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  1. Taking Possession


  
Lady Elizabeth von Sarmas fingered her prayer beads and wondered if any room existed on the former Windthorst Estate for a cannon foundry. According to the map draped over the small table in her chamber, the estate sat in the perfect location for a foundry. A river deep enough for small barges flowed through the property, trees in plenty would make building relatively easy, the estate sat well back from the dangerous border lands to the east and west of the Eastern Empire, and she could set up a test ground far enough away from the settlements that no one would be endangered when something went wrong; because things always went wrong. 



  
Someone tapped on the door and she looked up. “Yes?”



  
A servant curtsied. “My lady, his grace Aquila von Starland is here.”



  
“Thank you,” Elizabeth stood up from the table. “Have tea and liqueur ready in the solar, please.” Not that she used the room as a fine lady’s solar, for taking tea and doing needlework—instead, Elizabeth had set it up with a proper map table, much to the dismay of the late Count Eric Windthorst’s staff. I need to replace them with my own people, she reminded herself. But you could not hire twenty good servants on three weeks’ notice. 



  
Elizabeth brushed off her split skirt and walked down the curving wooden staircase to greet her mentor. The bare stone and plaster walls irritated her, but the tapestries that had hung there until five days ago had bothered her even more. She wrinkled her nose, thinking Ugh. How could something like that not have been noticed? They had escaped notice because until she moved into Windthorst House, no postulant sister, or any other clergy of Godown, ever caught a glimpse of the hangings. The weavers had concealed the iconography well and the workmanship impressed her greatly, but she refused to stay under the same roof with anything even vaguely related to the worship of Selkow. They made quite a bonfire, and the ashes should help the garden.


  
She rounded the final curve in the stairs just as his grace Duke Aquila von Starland walked into the hall. “Your Grace,” she smiled, curtsying. Just seeing the older man, dark hair greying at the temples, his prominent beak of a nose sniffing around for trouble, made her day brighter.



  
An answering smile appeared on his weathered, scarred face. “Lady Elizabeth.” He glanced around at the unadorned walls and floors. “Are you making room for the killer mule?”



  
She laughed. “No, your grace, although Snowy would move in and take over if I let him. No, he has a box stall with access to the courtyard.” She caught sight of the dark-haired woman standing behind Aquila and curtsied again. “Your pardon, Lady Ann.”



  
Aquila’s younger sister shook her head. “No offense taken, Lady Elizabeth.” She studied the room. “Have you decided what to do in here?”



  
“Yes, but first, please, follow me your grace, my lady.” The visitors followed her through quiet halls, empty of almost all decoration. “The cursed objects have been destroyed, and the remaining valuables are going on the auction block next week, at least those that the crown did not claim or that are set aside as blood payment.”



  
“That bad?” Aquila’s steps echoed from the stone floors and bare stone and plaster walls. Elizabeth opened the door to the solar and he stopped. “Oh, Marie would love one of these.”



  
“Would she, your grace? She is welcome to come and look at it, to see how it is constructed. There are wooden panels that fit over the windows in summer and during storms,” and Elizabeth pointed to the tracks visible through the glass. 



  
“She would indeed, Lady Elizabeth,” Ann gushed. “And all these plants!”



  
Elizabeth relaxed. She’d hoped Aquila would be pleased. The three sat around the worktable, hastily cleared of its markers, maps, inkwells, and paper. Aquila got back up and inspected the portable bookcase near the table. “How does… oh, I see.” He returned to his seat and accepted tea. “Who made that?”



  
“One of the footmen, who is wasted as serving staff, your grace. He’s currently working on a full set of shelves like that one, but in redwood with cedar trim, to keep vermin away from my books.” She poured for Lady Ann, who added a dollop of cherry liqueur to her cup. After all had been served with drinks and the covers removed from plates of small meat buns and sweet cookies, Elizabeth asked, “How can I be of service, your grace?”



  
“When do you intend on going to Windthorst?”



  
“Next week. I had to wait until I’d cleared the last trace of the apostate out of this building,” and she shivered. Just that morning a priest from St. Gerald’s cathedral had blessed the entire house, the staff, and the stables. Maybe now she’d stop having nightmares. “But I don’t want to delay much longer, because of harvest and winter, your grace.”



  
Ann nodded, then absently reached up and pushed a hair-stick back into place. Elizabeth made herself focus on her teacup until the surge of envy passed. Ann shared her brother’s dark hair and light tan skin, and looked lovely in the dark red jacket and brown skirt she’d worn. If Elizabeth tried those colors, people would mistake her for an especially ill-favored ghost. As Elizabeth scolded herself for envy, Ann inquired, “Have the soldiers found anything at Windthorst proper?” 



  
“If so, they have not reported it to me, my lady, but I have a bad feeling that they will, or have. Lazlo’s last letter said that most of the people are still too scared to speak more than four words at a time.” She looked away, adding, “The creature allowed sworn acolytes to cross his land with impunity, or so it seems.”



  
Aquila’s black eyebrows rose and he rubbed a finger along his beak of a nose. “You’ve heard from Lazlo Destefani already?”



  
“Yes, your grace. Given the dire situation, his majesty graciously allowed us to send messages via the imperial couriers and heliograph system until I reach Windthorst myself.” 



  
 “And his relatives?”



  
“He sprang out of the ground full grown, your grace, or so you’d think. He never married although Prince Alois has turned up at least four families who spoke with him about arranging matches with their daughters.” She laughed a little. “The one cousin I found swears she knows nothing. I believe her.”



  
“Well, that does make some things easier.” Aquila sounded unsurprised as he changed the topic. “How is the mule project going?”



  
Elizabeth, eyes wide with mock-fear, shook her head so hard that her wig almost shifted. “Shhhh, his grace the archduke might hear you! I’ve been looking at what is necessary for a cannon foundry, you grace. Mules, well, your grace, mules are easier to make than cannons.” 



  
Aquila leaned back in his chair and brayed with laughter. “So he refuses to give up, does he?”



  
“Yes, your grace, and there’s nothing I can do to stop him.” The lands did belong to the crown, after all, at least until she turned twenty-one. It will be a very long four years if you don’t humor him. And you need strong mules and horses to pull big cannons.


  
“So you plan on going west in a few weeks, then,” Aquila stated. Elizabeth nodded and he turned to his sister. “Is that too soon?”



  
“Not at all, Quill. Despite what you insist on thinking, I do not have that much to pack.” She shook her finger at him. “And you might ask Lady Elizabeth what she wants to do.”



  
For the first time she’d ever seen, Aquila ducked and flushed a little. “Ah, yes. Well, you see, Elizabeth, um…” She stared as he hemmed and hawed. “That is, there’s a minor matter I need your assistance with.”



  
Ann rolled her eyes. “What my dear brother is trying to say is that Lady Marie has taken over all domestic duties. Which leaves me at loose ends, so to speak. And you need a chatelaine, unless you had planned on running everything?” 



  St. Sabrina be praised. St. Amelia, thank you for answering my prayers! “No, and I’ve been scrambling. I know nothing about running a household, my lady.” Elizabeth counted off on her fingers, “I can make sweets, distill some common medicines, do some basic cleaning, and of course I know needlework and simple dress-making. And I can pray. But, well, after the last year I know far more about organizing a military campaign than I do about keeping my pantry stocked. I also need to be recruiting my own staff, not that the former owner,” and she waved her hand, taking in all of Windthorst’s property, “had only bad people working for him. Except for two, and they are answering to a much higher authority than a chatelaine’s.” 



  
“So that story was true,” Aquila observed, pouring himself more tea and a healthy splash of anisette. 



  
She gritted her teeth. “Yes, it was, your grace. Prince Alois and the rector of St. Gerald’s handled the matter with the utmost discretion, thanks be.” That was when she’d decided to replace the entire staff. She refused to sleep in armor.



  
“So I can take it that you have no objection to Ann going with you as your chatelaine? Because, well, Lady Marie…” Aquila spread his hands, helpless. Elizabeth understood all too well. His marriage to Marie had been arranged for political and dynastic reasons. They did not love each other, although he respected and cared for Marie. As best Elizabeth could tell, despite bearing him two sons and several daughters and doing an excellent job of managing Starland in his absence, Marie still lacked confidence in her ability to please Aquila, making her jealous and unhappy. 



  
“No, I have no objection to Lady Ann coming with me and running things, at least in part,” she added when Ann started to protest. “I’ll have to deal with the military and economic aspects of the estate. Reading between the lines in Lazlo Destefani’s last letter, the estate also owes back taxes as well as military service.” The next time someone tries to honor me with a gift of property, I’m going to politely refuse and then run away.


  
“I forget that you were sheltered,” Ann admitted. 



  
“Yes, well, Sister Amalthea and Lady Orrosco’s ideas of a proper up-bringing have large numbers of holes in them.” Elizabeth poured more tea and crunched on a verbena cookie. 



  
Aquila swallowed the rest of his tea in one gulp. “Good. I’ll send your dower portion with you, Ann, in case the unimaginable happens and you find a suitable husband.” He missed both women’s angry glares as he continued, “And all your personal possessions.”



  
“Don’t worry about pack animals, your grace,” Elizabeth sighed, feeling morose. “The archduke is providing plenty.” 



  
Aquila and Ann both laughed.



  
    [image: * * *]
  


  
Three weeks later Elizabeth rode onto Windthorst Estate. She stopped at the top of a hill and studied the landscape, automatically cataloguing defensive positions, sites for infantry placement, and identifying cover and concealment. This looks very familiar. But it can’t be familiar because I’ve never been here before. She faced west, looking out on a range of low, grassy hills. To the north, they flattened into gently rolling land, joining the great northern plain that extended into the sea. Hardwood and some softwood trees clung to the valleys and low areas. To the south she could just barely see a solitary hill, and the line of trees that marked the Donatello River. In fact, Donatello Bend had been the first name for the estate, and Elizabeth seriously considered asking the royal mapmakers to change it back. The late traitor and apostate Eric Windthorst deserved no monuments to his name. Snowy, restless and wanting supper, sidled a little and she checked him. “Quit.” After another long study of the terrain, she let him walk on. 



  
A group of horsemen cantered up the road towards her and without thinking Elizabeth undid the safety straps on her saber and saddle knife. The pack train and wagons behind her began shifting into a defensive circle. Then one of the approaching riders rose in the stirrups and waved his hat. She recognized him and turned, calling, “Stand down. They’re ours.”



  
Lazlo Destefani slowed his horse’s wild canter before drawing closer. He bowed in the saddle. “Good evening, my lady.”



  
“Thank you, Captain Destefani,” she replied. “Any news?”



  
Lady Ann drew abreast of Elizabeth on her right side, and Lazlo bowed to her as well. “No, my lady. There is news of the estate, but nothing military, yet.” 



  
“Good. Tell me as we ride,” she ordered and he took his place at her left hand. “Your men and mounts look well.”



  
“Thank you, my lady. The grass here is quite good, and the second cutting of hay is curing now. There are some magnificent hay barns on the property.” He glanced back, taking in the string of large donkeys. “Ah, his grace’s stock?”



  
“Yes. And three Oberlander fillies, along with two Graylanders.” They shared a tired look. “The fillies are gentle, well-trained, and will throw docile offspring. Or so I’ve been assured.”



  
Lazlo, whose family had experimented unsuccessfully with Oberland mules, shook his head but forbore to comment. Instead he pointed to a wisp of smoke. “That’s the largest settlement on the estate, my lady. You will find that there is plenty of room for people who wish to locate here.”



  
Ann, riding at Elizabeth’s right hand, leaned around and asked, “Has there been plague or dearth?”



  
“No, my lady. After the second woman vanished, a number of families fled to Peilovna and other estates.”



  
“So that was the border fight,” Elizabeth thought aloud.



  
Lazlo nodded, the grey feathers on his hat bobbing and making Snowy roll his eye. “Yes, my lady, in part. That and the river moved, oh, ten years ago, and the former owner claimed that he still owned the land now on the other side of the river.” He shook his head and pointed with his riding stick, “There are apple orchards there, my lady, and cherries. And lots and lots of beehives, for some reason.”



  
“You need bees for fodder grass and for the cherries and apples,” Ann told him.



  
Elizabeth frowned. “And because the goddess requires offerings of honey comb and wax, presumable for candles and such.” She growled to herself, that monster probably has other uses for them as well. She’d learned far too much about the specifics of the worship of Selkow over the past three weeks. Without thinking she made the sign of St. Gerald’s bridge.



  
“Ah, I had not thought about that, my lady.” Lazlo frowned. “Should the hives be destroyed?”



  
“No! Oh heavens no, I need the honey and the money, and I’d just have to find a way to buy more bees if we got rid of these.” 



  
Lazlo pointed out different places of interest as they rode, while Elizabeth caught him up on the news from Vindobona and Starland. They slowed their mounts when they came within sight of the main manor. “Oh, I like this,” Elizabeth breathed. The building, fitted into Lander ruins much as Starheart fortress had been, sat on a broad-topped hill. It sported blue stone roofs that poked out from the surrounding dark walls. Nothing taller than grass grew within half a kilometer of the manor house, although she could see the edge of what looked like ornamental gardens to the north of the hill. “Does it have a well?”



  
“Yes, my lady, and cisterns, and gardens within the walls.”



  
Ann nodded, pleased with the news. 



  
“And has it been blessed?”



  
Lazlo shifted and his horse eased away from Snowy. “It has, but it needs more, my lady. There is something you have to see. We’ve moved it outside, well away from the house and grounds.”



  
Elizabeth raised her hand. “Lei, Lady Ann, go ahead with the animals and wagons. I’ll catch up.” When Ann and the wagon boss acknowledged the order, Elizabeth tapped Snowy into his running walk, Lazlo’s horse trotting beside her. “How bad is it?”



  
“Very.” Lazlo, Elizabeth, and two soldiers rode around the south side of the manor and through a cluster of sickly trees. “This is the burn pit, for household refuse.” Lazlo stopped. “My lady, I don’t think Snowy will react well to what’s over there.”



  
She dismounted and stalked around the waist-high rock wall that kept the fire contained. “Holy Godown have mercy.” She clamped a hand over her mouth. Once her stomach settled down, she asked, “How many?”



  
“At least three, two who have been identified. One was nothing but bones. Apparently the former owner was not content with allowing women to be taken from his lands.” Lazlo’s dark eyes snapped with fury and he clenched his riding stick so tightly that his knuckles turned white. “According to what I’ve been told, he lied, told their families that they and the other women had come to Vindobona in domestic service, and that the children were apprenticed out. The priest of Selkow tried to burn the bodies in one of the large fireplaces inside the manor house’s summer kitchen,” he waved toward a small brick structure tucked into the back of the hill, “but fled before he could get the fire hot enough, or so it appears. We caught him at the river and that was that.” 



  
Elizabeth snarled, mirroring his feral expression. 



  
“We only found the bodies two days ago, and brought them here. The ritual objects and more of those accursed tapestries have already been exorcised and burned, my lady.”



  
She turned away from the remains. “I will meet with the known families as soon as they can come to claim the bodies. I brought gold and silver for the blood payments that are owed, and I will pay the priest’s expenses to come and lead the burial services.”



  
Lazlo nodded, leading her back to Snowy. She leaned against the white mule’s shoulder, eyes closed, breathing deep of his honest mule smell. Holy Godown who watches over the innocent, the animal, and the child, be with their spirits and grant them rest. St. Foy, protector of children, comfort their parents and guide the lost ones to Godown’s paradise. She regained her composure and straightened up, brushing mule hairs off her blouse. “Thank you, Lazlo. I apologize for making you deal with this. I did not intend for you, Gary, and you,” she gestured, taking in the other men, “to have to deal with this kind of thing.”



  
He bowed low. “You are welcome, my lady. And apology accepted,” Lazlo answered, as the other men made noises of agreement. Lazlo cupped his hands, crouched so she could step up, and boosted her into Snowy’s saddle. They rode to the manor in silence. “The gates all work, and those are functioning murder holes,” he told her as they rode through the outer wall. “The lowest courses of the walls are Lander work, as are the cellars.”



  
“Interesting. That explains why the former owner spent most of his time at court.” Selkow’s followers shunned Lander ruins. Well, she reminded herself, so too did a great number of Godown’s followers. 



  
“When he was here, he preferred the hunting lodge, or so the staff tell me. It burned down not long after our arrival.”



  
“Really.”



  
He swung out of his saddle and grinned. “Really, my lady. Godown’s own truth: lightening storm hit that night.”



  
Elizabeth dismounted, grabbing Snowy’s head as he tried to bite the young man reaching for his bridle. “Quit,” she hissed at the mule. More loudly she warned the young man, “Don’t touch Snowy yet.” She pitched her voice so everyone in and around the courtyard and stables could hear her. “Snowy bites. He kicks. He is a fighting mule. I will care for him, and I will introduce you to him. Until then, give him plenty of room.” Everyone took a step backwards, even those well clear of Snowy’s teeth and hoofs. “Which way to the stables?”



  
“This way, my lady,” a calm man in moleskin clothes worn shiny at the shoulders and thighs bowed. He led her to a large box stall. “Is this suitable?”



  
“Very much so.” She stripped Snowy’s tack and gave him a hearty “whap” on the rump. He stalked into the stall, sniffed and pawed, and released a large load of road apples. “It suits,” she repeated, shaking her head a little at the mule’s behavior. “Thank you.”



  
“Ah, my lady, how many animals do you anticipate having here, in the manor?”



  
She caught herself sticking out her tongue as she tried to count. “Ah, hmm. Ten horses, plus Snowy. And a warhorse, but he will come later. The others can stay in the paddocks, depending on what the weather is and what kind of shelters there are.”



  
He made a note on a chalkboard. “Very good, my lady.”



  
She returned to the courtyard and found Lazlo and Ann waiting, along with some of the current staff. She followed them into the house. The dark paneling and heavy wooden furnishings gave the entry a comfortable and warm atmosphere. She tapped her heel against the floor, noting the stone surface. Boot proof. Good, very good. That’s going to be easier to keep clean. “This way,” Ann gestured. Elizabeth frowned at the curving staircase, until she noticed the slit-windows. Defensive measures mean very old. Old is good. Two maidservants in un-dyed wool dresses curtsied and opened the door to a large, airy room with luxurious furnishings, including an enormous bed.



  
“If my lady will inspect her chamber,” the older maid offered.



  
Elizabeth shut the door. “No. That’s the royal suite. I need something smaller, warm, and easily defended.”



  
The servant, whose hair matched the gray of her plain dress, stared at Elizabeth. “But my lady, you are mistress of the manor. There is a reception room attached to the suite, and a closet for your retirement when necessary. The maid’s quarters attach to this suite, so there is someone to serve you at all times.”



  
“Thank you, no.” She frowned, and the maid wrung her hands. “Smaller, warm, and easily defended.”



  
The younger maid, a nondescript brunette, leaned over, whispering frantically into the older woman’s ear. Ann began walking down the hall, trying different doors. Before the maids could say anything, Ann peered into an ornately carved doorway. “Oh my! Oh,” and she backed away, blushing. 



  
Elizabeth rushed to see. “My lady, don’t,” someone called, but too late. She stared at the paintings covering the walls from floor to ceiling. Oh this is… one of those things Sister Amalthea warned me about. In fact, I think these show everything Sr. Amalthea ever warned me about. She walked into the chamber and looked up. There are two years worth of sermons about the evils of lust and gluttony on the ceiling alone. She peered at a detail on one of the walls. Excellent craftsmanship, I’ll say that much. But I’m not sure some of these are anatomically possible, let alone pleasurable. Not that I’m supposed to know anything about these sorts of things.


  
“Is the painter still working?” She inquired, her tone as unconcerned and mild as she could manage. What she really wanted to do was fall over laughing, both from the paintings and from the expressions of utter dismay, bordering on horror, on Ann and the servants’ faces.



  
“Ah, I don’t know, my lady,” the older servant stammered. 



  
“If he or she is, let me know. I need the chapel restored, and talent of that kind is wasted on such dull subject matter.” Dull because if I hear one more sermon on the Landers and their purported sexual sins, I will hurl my wig at the priest.


  
The fourth room, near the end of the hall, suited Elizabeth perfectly. Good light but the windows are high and hard for someone to shoot into, two exits, no one can sneak in from behind the bed, and a working fireplace. And room for books on the opposite wall. “This is most suitable. Please bring my things here.” She turned to the maids. “I need a maidservant, discreet, who knows how to deal with dirt, bloodstains, and armor.” She raised her hand, stilling the first protest. “Just help getting the armor on and off. I will care for it myself, as I will care for my weapons.”



  
Ann nodded. Elizabeth continued, “Lady Ann von Starland is my chatelaine and manager for all things related to the manor house and immediate grounds. Obey her as you would me.”



  
“Yes, my lady,” and the maids curtsied.



  
“You may go. I’ll be dining with the men in the,” she looked at Ann.



  
 “Lesser dining room,” came the whisper.



  
“In the lesser dining room. Food for ten, nothing fancy. And I break my fast at dawn.”



  
They repeated her orders, curtsied once more, and left. Lazlo closed the door behind them and gave Ann a significant look. Ann nodded and turned to Elizabeth. “Elizabeth, what do you intend to do about the men?”



  
“I assume they will need quarters, probably near the stables if there is something suitable. Otherwise I’d intended to pay them the same as his grace does, perhaps more depending on the status of the estate and what they have to do. I’ll take meals with them when appropriate.” That’s what she’d done on campaign, more or less.



  
Ann shook her head, as did Lazlo. “My lady, you can’t do that anymore. And that’s not what I mean.”



  
“Why not? And what do you mean?”



  
Ann glanced up at the ceiling, as if asking for patience. “Because people will talk.” She gave her employer a firm look. “Elizabeth, you have to be a proper Imperial lady; that means keeping a proper distance between yourself and the men, since you are unwed and underage. And if people talk, they will not obey. You do not need gossip,” Ann stated, hands on hips. “Take my word on this, my lady. Gossip is as deadly as a knife in the back.”



  
Elizabeth sat hard in the heavy chair. “Oh. Worse than when I did not go to the betrothal ceremony?”



  
Lazlo nodded. “Much worse. Because people will assume that if you do not control one appetite, you cannot control others. It would destroy your political reputation.”



  
“Horsefeathers,” she snarled. “Flaming horsefeathers.” But they’re right. Especially if someone looks into my dear mother’s history and decides that I follow her that way. St. Gerald give me guidance.


  
She took a deep breath. “Right. We find two maids, one a maid of the chamber and a second to accompany me when I have to go out, if I’m acting as lady of the manor.” She shook a warning finger. “If I’m riding with the men or fighting, I can’t ask a woman to come with me.” Her stomach growled. “And I’m hungry.”



  
Lazlo excused himself and Ann supervised the servants bringing in Elizabeth’s possessions, such as they were. 



  
After supper Elizabeth read two messages. “Ann, I need you and Lazlo with me tomorrow two hours before noon. The families of three of the women will be coming, as will the parents of one of the children.” She rubbed her forehead. There was nothing in any of Sr. Amalthea’s devotionals or lectures about how to tell someone that their child died as a sacrifice to an evil goddess. Godown, inspire me, please.
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Elizabeth felt very young as she took her place in the manor’s reception hall the next day. The room doubled as the muster point, and an assortment of decorative and real weapons hung in brackets from the cream colored, plastered walls. Heavy, whitewashed timbers held up the ceiling and walls. Light brown flagstones interspersed with strips of dark wood formed the floor, giving the room a surprisingly warm feeling but failing to ease the chill Elizabeth felt. At Ann’s urging, the house servants had moved the furniture, bringing in a heavy chair and placing it at the head of the table to serve as a reminder of who truly owned the estate. Elizabeth sat in a smaller and much more comfortable seat beside the lavishly carved dark wood table. Ann and Lazlo stood behind her on either side. A small heap of white leather bags holding coins sat within Elizabeth’s reach. There’s not enough money in the empire to make up for what the bastard did, she’d thought early that morning as she hefted one of the bags.



  
Gary, one of her soldiers from Starland, opened the door at the end of the hall. “My lady, your guests are here.”



  
“Bring them in, please.”



  
Almost twenty people from five families shuffled, strode, and edged into the room. Most of the men and women looked ill at ease, but two men and a woman glanced around, angry expressions on their faces, their shoulders set. All wore patched, work-worn clothes and Elizabeth growled silently. The harvest had not been that bad, nor had the estate been taxed into poverty. Or had it? A thought struck her and she tilted her head towards Ann, who leaned forward. “Find the tax receipts. I have a bad feeling.”



  
“Yes, my lady.” Both women straightened up as the people bowed to Elizabeth.



  
“Thank you for coming,” she began. “I will be direct, because flowery words will not soften what I have to tell you nor erase the damage inflicted by the former owner of this estate.” An elderly woman began weeping and Elizabeth swallowed hard against the lump in her own throat. 



  
“I am Elizabeth von Sarmas, servant of his majesty Rudolph of Babenburg and the new care-taker of these lands. While fighting against the Turkowi earlier this year, my men and I found two of your daughters, your sisters. My lord Matthew von Starland, son of his grace Aquila von Starland, found the third. To our sorrow we were not able to save them, although one woman saved herself from corruption, and a second fooled her captors long enough to carry fire into a gunpowder depot, destroying the depot and killing at least twenty Turkowi, including a priest of Selkow.” Elizabeth shaded the truth a little as she continued, “Her bravery saved his grace’s men from an ambush and attack. We also found badges of service, given to Turkowi soldiers by the man who once claimed these lands, allowing the enemy free passage through the empire and onto his lands. As you know, that man attempted to attack his majesty, and is dead.”



  
She stopped, letting her words sink in. One man, a farmer or so she guessed, glared at her, his arms folded, unsatisfied. She continued, “My men found your children’s remains as well. I cannot undo the evil that the dead one committed. Even Godown, in all His mercy, does not turn back the days and years. But I have bloodprice if you will accept it, taken from captured Turkowi treasure and from the traitor’s own stores.”



  
“But it will not bring back our dead!” The angry farmer yelled. “Where were you when our daughters vanished from the fields and the count drove us off the land? You’re just a girl, and a foreigner by the sound of you. You insult us with your blood money.” He spat towards her, daring her to react. Lazlo growled in return and started towards the brown-clad man.



  
“Hold, Captain,” she ordered before he could take more than a step. She kept her face still and expression calm while clenching her fists on the arms of the chair. “Where was I? I was fleeing from the lands of a king who will not defend his own people from the ferengrazias of the Turkowi. I fought alongside Duke Aquila von Starland, defending his people and all who live inside the empire’s borders. I led a group of wandertruppen at the Battle of Kidron Valley six weeks ago. And I challenged the man who killed your children and sisters. He is dead, his acolytes with him.” She caught herself as her voice started rising. “I am young, that is true, good sir. But Godown brought me here and Godown made me a warrior for all that I am a woman. If you do not wish to accept the payment, you are welcome and you may go in peace with Godown’s blessing.”



