“Good. Michael, things cannot corrupt anyone. Godown did not make cursed items to ensnare the weak or foolish and you know that. Obsession with anything is the problem, not the thing itself. Godown sent the Fires because of disobedience and pride, not because the Landers used machines for things we now do by hand.” Mou frowned. “I strongly suggest that, for the time being, until memories fade, you set aside as many of the Lander things as you can. Do not touch them, do no more research. Do not stop using what works now or turn your backs completely on the past. But remember that what is harmless for one might cause doubt and fear in another, and act accordingly.”



  
“Yes, Father.”



  
Michael mumbled something that might have passed for “Yes, Father.”



  
“Now, Michael, have you and Laural considered names for the pending arrival.”



  
Michael shook his head. “Ah, no. We’ve been a little busy.” The men talked for another hour, finalizing plans for the coronation and considering baby names. At last Thomas got to his feet, wincing at the pain as he did.



  
“Problem?”



  
He shook his head. “Age,” he lied to his brother. “I’d like a moment with Fr. Mou, if you don’t mind.”



  
“You’re going to tell on me,” Michael protested.



  
“Am not.”



  
Fr. Mou folded his arms and glared at them impartially. Michael slunk out, the first smile on his face since the return of Andrew’s body. Mou turned his attention to Thomas. “What is it, my child?”



  
Thomas swallowed hard. “I am not well. The spots the churigon keeps cutting off me? I found one on my back, by my spine. The churigon thinks it has roots that go into the bone. My legs feel heavy and I’ve been having trouble walking, and I’m always tired. It could be coincidence, and age, but something tells me otherwise, Father.”



  
Mou rested his hands on Thomas’s shoulder, locking eyes with him. “You are not going to do something stupid, like running away to a healing shrine, are you?”



  
“No. But I covet your prayers, Father.”



  
“Those you shall have, Thomas.” Mou released his shoulders and tugged on the lapels of his jacket. “And I warned you about that waistcoat, did I not?”



  
A little smile played around Thomas’s mouth. “Yes, Father, you did. Would you care to explain to Ulrich Jones why I am wearing a jacket without the waistcoat in this weather?”



  
Mou let go of the coat and shook his head, smiling. “I’d rather try to change Godown’s mind than that of your valet. If he ever wants to retire, Bishop Martin would love to have him work with the priests and sisters in charge of vestments and paraments.”



  
Thomas sighed. “First Michael, now you want to hire away my valet. Godown have mercy.”



  
“Selah.” Mou traced Jenna’s line on Thomas’s forehead. “Mercy indeed.”



  
The Time of Miracles may have passed, but Thomas was rather certain that Godown’s hand still smoothed the way, sometimes. Michael managed to keep his mouth shut until after the coronation. The rainy weather held off long enough for the processions and giving of gifts to the poor and the city’s chapels to go without problems, and even the east wind settled for the day. No one’s horse shied from the banners, and no one sneezed from excess incense.



  
After the ceremony Thomas took his seat on the throne for the first time. This, he thought as he ran his hands over the age-smoothed warm wood. This is why Godown preserved my life. This is what He called me to do. Thank you, Godown, and show me Your will for me. The sense of peace that followed his prayer stayed with him until the next day, when he and Michael met for a working breakfast.



  
“I’m not going into the tunnels this season,” Thomas said.



  
“Damn right you’re not, and neither am I. That’s what the water steward and his men are for. The farther you stay from those pumps and tools, the better.”



  
“Problem, Prince Michael?”



  
His brother’s verbal explosion almost knocked Thomas off his chair. Michael leapt to his feet, threw down his napkin, and raged, “Ban all research into Lander ways, Thomas. Fr. Mou is right. Nothing good has ever come from the Landers. First the Great Fires, now Andrew losing his mind and almost splitting the Empire in a war while the Turkowi rampage freely. No more Lander anything, anywhere in the Empire. Put the books under interdict and burn or melt down everything else.”



  That’s not what Fr. Mou said, you idiot. But you heard what you wanted to hear, didn’t you. You heard that the Landers killed our brother, not his own obsessions and the Turkowi. “Then what will we do for water, brother dear?”



  
“What? Drink from the river, of course. That’s why Vindobona is here and why Godown gave us the river.”



  
Thomas shook his head. “You know very well that will cut the population by a third the first summer, and more if there is drought.” He folded his arms and stuck his chin out. “It’s not the things themselves that brought the evil, Michael, it is the obsessions and disobedience. Go read the Book of Flames again, for St. Gerald’s sake; it’s there in plain language in the Writ.



  
“If we abandon all Lander technology, we’ll give up the water pumps and supply pipes, the roads, the lights,” he waved one hand at the ceiling before folding his arms again, “Most of this building and Crownpoint, Starheart—half our fortifications will have to be abandoned because they have Lander foundations and walls. Do you want to tear up the roads in and out of Vindobona just to avoid setting foot or hoof on Lander materials?”



  
“All right, fine,” Michael snarled, pacing back and forth in front of the door. “We restrict it so only those who need to know and who have special training, say, given by the priests, can work with Lander things.”



  
“And how would that have prevented Andrew from his obsession?”



  
Michael muttered something under his breath that Thomas pretended not to hear. “Well, no one in the areas I administer will touch that damned cursed stuff,” he growled at last, louder.



  I’m not going to fight you, Michael, Thomas sighed, tired to his bones. We have a greater, closer threat to deal with. But I will do my best to live long enough that you will not succeed me. That much I can and will guarantee. Aloud he said, “I am considering elevating Starland to his position early, if his father agrees.”



  
Michael stopped pacing and returned to his seat. “Why? What’s Don pulled off this time?”



  
“Nothing, last I heard.” Thomas picked up the knife and played with it, then set it down on the white tablecloth. “But I fear he will be the first line of defense against the Turkowi now that they’ve captured the Cut and are exploring the passes. We need to start watching the east again. Scheel managed to singe the Rajtan hard, and he’ll want revenge on someone. Since everyone and their shahma know the Empire is in disarray…” He fell silent.



  
Michael ran his hands through his hair, then down the front of his jacket and slapped his palms against his trouser legs. “Right. I can see that. And Don Starland knows how to deal with Tivolia if Tillson’s heir tries anything stupid.”



  
“Good point.”



  
“Yes, it is, because there are three groups trying to claim the duchy, supporting four candidates.”



  
Thomas, elbow on the table, rested his head against one hand and massaged his temples. “Three parties, four successors?”



  
“Yes. They are dividing by colors, red for Misha Tillson, green for that other nephew, um, Karl, and blue and white for Sabrina Tillson-Capriotti and her husband Matteo.” Michael threw his hands up. “They can’t even organize a simple succession crisis without turning it into a drama straight out of a bad book. Southerners,” he snorted.



  
“No argument here. Supposedly there’s a wind that comes off the Triangle Mountains and makes them all crazy every so often.” Not that anyone needs an excuse to go crazy, not in these times. “Are you going to eat that nut roll?”



  
“Yes.”



  
They glared at each other before breaking into matching grins. Michael carved a sliver off the end of the pastry and presented it with a flourish. “Please accept this token of my esteem, oh great Emperor of the East.”



  
Thomas rolled his eyes. He looked up at the ceiling, imploring, “Godown, please may he grow up. Soon. Ugh, what’s that?” When Michael looked as well, Thomas grabbed the rest of the pastry off Michael’s plate, cut it in two, and returned the smaller bit.



  
“Hey! I’m telling!”



  
“Tell whom, brother dear?”



  
The servants passing the open door of the breakfast room heard the laughter and smiled.
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