  
“Then I go.” He inclined in what might have been a hint of a bow and stormed out, heaving the door open with a curse. Gary reached in and closed it again without a sound.



  
The other families, and the man’s wife, or so Elizabeth guessed, murmured and whispered. The woman approached, shy and worn thin with hard work. She curtsied. “My lady, please forgive Hans. He,” she looked down, whispering, “he could not stop the men who took our Laural, and he still fights himself, trying to save her.”



  
“There is nothing to forgive,” Elizabeth assured the woman. “A father’s anger excuses much. If he wishes to honor Laural’s memory and to help see that such things never happen again, he is welcome to help with the manor militia.” 



  
One of the other men asked, “Militia, my lady?”



  
“Yes. All estates are supposed to be able to defend themselves, at least long enough for help from the surrounding estates can rally. His majesty’s orders for me include re-forming the militia here and seeing that it is properly equipped. You will be able to help protect your families and homes.” That such service would once again be mandatory Elizabeth kept to herself. “There will also be need for soldiers in season, if you have younger sons and brothers in need of household monies or a groom gift.”



  
“Good, my lady. We’ve been disarmed for too long,” one of the women stated.



  
Elizabeth stood up and the families came forward, one at a time, and took their money. The other angry man, apparently mollified, bowed and took the pouch. His wife studied Elizabeth from wig-top to shoe-top, and sniffed, then curtsied and followed her husband. The shy woman hesitated before pleading, “Please, my lady, will you hold it? Hans may change his mind, and we need cash for a bride-price.”



  
“I will.” 



  
After the last of the families had left, she sank back into the chair. “I didn’t think I could hate the bastard any more, but I do. He fouled everything he touched.”



  
Lazlo walked over to the wall and sat on a bench there. “I will not argue with you, my lady.”



  
“And I see why you want those tax books, my lady,” Ann said, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Assuming he kept correct records.”



  
“If he did, I wager that he encoded them, my lady. Unless he was so stupid as to think that no one would find the real accounts,” Lazlo warned. 



  
“I need fresh air, and to get a better sense of the terrain and resources here,” Elizabeth announced. 



  
An hour later she rode out on Snowy, Gary and Lazlo in tow. Snowy balked at his shadow, eyed the cobbled road to the river with great suspicion, brayed at a farm mule in a pasture near the road, and shied from a stick. Exasperated, Elizabeth left the road and worked the mule, doing serpentines between the apple trees in one of the orchards until he settled down and listened to her commands. The men watched, relaxed and probably glad that their horses did not act like mules. Until the horses tried to eat all the ripening apples off the trees. She grinned at the men’s irritation. 



  
She stopped grinning when they reached the river. Although not as ferocious as Martin’s River, the Donatello still commanded respect. After studying the bridge and low hill, Elizabeth reeled in the saddle as she recognized the place. “No wonder this looks familiar,” she exclaimed. Here was the map problem that Emperor Rudolph had set her a year ago: the hill with the Lander ruins, the bridge over the Donatello, a ford downstream, and forests and marshes north of the stream. Snowy sniffed the air in a suspicious way, and she eased him away from the riverbank. “We’re not swimming this one,” she assured him, patting his neck. 



  
“The killer mule swims, my lady?” Gary asked.



  
“Yes, twice. Once across a small, quiet river, and once through the Caapmartin Narrows, from Frankonia to the Freistaadter.” She shivered at the memory, hearing again the screams of the horse driven into the river behind them as it drowned. “I do not recommend it.” 



  
As she turned Snowy back to the manor house, a shriek cut the air.
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  2. Fall Respite and Winter’s Worries


  
Gary rode towards the sound as Lazlo blocked Elizabeth and Snowy. “No, my lady.” She started to protest when the scream sounded again. A large white bird surged out of the marsh downstream of them, wings flapping heavily, and cried for a third time. It circled, gaining height, before flying over the Lander ruins on the hill and out of sight. “Well damn,” Lazlo managed.



  
“I want one,” Elizabeth declared. Lazlo whipped his head around and stared at her. “I want those feathers for my hair, and to put on my helmet.”



  
Gary heard her and both men grinned but kept their thoughts to themselves. Elizabeth turned Snowy and began riding away from the river, leaving the men to catch up. They followed a different route back to the manor house, studying the grain fields north of the river. The black soil looked fine, but Elizabeth’s knowledge of farming was limited at best. Plants came from the ground, livestock fed on plants, and people ate both. Plants and animals needed rain but not too much, and people put manure on some plants but not on others. Anything more than that remained a mystery to her. I have a lot to learn, she acknowledged for the thousandth time. 



  
She saw very few people working in the fields and gardens and wondered where the rest were. Those who noticed the riders either ducked out of sight or glared at the trio. 



  
She lowered her voice. “Captain, question?”



  
“My lady?”



  
“As bad as conditions were here, why did anyone stay on the manor?” Even in Frankonia, if a lord failed to do his duty, his people had right of petition to the king or flight. Was Peilov complicit with the traitor?


  
She heard Lazlo taking a deep breath. “My lady,” he answered slowly. “My lady, I have only rumors, and things Kemal says he heard from Lady Marie about Peilovna.” She glanced over and saw him lick his lips, dark eyes smoldering with anger. “Those who complained suffered accidents: house fires, lamed or sick animals, trees that withered. And those that fled to Peilovna, well, their neighbors got visits from strangers, and a few had accidents at Peilovna, or their new neighbors did. Theobald Peilov, ah, did not encourage them to remain unless they brought a good deal of wealth with them.”



  
Elizabeth stared at Snowy’s ears as she counted to fifty, slowly, making herself calm down. That’s inexcusable. No wonder his majesty has reclaimed the estate. But why did no one petition? Unless they did, and Windthorst’s position let him… I’d better send a message to Archduke Lewis to look into the chancery and see what he can find. “Thank you. That explains a great deal.”



  
As they rode to the top of one of the hills, Elizabeth drew to a halt. “Once past the river, there’s not a great deal to stop an army, is there?”



  
“Nor raiders, no, my lady,” Lazlo agreed. 



  
Gary nodded, then spat. “We need to start work on the militia as soon as we can, my lady. Trouble comes from the northwest as much as from the south and east, and there’s no river that way.”



  
She looked north and west, as if she could see as far as the Bergenlands and the skirmishes and raids still in progress. “True. Duke Grantholm can only do so much for so long, if Laurence V decides to get serious about capturing the mines and timberland there.” Which would put the empire in a nasty bind, because the only reserves of good iron and coal would be in Tivolia and south, right where the Turkowi happen to be nosing around.


  
“Why should he, my lady, other than to spite the empire?” Lazlo shifted his weight in the saddle and wiped sweat out from under his hat. “Frankonia has access to the northern lands and their sea coal and other goods.”



  
Elizabeth nudged Snowy into a walk before replying. “Frankonia did have access to the sea coal, but from what I understand, Laurence does not want to buy what he can capture. He thinks that armies cost the kingdom less than trade does. But more to the point,” she pushed on, “if he alienates the northern states and the sea cities by invading them and seizing the coal, assuming he can do that, then Frankonia loses access to the timber and grain reserves of their other trading allies, as well as to the luxury trade and probably some fishing grounds as well.” She shrugged, “As it is, the last time I heard anything, the sea-hunters were still restricting Frankonian fishermen to the shallows and southern end of the great spike-back grounds. If Laurence goes to war with the northerners, the first thing he’ll lose is the entire deep-sea fishing fleet.”



  
Lazlo grinned to Gary, “And everyone knows that there’ll be a civil war if the Frankonians can’t get their fish sauce.”



  
“They really eat that, my lady? I thought it was a story that grannies tell bad children, like the one about the Turkowi having tails,” Gary protested.



  
Elizabeth shook her head and turned Snowy onto the road to the manor hill, a small lump on the horizon a few kilometers ahead of them. “No. They eat a lot of fish sauce, especially in the south. But the dried fish are more important. That’s what people depend on when the harvest fails or gets eaten in the fields. Be glad that glitterwings can’t cross the mountains. What they don’t eat they foul.” She shivered. She’d seen one swarm and that was enough.



  
“Ah, that explains some things, my lady,” Gary replied. 



  
They returned to the manor without incident. Elizabeth finished introducing Snowy to the last of the hostlers (and vice versa), then retreated to her quarters for a quick wash before supper. She found a note from Ann about the menu for the next week, and a stack of ledger books. “You were right about the taxes. Found these hidden in the back of the still room, behind the bottles.” Elizabeth changed out of her riding boots before starting to look at the books. 



  
An hour later, head throbbing, she stood up and began pacing, running her string of Lander trinkets through her fingers. Where did the money go? Even I can see that it went, but where? The late Count Windthorst had been meticulous about noting the income from everything, and accounted for just over half of the outgo, including enough in taxes to keep the imperial auditors from visiting. That leaves half of the revenue unaccounted for. How much of it went east, I wonder? The numbers, showing which funds had been spent or otherwise disbursed, added up but the lines for the recipients remained blank. “I need an accounts calculator,” Elizabeth moaned.



  
Someone tapped on the door and Ann poked her head into the room. “Ah, my lady, you found them.”



  
“Yes, I did. And even I can see that the numbers match, but I can not decipher who got what.”



  
Ann frowned as she walked in. “To make things worse, the numbers do not match the official account books in the steward’s office, my lady, at least those that have been found. The last two years are missing.”



  
“So I truly need an accounts calculator, if only to know how much is owed to the crown.” Elizabeth’s head throbbed some more. “Please add that to the list to send back to Vindobona.” She paced again and then decided. “The house in Vindobona has to go to the crown. That should take some pressure off the estate as far as paying back taxes.”



  
“But my lady, then were will you stay when you attend court?”



  
“An inn, or a convent that permits guests.” She preferred the latter, truth be told. I’m still a postulant, after all. She’d not had enough time to seek release from her vows before coming out to the estates. Elizabeth heard an odd squeak, turned around, and found Ann staring at her as if she were out of her mind. “What? Don’t women of rank stay in the convents near Vindobona?”



  
Aghast, Ann sank onto the stool by the wall. “Lady Elizabeth, the only convent near Vindobona is for unwed pregnant women or prostitutes who have turned back to Godown. I’m certain they would allow you to stay, but it would utterly destroy your reputation.”



  
“Hmmm, that is a problem.” An idea suddenly formed in her mind, a wonderful, problem solving idea, one that could solve several dilemmas. She’d need to learn more about what the Babenburgs and the council of Vindobona permitted, but she doubted anyone would protest too much. “Then I stay at an inn or make other arrangements. And sorting out these,” she waved at the pile of legers, “comes first.” 



  
“Yes, my lady, it does. Oh, and the artist who painted the,” Ann frowned, “the sporting art in the second bed chamber is still alive. He only takes commissions for religious art, now.”



  
“I imagine that…” she caught herself. “That he…” and stopped again. Ann won’t get the joke and I’m not supposed to know it. “Good. If his fees are not outrageous, or his waiting time too long, I’d like to have him do the chapel, once the windows are put back in and the floors and wall repaired.” Whoever had desecrated the chapel had been quite thorough, even ripping out the platform on which the altar stood and tearing up part of the wall to erase the niches for Godown’s light and for the holy oils. But the windows had been found in a storage room, intact. They were only color, not images, so why break them up when they could be reused elsewhere on the manor? The late count had been thriftier in some ways than in others, or his estate manager had been, whoever he was. They’d found no trace of the man yet. “Anything else of interest this afternoon?”



  
“We found out where the shahma are. The flocks are up in the foothills, on rented pasture. They will come back for the winter next month, unless the weather turns cold earlier.”



  
“Oh good! How many?”



  
Ann rocked her head back and forth several times. “Several hundred. I have no idea how good the combing will be, but that’s cash and winter work for the estate.”



  
“And food.” Ann stared at her again. Elizabeth stared back. “Don’t you eat shahma?”



  
“No,” Ann gulped. “I’ve never heard of anyone eating a shahma.”



  
Elizabeth sighed and looked up at the ceiling. “St. Kiara give me clarity. Lord Armstrong got a few old ones every year from the herders, ones that were no longer having offspring and that had coarse fleeces, and slaughtered and put the meat up. Smoked some, made sausage from the trimmings, and pickled the rest, and ate the organ meats fresh.”



  
Ann got up from the stool. “My lady, with all due respect, Frankonians are strange.”



  
“I will not argue with you on that.”
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Four weeks later Elizabeth scandalized the entire estate. She’d stayed out of the way during the start of the apple harvest and the mammoth effort that was cherry preservation, but no longer. “I am going to watch,” she told the butchers. “Those animals,” and she pointed to the four old shahmas in a temporary pen by the burn pit, “will be butchered. Do it the same way you do pigs, except do not try and salvage the tail or the lower legs and head. Those parts are unclean.”



  
“My lady, no one eats shahma,” one of the men protested.



  
“Half of this continent does, and I do too. Butcher those animals tomorrow, weather permitting, and I’ll see to the rest.” She’d gotten permission from Archduke Lewis to cull the herd. 



  
The next morning she met the butchers just before dawn. They needed dry, cold weather, and Godown had provided. She watched as they set to work on the animals. The long-legged, barrel-bodied beasts dropped like stones after the kill hammer hit their skulls. The men worked quickly, bleeding the carcasses, skinning them, and quartering them before hanging the quarters from wooden frames to cool. Two kitchen women collected the lights, tripe, casings, hearts, and livers. “Not the kidneys,” Elizabeth warned. “I don’t know why but no one eats those.” The sharp north wind helped dry the meat, so that it could be taken inside by the evening.



  
“Spice it like pseudo-boar,” she ordered. “Blacknut, sage, bitterleaf, and lemon sorrel. Use a stronger cure, with honey, for the soak.” As she watched, the staff followed her directions, although they gave her very odd looks, especially when she insisted they set aside some of the precious apple wood for smoking the haunches once the cure had soaked in.



  
That night Elizabeth feasted on slow roasted shahma shoulder in cherry and blueleaf sauce, with fresh greens and bread. She invited the entire senior staff to join her, and most of them did. Ann, sitting at her right hand, speared a piece of meat on her fork, studied it, sniffed it, and nibbled. “It tastes strong, my lady.” But she ate another bite, and a third. 



  
“Yes. If we have enough lambs to eat a few in the spring, those have a much milder flavor and are not as tough.” Elizabeth doubted there would be enough to spare even one, no matter how much she might want to. “You can see why most of it is preserved.” The hides were being tanned, fleece on, to use for winter bed covers.



  
“Why not treat it like beef, my lady, instead of pork?” Lazlo inquired from the foot of the table, looking up from his half-finished plate. 



  
“I don’t know. This is how Lord Armstrong’s people always did it.” She took another large bite and thought as she chewed. “Lady Orrosco told me once that ladies did not eat beef, so I have no idea how to prepare it, other than stewing or jerking. Dark meats are supposed to make one coarse, or so she said, and Sister Amalthea ate no beef or fish, and very little pork and shahma. Her order favored poultry, because the birds are thrifty.”



  
Andrew Sims, the chief stableman, nodded. “Birds eat ticks from the paddocks and yard, too, my lady. Keep things clean.”



  
The senior maidservant, Annie Lei, wondered, “What if you marinated the shahma in cider, my lady? It might help clear the flavor.”



  
“If there is any left for sausage, the cooks are free to experiment,” Elizabeth replied. “I prefer to start with what is known and then move to the unknown.” Except life does not follow my desires, she sighed.



  
After the dessert of baked apples had been served, Elizabeth and Ann left so that the others could talk and relax. Elizabeth missed camp manners and army ways. Well, at least tonight she had some letters to read. She did not like being cut off from the news. It made her uneasy, as if something might be approaching that she could not see. Well, Godown’s gifts do not include seeing the future or looking through mountains, at least not until we rediscover that technology, she scolded herself. No one, not even Emperor Rudolph, could know what the Turkowi or Frankonians planned. 



  
She made herself comfortable, added some wood to the fire, and read the letters in order of rank. Archduke Lewis inquired about the mule project. “I know that it is still too early to tell, but are the broodmares doing well? I want the foals trained from birth,” and more along those lines. She skimmed through another page of mule matters. “Half the shahma comb belongs to the crown, and the other half is yours to sell or use. Ask about dye plants and minerals. Dark blue is always valuable, and any red is worth pursuing. Oh, and you need to try more flax next year. But don’t foul the water with it.” Which do you want, Lewis? You can’t have linen and clean water both. Well, maybe she could see about having flax ponds dug. And perhaps she could use the quenching tanks at the foundry for flax as well, if she timed things right. 



  
The letter concluded, “The lowlands between the Tongue Sea and Dividing Range have been quiet this fall, and the raids seem to be tapering off, at least within the Empire. There are rumors about something south of Tivolia but nothing certain yet. It is hoped that this finds you well. Your presence at winter court is expected.” Below the official signature she saw a small, scrawled note. “Rudolph says convent in house useful. Proceed with research.”



  
She smiled and let herself bounce a little in her chair. Now she needed to find a group of sisters interested in taking up the offer of the property. She had some ideas, including the order of St. Gerald Bridgemaker, her patron. She set the letter in the “to be answered” pile.



  
“Dear Lady Elizabeth,” began Duke Aquila’s missive. “It pleases me to hear that my sister is doing well for you. She has a great store of common sense, on those occasions when she chooses to use it. You are right about forming the militia. Begin with the basics: commands and drills to get the men used to moving together. Pikes are safest and as you know, nothing can break a pike square except cannon, and even then the square can reform if the men are well enough trained and motivated. From there you must consider what the empire requires, and what you need to defend the estate. Don’t neglect irregular warfare, and don’t forget to create a core of full-time soldiers. Ask Capt. Destefani the Younger and Gary Alderson for advice, and see how the Peilovs arrange their troops. You will need to train with them, as well, once your men can handle weapons safely.”



  I have no idea where to start, Aquila, she thought back to him, staring into the fire on the other side of the room. But Lazlo should know, she reminded herself. She returned to Aquila’s letter. “The family is well. We still plan on including you when we go to the Poloki court next spring for the wedding, so make sure the killer mule is ready to travel.” She smiled. Who’d have thought that Snowy would be the most famous Frankonian refugee? 



  
Her smile died as she read the next lines. “The raids have stopped for the moment, but we now are finding claim markers and tokens. As we feared, the followers of Selkow claim all the lands their heretics crossed this spring and summer. Rumor has it that Laurence V is willing to listen to their lies. Godown grant that the rumors are as false as the one about the Turkowi discovering functional Lander weapons. Yours, Aquila.”



  
The last letter came from a convent in the lands between Frankonia and the Sea Republics. “Lady von Sarmas, I have been asked to forward this to you, if it is true that you are residing in the Eastern Empire. Mother Brigit of the Sisters of St. Kiara, Baumlaand.” Elizabeth unfolded the inner letter and stared. Her heart seemed to stop and she forgot to breathe. 



  
When she caught her breath, she whispered, “Oh, no, not now. I do not need this. Mother, how did you know that I do not need this right now? I have enough to deal with.” She almost threw the letter into the fire unread. “Your gift of timing remains impeccable, Mother,” Elizabeth sighed. Olympia Sarmas-to seemed to know exactly when her daughter least needed her presence or advice, and barged in anyway. Elizabeth set the letter down and got a drink of water. What do you want, Mother? Probably just to give me advice on finding a man, as always. You’d make a memorable dowager: memorable for all the wrong reasons. St. Gerald, show me how to cross this bridge. Godown, give me patience, please.


  
“Dear daughter,” it began, in very expensive blue ink. “It is said that you have found favor in the courts of the Babenburgs. If so, I congratulate you. There are several young men of influence with whom you should do your best to become acquainted. Remember that grace and wit last far longer than delicate looks, and that care in dress and manners can disguise or minimize many favors that nature has failed to grant.” Elizabeth looked up at the ceiling and counted to twenty before reading on. “If rumor is true and Rudolph still has unmarried brothers, it would be wise to learn about them and their circle, but always with tact. Do not press your case too forcefully, not until you are certain that you have their confidence.” In other words, Mother, don’t throw yourself at the feet of an archduke until you know he’s going to keep you in luxury? “Especially if the court is of a religious persuasion or if public piety happens to be in style.” Elizabeth felt a sour wad of gorge in her throat and she stopped reading that page. She skipped to the last, mercifully short, paragraph. “If it should be possible for you to assist me, I will be grateful. The price of fuel has risen because of his illustrious Majesty Laurence V’s policies on coal importation, in light of his pending victory in the Bergenlands. I can be reached at,” and Elizabeth frowned at the name. A mere count, Mother? My, what a disappointment he must be.


  
She caught herself. “Forgive me, Godown, for my lack of charity,” she pled. While Olympia Sarmas-to had brought her fate onto herself, Elizabeth had to admit that if she’d had her mother’s looks and ambitions, she might very well have done the same things. Having a face that made horses look like beauty queens, pale muddy green eyes, and hair the color of a mouse floating in dirty wash water had made all the difference in their fates, Elizabeth reminded herself. As much as I like to think that I’m too smart to sleep my way through life, if Godown had made me differently, who is to say that I would not have become someone’s mistress? Well, she wasn’t, and wouldn’t be, and given her calling, it was quite possible that she wouldn’t live long enough to worry about marriage. And Emperor Rudolph and Queen Margaretha needed to keep the archdukes as available for alliance marriages as they did their own offspring. The imperial couple’s own morality also put a damper on the wilder aspects of court life, or so Elizabeth gathered from rumor and servant talk.



  
“Well, Mother, I’m certainly not in a position to send you anything until after the taxes are paid,” she told the page in her hand. “And if I don’t get some sleep, I’m going to be useless when the account calculator comes tomorrow.” 



  
Elizabeth almost forgot the account calculator when she saw what else arrived from Vindobona the next afternoon. “Oh, no, that’s not,” she gasped, eyes wide. The dark brown horse with black tail and feathered feet snorted and posed. She approached the animal with an overwhelming sense of trepidation.



  
“Lady Elizabeth?” The older man with the horse asked.



  
“Yes, Master?”



  
“Wetzl McAvoy, my lady. Major Wyler sent me to train both of you,” and he handed Elizabeth a letter. “You won’t break him,” the wiry man laughed as she reached a tentative hand towards the beast’s nose, so he could sniff her.



  
Introductions would have to wait. She tucked the letter into her sash and turned to the portly man waiting patiently beside an equally patient looking mule. “Lady Elizabeth, I am Alehandro Smith. His grace Archduke Gerald Kazmer sends his greetings and says I am to look at the estate records.” 



  
“Welcome, Master Smith. I believe you will have quite a lot to look at. We have found two sets of accounts, two years of the official accounts are missing, and I have some grave suspicions about where certain of the estate’s revenue has gone.”



  
The round man held up one hand, stopping her. “Your pardon, my lady, but I prefer to work without prejudice until I see what the numbers can tell me.” 



  
“Very well, Master Smith.” She turned to Ann Starland, who had come to see the new arrivals for herself. “Ann, if you could see about quarters for Master Smith and Master McAvoy, and whoever else is staying. I will apologize in advance if there are few staff to assist you, gentlemen, but every spare body is trying to get the harvest in and the last hay and fodder stored before winter, or securing buildings and houses before the bad weather comes.”



  
“Just show me the stables, my lady, and I’ll see about taking care of Ricardo and Rowen,” McAvoy said. That must be Rowen, Elizabeth decided, noticing a striking blood bay horse behind the pack string.



  
“Very good.” She got out of the way as Ann took over, directing McAvoy to where Andrew Sims stood all but worshipping the new stable guests, and telling one of the maidservants to take Master Smith to his chamber and then show him the library. 



  
Elizabeth decided that it would be better for the new horses to get settled for a few hours before she drooled over them. Instead she went to the chapel to see how the repairs were going. First had come an exorcism and blessing, followed by floor to ceiling cleaning, turning the room back into an airy, light-filled space. The clean windows let sunlight flood the room once more. She breathed deep, smiling at the warm, woody smell that had replaced the earlier stench of desecration. The lumber stacked in one corner would become frames for the stained glass windows and the new altar platform. A few of the benches had been found intact, and after a good scrubbing the wood glowed in the afternoon light. To whom should the chapel be dedicated? She bowed to the still-empty candle niche and sat, thinking. She favored St. Gerald, of course, and this was a royal property so he would be an appropriate patron. Godown, lord of all saints, guide me, please, and show me Your will. No ideas spring into her mind, but she did sense that someone other than St. Gerald would be a better patron. And that a side chapel or small niche for St. Jenna would not be amiss. Some people did take Jenna as a secondary patron, after all. Didn’t I hear whispers that Lazlo looks to St. Jenna as well as Kiara? Yes, I think I’ll ask about a side altar to St. Jenna. If not here, then perhaps a small shrine in that clearing off the river road. She bowed again and left the soothing quiet of the small room.



  
She changed into boots and went to the stables. “My lady,” Andrew Sims nodded, not breaking his rhythm as he handed sacks of fodder chops up a ladder to two of the stable hands, who emptied the sacks into a large, rodent-resistant bin. 



  
“The stalls next to Snowy?”



  
“Yes, my lady. St. Michael be praised, they don’t have your beast’s temper, beggin’ your pardon, and I hope they don’t learn it.”



  
She laughed at the vehement declaration. “Andrew, if all equines had Snowy’s temper, we’d walk everywhere and pull our own plows.” She left him to his work, dug three reject apples out of the bin, then went to look at the new arrivals. But first she gave Snowy his tribute. “Have you been a good mule?” she inquired as he devoured his apple in two bites. She did not really want to know the answer to her question. 



  
“If by good do you mean has he not eaten or kicked anyone since I arrived, then yes, my lady,” Master McAvoy told her. “I’m pleased to see that for once the rumors are true.”



  
“His grace Archduke Gerald Kazmer swears that when Snowy was made, he broke his own mold out of spite.” 



  
The small man nodded, then bent to pick something off the floor, revealing a bare pate surrounded by a fringe of black hair. “Ah, he’s a mule then. You’ll find that Ricardo is a different beast entirely.”



  Yes. If something happens to Snowy, I won’t be paying the crown for the rest of my life, she thought, looking at the beautiful stallion. And I don’t have to worry about Snowy smashing himself on a fence, either. She assumed Ricardo would be put out to stud as well as whatever else he was to do. The dark brown horse whuffed her outstretched hand, and accepted the apple in a thoughtful sort of way. She reached up to pet him and he jerked back, eyes rolling. “Sensitive about ears?”



  
“Ay. We’re to break him of that. He gets into trouble among trees, and doesn’t like running water. He’s four,” Master McAvoy told her. “He’s broken but not trained. That’s our job.”



  
“And the other, Rowen?”



  
McAvoy led her to the other stall. Rowen eyed her suspiciously from the back of his stall. When Elizabeth did not try and eat him, the gelding took one step forward, then another, until he came close enough to snatch the apple from her hand. She stayed still as he ate and then sniffed her palm before retreating again. “This lad needs a woman’s hand, my lady. The late owner of this place bought him for his fire and flash, then mistreated him. He’s not dangerous but he needs to learn to trust people again, if he can.”



  
“Cart horse or riding beast?”



  
“He was used in a dog cart, my lady, so you’d best start just riding him.” 



  
She wondered where she was supposed to find time. Well, make time. Set up a schedule just as you had from Sr. Amalthea and go by that.


  
The pack animals stayed in a separate paddock, away from the local stock. They’d leave in two days with the crown share of the wool comb, along with fruit, cherry preserves, and enough grain to get them back to Vindobona. Once winter set in, they’d send the rest of the grain to Vindobona on sledges, unless it was to go elsewhere. She suspected elsewhere. There had been a general information letter in the package from the court. Things looked “less good than could be hoped for” in the Duchy of Tivolia and the lands to the south and east of the empire. 



  
Or the grain could stay here, as part of the supplies for the men who would be building the foundry. She’d gotten initial approval to start work setting a location for the cannon works. The news both pleased and worried her. It pleased her because it would be a boon for the estate. It worried her because it suggested that Duke Grantholm’s efforts to keep the roads open between the Bergenland facilities and the inner empire were not working as well as they once had. Or it could be that the crown wants the revenue, no matter what is going on in the Bergenlands.


  
A week later she had more to worry about. The pack trains had left, relieving some of the pressure on the paddocks, and Elizabeth was reviewing a few of Lazlo’s ideas about using the paddocks for training the new militia. She also studied a plan for developing a defense in depth of Donatello Bend, focused on attacks from the north. We need to settle people here, on the northern edge, and then use the manor fortress as a hinge. Or should I key on the barns, turn them into small redoubts so we can fall back to the manor, and then to the river? Of course, if it gets to that, I’d be better off pivoting and defending the road, except that leaves the way south over the Donatello bridge open and I don’t think Count Peilov will appreciate that. Since he still had not responded to any of her invitations to meet and discuss matters of mutual interest, including planning for bridge repairs in the spring, perhaps she should assume he intended to let her hang and make her own preperations accordingly. As she made notes to that effect, Annie Lei burst into the library. “My lady, my lady, something is wrong in Master Smith’s workroom.”



  
Elizabeth jumped to her feet and barely caught the chair as it tried to fall over. She grabbed handfuls of her skirts and trotted out of the room. “What do you mean?”



  
“I went to take away his dinner dishes and all at once he shouted, ‘ureeka, ureeka’ and began waving a piece of paper. I think he’s gone mad, my lady.”



  
Elizabeth hiked her skirts higher and sped up the stairs to the guest rooms. She almost collided with Alehandro Smith, who was running down the hall toward her. “My lady, I found it,” he called. “Good news, my lady, the estate is only eight thousand thalers behind on the taxes.” 



  
The hallway seemed to spin as the words penetrated. Eight— Thousand— Thalers?


  
She woke up to see the ceiling and a very worried Annie energetically wielding a large lady’s fan. Elizabeth heard Alehandro’s voice saying, “Why did she faint? I thought it was going to be much worse.”



  
    [image: -]
  


  3. Vindobona and Spring


  
“And again,” Master McAvoy called. Elizabeth cued Ricardo into a tight trot, then shifted her weight and brushed his flanks with her lower legs. He exploded into a flying kick, then landed and trotted on. “Good! Let him relax and then dismount, my lady.” She did as ordered, scratching the brown crest and praising the stallion. He blew and flipped his tail, very pleased with himself, as well he should be.



  
“I’ve never read of a four-year-old who could do that,” Elizabeth said as she and the trainer walked up the hill to the manor, leading Ricardo. The ice caulks on his shoes threw sparks from some of the stones in the pavement.



  
“He’s not ready to do it under a war saddle and armored rider, my lady, not for a few more years, but I wanted to encourage him.” Ricardo seemed almost as intelligent as Snowy, in his own way, and Wetzl McAvoy and Elizabeth worked hard to keep him challenged and out of mischief. 



  
“Speaking of being under saddle, I’m returning to Vindobona next week. I’d planned on taking Snowy and Rowen, plus the usual. From what you’ve seen, is Rowen ready to return to the city?”



  
The wiry, balding man hawked and spat into the dirty snow beside the gate. “You are staying in the traitor’s former house, my lady?”



  
“Yes.”



  
“Then no, my lady. Leave Rowen here. We can put him in the paddock with the loafing shed, so he can get out of weather, and I’ll leave word that he’s not to be touched unless it is an emergency.” 



  
“Very well.” She was not entirely upset. She’d rather not be training a shy horse in bad weather in the traffic of Vindobona. 



  
And since Ann Starland had decided to stay at Donatello Bend, she did not have to worry about finding space for her, or asking to have part of Starland House opened up. Aquila’s last letter mentioned that he’d be staying in Starheart with Lady Marie and the newest Starland, if at all possible. Godown bless him, he spends enough time away as it is. St. Kiara, grant Marie clear sight into Quill’s heart, so that she can see how much he respects and depends on her. Archduke Lewis had generously offered to lend her some of his staff to open part of Donatello House (as it was now known).



  
After taking care of Ricardo and giving Snowy a placating pat, Elizabeth went to her room to thaw out and review the latest update from Alehandro Smith. The good news was, as he had said a month ago, that the estate owed only eight thousand thalers to the crown. But he could not find the missing funds, which amounted to almost ten thousand thalers. The numbers made Elizabeth’s head ache. A skilled craftsman earned two hundred thalers a year, in a very prosperous year. Full sets of armor from the finest smith in the empire, for herself as well as for both Snowy and Ricardo, would cost her five hundred thalers. When she asked the portly accounts calculator if Windthorst could have buried the currency somewhere on the property, he’d shrugged. “My lady, anything is possible, but I believe that your suspicions were correct, and the money went east, or to buy silence. How much might the tapestries you destroyed have been worth? And how much does,” he’d shuddered as he spoke the name, “Selkow the Cursed demand of her followers?”



  
“Twenty percent. Ten percent for rituals and worship, and ten percent for war,” Elizabeth knew. “Which almost, almost, accounts for half of the earnings of the estate over the last ten years.” She wondered how much he’d spent on bribes, getting Turkowi into and out of the empire. There had to have been some: she’d greased a few palms on her way from Frankonia to the Empire. Someone always seemed willing to be bought if you looked carefully and did your best to seem generally harmless. 



  
She’d found ways to pay off some of the estate’s debts. Since defense costs could be deducted from taxes, she’d had Lazlo and Gary set the able-bodied men of the estate to cutting some of the problem trees and making staves for pikes and spears as well as firewood and lumber. They had begun drilling with the “weapons” a week ago, and if the men were not exactly eager to take up arms and obey Elizabeth, they did come to training three times a week. She’d had to wait until after the first snow, but the men would be in good shape to begin working with real edged weapons and coordinating with cavalry come spring. And the foundry would also help the estate revenue. But more came from what would have been her share of the revenue. So much for funding a convent and getting new wigs, she moped.
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Elizabeth’s party left Donatello Bend in the snow. Master Alehandro Smith, wrapped in every stitch of clothing he owned, rode with two of Elizabeth’s maids on top of a sledge full of grain sacks, his mule walking behind. Elizabeth rode Snowy, who took the snow as a personal insult. Her spare horse, a placid bay gelding she’s named Braun, clopped along beside another grain sledge. A third sledge carried the baggage, such as it was. Annie and the other female staff still could not believe how little Lady Elizabeth carried with her, and a few refused to touch her weapons and armor, although they themselves wielded sickles and even scythes and billhooks when the need arose. Lazlo Destefani rode beside Elizabeth, since Gary Alderson had lost the toss to stay at the estate. Although, Elizabeth smiled to herself, since he seemed quite interested in Annie Lei’s second daughter, staying might not be the hardship it seemed. Someone needed to oversee the defense of the livestock. Dardogs might attack the paddocks and pens, although Hans Maartin, the chief herder, swore that the packs only came close to the settlements in late winter. “Not till they’ve killed all the pseudo-boar and pseudo-deer, my lady. Even then you’d best not ride out without arms, beggin’ your pardon. Your mule would make a good meal for a pair of dardogs.”



  
Because of the weather, the group pushed as fast as they could to reach Donatello Crossing, a town thirty kilometers east of the estate. Lazlo nodded as they saw the walls appearing. “Good. And it looks to be clearing to the north, my lady.” She glanced that way and saw the strip of blue sky just above the horizon. “Cold in the morning.”



  
“Yes. But we’ll have moonlight. I want to be out by five and on the road by six, Captain. I don’t trust the weather to hold long enough for us to reach Cally’s Bend without problems.” She had nightmares about being caught in a heavy snowstorm without shelter.



  
He nodded. No one in their right mind enjoyed long-distance travel in the wet early part of winter. Elizabeth relaxed, as much as Snowy’s temper and her own caution would let her. Lazlo could deal with almost anything. They’d already discussed their route. They’d follow the main road east and a little north to Donatello Crossing, then turn due east, away from the river, through the empty country of the watershed between the Donatello and Cally Rivers. Cally River flowed into the Donau Novi upstream of Vindobona, and the group would join the larger riverside traffic flow south of Cally’s Bend. If it were not winter, and she were not encumbered with the sledges and staff, she’d go across country. Not with the grain and Master Smith and the others, Elizabeth thought, glancing back to see the other women huddled in their blankets, cloaks, coats and scarves. Would a carriage-sleigh be worth the cost? I’ll have to look into it. It would get the women out of the wind and snow, at least. 
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A week later the group arrived at the gates of Vindobona. The Donau Novi looked cold under the low grey sky. A few chunks of ice floated in the river, and Lazlo made a blessing sign. “That’s not good, my lady. Too early in the season for the river to be freezing, or so I’ve been told.”



  
“I’m not sure the river or the weather cares, Captain,” Master Smith called from the wagon. They’d traded the sledges for wagons two days before, once they got out of the snow and into the Donau Novi lowlands. They’d also borrowed a one-horse trap for the serving women to ride in. “Although the river does not freeze at the city on average, averages mean next to nothing in any given year.” 



  
“I see, Master Smith. Thank you,” Lazlo replied in hopes of forestalling a lecture. Elizabeth smiled behind her scarf. They’d learned more about math and statistics than she’d ever wanted to over the past week and a half. “Ah, here’s our chance,” Lazlo pointed. The group sped up and slid into the gap in traffic, moving ahead of a pair of heavy wagons laden with crates, barrels, and sacks of all different shapes and colors. No one wanted to be behind cargos like those when they cleared the gates. But the Sarmas contingent passed without problem. “The house, my lady?” Lazlo inquired.



  
“Yes.” For now. I’m so glad I had it blessed before I left for Donatello Bend. They threaded their way between other wagons, at one point easing to the side of the narrow road to allow Count Montoya’s carriage to clatter past. “Nice horses,” Elizabeth observed.



  
“Yes, my lady. Very flashy,” Lazlo added. “I prefer solid,” and he thumped the neck of his undistinguished mare.



  
“What? You dare to question the taste of a nobleman?” She teased as they rode on.



  
“Oh no, my lady,” and he turned a little, watching a very attractive young woman in a brown coat as she picked her way across the road, trying to keep her shoes dry. “Ah, yes, that is, I do not question his judgment, my lady, I merely state my preference.”



  
Elizabeth replied in a voice as dry as the great eastern grass sea, “Indeed.” 



  
They reached the house without incident and stopped. “My lady, I thought no one had come ahead of us.” Smoke rose from two of the chimneys and the cobbled pavement outside the walls had been swept. Fresh greenery hung from the metal gate.



  
“No one has.” They exchanged worried looks. Lazlo rode forward and pounded on the gate with the butt of his riding stick, then retreated. 



  
The gate opened, and a warmly dressed Archduke Lewis of Babenburg, flanked by two servants, appeared. Elizabeth and Lazlo dismounted in the street and she curtsied awkwardly, her legs half-numb from the long ride. “Your grace, my apologies,” she began.



  
The tall, dark man laughed. “None needed, Lady Elizabeth. A place like this needs staff in winter, in case of leaks and weather problems, so I sent some of my people to open it. There’s no point in letting crown property deteriorate,” he reminded them. 



  
“No, your grace, no reason,” she stammered. 



  
“Come in, come in,” Lewis stepped out of the way and beckoned, impatient. “You are blocking the road.”



  
Once inside Elizabeth found that her quarters had been prepared, as had the stables. Apparently someone had also taken care of the solar, since most of the plants remained alive. Archduke Lewis waited for her there. “So, how are my mules?”



  
“They seem healthy, or at least their dams do, your grace. It appears that many will be foaled near mid-winter.”



  
He looked up and seemed to be calculating something. “So, born at midwinter, that gives us four months to imprint and handle them before putting them out in pasture, and they’ll be ready…” his voice trailed off as he counted on his fingers. “Well, there’s no such thing as instant mules,” he allowed at last. 



  
Elizabeth had a sudden mental image of mixing water with gray powder to produce a mule, much as the cook did with dried maize to make maize cake. She bit her tongue before she could start laughing. 



  
“Well, that said, I need a full report on the estate. Sit, please,” and he pointed to the chairs set up beside a small table. “So, how bad and what did you find that you did not put into your official reports?”



  
“We found, or rather, Master Smith found eight thousand thalers of unpaid taxes. It seems that the former owner kept excellent accounts, but the two most recent years of the official account books are missing. And the existing records include large sections in code or without information other than amounts. Master Smith believes, and I agree with him, that those funds were used for bribes or as donations to Selkow, or to buy ritual objects for his personal use.”



  
Lewis closed his eyes and shook his head. “That explains some things. Or it helps explain some things that Duke Starland and Count Montoya found this year.” He opened his eyes. “What plans do you have for your stay here?”



  
“To meet with his grace Duke Starland if he comes to court, to speak with the Minister of Finance about repaying the missing taxes, those are my first priorities.” She wiggled in her chair. “I also need to collect the uniforms that were ordered for me, and to meet with his worship the archbishop.”



  
“Oh?” He leaned forward, his expression half-wary.



  Why so curious, your grace? “Yes, I want to see about being released from my postulant’s vows. There are possible situations I would prefer to avoid, now that it is clear that I do not have a sisterly vocation.”



  
Lewis’s bright green eyes danced and he smiled, showing all of his excellent teeth as he sat back in his chair. “Indeed, I can see that.” He glanced away from her for a moment before asking, “Is there anything else I need to know about the status of, what is it now, Donatello Bend?”



  
“Not really, your grace. Other than the very first discovery, there have been no nasty surprises. I had the chapel exorcized and blessed before any work started on it. The biggest problem is the lack of people, although that should remedy itself in time.”



  
A wicked gleam sparked in his eyes. “Nine months time?”



  
She flushed, angry at the insinuation in his voice. “No, your grace. People are moving back onto the estate, thanks to the offer of reduced rent for the next five years.” 



  
“Ah.” He either missed her tight tone or ignored it. “Well, get the place producing again, Elizabeth, and make certain that the military levy is ready as soon as possible. You may stay seated,” and he got to his feet. “The servants will stay here as long as you do. And you will be attending Lady Miranda and Princess Ildiko next summer, so you need to meet with them, or so Empress Margaretha says. Oh,” he added as he walked out of the plant room, “Duke Starland arrives next week, weather permitting, and the ambassador from Frankonia arrived yesterday.”



  St. Gerald guide me, Godown, lend me Your patience, she thought at the archduke’s back. Well, since I can’t participate in many of the court parties and dances until I’m released from my postulant’s vows, I have a reason not to be around the ambassador. The thought heartened her, as did the idea of using the time to study in the military archives. I need to learn about infantry tactics. And I wonder if they have any pictures of ‘tanks’? What she imagined could not be anything like the weapons, could they?



  
She barely had time to find out. Her schedule filled up with research, riding lessons, meetings with Babenburg administrators to discuss the Donatello Bend property and how to pay the back taxes and dues, and almost-daily receptions and events at the Babenburg court. Elizabeth began looking forward to going back to the estate just so she could get some peace and quiet without worrying what other people thought about her clothes, hair, accent, and the progress of her military training. She knew what the manor folk thought of her, and she preferred their grudging acceptance to the ill-disguised distain of some members of the imperial court.



  
A week after she’d arrived in Vindobona, Elizabeth found herself in a meeting room attached to the imperial library, along with Aquila and Matthew Starland, Count Montoya, and Kemal and Lazlo Destefani. Duke Kossuth, unable to attend court because of private difficulties, would get a summary of their discussion. Quill had called the meeting of the marcher lords, at least those with the largest properties or who had suffered the most from Turkowi raids, and asked Elizabeth to come, since she’d been fighting Turkowi since she entered the Empire. The Wisdom Keepers permitted them to use one of the rooms outside the library, so they could have fire and food. 



  
“Count Archer Tidemore sends his regrets,” Montoya informed them, leaning back in his chair, legs outstretched to soak up all the heat he could from the fire. “He’s got flooding problems to deal with. But no one is coming past the Tongue Sea this winter, if the weather continues the way it has.”



  
Aquila nodded and ran a hand through shaggy black and gray hair. “He’s wise not to travel. There’s no point, really, not with Grantholm’s supporters in power at the court this season.”



  
“The protection of Bergenland independence is most critical for the survival of the Empire, your gracious majesty,” Elizabeth quoted, matching Duke Alphonse Washington’s languid tones. “Surely his grace the Duke of Tivolia will see the wisdom and necessity of defending against Frankonian intrusion.” She patted the side of her nose with an invisible handkerchief.



  
The men laughed at her mimicry. “Well done, Elizabeth,” Matthew crowed. “You have Alphie down to the buttonhole.”



  
Aquila thumped his son on the head. “Duke Alphonse to you, Matthew,” he reminded his son. “Even if Washington is an overdressed fop who refuses to get any closer to the borders than Keerland.”



  That’s the safest spot in all of the Eastern Empire. And grows pfeaches. Her mouth watered at the thought of fresh, ripe pfeaches. I wonder if they’d grow in the walled garden behind the house? Hmmm, I’ll ask Ann.


  
Montoya sighed and sat up, reaching for his mug of hot bumbleberry cider. Elizabeth refilled her own mug as he shrugged. “The Bergenland counties and cities are important. But not that important, not in the long term.”



  
“Not even in the short term, my lords, your grace.” From his place behind Elizabeth’s chair, Lazlo reminded them, “According to the ancient survey reports, there is iron and copper in the Empire. Coal too, although we have not mined as much as we could. Tin is the problem, if anything.”



  
“And once the foundry gets going, we can cast our own cannon, both bronze and iron, my lord, your grace. There are ores from the Dividing Range that can be added to the iron to make it tougher and less likely to shatter,” Elizabeth added. “Tin? Eh, I have an idea but I don’t want to speak before I have facts.”



  
“Poloki have tin, which makes the alliance with them all the more important,” Aquila reminded them unnecessarily.



  
Matthew, a lighter-built version of his father, mimicked Aquila’s habitual chin stroke. “But it will still look bad if we abandon the Bergenlanders and our other allies.” 



  
“No one is saying to abandon them,” Montoya corrected over the rim of his mug. “We’re trying to say that focusing solely on them is not smart. All the Turkowi have been doing this year, since the battle of Kidron Valley, are raids. But raids wear us down as much as battles do. Maybe more.”



  
“Either one could bleed the Empire dry,” Elizabeth opined. 



  
“And both will if we continue the way we have. But I can’t stay here and argue the marchers’ case.” Aquila handed his mug to Matthew, who refilled it. “You don’t have the experience and you,” he pointed to Elizabeth, “are too young, too foreign, and too female.”



  
She laughed, leaning her head back against the top of the chair. “Can you please tell Lady Sebastiani that, your grace? Please?”



  
“Tell her what?”



  
Captain Kemal Destefani saved Elizabeth from answering. “My lord, it seems that Lady Elizabeth is not lady-like and womanly enough for the young princess’s ladies-in-waiting. They have expressed concern that Elizabeth might corrupt their mistress.” Kemal winked at Elizabeth, who winked back.



  
Count Montoya leaned over and inspected Elizabeth. “I fail to see the problem.”



  
“Proper ladies do not read so much. It causes wrinkles and takes time away from more important things,” she informed him. 



  
“It causes wrinkles. I see. I’ll be sure to tell Lady Montoya, assuming she’s not too preoccupied reading the latest devotional or romance.”



  
“Nothing of which has anything to do with helping us secure the eastern and southern borders,” Aquila snapped. “Elizabeth, get your men trained and get that foundry working as soon as his majesty allows it. Lazlo, find more about the mines. The Turkowi are buying more cannon from Frankonia and we need to match them at the very least. Montoya, you and I will keep doing what we can do to persuade the court and his majesty that we’ve got to find a way to stop the Turkowi from raiding. There has to be a way to get more than the Poloki to help us.”



  Not as long as Laurence V is being an arrogant idiot of an ass, Elizabeth sighed, finishing her cider. Lazlo sighed as well. 



  
“Well, on to something we can control,” their host said after several morose minutes. “Winter maneuvers begin next week, and I want you with me, Elizabeth. We’re doing more with infantry this time, and you need to see how a tercio works as well as fighting in the lines.”



  
“Yes, your grace,” and she bowed her head. Kemal dragged a low table into the middle of the room and the soldiers pulled their chairs closer. Kemal and Lazlo found stools to sit on and Aquila rolled out a map. 



  
“This is what we will start with,” and he described the exercise and the goals. Elizabeth made notes and soaked up the information. The hour flew by.



  
As she and Lazlo rode back to Donatello House, she asked, “How do you get men to stay in formation under fire?”



  
“You train them, my lady. You train and you remind them that they will be letting their fellow soldiers down if they run.” He glanced behind them, checking traffic, before reminding her, “They also tend to get shot in the ass or sabered by cavalry when the ranks break. And then you point out that people who run do not get paid.”



  
“Ah. Thank you.” Lazlo had a good point about payment. In fact, she needed to start storing coin so she could pay both her men and any mercenaries she needed to hire. Just the day before she’d read about what happened on Arpad V when the government failed to pay the mercenaries they’d hired to defend the planet. I don’t think we are much different from them. I know I’d be mad if I didn’t get what I’d been promised.


  
The next day she met with Archbishop Andrew of St. Gerald’s cathedral. An acolyte led her into the richly appointed, warm reception chamber. “Your worship,” she bowed.



  
The sharp-faced man in lush brown robes studied her. “Why have you come, Postulant Elizabeth?”



  
“I seek release from my vows, your worship.” 



  
He peered down around his bulbous nose. “I see.” She waited, eyes downcast as befitted her position as both a junior and a petitioner. “And what is this release for?”



  
“Your worship?”



  
He exhaled, impatient. “For what do you wish to be released? To be married? To take up an inheritance? Who is your guardian?”



  
“I, I have no guardian, your worship. I seek release so that I may not be forced into a vocation that I do not have.” She’d told him everything in her letter of request. What was the difficulty?



  
“You are not of age to act on your own, Postulant Elizabeth. Without a guardian, you have no protection for your virtue or your property,” he informed her crisply. “For your own safety, I will not release you from your vows until you come before me with a betrothal document or you turn twenty one.”



  
She started to protest. I’ve fought battles, I’m managing property for the emperor, I rode across half of this landmass, and yet I’m not safe unless I’m supervised? Except I’m not under any religious supervision at all. But twelve years of training overrode her anger, and she held her peace. He does have a legal point, she reminded herself. “Yes, your worship,” she murmured, resigned. Elizabeth bowed again and kissed his outstretched ring.



  
“You are dismissed.” As she curtsied and turned to go, he added, “A convent within the city walls would be a great act of charity, one Godown would smile upon.” His oily tone set her teeth on edge. 



  
“I thank you for confirmation of my hopes, your worship.” 



  Three years, she promised herself as she walked out, clenched fists hidden in the folds of her skirt. I can abide by my vows for three years. Not that it matters unless he decides to put me under someone’s supervision, and I do not envision that happening. Still, it rankled, and she rode back to what she’d taken to calling “Donatello House” under a gray cloud. 



  
She found several bundles of clothes waiting when she walked into her rooms. One eye-watering whiff confirmed what at least some of them were, and as Elizabeth spread out the pile, her maid hung back, staying close to the open door and covering her nose with a handkerchief. Elizabeth shook out a jacket, nose starting to burn: the mordant that kept the dark-blue Babenburg colors from fading did tend to linger. “Once I’ve tried these on, take them into the yard to air,” she ordered. She tried on the new coat, split skirts, regular skirts, and two waistcoats. They fit with a little room for expansion if she regained the weight she’d lost over the past two years. “They fit. Now, out with them, please.” The servants wasted no time hauling the clothes out to air in the small courtyard between the solar and the back wall.



  
As she rode out again, this time bound for the archives, Elizabeth wondered what else would go wrong. Trouble always came in threes. Well, perhaps not this time, if she counted the weather when they left Donatello Bend. Elizabeth thought about the political situation while Braun plodded along, then made herself pay attention to her surroundings. There’s nothing you can do about politics. You’re underage, and a foreigner, or at least most people will assume you are still a foreigner. Concentrate on the military, and let the diplomats dance as they will. What’s the old saying? Stick to your knitting?


  
She spent a happy afternoon in the archives, reviewing Jomini and taking notes about infantry logistics. Ugh. No wonder nothing happens quickly. Two ox carts with a ton of provisions each just for one tercio for one week? How did people fight between stars? The ships carrying their supplies must have been huge! She stretched, shook out her hands, and returned to her reading. She preferred terrain studies to logistics, but the most accurate maps in the world wouldn’t be worth anything if her troops and animals went hungry.



  
The next morning she rode to the imperial palace to attend a morning tea reception with Princess Ildiko, Lady Miranda Starland, and some of the other court ladies. Lady Miranda would be married in late spring, and Princess Ildiko planned to accompany her to the Poloki court in Lvarna. Elizabeth would travel with them, along with several ladies’ maids, other servants, and guards. As she’d dressed for the tea, Elizabeth had wondered why she’d been invited. Maybe to make Miranda look better, she’d speculated, then gave herself a mental swat for such an unkind thought. It certainly had nothing to do with her dashing sense of style. Solid colors, plain fabric, any trim must be no more than one centimeter wide, no skirt shorter than mid-shin, no bare shoulders or bust, she’d recited as she tied the neck of her shimmy closed, then fastened the loop and knot on the over blouse. Not that simple clothes are any less expensive than fancy ones, since I like good material. Still, I’m so tired of all-over drab. She did like her new boots, though, and she’d paused, lifting her skirt and pointing her foot so she could admire the polish on the gray leather.



  
A footman showed her into an overwarm, crowded room, decorated with portraits, paintings, and so many small decorative items that she wondered how the shelves stayed up. Noble women of all ages, all richly dressed, fluttered and chatted. Lady Miranda and Princess Ildiko sat by the fireplace, surrounded by their ladies. Miranda’s dark red dress went very well with her dark hair and skin. Miranda had inherited Lady Marie’s brown eyes. Like her brother, she sported Aquila’s prominent jaw and nose, and what looked distinguished on Matthew did not favor his sister. Not that Elizabeth had anything to boast about, she knew, even if her reddish-blond wig did improve her coloring. Her acceptable light green eyes perched over a most generous nose that led to a crooked mouth and no chin. 



  
Princess Ildiko could have been her mother’s twin, small but perfectly proportioned, with a tiny waist and generous bust. She wore her dark brown hair partly loose, as befitted a single woman of rank, and a dark brown gown with white embroidery. Envy is unbecoming, Elizabeth reminded herself as she caught sight of Ildiko’s beautiful slippers and started lusting after a pair.



  
Elizabeth waited until the other women had been presented before approaching the princess and princess-to-be. “Your highness, my lady,” she murmured, curtsying. “Allow me to offer my felicitations for your coming nuptials, Lady Miranda.”



  
Miranda nodded graciously. “Thank you, Lady Sarmas.” 



  
Ildiko’s lips pursed and her crescent shaped black eyebrows drew together, halfway between a frown and a pout. “Is it true that you will be traveling to the Poloki court with us?”



  
“I have been told that I am, your highness, but his grace Duke Starland may change his mind. And the situation on the borders may require me to remain here,” she told Ildiko. 



  
The princess sniffed. “I see.” She lifted her fan and leaned over, whispering to the pale, plump lady beside her. Elizabeth curtsied again and backed two steps before getting out of the way. Ildiko’s lady-in-waiting clattered a set of stone prayer beads as she studied Elizabeth, her nose wrinkled and eyes narrow.



  
Elizabeth glanced down to see if she’d tracked something in from the stables. No, no manure, and I bathed three days ago. Oh well. She’d said something upsetting, or so she guessed. The other ladies tugged their skirts back as she passed, and she found a seat by the window, in a draft but out of the way. 



  
“The poor dear, being sent so far away,” an elderly matron in a soft blue-gray gown whispered.



  
The woman beside her nodded and fluttered a lace fan. “Indeed. Lady Marie is most distraught to see her daughter wed to a barbarian. And to be sent to the Poloki!”



  
“I have heard,” the grey clad woman murmured, “that Ildiko’s hand is being offered to one of the patricians of the northern city-states.”



  
The lace fan fluttered even harder. “No. She’s only sixteen! His Majesty surely knows better. Poor Queen Margaretha must be terribly concerned.”



  
Elizabeth accepted a small cordial from a servant. She kept her peace as she wondered, So what? Women leave home when they marry, especially noble women. That’s the price for our privilege. She stayed quiet, watching the others and admiring their dresses. 



  
“Lady Sarmas?” The plump lady-in-waiting appeared in front of her chair. “Her highness wishes to ask you a question.” The announcement caused a cascade of whispers and sideways looks from the others as Elizabeth returned to the two princesses.



  
“Your highness?”



  
Ildiko tipped her head back, looking down her nose at Elizabeth. “How far did you travel to reach the Empire?”



  
“I do not know, your highness. Over two months’ travel, but I’ve not tried to measure the distance.”



  
“Then how did you know where to go?”



  
Elizabeth smiled. “I pointed Snowy east. I knew that once I reached the Donau Novi and turned north, I’d be here.”



  
“And what of your escort?” The small woman demanded, eyes almost invisible because of her frown.



  
“Snowy went where I pointed him, more or less. He is a mule, after all,” and she laughed.



  
That was a mistake. “You travelled alone!” Ildiko recoiled and Miranda hid behind her fan. “You came from Frankonia alone? No decent woman can do that.”



  
“Godown protected me, your highness.”



  
“No proper woman travels so far, let alone without a guardian,” Ildiko announced to the room. “You’re no better than that creature Ann Starland.” A chorus of agreement met her words and Elizabeth knew that she’d just been rejected by every lady in the room. It hurt far worse than she’d ever imagined. Part of her wanted to defend Ann Starland, part wanted to tell the women exactly where they could put their assumptions and insinuations, and the other part of her wanted to run from the hostility and disgust surrounding her. She chose departure, before she spoke her mind and sank to Ildiko’s level. 



  So be it, your highness. I hope you never have to flee your homeland and all that you know. Elizabeth curtsied and backed a pace, then pivoted and left the room without waiting to be dismissed. There was no point in staying where no one wanted her. She kept her composure and acted polite to the servants, hiding the choking pain in her heart. On the way back to Donatello House Elizabeth concentrated on watching traffic and keeping Braun quiet. She did not want to deal with an upset horse in the busy roads around the palace. But once inside the gates at Donatello House, she turned Braun over to the stableman and retreated to her quarters.



  
“No,” she snapped at one of the maids. “I need no help. Leave me.” She took off her new clothes, put on a worn, comfortable wool gown, curled up on the bed, and cried into the scratchy blanket until her head ached and her eyes burned. It shouldn’t matter that they rejected her. But it did, and she wept. “It’s not fair,” she wailed into the rough fabric. “I just want to do what I’m supposed to, and find a nice husband, and settle down, and waaaahhhh!” 



  
That afternoon, and for the rest of her stay in Vindobona, she shadowed Aquila Starland, listening to him, Count Montoya, Prince Gerald André, the Archdukes Lewis and Gerald Kazmer, and the Destefani brothers as the men discussed tactics and planned for the next campaign season. If the men heard of her confrontation with the ladies of the imperial court, they said nothing. One last invitation from Lady Miranda arrived at Donatello House, and Elizabeth returned it with regrets, “due to prior commitments.” No, Lady Miranda. I won’t be attacked a second time. If Miranda wanted to apologize, there would be sufficient time during their journey to Lvarna in the spring.
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  4. Moving North


  
The thick canopy of dark green leaves absorbed the light from the spring sun, leaving the ground in shadow and blocking Elizabeth’s view of the sky. She appreciated the shade, especially in late afternoon, when the horses’ and mules’ hoofs churned up the dust and no wind blew between the old trees. But the closed-in feeling also made her nervous. Anything could hide in the forest: raiders, bandits, dardogs, giant wild cats. Storms could blow in without warning, the leafy canopy concealing the changing light and skies. For the first week in the forest, she’d jumped at every new sound, imagining Turkowi and pseudo-boar behind every bush and stump. Even Archduke Lewis and Matthew Starland had flinched the first time a crimson screamer bird called from its hiding place overhead. After three weeks of travel everyone else had adjusted to the bird and animal noises and relaxed as much as was safe: the threat of Turkowi or other raiders kept the soldiers, and Elizabeth, alert.



  At least I’m not in the carriage, Elizabeth thought for the hundredth time, thanking her deity yet again. Lady Miranda Starland, her maidservant Leigh Cooper, Princess Ildiko Babenburg, and Lady Martina Graff rode in the lushly appointed vehicle most of the time, staying out of the weather. A second carriage carried their other maidservants and baggage. It looked confining, and the idea of swaying back and forth for hours at a time made Elizabeth’s stomach churn. At least she got to see more and to breathe more fresh air, when it wasn’t dusty. She wished Lazlo Destefani had come with her, but training the soldiers at Donatello Bend demanded more and more of his attention. 



  
After a while she noticed that the road seemed to be climbing. Ah, I wonder if this is the southern edge of the ridge between the Poloki lands and the Donau Novi drainage area? The map shows it about here, if I remember the distance right.


  
“Not fond of the forest?” Miranda’s fiancé, Prince Ryszard Sobieski-Pilza laughed from beside her. The pale, blond Poloki man wiped his hand under his nose, removing some of the dust along with the sweat. 



  
“No, your highness, I’m not. I’m used to seeing more than a few meters ahead.”



  
“This is not as bad as some parts of the northern forest,” he assured her. “Once you get away from the road and clearings, you can gallop without tripping. Up on the other side of the plains,” he waved his hand, “the roof is not so thick, and unless the forest burns, it’s all brush, like so.” He leaned over, holding his hand level with the top of his boot. “Black boar like to hide in it.” 



  
She shivered. Ryszard and their guides had warned them about black boar, and everyone who could carried pistols. The wagon drivers had men sitting with them and carrying loaded muskets, just in case. “Like pseudo-boar, but bigger; a meter at the shoulder and more at the crest. Sharp teeth and will eat anything. The spines on the tail carry poison, and some of the guard hairs on the crest are barbed. And they charge faster than a horse can run,” Ryszard had explained as they entered the forest. “You can’t get them out of their burrows, which is why the Elector of Stahl uses it as his crest.” The city-state on the Northern Sea was purported to have impregnable walls and a secret defensive weapon. Elizabeth decided she’d just as soon not find out if the stories were true.



  
The afternoon sunlight grew brighter. No, she realized, the trees had begun thinning out. More brush appeared in the openings, and everyone peered into the forest, listening and searching for hints of motion. After another kilometer or so they rode onto the crest of the ridge and the guide called a halt. 



  
The guide and Prince Ryszard took off their hats and bowed in the saddle to the panorama that spread out before the group. Knee-high green grass spread north, east, and west as far as Elizabeth could see, rippling in the wind. A few soft clouds drifted in the pale blue expanse overhead. The sky curved over the grassland, touching the ground far, far in the hazy distance. A few darker streaks wound across the plain, marking where streams and a river made their way east or north, to the Tongue Sea or Northern Sea. “Ah, room enough to run,” Archduke Lewis sighed.



  
“Eh, only if you know where the holes are,” Ryszard warned. He pointed with his whip, “See the pale streaks? Those are trails and should be safe, but stay ready to fall.” He gave Elizabeth another unhappy look. He did not like her sidesaddle and thought it was both unsafe and impractical. In the interest of peace she’d agreed to change to her war saddle once they reached the grasslands. “Two days and we reach Lvarna,” he added.



  
The guide rode back to the carriage. “Last time you can find cover, my ladies,” he advised them. Elizabeth took the hint and rode Braun off the road and well into the woods. She dismounted and took care of her needs, being careful to avoid unfamiliar plants and those with soft, fuzzy leaves. Lady Martina, Princess Ildiko’s lady-in-waiting, had learned the hard way about stinging nettles and Elizabeth could barely imagine trying to ride, even sidesaddle, with blisters there.



  
They rode until the sun touched the horizon. The breeze made the heat almost bearable, and Elizabeth understood why she’d been warned to take linen and cotton instead of wool and leather. The sun’s touch weighed as heavy as her armor, and she wondered how much worse the so-called grass deserts east of the Turkowi lands must be. Maybe that was what had pushed the Turkowi west, she speculated, her mind drifting with the clouds. Famine had started more than one war, or so she’d read. Not even true famine, but just the threat of it spurred some of the chaos after the Great Fires.


  
She ducked as someone tried to tap her on the hat with his whip. “Daydreaming?” Lewis inquired. 



  
“Not exactly, your grace. Comparing the grasslands with others and wondering about what drought would do.”



  
The lean man studied the land around the caravan. “It would turn this into a tinder box. Imagine lightning striking all this dry grass.” He swung his whip hand out, spooking the packhorse beside him. “Or a campfire getting out of control.”



  
“I’d rather not, your grace.” Ever since seeing a small forest fire from a distance, she’d become hyper-cautious about campfires. 



  
They camped in the open that night. She lay in her blankets near the other women, staring up at the countless stars. Elizabeth studied the black arc of the heavens and felt very small. Holy Godown, she prayed, keep us safe, guide and guard us. We are as nothing in Your creation, one little dot in the endless sky. What had it been like to travel the stars, she wondered? What landmarks, or starmarks, did the Landers use to navigate by? She recited the star-shapes: Gerald’s Bridge, the northern cross, the spindle, Ilara’s Wheel, the Foamy River flowing from northwest to southeast across them all. Will we go back out there? Not in her lifetime, that she knew; but perhaps later, when her children’s children grew grey. She rolled onto her side and dozed off. 



  
A very tired, warm, and hungry caravan of travellers rode up to Lvarna just after noon the next day. Prince Ryszard and the other Poloki had insisted that they push the pace of the march, although they would not explain why, other than weather. Elizabeth, riding Snowy astride, blessed the mule’s unusual running walk. She’d been able to keep from having to trot for most of the morning, unlike the others. Two of the men had offered her coin on the spot to trade mounts, and she’d refused all offers. You are the best treasure ever stolen from Frankonia, she thought at the mule during the noon pause. And he was only six or so years old, just entering his prime. “You are such a good mule.” He lowered his head and she scratched along his crest and just behind the base of his ears. 



  
“He is a spoiled mule, my lady,” Miranda’s maid, Leigh Cooper, sniffed. 



  
Elizabeth knew the argument well. She shrugged and gave Snowy another hard scratch. “He has been a good mount and is a valuable animal. I treat him as he deserves, Mistress Cooper.”



  
The young woman eased closer. “It is said that his pace is so smooth that his owner can have relations while riding,” she half-whispered, glancing around to see who might overhear her accusation.



  
“Since he was bred to be a fine lady’s mule, it certainly is possible. His gait also allows me to shoot on the run. But I value his fighting skill far more than his gaits, Mistress Cooper.” She refused to rise to the bait.



  
Matthew Starland walked up and grinned, shaking his head. “Bragging about the killer mule again, Elizabeth?”



  
She bowed towards him. “No, my lord, merely observing what made him worth his price.”



  
“If his grace’s experiments in mule breeding come even close to replicating Master Snowy, I’d say he’s beyond price.” Matthew and Elizabeth both ducked as Snowy shook his head, sending slobber everywhere. “Even more, if you could sell him for what he thinks he’s worth.”



  
Elizabeth laughed. When she turned back to Mistress Cooper, she saw that the woman had returned to the ladies’ carriage. Matthew glared at the blue-painted vehicle from under his hat brim. “I see you’ve met Mistress Cooper.”



  
“Yes, my lord. She is a skilled handworker.” Leigh had made or embroidered much of Lady Miranda’s bridal wardrobe, and Elizabeth suffered more than one pang of jealousy at the little bits that she’d been able to see. She’d scolded herself and had recited extra iterations of the litany of hours to keep her envy at bay.



  
“That she is,” he agreed, still looking at the carriage. “Would that she guarded her tongue as well as she guards her charge’s virtue.”



  
“She is tired, my lord, as are we all.”



  
He snorted. “You are too charitable, Elizabeth. My lord father warned you about that. Too charitable and too trusting,” he repeated. With that he left. She tightened Snowy’s girth, gave him a firm knee in the ribs when he tried to inflate, and snugged the leather strap again.



  
Musicians, courtiers, and riders on horses that made Elizabeth forget her promise to shun the sin of envy rode out of Lvarna to meet the new addition to the Poloki royal family. Elizabeth faded into the larger group, letting Matthew Starland and Archduke Lewis lead Princess Ildiko and Lady Miranda ahead. Prince Ryszard had already galloped on, exchanging greetings with his elder half-brother Crown Prince Imre Sobieski-Corbin. Elizabeth and the others soon had their hands full when the herald trumpets sounded, sending some of the horses and mules into near-panics. “You are a rude mule,” she hissed, terribly embarrassed as Snowy tried to drown out the musicians, braying in protest at the chorus of sackpipes. 



  
He settled down once the fanfares ended, giving his rider a chance to look around. Lvarna sprawled down the slopes of a low, broad hill. The houses seemed mostly white with wooden trim, and as she got closer she saw that they were built of brick, instead of wood or stone. Bright red or green, or both, wooden shutters covered the windows, and the black roofs looked much steeper than those of the Empire. Some buildings had a door in the second floor that opened onto a small, unguarded platform. “That’s for snow,” one of the men told another soldier. “My great uncle traded here once. Said they get snow drifts three meters deep and more, some winters.” 



  
Halfway up the hill the road turned hard to the left, coming up against a stone wall. The hill turned into a steep, grass-covered dirt wall, and as she tipped her head back, Elizabeth could see the foundations of a stone fortress. The cobbled path twisted back and forth, keeping anyone from riding straight into the citadel. To her surprise, a wooden palisade topped the stone base, and the buildings inside the walls all looked like wood. That’s foolish. Fire would gut this in an instant, and one good blow from artillery and the citadel opens like a book. She noted the tall metal rods that poked up from roofs and some parts of the palisade. For flags and banners? Oh, no, those are lightning diverters. She’d read about them in an artillery manual. The men guarding the gates and walls looked alert, not hostile but not overly friendly, either. She approved. And laughed at herself. You are an utter novice in the military arts, watch and learn but don’t be so quick to judge.


  
As anticipated, once the imperial party reached the main forecourt of the citadel, a quick sorting-out took place. Elizabeth found herself separated from the Starlands, Princess Ildiko, and Archduke Lewis. She listened to the official greetings, straining to understand the words through King Bogumil Sobieski’s accent. Trapped behind tall men, she could not see the king. Worse, she kept being distracted with worry about warning the stable hands before Snowy bit or kicked someone. That thought prevented her from concentrating on the full opening exchange, that and the ache in her legs from riding astride for two days almost without pause. The crowded courtyard smelled of hot stone, dust, and animals, with bits of something foreign and spicy, probably from the kitchens. One did not wait until the day before to start cooking for a dynastic wedding.



  
Beasts seen to and baggage claimed, Elizabeth followed a bubbly young maidservant to her quarters. She admired the other woman’s crown of golden braids and wondered what dye gave her dress that light pink tint. The servant opened a door and let Elizabeth into the chamber, before asking, “Do you need help with your hair?” 



  
“No,” Elizabeth replied. “Do you have a name?”



  
“Oh, yes, I’m Ekaterina.” Elizabeth took off her hat and light, knee-length jacket. “Oh! Your pardon, sir, I thought you were a woman.”



  St. Gerald save me. “I am a woman. I am Lady Elizabeth von Sarmas, niece of the ruling Duke of Sarmas.” She turned around to face Ekaterina. “I am also a soldier. That’s why I wear armor as well as skirts.” And right now I want to be shed of both and scrubbing with hot water. “All I need of you right now is water for washing.”



  
“Yes, ma’am.” The wench vanished, giving Elizabeth time to wriggle out of her mail tunic and put her weapons out of the way. She removed the strike metal from her pistol, as a safety precaution, but left it loaded with the cloth safety patch and flint in place. She’d pulled off one boot and was working on the other when Ekaterina returned. The Poloki woman left one full and one empty bucket by the door, along with towels, and disappeared again. 



  
Elizabeth stewed as she scrubbed. St. Gerald’s bricks, but what does it take to be treated like a lady? I even outrank Lady Martina Graff, since I have the title by birth instead of appointment, and mine has been confirmed by his majesty Rudolph of Babenburg himself. She washed off the road dirt as best she could, dunking her hair in the last bit and scratching her scalp vigorously. Nothing fell out, but then she’d been fastidious about keeping her clothes and blankets away from other people’s bedding. She’d also used some of the stinging black tar soap the last time she’d been able to truly bathe. It seemed to help keep insects away.



  
“Tap, tap, tap,” someone rapped on the door. Elizabeth pulled a shirt on and stepped off to one side. “Yes?”



  
“My lady?” A woman called.



  
“Come in.” 



  
Ekaterina, head down and shoulders hunched, followed an older woman. The elder servant wore the crispest white wimple Elizabeth had seen outside of a convent, and Elizabeth almost bowed out of habit. Instead the two servants curtsied. “Your pardon, Lady Elizavet,” the older woman enunciated carefully. “We misunderstood your position. I am Sonia. Ekaterina and I will attend you during your stay. Is there anything you need? Light refreshments will be served in the greeting hall after the next bell.”



  
“Thank you. I need someone to wash my travel clothes,” and she pointed to the dusty, mule-scented pile. “Otherwise no, thank you.”



  
Sonia nodded. “They shall be seen to. My lady, pardon my plain words. Ekaterina says you do not need assistance with dressing?”



  
“No, I need help with my wedding clothes. I do not need assistance with my hair. I wear wigs.”



  
Both women’s eyes went wide and Ekaterina started to blurt something. Sonia clamped her hand over the girl’s mouth and hissed in her ear. “Lady Elizavet, only, ah.”



  Oh no. Elizabeth raised her hand, stopping the words. “I am a warrior and a postulant of Godown. I must keep my hair short for health and modesty. I am not a kept woman.” When the two servants gave her blank looks, she repeated, “I am no man’s leman or prostitute, I am not ill or mad.”



  
“Ah. Thank you, Lady Elizavet. I shall make certain that none of the chamber women speak falsely,” Sonia assured her. She glanced at Ekaterina, who slunk out of the room. “Forgive her, please, my lady. She is new, just come to the citadel from the border.”



  
“No harm has been done, so there is no need for pardon,” Elizabeth replied, feeling much better about things. “Will someone show me where I need to go, when the time comes?”



  
“Yes, my lady,” and Sonia swooped down on the laundry and carried it off, along with Elizabeth’s boots. 



  
Elizabeth latched the door and flopped back onto the bed in a very undignified fashion. Blessed François, but my back hurts. Except it wasn’t just her back: her thighs and abdomen also ached. She froze, trying to count the days since her last cycle had ended. Twenty days, if she recalled correctly. Oh, St. Sabrina have pity on me and please, please may this not be… A burning muscle spasm rippled out of her guts, down her back and into her legs. She curled into a ball, trying not to cry. I’ve been so careful, please oh please no, please go away, please. Almost five months had passed since she’d had pains this bad. It had to come from riding so much. Please make it go away, St. Sabrina, please, she implored the patron of women in distress. Godown please forgive me for whatever I have done to offend You.


  
It took several minutes before she could get to her feet and paw through her baggage. There, below her emergency coins and writing materials, she found the small, flat-sided pottery bottle. She undid the metal cap and poured a wad of salibark and wheat-soot the size of her thumbnail into her hand. She began chewing it despite the bitter, sour taste that made her eyes water. “Chew until your ears ring. Then swallow it,” the herb wife had said, and Elizabeth did as ordered. The pain faded just enough that she could begin moving. 



  
Several years later, while chatting with Matthew Starland about his own impending nuptials, Elizabeth realized that she could not remember the week before Lady Miranda and Prince Ryszard’s wedding. She knew that she had accompanied Miranda to several events, had sat vigil with her in the citadel’s church one night, and had ridden Snowy into the fields around Lvarna, but only because her notes told her so. The Imperial women met with Queen Minka to discuss protocol for the wedding, and Elizabeth attended. And she’d studied the layout of the citadel, noting the different layers of defenses, and sketched ideas for improving Donatello Bend and the Lander ruins near the bridge. But except for what she’d recorded in her little books and her papers, she recalled none of it. All she remembered was a misty white blur and never-ending pain. But Godown and St. Sabrina heard her prayers. The pain faded after five days, and both pain and bleeding ended the day before the wedding.



  
Sonia and Ekaterina arrived just as Elizabeth finished washing and putting on her underbodice. Ekaterina pulled the strings, snugging the garment tighter than Elizabeth could herself. The girl also got the lacing more evenly arranged, much to Elizabeth’s relief. She hated hanging out in one place and being pinched in another. Then came the three underskirts and the white cotton shimmy that covered the underbodice and top of the skirts. Elizabeth held very still as Sonia arranged the pale green overdress. Sonia tugged down, Ekaterina tugged up, and Elizabeth held the ends of the shimmy sleeves until everything settled into place. Blue cotton ties, the same color as the trim on the dress, held the neck of the shimmy closed. The shimmy filled in the neckline of the dress, hiding her bust. The servants gave Elizabeth’s court boots a hard look, but she was not going to stand on stone all day in slippers. Plus her stockings needed to be mended and the garters required some adjustment. No one is going to see my feet, so who cares if I wear boots instead of slippers? I do need to get a pair of shoes, though. I’ll ask where Princess Kasia has hers made.


  
Sonia escorted Elizabeth as far as the gathering area near the church. Archduke Lewis appeared and the two ladies curtsied. He wore Babenburg colors, making Elizabeth sigh with envy yet again. His dark hair and skin, and bright green eyes, looked handsome against the rich blue and black of his coat and vest. Dark blue turned her into even more of a ghost and made her hair look worse, if that were possible. He also sported white leather breeches tucked into shining dark brown knee-boots and a white shirt. She noticed Sonia giving Lewis an appreciative glance from under the cove of her wimple, and Elizabeth had to agree. 



  
The rest of the Babenburg party assembled and Sonia curtsied and departed to her next task. Lord Matthew remained with his sister, leaving the others to make their way to the church on their own. The protocol puzzled Elizabeth, but she shrugged. Until Miranda and Ryszard exchanged vows and tokens, the members of the Imperial party were no more than guests of the Poloki Crown and received no better or worse treatment than their individual ranks and Poloki tradition called for. After the wedding, things changed, and Matthew would become part of the Poloki royal family. Elizabeth’s rank also rose, or so she gathered from what she barely remembered of the queen’s explanation. At the time she’d been too miserable to do more than nod. 



  
“Shall we?” Lewis inquired of the group. As agreed earlier, he took Elizabeth’s elbow and they led the group into the church of St. Michael–Horseman. The Poloki stood during their worship services, so the Imperial party gathered at the front of the church, forming a cluster on the left side of the white and black stone inlays marking the central passage where the priests and wedding party would walk. The Sobieski clan filled in the right side. Elizabeth eased away from Lewis so that she could bow to the presence candle. An ornate statue of St. Michael on his rearing black horse filled the space between Godown’s symbol and the high altar. She wondered what kept the statue in place. She couldn’t see chains, like the ones supporting the holy symbol. Maybe there were thin, dark-colored metal strips bolted to the wood and stone columns beside the altar, like she’d seen elsewhere. 



  
A trumpet blared, raising echoes from the stones of the church. Elizabeth and the others turned to face the central aisle. First came the acolytes, dressed in brown and white, one girl carrying a candle as big around as Elizabeth’s forearm and the other bearing a relic of St. Michael in a gilded glass case. The congregants bowed as a young man brought the Holy Writ to the high altar and set the large book on the stone table with reverent care. Wisps of blue-grey incense smoke spread from the censer a junior priest swung back and forth ahead of the senior priest, King Bogumil Sobieski, and Matthew and Miranda Starland. At least, Elizabeth assumed that the figure shrouded in a heavy blue veil was Miranda. Elizabeth couldn’t tell. The quartet bowed to the altar and spread out, the priest taking his position behind the Writ, King Bogumil in his crimson robes and red-gold crown to the right of the altar, and Matthew and Miranda facing the witnesses and worshippers. 



  
Hooves rang on stone, and Elizabeth whipped around, jaw dropping before she caught herself. Prince Ryszard and his brother Imre rode into St. Michaels, Ryzsard on a black horse and Imre on a white. Oh, my. Sister Amalthea will have a shrieking fit and Lady Orrosco will faint. Elizabeth half-flinched, waiting for the cries of protest before she remembered that the two worthy ladies were a continent and two years away from the scene. Both princes sat perfectly still as their horses bowed to the altar, and then the men dismounted and bowed as well. You’re in a different world, Elizabeth reminded herself. Archduke Lewis and Princess Idliko both stared at the Poloki princes, Lewis looking envious and Ildiko angry. Servants led the animals out before they could leave any mementos of their presence.



  
After the princes’ arrival, nothing about the wedding could surprise Elizabeth. Duke Starland, Emperor Rudolph, and King Bogumil had concluded the transfer of the bride price, dowry, and alliance promises months before, sparing the watchers several hours of recitations and token protests. Matthew stepped aside, removing Miranda’s veil as he did. Elizabeth relaxed when she saw that indeed, it was Miranda who stood there, nervous, her dark hair braided and woven into an elaborate crown decorated with silver drops that trembled when she moved. Prince Ryszard, dressed in pale red and cream, took a bundle of cloth from the hands of his sister Kasia and shook it out, revealing a red cloak decorated with strips of white fur. This he placed over Miranda’s shoulders to show that she now came under his protection. Good. Someone needs to look after her, Elizabeth sniffed, then scolded herself for such ill manners. 



  
The vows came straight out of the prayer book. She’d sung in so many wedding choirs in Frankonia as a girl that Elizabeth knew the words by heart, and almost launched into the sung refrain at one point. But the Poloki used no music. She realized why when the priest raised his hands and intoned the opening of the liturgy of St. Michael as soon as Ryszard and Miranda kissed. Elizabeth joined worship with enthusiasm and energy. They’d not brought a chaplain on the trip from the empire, and she missed having weekly services and evening liturgy. So enrapt in the service was she that she almost didn’t notice Princess Ildiko’s frantic head shake when her uncle tried to lead her into the line for the elements. Elizabeth hesitated as Lewis growled under his breath before stepping around the agitated young woman. Although perturbed, Elizabeth concentrated on keeping her heart and mind calm and still, open to receive Godown’s blessing through the bread and anointing oil. She returned to her place much comforted and reassured. Ildiko’s black eyes seemed to bore through both Elizabeth and Lewis, but she looked down when she noticed Matthew Starland frowning at her. Your highness, don’t ruin Lady Miranda’s blessing, Elizabeth pled. Godown, please ease her heart of whatever hurts it.


  
Four soldiers, including Prince Imre and King Bogumil, raised a cloth canopy on thick, white wooden poles. Ryszard led Miranda under the red and white cover, and they walked out together, the men keeping the canopy over the couple as the witnesses cheered and threw grain. Young men slung two horseshoes that skittered and clanged across the stones ahead of the couple, chasing any ill luck out of the bride and groom’s path. 



  
Elizabeth felt a warm hand taking hers and she startled. 



  
“What’s wrong?” Archduke Lewis tightened his grip on her fingers.



  
“Nothing, your grace, just surprised.” 



  
“Come, then,” and he tugged, not enough to pull her off balance but enough to convince her to follow. Lewis shifted his grip until he held her hand. He took his niece by the arm and the trio followed Lord Matthew out of the church, across the crowded, banner hung courtyard, and into the main throne room. The afternoon and evening’s festivities would be held in the enormous, high-ceilinged room. A series of long tables took up the middle of the room, and she’d seen more tables in the courtyard. Elizabeth heard musicians tuning and she glanced around to try and find the seats for those who choose not to join in the dancing. 



  
 “Up here,” Matthew Starland called, leading them to the head table. Elizabeth let go of the archduke’s hand and stepped out of the way, studying the lower table and its simpler settings. Place cards sat at each seat and she began looking for hers. “Lady Sarmas, here,” Matthew pointed, indicating the space between him and Lewis. 



  
She shook her head. There had to be a mistake. She should be near the head of the lower table. “Get your mulish self up here,” Matthew hissed, poking down at the chair with increasing force. Uneasy, she wanted to protest, but surrendered before she caused a scene. “Didn’t you listen to Queen Minka? Now that Miranda is a princess, you as her sister share her rank, at least during the festivities,” he reminded her. In his irritation he sounded exactly like his father and Elizabeth flinched and blushed. She sensed the men exchanging looks over her head and she plopped down onto the stool before anything else could go wrong or she offended someone. 



  
The meal included eight courses, many of them featuring fresh fruit, green grains, seasonal herbs, and cream. Elizabeth sipped wine from an elaborate red and clear glass cup, glad that Ildiko and the others had plaztik. They still outranked her. Elizabeth wondered about the rich, sweetish red meat that formed the fourth course, and after a few bites decided not to worry about it. Princess Ildiko refused to touch the dish, and as Matthew distracted King Bogumil, Lewis switched the women’s plates. Elizabeth devoured the second helping with gusto: it was bad luck to waste food, rude, and a sin. 



  
After the last diner finished the pickled fish that marked the final course, four muscular men in blue and red livery emerged from a side door and carried a platform around the room. A chorus of “ooh,” and “ah,” and “magnificent” rose as they passed. The sweet reached the head table and Elizabeth could only stare in awe at the skill of the bakers who had duplicated the Lvarna citadel in cake and sugar, including tiny nut-paste figures of Miranda and Ryszard. A servant carried a small table up to the head of the room, and the men set the cake down, then bowed and stepped out of the way. 



  
The bride and groom together lifted off the top of the “main hall,” revealing more sugar figures, including a black horse and a fountain. Ryszard presented the horse to Miranda, who in turn gave him the fountain. With that, King Bogumil stood and blessed the couple. Ryszard led Miranda out of the hall, and Elizabeth ducked her head, hiding her blush. Lewis stood up, got two pieces of the wall at the back of the citadel, and slid one onto the bread-plate in front of her. Matthew did the same for Ildiko. Elizabeth admired the details carved into the thick, dark pastry and nibbled the edge. A heady blend of spices exploded on her tongue and she happily gnawed the firm, gingery bread. She would have to get the recipe. 



  
King Bogumil stood and the others followed him as he strode out of the way so the servants could remove the trestle tables to the edges of the room, clearing the floor for mingling and dancing. “So, this is the Empire’s famous woman warrior.” The heavy man studied her from wig-top to boots. Older than Rudolph and much heartier, King Bogumil still led his soldiers from the front line. Elizabeth had seen his warhorses, almost as large as Oberland draft horses, and understood why he needed such heavy chargers. He wore his iron-grey hair clipped short, and a black iron circlet set with cat’s eye and bright red stones formed his crown.



  
She curtsied. “Yes, your majesty.”



  
“Good. Enjoy today and I look forward to seeing you ride tomorrow,” he told her. “We start work the next day.” With that he turned and left to take Queen Minka’s hand and lead her around, so she could meet and speak with the guests. 



  
“Work?” Princess Ildiko’s acid tone boded ill for her uncle and the others.



  
Lewis nodded. “Yes, my lady. After the equestrian festival tomorrow, their highnesses, Matthew, Elizabeth, and I, and his majesty have military business to discuss and plans to make.”



  
Ildiko tipped her head back and looked down her nose at Elizabeth. “I trust I am not expected to be responsible for Lady Sarmas’ conduct?”



  
Matthew hissed, “This way,” and led Elizabeth out of earshot as Lewis loomed over his niece. Matthew rubbed the bridge of his nose before asking, “What did you think of the ginger cake?”



  
“I think you need to get the instructions and bring them back to Starheart, my lord. Lady Marie would enjoy it very much,” she gushed. “Lord Aquila as well.”



  
He gazed out over the milling guests. “I think I shall. Kemal Destefani’s mother makes a spicy cookie ball that Mother enjoys, but Goodwife Destefani refuses to tell anyone how she makes it.”



  
“All cooks have their secrets. I think Mr. Kim, at Donatello Bend, would die before he surrendered the ingredients of his shahma marinade.”



  
He tipped his head to the side and stared at her. “So the rumor is true! You really do eat shahma.”



  
“Oh yes, but only those animals that are too old to feed over winter or that don’t need to be kept in spring. Maybe five per year out of a herd of several hundred.”



  
Lewis laughed from beside her. “Since we ate horse an hour or two ago, why not shahma?” 



  
Ildiko, standing behind her uncle, blanched. “Horse?” Before anyone answered, the overwrought princess moaned and sank onto the floor. Elizabeth dropped to one knee, taking the young woman’s pulse and checking her breathing as Lewis waved for servants. He spoke quickly and quietly, and the ladies gathered Ildiko up and carried her away. “Nerves,” he sighed. “I tell her to eat more, but no, she won’t listen.”



  
“Tell Lady Martina, not her highness,” Matthew advised. “They listen to their maids when their ignorant, brutish brothers get ignored.” Elizabeth remembered the Starland family argument she’d almost blundered into a year before and had to agree with him.



  
With that the three Imperial guests separated and mingled with the others, playing diplomat and making apologies and excuses for Ildiko when necessary. The musicians shifted from quiet background music to dance tunes after an hour or so, and Elizabeth found a place to sit where she could watch. King Bogumil and Queen Minka led the first dance, a stately march. Despite her years and blindness, the queen retained her fine-boned beauty and grace. I admire her determination to continue her duties as queen. Surely there’s a way to cure red-spot fever before it settles into someone’s eyes, Elizabeth sighed. The Landers had to have a way, so why can’t we?


  
Three dances later Archduke Lewis found her, tucked in among the dowagers. “Elizabeth, come,” and he extended his hand.



  
She shook her head. “I’m not allowed to dance.”



  
“Not allowed? What…” His eyebrows rose. They dropped and Elizabeth wanted to giggle. She could see him mentally kicking himself as he remembered her position. “Ah. I beg your pardon, Lady Sarmas.” He bowed and sought another partner.



  
Elizabeth enjoyed watching the festivities. She drank a little wine, nibbled on more of the ginger cake citadel, and savored other people’s joy and happiness. The Poloki seemed genuinely pleased to have Miranda Starland marry their prince and made no attempt to hide their feelings. Just after sundown Elizabeth decided to retire for the evening. As she began skirting the tables along the wall, making her way to one of the side doors that led into the main palace, Lewis reappeared. Both he and Matthew had been doing their best to ensure that no lady went without attention if she desired it. “Leaving us?”



  
“Yes,” she smiled up at him. “Some of us have evening and dawn liturgy.”



  
He took her hand and led her to where Bogumil and Minka sat. Alcohol and exertion both had turned the king’s face bright red, and he chuckled as the couple approached. “Seeking our blessing are you, Lewis, Elizabeth?” He boomed.



  
“Shush,” Minka scolded.



  
 Elizabeth flushed as red as the Poloki crest. “Ah, no your majesties,” she stammered. “I wish to thank you for your gracious hospitality and most generous welcome, and to bid you the best of evenings.”



  
“You are most welcome, Lady Elizabeth,” Minka replied before her husband could further upset their guests. “And thank you for bringing our new daughter safely home.”



  
Elizabeth curtsied and let Lewis take her arm and escort her out the door. “Thank you, your grace.”



  
He released her and she hurried off. The long day started wearing on her, and she had a suspicion that the riding tomorrow meant more than sitting on a horse and being pretty. Should she look in on Princess Idliko? No, if she’s still overwrought, the best person for her is Lady Martina. But why should she be upset with me?


  
After Sonia helped her out of her dress and left, Elizabeth studied her face in the mirror. Her wig concealed her mousy, almost-brown hair, but could do nothing for decent eyes, an unfashionably “healthy” nose, and thick lips. Her jaw, which might have saved her profile, just fell away, leaving her almost chinless. And I’m too tall and square-bodied. Pretty women are slender, like shimmer-leaf trees, or small, soft, and curving. If Ildiko thought Elizabeth could compete with her beauty, Ildiko needed to have a long talk with a healing woman and her own ladies-in-waiting. Elizabeth yawned and set the mirror aside. She recited the evening litany, then fell asleep.
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Two days later, Elizabeth stood at Lord Matthew’s shoulder, studying his list of cavalry formations and light artillery units. Archduke Lewis sat across the table from them, writing out a rough order of battle based on the Imperial infantry. He looked up. “Sarmas, how many from Windth, ah, from Donatello Bend?”



  
“Five tercios, plus light cavalry, for a total 1500 men, your grace.” Or so Lazlo hoped to have by summer. He and Gary had worked a miracle, one that she needed to live up to.



  
“Good.” He scratched away on the page. “Well ridden yesterday. Did you hurt anything?”



  
“Pulled my shoulder, your grace, and Snowy says I’m a fool. Geese should be shot, not pulled.”



  
Both men laughed. Matthew turned so he could look at her. “You realize that mule is worth more than the entire Starland territory?”



  
“He is in his own mind at least, my lord,” she agreed. “Godown makes no modest mules.”



  
Laughter erupted behind them, and the men got to their feet as King Bogumil and the royal princes strode into the council chamber. “Modest mules are as common as peaceful Frankonians,” Bogumil declared, heaving himself into his chair. He’d overdone it the day before, Elizabeth guessed, trying to show up his sons. Not that she had any doubts about the old bear’s ferocity or skill. She curtsied, taking his words as a compliment. Lewis moved so that he sat beside Matthew, with Elizabeth standing between and slightly behind them.



  
“So. Here is the problem,” Crown Prince Imre began without preamble. “The Frankonians have renewed their pressure on the Bergenland cities and counties. Laurence is talking about stopping all overland trade westbound, and inspecting it for ‘contraband.’ He will not say exactly what that means. Meanwhile, there are rumors about a Turkowi flotilla on the Tongue Sea. The coast states have seen nothing yet, but we can’t discount the rumors. And Tayyip sent the sea states threatening letters as a way of encouraging them to convert to the true faith.” He ran a hand through light brown hair and turned to his father, who nodded, all joviality gone. 



  
Lewis also nodded. “We’ve heard much the same, as well as very disturbing rumors from south of Tivolia, your highness. There are reports of ferengrazzias against the southern cities on the Thumb,” the peninsula south of the Triangle Range, west of Tivolia. “And this past year, the raiders left claim markers on Imperial lands, as well as launching the first army to cross the Dividing Range in several years.”



  
Prince Ryszard added, “And the new breed of fanatic, do not discount them. They may be tolerated as shock troops.”



  
The men discussed matters for several minutes before Imre turned to Elizabeth. “What say you? I’m told you have Lord Starland’s confidence, and the Emperor’s as well.”



  
“Not exactly, your highness, but I can add to your supposition about Frankonia.” She’d gotten two more letters from her mother since that first, most unwelcome missive. “Laurence wants to block the export of metals and timber from Bergenland to the sea republics north of Frankonia, diverting the metals to his armies. That would make the sea republics dependent on trade from the northeast, limiting them to what they can get in the seven months a year of clear seas, at best. He’s trying to squeeze them as he’s squeezing the Empire.”



  
“That’s foolish. He’ll cut his own throat,” Ryszard protested.



  
Elizabeth spread her hands. “I cannot argue with your assessment, your highness. But, if the tax system is still unchanged, the Frankonian army is now large enough, with enough artillery, to capture at least one of the sea republics while also harassing Bergenland and the Empire.”



  
“How do you know this?” King Bogumil toyed with a small knife and she wondered if he intended to throw it at her. He did not sound friendly.



  How to phrase this? With utmost care. “Your majesty, I have a source who has thus far been trustworthy. The person is not in the Frankonian court, but has, ah, close ties to someone who is.”



  
“Who, and what is their position?”



  
A slow and unpleasant smile appeared on Imre’s face. “According to one of my sources, Father, her mother is a whore in the court, or was until she tried to charge a dead man’s estate for her services.”



  
Lewis and Matthew rose out of their seats, furious at the insult. Icy calm settled over Elizabeth and she clamped her hands on the men’s shoulders, trying to keep them from overreacting. “So it is said, your highness. After her husband’s death, Olympia Sarmas-to was, indeed, one of Laurence IV’s mistresses and an ornament to his court, or so I have been told on multiple occasions. I was not aware that she attempted to extort money from the royal family, your highness,” and she bowed her head to Imre. “Such a thing would have been pointless, since Laurence IV made no secret of his fondness for female companionship, nor of the identities of his lemen.” She released the men and folded her hands at her waist before facing Bogumil. “Of all things, your majesty, I trust Lady Olympia’s observations on matters financial the most.”



  
“Very well, Lady Elizabeth.” Bogumil gave Imre a hard look. “So, Lewis, does the Empire face east or west?”



  
The emperor’s brother studied his notes and she sensed his hesitation. “Your majesty, I am not in a position to say at this moment.”



  
“But you are the emperor’s brother,” Imre pushed.



  
“My brother keeps his own council, your highness.”



  
The Poloki king looked from one man to the other, weighing each, or so Elizabeth guessed. Ryszard and Matthew held their peace and Elizabeth wondered who had been carrying tales around the Poloki court. Not that anyone who knew anything about the court of Laurence IV could have missed her mother’s beauty and sociability. 



  
“Very well,” Bogumil repeated, still toying with the knife. “What troops are you putting the field, and when, based on the current situation?” The discussion returned to the most pressing matter and Elizabeth listened, made mental notes, and answered as best she could when one of the men put a question to her. By the time they finished, her knees, hips, back, and shoulder ached from standing for so long. At last Bogumil dismissed them. Imre gave her another hard look and as she walked back to her quarters, trailed by one of the female servants, she wondered what stories he’d been told. 



  
Lewis and Matthew caught up with her. “You are dismissed,” Matthew pointed to the servant. She curtsied and disappeared. “Just to warn you, Elizabeth, tongues are wagging. It is said that you are not as loyal as you appear.”



  
“And how am I to counter this rumor, my lords?”



  
“You can’t,” Lewis admitted. He and Matthew both frowned.



  
“Just, be careful, Elizabeth. And don’t disappear.” Matthew rubbed the bridge of his nose again. 



  
Elizabeth shrugged, and hissed as her pulled muscles protested. “Very well, my lords.”



  
They’d reached the cross corridor. Sonia saw them coming and bustled up, curtsying to the men. They nodded to her and went their own ways. 



  
“Sonia, do the men of your acquaintance ever give useful advice or make simple recommendations?”



  
The older woman thought about it. “Once or twice a year, my lady. Sometimes more. But never if another woman is involved.”



  
“Ah. Thank you.” Men.



  
Sonia helped her get ready for supper. Elizabeth could barely raise her arm high enough to get it in a sleeve, thanks to her pulled shoulder muscle. The serving woman eased Elizabeth’s blouse onto her, then unfolded a new garment as Elizabeth fastened the buttons and neck ribbon. “My lady, this should help,” and she held out a short cape. 



  
“That is an excellent thought, Sonia.” The brown and green cape came only to Elizabeth’s waist, unlike her longer jackets, but it fit well and did not billow into the way when she pretended to eat. “This is perfect. Thank you.”



  
“You are welcome, my lady.” She helped set the wig in place and wrinkled her nose. “My lady, this is a lot of hair.”



  
Laughing, Elizabeth shook her head enough to finish positioning the hairpiece. “This is scandalously short and insultingly simple compared to what the women in Frankonia wore the year I left.” She waved her good hand ten centimeters above the top of the wig. “No shorter than here, with ribbons and flowers and ornate pins and even stuffed birds braided, or woven, or just stuck into them.”



  
“Goodness,” Sonia breathed, eyes wide. “I think I prefer my scarf, my lady.”



  
“I preferred a scarf like yours as well,” Elizabeth assured her. “Especially in summer.” Although Sr. Amalthea’s idea of a proper headdress for a postulant left a great deal to be desired. The starch alone inspired more curses than did any mule I’ve ever met.


  
Still smiling, Elizabeth and Sonia walked out into the hall outside the guest room. They found Leigh Cooper, Lady Miranda’s maidservant, waiting there. “My lady, I must have a private word,” Cooper began, insistent.



  
“Speak, then.” 



  
“Her highness Princess Miranda insists that you cease harassing her brother at once. You have exceed your place and station, and her highness says that your conduct endangers her marriage and the safety of the Empire.” Cooper sounded triumphant, enunciating her words so that even a foreigner such as Elizabeth could understand them. 



  I have no idea what this is about and I’m not going to worry with it now. I want to sit and eat. “Thank you, Mistress Cooper. I have heard your message. You may return to her highness.” Elizabeth stepped sideways, past the woman and began walking down the hall, Sonia following.



  
Cooper’s voice rose an octave. “Did you not hear me? Her highness insists that you stop acting out of your station and interfering with her marriage.” 



  
“I have heard your message. Please so inform her highness.”



  
The maid darted in front of Elizabeth, forcing her to stop. “You must not approach her highness’s brother again.” The woman’s dilated eyes locked on Elizabeth’s own and she pressed her face too close to the Frankonian. “Your actions endanger the alliance.”



  
“What am I to do? Lock myself in the stables until the time for us to return to the Empire?” Elizabeth rolled her eyes. “You are making me late. Return to your mistress.” What is wrong with you, Cooper? And what is that odd smell on your breath?


  
“You don’t understand! You will ruin her highness. Stop, stop, stop!” At each word Cooper’s voice climbed, reaching an ear-stabbing shriek. Eyes wide, face red, Cooper began screaming, incoherent with hysteria. Sonia tried to calm her but the wails continued and Elizabeth started to wonder if Cooper had been taking some kind of herb that affected her mind.  



  Enough of this. “Sonia, fetch a pail of water, please.” Sonia gathered her skirts and dashed off, leaving Elizabeth with the hysterical woman. When Elizabeth backed up, Cooper followed, moving away from the cross corridor and, perhaps, farther from curious ears. The maid seemed locked into her shrieks, unable to hear a word as Elizabeth tried to sooth her. What nonsense has been oozing through the women’s quarters? This is inexcusable, Elizabeth fumed.



  
She heard running footsteps and hard breathing. Elizabeth turned and in a smooth motion, swept the pail out of Sonia’s hand and threw the contents into Cooper’s face, ducking out of the way of the splash and wincing as her shoulder pulled. Spluttering and choking replaced wails as the maid inhaled a mouthful of water. Sonia took over, pounding on Leigh’s back and calming her. “See that she gets to her mistress.” Elizabeth hissed, using the distraction to flee before she set Leigh off again.



  
By the time supper ended, she’d made up her mind. For the rest of her stay, when she was not at an official gathering, she rode with the Poloki, studying their light cavalry tactics, or meditated in St. Michael’s. The royal horsemen proved congenial companions. While few women rode with the men, women could and did learn to fight on horseback, or to use riding tools as weapons, and Elizabeth alternated riding Snowy and Braun. 



  
One wonderful morning, the head of the royal stables, Master Pan, allowed her to try one of the fleet, light-boned Poloki courier horses. “This is Szary,” the bearded man informed her. The dun mare sported white stockings, a white snip on her nose, and a wild eye. Elizabeth studied the mare and her tack, which looked like nothing more than a basic bridle and a glorified blanket with a girth to hold it on. Once on the mare’s back, she discovered the hidden structure in the light saddle and she felt a bit more secure. She and Szary followed Master Pan and his mount out of the Citadel, down a steep back route that led to the fields on the north side of the hill. Soon they entered the open, grassy pastures and training areas. “Go,” Pan ordered. 



  
Elizabeth touched her heels to Szary’s flanks and they went. Szary exploded into the fastest run that Elizabeth had ever ridden and she crouched low on the mare’s back, her eyes watering from the wind of their speed. She turned the mare back in a great sweeping curve and slowed her to a ground-eating fast trot. As they approached a small stream, Elizabeth felt Szary shifting her gait and was ready when the mare leaped over the stream. It seemed as if she could feel every shift and step the horse made, and Elizabeth decided that she liked the odd saddle. But not for fighting. There’s nowhere to hang things, and nothing to keep me in place. And if the horse had a rough trot? Ooh, I hate to think what I’d feel like after riding that battle mare of Major Wyler’s.


  
Szary sensed Elizabeth’s distraction and bucked, twisting. Elizabeth rode through it and pushed the mare back into a canter, riding along the creek bank until they returned to Master Pan’s side. “You belong on the plains,” he told her.



  
That evening, the last before they departed the return to the Empire, she met with Lewis and Matthew. “You have no escort. Princess Ildiko is remaining here, to help Miranda and to meet Lord Pekka Courtland of Hämäl.” Lewis added, “Her father hopes Courtland will meet her standards.” Elizabeth worked to keep from snorting at his dry tone. “But that leaves you at the mercy of the men.”



  
“Or vice versa,” Matthew grunted, a bit of wicked humor glinting in his black eyes.



  
She took the bait. “Oh yes, my lord, I’d hate to have to explain to his grace Aquila von Starland that I’d corrupted his heir’s pristine virtue.” Matthew flushed, twitching, and she savored the moment. “In all seriousness, is it true that one of the carriages is coming back with us?”



  
“Yes, for luggage and supplies,” Matthew agreed.



  
“I’ll ride by day and sleep in the carriage. There will be multiple witnesses that I’m well protected and away from immodest eyes.” And I’m not sleeping on wet ground, for a change.


  
Lewis, head tipped to the side, considered the idea. “We can lock her in, or better, she can lock herself in at night, and if the killer mule is close by, she can get out and fight if she needs to.”



  
“Their highnesses will still be upset,” Matthew sighed, recovering from his discomfort.



  
“My lords, whatever I do, someone will be upset.”



  
“True.” Lewis made his decision. “You will ride during the days, and sleep in the carriage for modesty and propriety’s sake, Lady Elizabeth.”



  
“Yes, your grace.” And so she did.
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  5. Displeasures of Spring


  
“I must regretfully inform your grace that the mule project, as first envisioned, has not been successful,” Elizabeth mouthed as she wrote. “The young mules’ temperament makes them unusable as riding animals. It is hoped that as they age, they will prove suitable for working in teams.” Which was really too bad, because some of the Oberland colts and mollies looked beautiful under saddle, she sighed. “You will be pleased to hear, however, that the Greyland mares produce superior offspring that seem ideal for riding mules.” Well, Lazlo had warned them what had happened when the Destefani family tried Oberlander mares with mammoth jack donkeys. “As you are well aware, your grace, nothing is certain until the mules are four years old. I have taken the liberty of breeding the Greyland mares again. May I have the Oberlander mares bred to Ricardo, if they will have him?” The stud needed to earn his keep.



  
She finished the letter and sealed it. Another set of messages would go to Vindobona in two days, Godown willing, and she’d send the letter with them. She stood up, wincing at the twinge from her left foot. Bones healed faster than the muscles and bruising, Elizabeth was discovering. Never, ever am I going around horses without proper boots on. Godown as my witness, it had better be a dire emergency for me not to be properly shod. “Laural, have my uniforms finished airing yet?”



  
The dark-haired woman looked up from her mending and shook her head. “No, my lady. Lady Ann says two more days should be enough, if the sun stays out.” She put her work into her basket and followed Elizabeth out of the office as the lady of the estate walked with slow and careful steps out of the house to the chapel. The two women bowed to the Presence, and Laural sat on one of the rear benches, giving her mistress privacy. Colored light filled the chapel and Elizabeth heard Laural’s sigh of pleasure. The young woman loved bright colors, and the windows made it look as if rainbows danced inside the building. Rich greens and reds glowed against a background of deep cobalt blue. Strips of golden yellow gleamed like little suns, and here and there bits of fantastically expensive purple glass added to the rich geometric patterns. They’d only needed one new window, once all the pieces were put back together. 



  
Elizabeth took her place and knelt, fingering her prayer beads out of unbreakable habit. Blessed be Godown, who sends rain and sun in their seasons. Praise Him for his kindness and mercy, praise Him for his love for His children, praise Him. All elements and seasons, praise your Maker, she recited in her mind. The statue of St. Michael-Horseman gleamed in its pool of clear light, below Godown’s symbol. At Archduke Lewis’s instigation, the saint rode a dark grey mule. Lewis refused to explain how he got the dispensation, and the image-maker must have complained vociferously before doing the magnificent work. 



  
After she finished her prayers, Elizabeth stopped by the small side altar to St. Gerald. She bowed low and lit a candle, offering prayers for the Babenburg family. As she’d requested, a little niche-shrine to St. Jenna stood between the next set of windows, and Elizabeth noticed fresh flowers. Hmmm, so maybe that rumor about Lazlo was right? But there could be any number of Jenna’s devotees here, she reminded herself. St. Jenna’s followers tended to be discreet, much more so than adherents to certain other saints she could name. She brought her thoughts back to more appropriate devotions and bowed again to St. Gerald. A faint “click, click, click, rustle, click,” made her smile. Laural could not keep from working with her hands, and Elizabeth said nothing about knitting in the chapel. Laural followed Godown and that was enough for Elizabeth. All worship in their own ways, for Godown accepts service, contemplation, and care for His children alike, so long as the heart is open.


  
“You may return to the manor, Laural. I’m going to look at the Lander items, and then will be riding out to look at the bridge.”



  
“Lander shed and then the bridge, yes my lady.” Laural would tell Annie Lei, the housekeeper, so someone knew where to find her and where she’d been going if she did not return on time. 



  
“I’ll be riding Ricardo.”



  
The girl’s eyes went wide. “Oh.” She curtsied and walked back to the manor as Elizabeth made her way around a flock of yard fowl to the locked shed where she kept the Lander finds until she cleaned them. She removed the padlock and flipped the colored board beside the door to show the whitewashed side, telling people that she was working.



  
She opened the shutters and let light in, smiling at the gleam of metal and ceramic. One of the farmers, clearing new land for a field, had found a trove of Lander-made tableware and what had been a timepiece of some kind, or so she guessed. Why it only had one pointer she did not know, and as she studied it again, she wondered why the Landers had divided the day into thirty-five hours. She shrugged: it did not matter, really. She pulled on cloth gloves and picked up a set of tweezers. By now she knew enough to make drawings as she took things apart, and she picked up a gear off of the bench, tapped it against paper to make certain it was dry, and set it in the palm-sized metal case. The gears posed no problem, but it took her four tries to get the springs back in their places. After the third spring she quit. “I’m going to break something if I keep working,” she muttered. “Probably the wall.” She set a paper-covered frame over the half-finished device to keep dust off of the metal, shut the shutters, and locked the shed. Although the priest blessed everything that came in, some of her people still thought any Lander artifact carried blasphemy with it. There was no point in tempting someone to an act of foolishness.



  
She changed from shoes to her riding boots, shook out her riding coat and found Ricardo waiting for her. “Eager for some fresh air?” He snorted. Snowy and Rowen, and most of the other horses, had been turned out into the paddocks the day before. “Poor beast, too valuable to let you step in a hole,” she soothed. She clipped a rope around his neck and he followed her to the crossties. There she groomed him, then tacked him up with her new hybrid saddle. She waited until he looked drowsy, and only then buckled the bridle behind his ears. He no longer panicked at the touch, but she still gave him plenty of warning and tried to avoid brushing or bumping the sensitive area. 



  
“Ah,” she sighed aloud as they trotted out of the courtyard and out into the sunny spring afternoon. The land glowed green and she raised her riding stick in salute when she passed farmers testing the fields near the road. They bowed or tugged their hats as she passed, no longer afraid of the manor lord’s wrath. The dark mud needed at least a week of steady sunlight to dry enough to permit plowing and planting, or so she’d heard. “I think, if the sun had not come out, I’d be adjudicating a murder case. At least one,” she told Ricardo. The warhorse ignored her comment, intent on the path and any surprises hiding behind the bushes. He hated bushes, especially knee-high ones that brushed against him. 



  
A quiet murmur reached her ears, one that grew into a rushing rumble as she rode south. The Donatello River, well out of its banks, provided ample warning of the flood in progress. Ricardo pricked his ears but did not protest when she slowed him, walking along the road. Water filled the low woods now, forming marshes that seemed unwilling to drain. She made a note to have the women make a batch of blood-fly repelling salve the next time they worked in the stillroom. It was going to be a bad year for the nasty pests. 



  
Horse and rider reached the Donatello River and she turned him uphill, into the fort built into the Lander ruins atop the volcanic knoll. “My lady,” one of the men on watch acknowledged, taking Ricardo’s head as Elizabeth dismounted.  



  
“Any problems, Sam?”



  
“Not yet, my lady. Maybe the rumors were wrong.” 



  
“I pray they were, Sam.” She climbed up to the top of the wall. Seven months before she’d walked almost dry-footed across the river after a year of drought. Now the river almost licked the base of the hill, three hundred meters from the banks. One of the soldiers handed her a set of binoculars. “Thank you.” She peered out, looking for the other end of the bridge. “It seems we will be rebuilding the entire bridge.”



  
He took a pull on his nicotiana roll. “Yes, my lady. The bend broke and let the water out.”



  
“Has anything interesting floated by?”



  
“Not really, my lady. No more bodies, and that island was the last one, Godown willing.” He blew a stream of smoke.



  
“From your lips to His ears, Sam. Any dardogs?”



  
He sucked more smoke. “Not yet, my lady.” She didn’t expect any, and he probably didn’t either, but after the past winter, neither wanted to conjure a pack by saying “no.” She and her men had killed two-dozen of the predators, and the farmers and shahma herders accounted for at least twenty. She’d paid for that many, and suspected that more had been killed and their hides tanned for home use instead of turned in for the bounty. The winter pelts trapped heat better than the thickest wool.  



  
“Good. If Captain Destefani comes by, tell him I’ve already pestered you.” 



  
She got a snaggle-toothed smile in return. “Yes, ma’am!” 



  
Elizabeth rode along the river, keeping a healthy distance from the edge of the muddy, cold water. A goodly number of overly curious people now rested in the Southern Sea, having discovered the river’s hunger too late. She made a blessing sign for the peace of their souls. “Not us, Ricardo.” They returned to the road and trotted back to the manor. 



  
Lazlo Destefani met them near the edge of the woods, along with two of his men. The riders fell in behind their captain and lady. “I do not think the foundations of the bridge survived,” she told him.



  
“No, my lady. If they did, they will still need to be repaired and rebuilt.”



  
“Speaking of bridges,” she ventured after several minutes. “Any rumors about the eastern border?”



  
He waited until they’d cleared the last of the woods, returning to the more open farmlands. “No rumors but news. Raids. Not against the Empire, but the Turkowi are nibbling the counties south of Tivolia. Scheel fell just before the rains began up here.”



  
“Blast!” She slammed her gloved fist against her thigh. “North or south this summer?”



  
“Both, my lady.” They exchanged gloomy looks. “At least we’ll have a harvest this year,” he reminded her.



  
“Godown be praised. I’d started to think that this region only had two types of weather: dry and drier.”



  
One of the soldiers behind them snorted and she turned in the saddle. “You disagree, lieutenant?”



  
The young man shook his head. “No my lady, but I’d add ‘bitter cold’ to your list, my lady.”



  
Now she and Lazlo exchanged knowing smiles. The lieutenant had been caught helping one of the farmers’ daughters keep warm, and they were to be wed the next holy day. Neither of the young people had objected to the girl’s father’s demands, Elizabeth had noticed. Spring is indeed in the air.


  
They reached the main road to the manor and turned, intending to ride to the paddocks before returning to the manor. “What?” Lazlo began. They all turned as a horse’s pounding hooves drew closer. She and Lazlo both drew their swords and the other men pulled pistols out of their saddle scabbards. 



  
“Ambush,” she ordered and they divided, two on each side of the road. The galloping horse drew closer and she caught a glimpse of a dark blue banner. “Stand down. Imperial courier.” Ricardo stepped into the road and she waited. The rider saw them and checked his mount, slowing the lathered beast to a trot.



  
“Lady Sarmas?”



  
“Here” and she raised her hand. Lazlo joined her in the road and the courier let his horse walk up, stopping beside her. 



  
“Urgent message, my lady. Trouble in the north, Frankonian troops. You need to muster and march.” He undid his saddlebag and handed her a baton and thick packet of papers. She felt all the heat drain out of her and her hand started shaking as she reached for the colonel’s baton and her orders. 



  
“Who else needs to muster?” Lazlo demanded.



  
The messenger shook his head. “You’re the last ones. Can’t cross the Donau Novi, Donatello, or Sarki for at least another week, and then only if the rains stop and the snow doesn’t melt early.”



  
“Good. You’re spending the night,” Elizabeth told him. She broke the seal on the message and skimmed the summary. “Come to the manor with us. Lieutenant, tell Hans Sparli that the horse militia will muster tomorrow.” She turned to Lazlo. “Grantholm only wants our mounted forces, Godown be praised, at least for now.”



  
“Yes, my lady.” 



  
“Come,” she ordered, mind already at work. “We’ll leave day after tomorrow, weather permitting. The roads are going to be horrible.”



  
“Mud caulks and pulling, my lady.” He started to add something, but stopped and only repeated, “mud caulks and pulling.”
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  6. Cavalry


  
Just over four muddy and dusty weeks later, the Donatello horsemen reached Duke Grantholm’s rearguard. Elizabeth caught sight of the banners and waved her lead riders in. “Stop and close up,” she ordered. Harnesses jingled and the aching creak of the wagon wheels carried on the summer wind and she nodded to herself. They’d spent the first week crawling through mud, in some places as deep as the hubs of the wagon wheels. At least the wagons got lighter as they traveled. She’d tried to eat her own supplies as much as possible, then bought what they needed when they ran out of fodder. Godown bless, but draft horses eat a lot! She’d thought that Ricardo ate his weight in grass and grain every other day, but compared to the draft animals, he barely nibbled. She shifted in the saddle, ignoring the now-constant ache from her back and thighs. 



  
“All present or accounted for, Colonel,” Lazlo reported. They shared a dusty smile.



  
“Thank you, Captain.” She took a deep breath to settle the butterflies in her stomach. You have rank, title, and troops, she reminded her nerves. Settle down and do your job. “Advance at the trot,” she ordered, turning Ricardo to face the Imperial banners. The group thundered into motion, raising a cloud of dust from the traffic-powdered dirt of the road. The banners also surged into motion as their bearers turned to meet the newcomers.



  
“Halt and be recognized!” 



  
Elizabeth slowed to a walk, then stopped as Grantholm’s rearguard advanced. The sergeant gave the group wide berth until Elizabeth held up her black-ebony and brass colonel’s baton. “The light cavalry from Donatello Bend, with supplies and remounts,” she told him.



  
“Well met, Col. Sarmas,” he grated. “You made good time.”



  
“Godown favored us. You have our assignment?”



  
“South end of the line, my lady. You and your captain need to meet Duke Grantholm. Two kilometers that way,” he pointed northwest. “Your men can follow the lieutenant to their position.” He turned in his saddle, pointing with his riding stick to the approaching blue-clad officer.



  
“Is the lieutenant concerned about saving his horse, Sergeant?” 



  
The man’s expression remained bland and polite, but one eyebrow rose to meet the brim of his helmet. She nodded at the officer and raised an answering eyebrow. The sergeant pursed his lips and glanced to the side before offering, “Lieutenant Wooly moves with deliberate speed, my lady.”



  
At her side, Lazlo fell victim to a sudden coughing fit and had to step out of line to regain control of himself. “I see,” she observed. She turned in the saddle. “Lt. Sparli, follow the young gentleman to our assigned location. Capt. Destefani and I will follow.”



  
Hans Sparli frowned. “Yes, my lady.” They’d had trouble finding horses capable of carrying his weight and she’d almost assigned him one of Archduke Lewis’s Oberland mares. Instead he rode a dapple cob of uncertain ancestry and amazing endurance. He and the other officer studied each other like two cats meeting on a narrow fence.



  
“Come,” she ordered Lazlo and they rode northwest. Once they passed out of the other soldiers’ hearing she said, “I’m not pleased with the lack of security.”



  
He snorted. “My lady, you are, as far as anyone knows, the only woman on either side with troops under her command. You ride a horse with the Imperial brand. Who else could you be?”



  
“I still do not like it.” They’d reached a second group of soldiers and she turned her attention to finding Grantholm’s headquarters. 



  
The land around them reminded Elizabeth of the passing of a glitterwing swarm. Everything green had been grazed or cut down for firewood or for use in the camp’s defenses. Dust rose from the bare ground, and Elizabeth wondered if the land would recover. At least there would be more than sufficient fertilizer, and she wrinkled her nose, pulling her scarf higher to block the dust. She and Lazlo forded two stinking, dung-fouled streams before entering the main camp.



  
Lazlo spotted Duke Grantholm’s black rose banner flapping below the Imperial standard. They dismounted and she loosened Ricardo’s girth before brushing some of the dirt off of her split skirt. “This way, my lady,” Lazlo called, having found the remuda for visiting officers.



  
“Don’t be stupid,” she warned Ricardo. The black horse twitched his skin and swished his tail at a fly. “I like mules better,” she muttered under her breath, leading the way to the command tent.



  
“Col. Sarmas for his grace,” she told the orderly on duty. He looked into the tent then beckoned. 



  
“Your Grace, Col. Sarmas,” the orderly announced as Elizabeth ducked and entered the dark, hot tent. 



  
“So you are the infamous Frankonian with the murderous mule,” she heard a deep voice say. As her eyes adapted, she spotted Duke Arnold Grantholm. The word “square” sprang to her mind. His grey hair looked flat on top, as flat as his broad shoulders, flat stomach and rear end, and square, red-cheeked face. Pockmarks covered his face, but not the large hand he extended to Elizabeth. She shook it, noticing the controlled strength. “And Captain Destefani. You look like your brother.”



  
“Yes, your grace,” Lazlo replied, bowing.



  
“So, Sarmas, how many did you bring me?”



  
“Two hundred eighty, with some remounts, your grace.”



  
He grunted, pointing to the map. “Not what I wanted, but more than I’d feared. I need skirmishers, down here. The Frankonian fools are harassing us with rented troops. Harass them back, Sarmas.”



  
“Very well, your grace.” Well, that sounds familiar.


  
“And don’t close with Frankonians if you can avoid it.” She stared at him and he explained, “I don’t need rumors of treason, Sarmas. If you fight and lose, even if you do everything else right, some will say that you threw the battle. Get used to it. I’m from Tivolia, born on the eastern border near the Triangle Range while my father was on a diplomatic mission.”



  
She felt sick. She’d sworn her allegiance to Rudolph of Babenburg—why would anyone doubt her loyalty? Think about it later, not now. “Understood, your grace.” 



  
Grantholm grunted again and peered around at the other officers in the tent. “Major Pedersoon?” A lean man with enormous mustaches and a single arm got to his feet. “Brief Col. Sarmas and Destefani while you take them to their position. You are dismissed.”



  
“Thank you, your grace.”



  
“Right,” the major began, once they’d found their horses and set out. “You’re on the southern flank. We’ve anchored on an old Lander complex.” He warned, “Stay out of it. Marcy’s people have a lot of St. Mou devotees, my lady.” She sighed inside her head as he continued, “The good news is you’re the only ones with decent water. Bad news is drink too much of it and you’ll never get it up. Too many minerals.”



  
Lazlo made a choking sound. Elizabeth tried to figure out what had upset him, when she recalled a bit of medical information she’d read. “Bwa, ha, ha,” and she snorted, then coughed before laughing again. Lazlo glared at the major, who failed to see what Elizabeth found so funny. Ricardo began tossing his head and she calmed down, settling the stud. “So his grace wants to preserve both my political and physical virtue. Please tell him of my gratitude for his thoughtfulness.” 



  
Major Pedersoon either did not get the joke or decided not to take the bait. “Back to the matters at hand, my lady,” and Lazlo made another strangling noise. “Mercenaries from Bowerstown and Moralo have been harassing the supply trains coming in from the south. Until last week they were more of a nuisance than anything, like that,” and he pointed down at the effluvium trickling beside them where once a stream had flowed, “small, smelly, not fatal. Then two days ago they tried to carry off three cannons.”



  
“Do they have enough animals to do that?”



  
He waited until they passed a group of laundrywomen before answering. “I don’t know, my lady. They did not succeed, although they killed, oh, a quarter of the cannoneers.”



  
Major Pedersoon explained where the Donatello force could find the camp bakery and butcher. “No wine, though. This was a liqueur area. Fruit trees. We tried to leave most of them alone, but if it turns colder,” and he shrugged his empty sleeve. 



  
Elizabeth shrugged as well. War ate or fouled everything it could reach. In a way, Starland had been lucky only to suffer raids for the past twenty or thirty years. And she could easily imagine what Donatello Bend would look like if the fighting moved that far southeast. The afternoon breeze carried the stench of the army as it passed. No matter how an individual might try to stay clean, twenty thousand people and as many horses, mules, and oxen produced mountains of ordure. And with that came disease, starting with flux and fever. 



  
“Is there anything dangerous in the Lander ruins?” she asked Pedersoon as they rode past the grey and red walls and chimneys. 



  
“Don’t know, my lady. The duke ordered them left alone, to keep from upsetting Col. Marcy.”



  
“So no one has blocked the approaches to keep out musket men or spies,” she observed.  



  
“Of course not.” He looked offended at her suggestion. “We cannot afford to have Col. Marcy pull his artillery and tercio out of the lines, not with a Frankonian attack expected any day.”



  
“Sir, who is commanding the Frankonians?” Lazlo inquired.



  
Major Pedersoon shook his head. “Not one of the court nobles. Ah,” he turned his horse to the east, away from the rear of Col. Marcy’s encampment and farther from the Lander site. “It’s one of those two-name Frankonian things. Rohan-Roi, I think.”



  
“André Rohan-Roi, King Laurence’s second cousin on the maternal side, the natural son of then-Crown Prince Charles and one of the servants from his sister’s hunting lodge,” Elizabeth recited. Pedersoon gave her a very suspicious look. “My guardian required me to pray for the entire Frankonian royal family, Major. Which meant being able to recite the pedigrees back four generations.”



  
“In case you have not heard, Lady Sarmas fled Frankonia when Laurence ordered her confined to a vocation against her calling,” Lazlo added.



  
Pedersoon’s eyes widened. “Ah. I was not aware of that, Captain. Thank you.” They rode in silence past the Lander ruins. Elizabeth wanted to ride over and study the buildings, some of which seemed half-intact, and she growled at idiots who put superstition before safety.



  
“And here we are,” Pedersoon announced at last. Elizabeth noted the wagons still creaking into the camp. She’d used the hard march technique Marlboro developed during Earth’s second Age of War, and it had worked, but she did not want to go anywhere until the animals recovered. “You can smell the mineral spring.” 



  
Indeed she could, even through the malodors trickling in from the camps to the north. Pedersoon studied the arrivals just as Elizabeth did, and he grew increasingly confused as they rode to where Elizabeth’s tent had been set up. “Yes?” She inquired.



  
“Colonel, where are your support women?”



  
“We brought none. The junior enlisted serve as support, and I hired a medic rather than depend on herb-women.” 



  
“Oh.” His confusion deepened, but he stayed quiet when he spotted the sacks of coal for the boil pots. The heavy pots and fuel took up precious wagons, but her men were not going to get sick from bad water and lice if she could help it. “Is there anything else you need, my lady?”



  
“No, thank you Major Pedersoon. Please give my respects to his grace.”



  
After he departed, she made a quick survey of the camp, making certain that the livestock could be held safely. Then she called her officers and senior NCOs into the mess and meeting tent. “I’ll be brief, since we have camp matters to attend to. His grace Duke Grantholm sends his greetings. We are to be skirmish troops, protecting Marcy’s artillery. Bowerstown and Moralo mercenaries have been giving them fits and almost managed to carry off some of Marcy’s cannon. Once I have a better idea of the terrain, I’ll start assigning patrols. I see no reason to wait for them to come to us,” and she looked around for objections. No one raised any, so she continued. “I want at least one officer on watch each night. I’ll start tonight. And do not approach the Lander ruins—do not even look at the Lander ruins. Pretend they don’t exist. Those orders are from Duke Grantholm. Any questions?”



  
Lt. Sparli raised a hand. “What about food?”



  
“We have access to the main bakery and butchery, and the sutlers as needed. We’re on the delivery rotation. No wine, though, so stick with what we brought or bought, and then go to teas and chokofee. I trust no one has argued about drinking from the streams?”



  
“Oh no, my lady,” and the officers all laughed at the thought.



  
“We’ll need at least one group of teamsters to make water runs every few days, unless we get a good rain. I don’t trust the spring entirely, despite his grace’s promises.” Lazlo started to add more detail, but Elizabeth glared at him. Wait until I’m not around, Lazlo.


  
He must have gotten the hint, because he limited himself to, “Don’t drink the spring water straight, at least not until we make certain that it really is clean.”



  
Elizabeth dismissed everyone but Sparli and Destefani. “Right. Col. Marcy may trust Godown to keep snipers and others out of the Lander ruins, but Godown also helps those who plan ahead.” Sparli spread out a sketch map one of the others had made of the camps and the terrain around them. Elizabeth spread her hand over the camp and surrounding areas, south of the line. “I want patrols and watches out this far tonight, and a watch on the Lander site tomorrow as well, until we become familiar with all the approaches.”



  
Lazlo shook his head. “That’s dangerously close to the ruins, my lady.”



  
“Dangerous as in our orders or safety dangerous, Destefani?”



  
“Orders.”



  
Hans Sparli snorted. “With all due respect, Captain, my lady, the Frankonians don’t seem to have our aversion to the Landers. We should be planning for them to come through there.”



  
“Many do avoid the sites, but many do not, Sparli.” She folded her arms and straightened up, rocking from foot to foot, left and right. “We will not enter the ruins, but I don’t want to have to explain to Godown and St. Gerald why I let a sniper or musket-men walk in and make a nest under my nose.” She kept her thoughts about St. Mou and his followers to herself.



  
She caught a quick nap after eating supper, then began her night patrol. Elizabeth carried a walking stick, having learned the hard way about holes and darkness. It also made a good prod to stir napping sentries. To her delight she did not have to use it that night. High clouds masked all but the brightest stars. I wonder if we’re going to have a storm tomorrow. Probably. We need to get ready to catch water if it does. As well as setting an example for her officers and men, her patrol allowed her to get an idea of the topography of the camp, and where the wet spots would be. I’ll have some additional drainage trenches dug tomorrow. Only half her troops would be out looking for the Frankonians at any given time, and she needed ways to keep the others out of trouble. I also need to get information about provender and fodder. We brought enough to get us here, and for a week or two of emergency rations, but I want to spare that if we can. She’d developed quite a to-do list by the time the sun rose. 



  
She’d also developed a healthy dislike for the policy of keeping out of the Lander settlement. As she lay down on her cot, trying to relax enough to sleep for a few hours, she alternated between anger and resignation. I truly wonder if St. Mou really intended for his followers to put themselves and other people in danger. Because that’s what’s going to happen one of these days. There is nothing in the Holy Writ about shunning all Lander technology and ruins, just that we must exercise great caution and humility, knowing how much we do not know. St. Gerald even said that saving human life comes before purity in an emergency. Godown forgives. She rolled onto her side, fingered her beads, and got two-thirds through the morning office before falling asleep.



  
The next day she went to meet with Col. Marcy. A steady rain had begun pattering down just before dawn, and the Donatello contingent made sure they filled their water casks and the boilers. The gray weather matched Elizabeth’s mood. Her monthly course had started and although not as bad as in the past, the grinding pain in her back, stomach, and legs soured her temper. Capt. Destefani looked like a lump of coal perched on a horse, his dark brown waxed coat dripping water, the hood pulled forward over his face. “Godown be praised for mud-colored horses,” she half-joked.



  
“Agreed, my lady.” Ricardo plodded along, not pleased to be out in the cool damp. Elizabeth sympathized. She’d rather be in her snug little library, reading battlefield theory and military history instead of slogging through muck and manure in order to meet with someone who probably detested her. Well, Godown never promised His followers ease in this life. We are to rise to His standards. And speaking of standards, there’s Marcy’s perimeter marker. She and Lazlo had followed their earlier route back, east of the Lander site, to reach Marcy’s encampment. 



  
She and Lazlo rode into the camp unchallenged. He frowned and she nodded. No one should be coming and going without being known. He took the lead, asking a passing trooper where to find Col. Marcy. “White tent, sor.”



  
The white tent dwarfed Elizabeth’s own shelter. She dismounted and studied the platform the tent rested on. Oh, that’s clever. It sits on a wagon-bed. I wonder how it travels? Do the sides fold in? How do you keep it warm in winter? Lazlo coughed, pulling her back to duty. “Sorry.” She pulled her colonel’s baton out of her saddlebag and tucked it into her belt. Lazlo stepped aside and she led the way to the entrance of the tent.



  
Col. Alan Marcy waved them to seats as he finished eating. “Beastly weather, Sarmas.”



  
“Yes. Glad to have some rain, though, Godown be thanked. Last year’s drought is still causing shortages.”



  
Marcy grunted and wiped his mouth and beard clean. He began playing with a polished rock as an orderly took away the dishes. The thin man also tapped his foot, moving without stop. He reminded Elizabeth of one of the half-tame rat-hunting weasels, always sniffing and twitching unless they were asleep. “Right. Keep the Frankonians away from my men, Sarmas. And stay the hell out of those cursed remains. Nothing good can come from them. Grantholm hates me. That’s why he put us here, near the curse. Are you drinking from the spring? Don’t. It carries the corruption from the evil ones.” He spoke without pause or breath, the words spilling out and over each other. He spoke like rocks fell, Elizabeth decided. 



  
“We were warned to avoid the remains,” she replied when he stopped for breath. “I’ve ordered my men to stay well clear of them, and we’ve begun patrolling out, looking for the Bowerstown and Moralo raiders.”



  
“Don’t. I need you here, protecting me,” he snapped. “You’re new at this, Sarmas, so do as I tell you. Stay close and don’t waste your beasts and men chasing phantoms. Let them come to you. Warfare is different from dealing with the occasional raider. Watch and learn, Sarmas, watch and learn. I’ll talk to Grantholm and have him correct your orders, if that’s what you are worried about,” he assured her, now rocking back and forth as well as rolling a worry-rock between his fingers. “You need to keep close and protect my men and artillery,” Marcy repeated, smoothing his blond beard with his empty hand. 



  
“I see.”



  
“Good. Go see that your men stay out of the remains, Sarmas. We don’t need Godown favoring the Frankonians because of some idiot’s curiosity. St. Mou warned what would happen, but no one listened to him and the Great Fires came down.” He stopped, peering at Elizabeth as if he’d not truly seen her before. “You follow St. Mou, of course.”



  
“My patrons are St. Gerald and St. Sabrina, but I respect the other holy ones,” she assured him. 



  
“You?” Marcy pointed a long finger at Lazlo.



  
“St. Kiara, sir, but my aunt follows St. Mou.”



  
“Grantholm hates me,” Marcy whispered, shaking his head before running his hand through his light-brown curls. “Do not tempt Godown,” and he shook his finger at Elizabeth.



  I wonder if he’s Sr. Amalthea’s long-lost brother? She replied as she would to her former spiritual supervisor, her voice low and smooth, respectful no matter what. “I strive to do the will of Godown, Colonel. As you say, He is not to be tempted.” 



  
“Good. Go see to your troops, Sarmas.” 



  
She saluted with her baton and led Lazlo out of the tent. She kept her tongue in check until they left the camp, this time passing in front of the lines, west of the Lander site. “Col. Ratter seems a bit preoccupied.”



  
Destefani coughed into his gauntlet to cover his laugh. “Indeed, my lady. I hope he puts as much thought into fighting the Frankonians as he does fighting unbelief.”



  
“Agreed, Captain. How long are we going to be followed?”



  
“Until we enter our camp, I suspect.”



  
They rode farther, and Elizabeth undid the tie on her saber, loosening it in the scabbard on her saddle. “I’m not certain he’s ours.”



  
“You too? He’s getting closer.” Lazlo had a pistol in hand and he removed the safety cloth from the end of the flint. 



  
“On three.” They moved apart and Ricardo slowed down, as if stretching to pee. The stranger picked up speed and Elizabeth called, “Three!”



  
Ricardo and Lazlo’s Pinky pivoted and surged into motion, taking the stranger by surprise. He hesitated too long, and they flanked him. “Who are you?” Elizabeth demanded. 



  
“Down with Frankonia,” he yelled, drawing his own saber. It tangled in his cloak, giving Elizabeth time to draw hers. Ricardo reared, giving her height, and she brought the pommel down on the man’s helmet. He slumped, stunned for a moment, and Lazlo pushed the pistol against his side. 



  
Two of the Donatello men came riding up. “Trouble?”



  
“Secure him,” Lazlo ordered. Elizabeth backed away from the assailant, making room for the others. “Are you all right, Colonel?”



  
“Yes.” Is he a fanatic or a spy? Either way he’s a fool. Worse than a fool, for attacking me in the open. Oh shit. “Move, now,” she barked, turning Ricardo and pushing him into a zig-zag trot. He threw his head in protest but obeyed. The men followed suit and they didn’t slow until they reached the Donatello lines. “Search him before you bring him in. And be careful.”



  
“You should have killed him, my lady,” Lazlo scolded her later that afternoon. “He’s from Bowerstown, hired to kill as many senior officers as he can.” She leaned back in her chair, eyes closed, thinking. “Why didn’t you kill him?”



  
“Because I did not know that. He could have been one of Marcy’s or someone else’s men. He could have been a Frankonian plant, to make us think it was one of our own. And who might have been in the ruins?” She opened her eyes. “I’m surprised there were no snipers in the ruins, watching and waiting.” She drank some tea laced with salibark and a splash of grape brandy to cover the taste. “I have no orders for dealing with assassins, although hanging comes to mind.”



  
“If we can find a tree tall enough.” He turned away grumbling under his breath. “Do you want him hung, my lady?”



  
“My wants are immaterial. I sent a message to his grace, to find out his desires. Godown willing, we’ll get an answer back before the end of the month.”



  
“Are you going to obey Col. Marcy, my lady?”



  
Elizabeth rolled the words in her mind the same way she rolled the tea over her tongue, letting the sting fade before speaking or swallowing. “I am going to continue as we are, Lazlo. I see no benefit to remaining in place. A strategic defense includes tactical offense, as von Clausewitz wrote, and we gain nothing from standing around waiting for the enemy to come to us. I’d rather have warning of an impending attack, even if we can’t stop the Bowerstown and Moralo cavalry before they get close enough to be a threat.” She drank more tea and noticed that her hands had finally stopped shaking. “Unless his grace sends other orders.”



  
Duke Grantholm sent soldiers to collect the would-be assassin, sparing Elizabeth the trouble of finding a suitable tree. “I believe it is called a suspended sentence,” she observed that evening at the officers’ meeting. They laughed, as she’d hoped they would. They reviewed the day’s events. “No changes to our orders, you’ll be relieved to hear.”



  
Then she dropped her surprise. “I want to split the camp, east and west. Make it Y-shaped, with the open area to the north, facing the ruins.”



  
Lt. Tam Lee leaned forward. “Why, my lady? It will be that much harder to defend.”



  
She toyed with her knife. “Because I do not want to catch a cannonball from Marcy’s camp. Rumor has it that he’s becoming more and more unhappy with the Lander ruins, and if he decides to destroy them…” And I don’t care to give anyone an easy target. The more she saw the ruins, the more they reminded her of an ancient fragment of the description of the battle of Stella Nova that she’d read. And the writer said that it reminded him of tales from the battle for Stalingrad, on Earth. Amazing how stories lived on centuries and light-years away from the original battle.



  
“Very well, my lady,” Lee nodded. 



  
“Any supply problems yet?”



  
No one would admit to any. Well, they’d have them soon enough, especially fodder. “How long before his grace moves, my lady?” Sparli asked from beside Lee. He was as big and fair as Lee was small and dark, laidback and quiet unless his anger roused. Sparli never forgot and rarely forgave, and Elizabeth suspected that if the unlamented Count Windthorst’s body had not been burned and scattered into the Donau Novi (“pity the poor fish,” Archduke Lewis had sighed), Sparli would have built a dance floor and latrine on the grave.



  
Elizabeth took a deep breath and puffed her cheeks before exhaling. “Soon, that’s all I know. We’ve eaten out this district, and high summer is coming. If the pattern holds, the Frankonians will pull back and start harassing the upland towns once the passes open. But this year may be different. The drought only singed them, but there are rumors of a glitterwing plague. They swarm after dry years.” 



  
“So either they will hit harder, trying to capture farmland and crops, or they will retreat until they can better supply themselves, my lady? Lovely,” Lazlo snorted from the other end of the table. 



  
“Rumor has it, my lady, that Laurence V is making noises about attacking the Freistaadter,” Lt. Roy Smith muttered. He reminded Elizabeth of a tar barrel on legs, except he could ride anything with four hoofs, and had a gift for finding wrinkles in the land that might harbor enemy troops or provide cover for his own men. She envied his tightly-curled black hair. “That might take pressure off of us.”



  
“It might also inspire Tayyip the increasing less Invincible to launch a full invasion.” She took a large swallow of wine and wrinkled her nose. “Whoever thought this was worth bottling should be forced to drink it.”



  
They talked about wine for a few minutes before she dismissed them. If they got into mischief on their own time and then suffered for it the next morning, well, that was none of her business. Junior officers had to learn the hard way but after riding through a few hangovers, most of the men had already decided sobriety had some benefits after all. The cheap wine did cut the taste of the minerals in the water, however.



  I wonder if the stories are true about the water in the spring? Not that it matters to me. The Donatello men knew better than to make comments about her in her hearing, and she never went anywhere without Lazlo or one of the other men as an escort. The grinding pain in her lower body terminated any inappropriate thoughts or desires, anyway. I really should talk to someone about this, she thought for the thousandth time. Someday it is going to happen at the wrong time, and I don’t want to think about what will happen if I’m wounded and taking salibark. She’d bleed to death, probably. With that inspiring thought she brought out her beads and prayer book to begin the evening office. 



  
Two days later the rain faded away and Duke Grantholm called a meeting of all the colonels. She opted to bring Lt. Sparli with her, leaving Lazlo Destefani to haggle with the camp baker for the Donatello contingent’s bread supply. The rain had washed some of the stench out of the air, although she knew it would return with a vengeance once the sun came out. “Either you see the dust or smell the miasma. There’s no way to hide an army,” Aquila Starland had told her and Matthew. “You can try, and some do it better than others, but something will give you away.” Except that didn’t match what she’d read about tactical surprise and using terrain. Beside her Hans Sparli made a rude noise. “Problem?”



  
“Strange fruit on that tree, my lady.” She looked to the east and made the sign of St. Gerald. Two bodies dangled from a gibbet. She suspected she knew who one of them had been. 



  
“Godown have mercy on their souls,” she recited without thinking. “May He who gives life, He who knows our hearts, reward them as He wills.”



  
“Ay, my lady, but best you not say that around the other officers, with all due respect.” He looked worried, and for good reason, she realized.



  
“Thank you. Some training goes deeper than others.”



  
He nodded, relieved that she’d gotten the warning. “That it does, my lady. They say that the bedside prayer is the last thing anyone ever forgets.” An angry look came into his eyes, and she nodded. He’d never forgive the Turkowi and she did not blame him.



  
Duke Grantholm did not stand on formality or ceremony. “We are moving tomorrow, attacking Frankonian positions here, here, and here,” he began as soon as everyone had gathered, pointing to the map. “I have word that General Rohan-Roi is away on a diplomatic mission.” The more he spoke, outlining his plans and what the colonels’ duties would be, the more Elizabeth’s hackles rose, although she had no idea why. “And you will continue flanking and protecting Marcy’s artillery, Sarmas,” he announced at last. 



  
“Yes, your grace.”



  
Grantholm gave both Marcy and Sarmas hard looks. “Don’t hover, Sarmas, but don’t go hunting, either.”



  
“Yes, your grace.” 



  
Marcy drummed his fingers on his leg, rocking back and forth, glowering at the map. He had to maneuver around another set of Lander ruins. “Your grace, I request permission to shift north and exchange positions with Col. Lang.”



  
“Denied. We don’t have time and I need your artillery where you can pivot if necessary.” 



  
“I protest! I will have no truck with cursed ground. You endanger my men with this formation, your grace.” He folded his arms, tapping one foot against the tent floor.



  
“There are no standing walls, Marcy, the stones were carted off years ago,” Col. Lang informed him, shaking his head. “My scouts already checked, looking for more snipers. You can see the traces of an old wall, but that’s it.” Col. Marcy paled.



  
Elizabeth’s eyes went wide and before Marcy could protest, she demanded, “More snipers, Col. Lang?”



  
“Had some in a farmhouse we’d thought we’d cleared out and secured. Took care of them already,” he shrugged, dismissing the matter.



  Oh, damnation. She had a vision of her troopers getting picked off as they tried to move out the next morning. St. Gerald, give me strength. Should she request permission to go into the ruins between her and Marcy’s positions?



  
Grantholm spoke before she could. “Anything else? You have the signals, then. Your current orders remain in force, and I’ll send chaplains out for your men later today. You are dismissed.”



  
As they left, Marcy grabbed her arm and squeezed so tightly it hurt even through her heavy jacket. “Don’t provoke Godown’s wrath, Sarmas,” and he shook her. “Protect my flank or I’ll have you tried for treason,” and he flung her arm down, rushing off to find his horse and leaving her standing in the shade of Grantholm’s tent, shaking with anger.



  
Now she wanted to ride into the Lander ruins, climb as high as she could, and wave her banner while singing one of those rude songs she supposedly did not know. Lt. Sparli glowered at Marcy’s back as the colonel hurried off. “We have our orders,” she managed, sounding surprisingly calm to her own ears. 



  
“Col. Sarmas?” a new voice asked. She turned around and saw a young man, lightly built, in the buff and blue of the Imperial couriers. “Messages for you, my lo— ah, my lady.”



  
“Thank you.” The messenger handed her four letters. She stuffed them into one of the pouches on her belt and wound her way between tents and around a cooking fire to reach the remuda. She and Hans collected their horses and rode back to their camp. They did not rush, wanting to spare their beasts for the next day. “I can see why people build fortresses and walled cities,” she observed after two kilometers.



  
“My lady?”



  
“Let the war come to you or flow around it, rather than wearing yourself out riding to the battle, fighting, and riding back.” Except that she’d read about sieges and what could happen when the city collapsed.



  
Hans seemed to mull over her words. “True, my lady, but you can’t get out of the way if you get caught in the middle. And everyone knows where to find you and your goods.”



  
“True. Strong borders work best when you are well inside them.” 



  
“Until a traitor opens the door,” he snarled.



  
“Agreed.” They rode in silence the rest of the way back to camp. As they passed the remains of the ancient buildings, a glint like sunlight on metal caught her eye. It disappeared before she could focus on it, and for a second she wondered if she’d imagined it. She shook her head and continued on her way. 



  
She briefed Lazlo and the other officers, then dismissed them to begin preparations for the next day’s maneuvers. “Captain, a word.” Lazlo hung back, waiting. “Have you noticed anything new over there?” She tipped her head to the north.



  
He looked that direction. “My lady, I thought I saw… Early this morning, a few minutes after sunrise, I thought I saw a flash like light on a mirror just before the clouds thickened up again.” Lazlo kicked an invisible rock and studied the ground. “I was on the east side of,” and he too jerked his head to the north. 



  
“I saw it as Sparli and I rode past. Fast, and well up, on the second or third level, if the Landers built the inside the same way we build.” Both soldiers turned, facing north, as if they could see through the tent wall and other obstructions. “I don’t remember seeing anything shiny before today.”



  
“Me either, my lady. Should we,” and he stopped as she shook her head. “Our orders?”



  
“Yes. I think we need to reposition as many as possible, and double the night watch, if we can.” She turned back to the map still draped over the camp table. “Leave the tents and fires closest to the ruins as they are, keep the fires going, but shift people south. Some from each arm of the Y.” She studied the map, sticking her tongue out a little as she thought about what the Frankonians or their allies might be planning.



  
“What if General Rohan-Roi is not on a diplomatic mission, my lady?” She looked up to find Lazlo frowning, eyebrows drawn together, eyes so narrow she almost couldn’t see them. “What if he’s bringing his personal troops around, to catch us from behind?”



  
“Um, how fast can the artillery turn around? Once they are aware that they are being attacked from the rear,” she added.



  
Lazlo shook his head, answering her question. 



  
“Godown be with us,” she sighed, rubbing her face with her hands. Because we’re going to need every bit of help we can get.
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Late that night she rolled off of her camp cot, half-asleep, ears ringing. “What in Godown’s name?” A crunching sound, screams of men or horses or both, a flash, and another crash finished waking her. She jammed her sock-feet into her boots, grabbed her weapons and charged out of her tent. The sound had come from the north. She heard more, fainter screams and she joined the stream of men rushing toward the Lander ruins. “Hold you position,” she bellowed as best she could. “Hold your position!”



  
The stream slowed and Lazlo and Hans appeared, armed and with torches. “Hold your position,” Sparli shouted, his voice carrying farther than Elizabeth’s could. 



  
Lazlo glanced around. “Secure the perimeter,” he snapped. Men leaped back into motion, now scattering to their assigned positions, in case the commotion proved to be a diversion. “What in Godown’s Name was that?”



  
They heard more cries from within the ruins, and what had to be a horse or mule screaming in the darkness. “I’d say it was someone making a mistake or being stupid,” Elizabeth guessed. She looked down at her white night clothes. Like me.


  
“Ah, my lady, you are a rather pale target,” Sparli ventured, stepping to the side so she would not be in the torch’s glare. 



  
She mustered her remaining dignity. “Once the perimeter is secure, send a messenger over to check on Marcy’s people. No, belay that order.” She did not want any of her people getting killed by an over-eager guard. “Don’t go into the ruins, even to render aid. But if anyone sees motion, they have permission to fire at will.”



  
Conscience satisfied, she returned to her tent to put on her uniform and try and get more sleep. 



  
The sticky, cloudy sunrise revealed at least part of the cause. “That looks like a mountain gun,” Lazlo noted. “I’ve heard of them. They can be carried in pieces and assembled anywhere a mule can go.” Chunks of shattered metal spilled out of one of the buildings, as best Elizabeth could tell through her binoculars. What looked like a dead horse sprawled beside a dull yellow-brown length of what might once have been a cannon barrel. 



  
“Anything else happen overnight?”



  
“No, my lady, besides the fire.” She could hear him shrugging. “I wonder if they fired and the blast caused the floor to collapse, dropping gun and gunners both.”



  Good thing they did not point it at us, she thought. “That makes sense. And if the floor was wood, or they had wood up there for the carriage, that explains the fire.”



  
They turned and dog-trotted to where their horses waited. The other combat troops had already ridden out, leaving the support troops to finish packing and loading the wagons, in hopes of concealing some of the army’s movement. The camp tenders would move south after the battle, or so Grantholm planned. Elizabeth hopped onto a stump and then swung into the saddle, checking her pistols and sabre without thought as she urged Ricardo into motion. It won’t be hard to catch up with Marcy, since his people are already tired. Her night guards swore that Marcy’s people had never stopped moving after that first (and last) shot. 



  
She and Lazlo reached their position, on the east slope of a small hill four kilometers west the camp, without difficulty. “Any word?”



  
“No enemy yet and no signals either, my lady,” Lt. Lee assured her. “Marcy’s over that hill,” and he pointed to another taller brush-covered lump north of their position.



  
“Good.” As planned, the Donatello cavalry had spread south of Marcy, covering more ground but also in a better position to intercept any flanking attacks. The rolling land could conceal almost anything, and the recent rain and humidity damped road dust. Elizabeth watched and waited, riding at a steady pace beside Marcy’s troops. 



  
Three hours after sunrise the order flowed down the line to halt. As the artillery swung into position, the cavalry soldiers dismounted, rechecking saddles and giving their beasts a light feed. “My lady, a message from Col. Marcy.”



  
She took the courier’s offering and skimmed the note. “Tell him I will follow orders until receiving new ones.”



  
“You will follow orders until receiving new ones, yes Colonel.” The teenager saluted and darted off, rushing back to his post. 



  
Lazlo raised his eyebrows. She shook her head a little. He gave her a boost and she mounted, riding along the back of the closest hill, then up the slope just far enough that she could see over the brush on top. Oh. I don’t like this one whit. Even without her binoculars she could see Rohan-Roi’s troops drawn up in formation, artillery on the hills, waiting for the Imperial attack. He’s got the higher terrain, prepared positions, and larger numbers. From this moment on, all she could do was what she and her men had trained for, and she retreated, riding back to Lazlo and her own couriers. “Right. We watch for flankers and cover Marcy’s rear. I don’t think we need to worry about frontal attackers. He’s loaded the guns at this end of his line with canister.” Or so his message had warned. It had also accused her of letting the Frankonians get into the ruins. 



  
Lazlo flinched. He’d seen the results of canister shot. The others had not, yet, and gave him curious glances before tending to their own business. “Lee, I need someone on the hill watching for Grantholm’s signals. Everyone else, you have your orders.” 



  
They waited. It was up to Grantholm and Rohan-Roi now. The wind fluttered out of the north and west, carrying bits of sound and the scent of horses. Elizabeth felt her hands starting to shake and took a large gulp out of her canteen. The bitter taste of salibark tea distracted her from her churning stomach. She recited the opening of the litany of the day before beginning the list of saints. She’d gotten through St. Marko when a courier trotted up from behind the Imperial line. “Yes?”



  
“New orders,” and he handed her a long strip of paper before trotting back up the line. The gathered officers exchanged puzzled glances and she wrapped the strip around her colonel’s baton, shifting it until she could read the coded message. Without a word she passed the baton to Lazlo, who allowed Sparli to read over his shoulder.



  
“I don’t think, ah, that is, my lady,” Lt. Sparli ventured, looking from her to where Marcy’s forces sat, and back, confusion plain.



  
She stuck her tongue out as she thought, started to speak, and stopped again. “Th…” She shook her head. This makes no tactical sense. No regular sense, either, and I’m not going to obey it. A dull pounding began, rendering her decision moot. Trumpets carried on the wind and the soldiers hurried to their positions, triple checking weapons. Elizabeth’s skirmishers had already moved out, leaving her with a hundred light cavalry. Now they formed up, watching and waiting. She rode ahead, into a pocket valley where she could watch the battle unfold as well as keeping an eye on the southern end of the mess.



  
Trumpets blatted on both sides of the valley, and she heard shouts and the pounding of kettledrums rolling from the Frankonian lines. She studied them as best she could, noting how Rohan-Roi had massed his infantry in the center, heavy cavalry next outside, then artillery and more pike-wielding infantry. Elizabeth counted the banners, noting a few that she recognized, and breathed a sigh of relief not to see Lord Armstrong’s ensign. I don’t want to ever have to fight you, Anthony, she whispered in her mind. I owe you too much. His liege lord, on the other hand, she had no compunction about. Laurence had broken his vows to her, and now she served another, better, master. 



  
Lazlo came up beside her. Red and tan began flowing down from the other side of the valley and they felt the ground shake as the heavy cavalry thundered forward, probably aiming at the Imperial artillery. No one in his right mind rode into an infantry square or tercio, at least not without a death wish. She frowned, wondering why Rohan-Roi was giving up the high ground, rather than making use of all his advantages. Unless, that is, he had a surprise waiting, like a heavy flanking attack. Elizabeth rechecked the buckle on her helmet’s chinstrap and rode south, rejoining the bulk of her troopers. Nervous, they rustled and shifted as their horses picked up the riders’ nerves. Elizabeth stopped and glanced back at the battle. 



  
The tight formations behind her dissolved into individual melees and small-unit actions as she watched. At least, they did on her end of the line. She heard the boom of cannon and watched as smoke from the powder of thousands of muskets and other guns thickened, shrouding the battlefield in white fog. Horses and men screamed, trumpets sounded orders, and chaos spilled across the small valley between the two armies. Still Elizabeth watched, waiting. Ricardo sidled and she checked him. “Easy,” she murmured.



  
There! Her skirmishers’ banner appeared, moving toward them as fast as a horse could run. “Here they come,” she told Lazlo. She pulled the scabbard strap from her saber and removed the safety cloth from her pistols. “Wait,” and she raised her hand, peering at the banner as it fluttered closer. “Now,” she dropped her hand and shifted her weight, sending Ricardo cantering forward. 



  
The skirmishers, fleeing ahead of a massed cavalry charge, split around Elizabeth’s soldiers, swinging wide to regroup behind the main mass. The horsemen surged into their attackers, disrupting the onrush and trying to turn it away from the artillery. The attackers split as well, or so it seemed, some turning north and the rest engaging with the Donatello soldiers. Elizabeth found her target and fired one shot. She didn’t wait to see if she’d hit, instead jamming the pistol into her open saddlebag and drawing her saber. She found another target and swung at him, ducking his return blow and slashing his thigh open before Riacardo’s momentum carried her past the man. She lay down beside the horse’s neck as a man in red slashed at her head. She stabbed at his horse’s flank, drawing blood and an equine scream. The soldier tried to turn and she sliced up, catching him under the arm. He dropped his sword and she wrenched loose, then cut at his neck. He’d not worn a gorget and her blade found his throat, cutting deep before she managed to pull free and wheel Ricardo around to parry another attack. She felt him tense and shifted her weight as he kicked with both hind feet, catching something that cried out in pain or surprise. 



  
Elizabeth and Ricardo broke free of the melee and she forced him around. Lazlo appeared at her side. “My lady, more coming,” he gasped. “From the south.” 



  
“Gather the men and we’ll drive them in front of Marcy’s guns. Do not let our people get in front of Marcy. Go,” and she sent him off. Another red-coated attacker bore down on her and before she could get clear, he’d slammed into Ricardo. The stud screamed, sitting down and almost knocking Elizabeth out of the saddle. She wrestled her second pistol free and fired into the other horse’s throat at point blank range, muzzle touching horse hide. The beast staggered back, choking, hide singed. Ricardo scrambled to his feet just as a saber slashed across her face, catching Elizabeth under the brim of her helmet. She tossed her head back, out of the way, before stabbing at the man. Godown was with her: she got another under-the-arm blow in before riding clear of the dying horse. Blood poured down her face, blinding her, and she urged Ricardo out of the fight.



  
She pulled a bit of rag out of the bag with her pistols in it and wiped her face, clearing one eye at least. Elizabeth reloaded both pistols and slid them into their holsters. She spied the main body of her troopers and rode back into battle, harrying the Frankonian cavalry into the range of Marcy’s guns. Cannon roared, horses and men screamed and scattered as the canister shot scythed through the enemy formation. Godown have mercy on us all, she prayed, most of her attention on trying to see if any of her own troopers had been caught in the iron maelstrom. She didn’t see any blue among the red, but she didn’t stay to look more closely, either.



  
Elizabeth rode back to the south, trying to see if any more attackers cantered through the wind-blown smoke. Lee and Sparli joined her. “His grace is calling for a general infantry advance,” Lee reported. “Signal says cavalry hold our positions.”



  
She nodded and the world swum. “My lady, you’re injured.”



  
“Just a scratch.” She patted Ricardo’s neck and watched, counting noses as more of her people gathered around her. She heard an unfamiliar trumpet call and swung around. 



  
Sparli blocked her. “No, my lady. Stay here,” and Lee nodded, turning his gray horse and herding the soldiers into formation for another attack. She wanted to rejoin the battle but knew better. You’re no good falling off from blood loss.


  
Two more Frankonian attacks, each weaker than the last, lapped against the Imperial lines. The Imperials managed to block them, but not without cost. Just before sundown the Frankonians withdrew, leaving the field to the exhausted Imperials. We gained no ground, bloodied the enemy, and what? She had no idea. Godown forgive us, forgive me, for taking the life of these men. Holy one, source of all life and mercy, be merciful on us and on the dead. She dismounted and threw up, washed out her mouth, checked Ricardo for injuries, slipped the safety patches into her pistols, and began to gather her troops.



  
Elizabeth found Lazlo, Lee, and Sparli, and mustered her remaining troopers, leading them back to a temporary camp near a spring-fed pond. The men drank, then watered their horses once the beasts had cooled down and settled. No one wanted to deal with a water-sick horse. The surviving officers counted heads, reporting to Elizabeth where she leaned against a black oak. “Ninety combat ready right now, and probably twenty more, including you, my lady, who just need a rest and patching up. Thirty are known dead, and eighty are missing or wounded.”



  
“Good to know. Thank you.” Not much later, just as the sun touched the hills to the west, a courier walked up, his horse limping and exhausted. “Duke Grantholm sends his greetings. Camp in place. We have the field and we broke the Frankonian cavalry, including the mercenaries.”



  
“We’ll camp in place until further ordered. Give his grace my respects, congratulations, and thanks.”



  
The support troops found them as she spoke. Tents appeared, and the uninjured men and some support troops hurried onto the battlefield, lanterns in hand, looking for any Donatello men who might have gotten caught in the artillery’s blasts. Elizabeth found a farrier and got food for Ricardo, who seemed to have come through the day unscathed, to her great surprise. She ate field bread and drank a little watered wine. An orderly brought warm water and she bathed her head. Soon a cook appeared. “Here, my lady.” He handed her a jar of honey. She washed her hands and he tipped a thin thread of the golden sweet onto her fingers. She rubbed the cut on her forehead with it. He peered at her by lantern light. “That should help, St. Gerald willing,” and then bustled back to work.



  
She must have dozed off. When she awoke, someone had laid her out on a field cot and taken off her boots. She felt around with one hand and found the boots beside her. She sat up, taking care not to move too fast. Her head stung and she felt terribly tired, but not dizzy. 



  
She picked her way through the camp until she found the medical tent, and almost lost her stomach when she saw the limb pile beside it, many still encased in sleeves or boots—dozens and dozens of boots, most with holes from the canister shot. Elizabeth shuddered, trying not to imagine what the field looked like near the infantry positions. Cavalry usually had slashes, broken bones, or were dead. The veterinarians fared worse than the medics did, in terms of workload. 



  
“My lady?”



  
“How many wounded?”



  
“Forty, ranging from scratches to a missing arm.” The nurse took a deep pull from his nicotiana stick. “Two died. One got shot in the gut, then stepped on. Nothing we could do, my lady. I’m sorry.” He exhaled a cloud of smoke.



  
She reached over and squeezed his shoulder. “You did what you could. Can I visit?”



  
“No,” and he took another puff. “They need rest more than anything right now, my lady.”



  
“Then I’ll leave them in your skilled hands.” She tried to speak to each of the soldiers on night guard before returning to her tent. Lazlo paced in front of it. “Can’t sleep?”



  
“My lady!” He hurried up, limping. “Don’t vanish like that, please. There are stragglers.” She waved him off before he could finish.



  
“Tie back the tent flap and come in.” Someone had lit a lantern and she set it on the camp table. She sagged into a chair and at her wave he followed suit. After a long silence she flopped her head back and closed her eyes, hands locked behind her neck. “I can’t believe our losses are so low.”



  
“We were lucky, my lady, and Marcy helped.”



  
“That he did.” She considered her next words, feeling as if the honey had filled her brain, sticking her thoughts together. “I’m not impressed with the Frankonian cavalry, at least with those we saw today.”



  
“They don’t match the descriptions I’ve heard, my lady. They seemed,” and Lazlo stopped as if also searching for words. “The seemed tired and over-eager both, my lady.”



  
They sat in silence. Finally she yawned so wide that she thought her jaw was going to jam, locked open. “I’m going to bed before I fall over.” With that she returned to the cot, asleep as soon as her head touched canvas. 
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The next day she rode out with some of the uninjured troopers, following up the battle and making certain that Rohan-Roi had not left any surprises behind. They also found a few wandering Frankonian and Imperial horses, and some supplies that earlier looters had missed. As best as Elizabeth could tell, the Frankonians had retreated in good order, taking all their equipment, including cannon, with them. Or they’d had a protected camp far behind their battle line. She dearly wanted to know more about the incident in the Lander ruins, but Grantholm’s orders kept the Donatello horsemen from roaming too far. To her growing anger, they failed to find thirty of the missing Donatello troops, including some of the support personnel. Thinking about deserters soured her mood.



  
That afternoon she finally had a moment to read her mail. One message from Lady Ann described the latest developments at the manor, including news that indeed, the bridge had washed away down to the riverbed, requiring new footings. Ann also mentioned that another letter from Elizabeth’s mother waited for her. Elizabeth wondered if sending her mother some of the loot from the Frankonian camp would suffice to keep Lady Olympia from pestering her. Not unless it is all gold and gems, she decided. 



  
The second letter, from the acting farm manager, warned of diminished wheat and oat quality unless the weather warmed and dried, and that water-born insects were worrying the cattle and horses. And the hens did not seem to be laying up to their usual quality, and that the milk seemed weaker, and could she get taxes reduced, and they needed her men back on their farms as soon as possible, and so on. Godown must have given Axel every ounce of pessimism left after He finished Creation. The third letter, from Count Peilov, warned her that she must repair the bridge over the Donatello immediately or he would “take steps.” She looked up at the top of her tent, took a deep breath of the death, smoke, and manure-scented air, and wondered if Peilov had any idea about the current military situation. 



  
The fourth letter began, “My dear Lady Elizabeth.” Surprised, she almost dropped it. She caught the page and started to re-seal it. Oh dear, I think his grace got two letters confused and sent me one for another Elizabeth. There are at least two other Elizabeths among the Imperial nobility that I know of. She checked the address on the outer sheet of paper and no, it read, “Lady Elizabeth Sarmas,” and the name of the army. Maybe he just got the first pages confused while drying the ink. Far too many romantic stories began with just such happenings, and she’d come close a time or two. Elizabeth glanced at the first page again and saw the word “mule” repeated several times. Ah, no, there’s only one Elizabeth the mule-breeder in the Empire. Why did he use an informal salutation? She shrugged and read the letter. 



  
Other than the salutation, the letter seemed as normal as any of Archduke Lewis’s missives. He inquired about the mules, agreed to let her try Ricardo on the Oberlander mares, and passed along news of a wheat rot reported on some of the Poloki lands. Lewis also forwarded Emperor Rudolph’s formal approval of founding a convent within Vindobona, but not in Donatello House. The Babenburgs had a different location, closer to St. Gerald’s Cathedral, one that they would provide. She still needed to raise the money and find an order to take up residence. And the marriage of Princess Ildiko and the Patrician of Hämäl had at last proven fruitful, with twin boys. Elizabeth stomped down the very inappropriate and disrespectful thought that bubbled up from her memories of her last encounter with Emperor Rudolph’s second daughter.



  
Lewis’s closing comment chilled her to the marrow. “You will be interested to learn that the Frankonian government recognizes the Turkowi claims to the area formerly known as the County of Scheel. The low population of the area justifies the Turkowi advance into the region, or so the Frankonian ambassador avers. Yours, Lewis, by Grace of Godown Archduke of the Eastern Empire,” and so on and so forth. Elizabeth stared at the page, horrified. That area had the highest population of any land south of Tivolia between the Triangle Range and the Greene Sea. Was there a plague? Did the Turkowi murder everyone? A dozen appalling scenarios flashed through her mind before she corralled her scrambled thoughts. All you have is what the Frankonian ambassador said. Laurence could well be lying about the conditions in order to justify his support for the Turkowi’s advance. And advance it was, because it put them on the west side of the Dividing Range and gave them a direct path to Morloke, then Tivolia, and then the entire Donau Novi basin and the heart of the Eastern Empire; a well-watered and grassy route that stayed open in winter.



  
The messenger from Colonel Marcy found her staring at the thick letter paper, lost in thought. “Col. Sarmas?” She blinked, struggling to remember where she was. 



  
“Ah, yes?”



  
“A message from Col. Marcy. You are to join him at Duke Grantholm’s tent at the fourth hour after noon tomorrow.”



  
“The fourth hour after noon, Duke Grantholm’s tent. Very well.” 
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She and Lazlo compared notes early next afternoon. “I show thirty five missing and unaccounted for,” and she held up her list.



  
“I counted thirty four, my lady. They found Lt. Mike Scott’s body this morning. It had gotten mixed up in the Frankonian pile on the other side of the valley.”



  
She made the note, shaking her head as she did. “Damn. He was one of the better officers.” It hurt, knowing every one of her men as she did. 



  
“So, thirty four missing.” She leaned back in her chair, frowned, and flinched as the cut on her forehead pulled and stung. “How many do you think are headed for Donatello as fast as their beasts can manage?”



  
He shrugged. 



  
“I’ll sort that out if we find any of them,” she decided, thinking aloud. 



  
Lazlo nodded, then leaned forward and rubbed his knee and shin. “Glad I’m not infantry, my lady.”



  
“Agreed. Short of an armored apron, there really is no good way to protect our knees, is there?”



  
He laughed at the idea. “Not as long as we have to either bend or straighten them out, my lady. I’ve seen a few attempts, but the cost of jointed plate armor…” Both soldiers sighed.



  
An hour later they rode in companionable silence up the Imperial line to Grantholm’s current location. He’d moved away from the battlefield to avoid the stench and flies as much as possible, but the sickly-sweet smell of rotting men and horses followed the army, a malevolent presence after any battle. The scent made Elizabeth taste a bitter, metallic flavor in the back of her mouth. At least the farriers had finished killing the wounded horses and mules. Equine screams and moans had haunted the first night after the battle, robbing many of Elizabeth’s men of their sleep. 



  
They found the other colonels except for Col. Lang waiting. He loped up a few minutes later, the bulge of bandages on his shoulder answering some of the others’ questions. Grantholm nodded, a curt, abrupt jerk of his head and commenced the briefing. “I’ll go straight to the target, gentlemen. Rohan-Roi and the Frankonians retreated overnight, and continued moving west over the past three days. Our irregulars are harrying them and collecting whatever of value gets left. I don’t know why they are retreating, but Godown be thanked, they are.” Elizabeth suspected the rumor about glitterwings had something to do with it, but stayed quiet.



  
“Well done, gentlemen. I have the list of your shares,” and he pointed to the pages stacked on the table beside his portable camp desk. “Sarmas, you get a smaller portion but we’ve made allowances for your orders and inability to pursue.”



  
“Thank you, your grace.”



  
“Excellent work, even with untried troops, Sarmas. I’m pleased that the rumors about your loyalty were unfounded.”



  
She bowed a little to him. “I stand by my oaths, your grace, and I will pass your commendation to my men, with your permission?”



  
“Granted. In light of the current situation, you and your men are dismissed back to,” and he stopped, head tilted, studying her as if seeing her for the first time. “What is that place called now? Not Windthorst?”



  
“No, your grace. Donatello Bend, the older name. His majesty felt it better to expunge the name along with the traitorous apostate.”



  
“His majesty is wise. You are dismissed to Donatello Bend, then, and Godown be with you. Here are your orders, Col. Sarmas. You may go.” She took the pages, bowed to him, saluted the others, and strode out of the tent, head high.



  
    [image: -]
  


  7. Justice


  
“I’m here because Vindobona in late summer is beastly hot, stifling within the walls, and stench-laden outside them,” Archduke Lewis informed his very surprised property manager. Elizabeth, etiquette forgotten, stared down from Ricardo’s back at the tall, dark-haired nobleman. “I see you failed to get my message. I’ve been here for over two weeks.”



  
She struggled through her exhaustion to find a coherent answer. “Ah, no your grace, that is, yes, I failed to get your most recent message.” She and her men had begun riding before sunrise, eager to get home and return to their lives as farmers and craftsmen. The setting sun cast long shadows, turning the dust of their arrival into a cloud of gold that hung in the still, hot air before settling slowly back onto the dry grass around the road. Elizabeth untied her riding apron and folded it, then dismounted and bowed properly, staggering as her weary legs threatened to quit. Ricardo ignored the apron for once, content to stand hip-shot, his gaunt exhaustion telling the welcoming party just how tired their friends, fathers, husbands, sons, and brothers were. 



  
“Dismiss your men, Sarmas.”



  
“Your grace.” She turned, facing the loose group of horsemen and teamsters. “Thank you. You are dismissed.” The men looked at each other, saluted Elizabeth and the Archduke, and dispersed, some to the stables, some to the wagon depot, and the rest to their homes. She waited until the last of the men departed, leaving her and Lazlo standing in the road before the manor house.



  
“Come in, get cleaned up, and tell me the news tomorrow,” Lewis ordered, leading the way.



  
“Yes, your grace.” She and Lazlo led their horses up the slope to the manor, turning the beasts over to the grooms. Elizabeth felt an overwhelming wave of relief. Ricardo was not her horse, no matter how much she rode and trained with him. The stud belonged to the Imperial stables. Snowy and Braun, they belonged to her, and she slowed her steps, tempted to detour by the stable and visit the mule.



  
“The man-eating mule is in the paddock, Lady Elizabeth,” Lewis announced, not breaking his stride. “He has started singing at sunrise.”



  
“Singing at sunrise.” Her voice sounded flat to her ears. “Lovely.”



  
Before she could think of a defense for Snowy’s new behavior, Lady Ann and Annie Lei bustled out of the manor. “Not on my clean floors you don’t my lady,” Annie announced, brandishing a pair of slippers and a bootjack. 



  
Lazlo managed a dusty, tired grin before fleeing to the shelter of the barracks now wedged into the courtyard opposite from the stables. Elizabeth braced against Ann’s shoulder as the housekeeper helped pry the riding boots off her feet. Safely slip-shod, Elizabeth followed Lewis into the building. She caught sight of Annie, holding the boots at arm’s length and heading off down the main hall to have some unsuspecting soul clean the offending footwear.



  
“Good night, Lady Elizabeth,” Lewis told her. He turned in the direction of the dining room as she stared after him, brain and body numb. What should she do?



  
Annie Lei returned with two serving women. “You need food and a hot bath, my lady,” the housekeeper informed the much younger woman, as Lady Ann, arms folded, nodded. 



  
“There’s nothing that won’t wait, Elizabeth,” Ann agreed. “Except a bath, with all due respect. You smell like horse.”



  Of course I smell like horse, Elizabeth thought, too tired to protest as the women chivvied her up to her chamber. I’ve been on or around horses for… three months? She fell asleep during the bath, still trying to decide how long exactly she’d been away.
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She found Archduke Lewis waiting for her at breakfast the next morning. “You look more nearly human,” he observed from over a plate of eggs.



  
She curtsied. “Thank you, your grace.” I think. “Rest does wonders for body and soul.”



  
“Indeed it does.” He waved to the seat across from him, almost upsetting his cup of chokofee. She sat, digging into the bread, salty meat and eggs, and fresh berries. They’d been buying what they could from farms and towns on the return route, but camp cooking never quite rose to the level of the manor. Probably because the merchants and farmers fobbed the worst of last year’s harvest off on us, too. She was not certain, but she had a hunch, given the amount of weevils in the army’s emergency bread ration.



  
“So, after we inspect the manor, I want to look at the books,” Lewis informed his hostess. “Turn Ricardo out with the mares. He deserves a reward after his time with the army.” Elizabeth felt her face starting to flush but Lewis continued, “Do you have any more of the shahma meat?”



  
She smiled, chewing with deliberate care before she swallowed and replied. “Yes, your grace, but not for this meal. You ate it already.”



  
He blanched, green eyes flashing wide open as he stared down at his empty pewter plate. “That was shahma?” He whispered as if choked, one hand going to his throat. “I thought it was pig ham.”



  
Elizabeth covered her mouth with her napkin, trying to conceal her enormous grin. “Yes, your grace. That was shahma ham. We use a brine much like for pork, but with a touch more alwin,” the peppery native herb. “The alwin brine cut the gamey taste of adult shahma, so the final smoked ham tasted more mild. It seemed a shame to waste pfeekan-nut wood on a strong-flavored meat.” She took another bite of her shahma and egg mixture. 



  
Lewis, who had eaten horsemeat without blinking, turned a faint green. His color returned to normal by the time she’d finished the last of her fresh bread, but he gave her a hurt look, as if she’d betrayed him in some way. Should she mention the lovely sausage shahma made? Probably not, given his current distress. “Would your grace care to go riding now, while it is cool?”



  
“Yes,” and he bolted from the table. 



  
Kloee, the under-cook and table servant, stared after Lewis in alarm. “Is something wrong with the meal, my lady?”



  
Elizabeth swallowed the last bite of her berries as she fought to keep a straight face and preserve a little of Lewis’s dignity. “No, Kloee, and please give Master Kim my compliments. I think his Grace prefers to know in advance, and in detail, what he is eating. He was surprised at how good the shahma ham is.”



  
“Oh. I’ll tell Master Kim, my lady.”



  
“Please do.” Elizabeth pushed her chair back and got up. “Thank you.”



  
She managed to stay quiet until reaching her chambers. Once safely behind the heavy door, she could no longer hide her mirth. She grabbed one of the pillows, buried her face in its thick fluff, and laughed until her ribs ached, tears flowed down her face, and her nose stopped up. “Oh, I needed that,” she gasped at last, recovering her aplomb. “Godown bless, I needed that.”



  
As soon as he saw her, Snowy let Elizabeth know that he’d been pining away for lack of attention and how dare she leave him alone! She gave the mule’s new layer of lard a hard look as she let the girth out a hole. “I don’t believe you,” she told him. He snorted and tried to eat her hat. “Quit.” He leaned against her. “I said quit!” and she poked him in the chest with the butt of her riding stick. He settled down, at least for the moment. 



  Oh, it feels soooo good to be out of uniform. Her riding habit of sturdy shahma wool and threadleaf fabric felt like silk compared to the nigh indestructible material of Imperial uniforms. And it didn’t smell of dye, either, she noticed. Ensconced in her favorite sidesaddle, she scratched Snowy’s crest and wondered which direction to take Lewis. 



  
“I want to see the work on the bridge first, Lady Elizabeth,” a voice called from behind her. Snowy spooked and she checked him, turning to face the archduke on his high-bred mare. The beautiful grey Appaloosa danced under the thin man, impatient to be out. 



  
“Certainly, your grace.” She bowed in the saddle and led the way. Two soldiers fell in behind them, just in case someone decided to be stupid. And to act as chaperones, of course, Elizabeth grumbled. I wish he’d get married. My life would be so much easier.


  
Lewis looked around as they rode to the river, not asking any questions. He seemed very interested in the wheat fields, and detoured into the wet forest near the river. Elizabeth waited on the road. He could find the bloodflies without her help. Indeed, he returned much faster than he’d gone in, his mare tossing her head and slapping her tail at everything within reach. “It’s been too wet to inspect. There are some black beech trees in there,” he explained, waving a hand in front of his face to chase away a few of the biting insects. “Don’t let anyone cut them for firewood or building timber.”



  
“Yes, your grace.” To her delight, the foundations for the new bridge stood in plain sight of the road, the first set well above the spring high-water mark. She dismounted, tying Snowy to a small tree so she could inspect the work. The stones looked strong and the mortar clung tight. The new piers required a longer approach to the bridge, and she could see the dirt piles for the ramps ready and waiting. “Hmm.” She peered across the river. As Lewis made his own inspection, she pulled her binoculars out of Snowy’s saddlebag and studied the opposite bank. Where are the rest of the foundations? Surely not… The miserable… have they done any work on their half? She pivoted and walked closer to the bank, still looking across the river, trying to see any trace of construction on the Peilov side. “Grrrr.”



  
“Problem, Elizabeth?” She handed him the binoculars and waited as Lewis in turn studied the opposite bank. “They’ve turned their side into a water meadow. That’s inconvenient.”



  
“Indeed, your grace. I wonder.” She tried to see downstream. “Do you see anything down by the ford?”



  
“I see what looks like a pile of wood.” They mounted and rode past the edge of the woods and marsh to the ford. Indeed, the Peilovs had stockpiled wood. A few surveyors’ stakes poked up from the lush meadow grass on the far side of the rocky shallows. Lewis shook his head, making the plume on his hat flutter. “Not acceptable. We need the ford and a bridge both, not a bridge over the ford.”



  
“That does explain the unhappy letter they sent me, complaining about the lack of work on this side of the river.” She studied the opposite bank. “How should I approach them, your grace?”



  
He shrugged and returned her binoculars. “Tell them to move back to the original location and make the ford the water meadow.”



  
“They outrank me, your grace.” 



  
“How can they?” He turned his mare and rode back upstream, leaving Elizabeth to stare from him to the lumber and back.



  
Snowy took the opportunity to leave a pile of road-apples. “I heartily concur,” she sighed before urging the mule forward.



  
The rest of the day passed without undue excitement. Despite Axel’s fears, the wheat and other small-grains appeared healthy. The harvest would not break records, but it exceeded the previous year’s yield by at least twice. “Assuming we don’t get a bad storm, or heavy rain during harvest, your grace,” the bandy-legged, red-cheeked man moped. “And assuming the cows don’t get into it, or the shahma if they come down early, and Godown forbid, if the glitterwings cross the Triangle Range.” 



  
“How are the fruit trees and bushes, Axel,” Lewis interrupted, trying to stem the flow of imagined woes.



  
“Oh, your grace, they’re fair and fine. Too heavy, your grace, we had to start harvest early and prop up limbs. That means a hard winter, your grace, terrible hard.” He did not quite wring his hands, but he wiped them over and over on his heavy canvas pants. “The berries are fine, your grace, if the children don’t eat all of them and get sick.” 



  Don’t ask about the cows, she thought at Lewis. She didn’t want to hear two hours of sick-cow stories. Snowy ducked his head, pawing a fly away from his nose, tack jingling. 



  
“Good to hear, Axel, thank you. Godown willing, harvest will go well.” Lewis started to ask something else, but stopped when Elizabeth leaned as far over as she could, peering at a horse behind the wood and brick farm building. She turned Snowy so she could get a better view. “What is it?”



  
“Axel, who found that horse?”



  
The farm manager stopped wiping his hands and walked over so he could see. “The gray one, my lady?”



  
“No, the blood bay with the white stocking.” At her words one of the soldiers rode up beside her so he could also see.



  
“I don’t know, my lady. All the other horses are supposed to be out, my lady. The gray is recovering from colic.”



  
Anger chilled Elizabeth. “Marko, find out who brought the horse in and bring the rider or riders to the manor.” 



  
“Colonel, last I saw, Tom Suttler had that animal. Same Tom as didn’t come back with us.” The man sounded confused at first, then angry.



  
“Exactly, Marko. Find the rider and bring him to the manor. Leave the horse where it is.”



  
She turned back to find Lewis watching her, a curious, hooded expression in his green eyes. He nodded, pointed up the road and said, “Thank you Axel. Excellent work. I think I will look at the books now.” A kilometer from the manor he turned in the saddle, asking, “What’s going on, Sarmas?”



  
“That gaunt beast is your horse, your grace.”



  
“What?” He checked his mare so Elizabeth could draw even with him.



  
“That horse is an Imperial cavalry horse. I last saw it under one of my soldiers just before the battle at Malfel. Neither horse nor rider returned, nor were their bodies found. Now the horse is back, and I want to know why.” Her anger rose again. “If the man tried to desert, he is in for a terrible surprise.”



  
Lewis seemed to be thinking, or so Elizabeth guessed. They rode back to the manor house, alert for wagon and courier traffic, and spook-inducing surprises such as loose poultry. The Appaloosa mare shied from yardbirds. As they passed one of the washerwomen’s cottages, Snowy gave the laundry-line a suspicious glance and eased away from the mass of wet fabric until Elizabeth checked him. “What’s wrong? Rumor says that you tried to eat a mattress just last week,” she scolded. One long white ear tipped back as the other tipped forward. She felt his back starting to hump and she sat more firmly. “Quit.” He relaxed and continued as if nothing had ever caught his attention. 



  
Lewis chuckled. “Was there anyone on the mattress?”



  
“No, your grace. I am told that one of the laundry maids had emptied the stuffing and left the cover near the paddock fence. Someone,” and she glared at the long white ears ahead of her, “got down on his knees and snaked his head under the low rail, getting within centimeters of the mattress cover.”



  
“He can’t have been hungry.” They’d reached the courtyard and Lewis dismounted while Snowy halted beside the mounting block, legs square and head up, posing.



  
Elizabeth climbed down from the mule’s back and walked around him, one hand on his hip so he’d know she was there. “No, your grace,” she called over the mule’s back. “I think he was bored. He needs to work more.” She ran a hand down Snowy’s forelegs, feeling for warm spots. “Perhaps I should loan you out as a plow mule? Or use you to pull stumps?” He shook slobber on her in reply.



  
While Lewis changed out of his riding clothes, Elizabeth sent a quick note to Lazlo, asking him to come to the manor office. Once there, after one of the maids brought wine and fruit-juice, and some bread and meat, Elizabeth dismissed her usual escort and pointed to the door, swirling her finger. Lazlo nodded and locked the door. 



  
“You said you had deserters. How many?” Lewis poured wine, added some juice, and leaned back in the chair. He looked completely relaxed, but Elizabeth knew better. 



  
“Thirty two, your grace. At first we had thirty-four missing and unaccounted for, but two of the men turned up with Col. Marcy and Col. Darnton. They’d been injured and could not, or were not permitted, to come back to the Donatello camp until their wounds had been tended to.” As she spoke, she turned, looking at the books on the shelves beside her. “Where is,” she muttered under her breath. “Ah,” and she rose on her toe-tips, pawing at the top shelf until a slim volume fell down. She caught it and turned back to Archduke Lewis and Lazlo Destefani. “My question, your grace, is what do I do with deserters?” She sat and began paging through the copy of the laws of war. “According to this—” 



  
Lazlo cleared his throat and she looked up, eyebrows raised. He seemed to be trying to close his already-laced shirt collar. What? Then she caught Lewis studying her with great interest, a little smile on his face. She glanced down and felt her face burn: her vest and shimmy had shifted down, exposing part of her bust. Unable to think of anything else to do she reached down, tugged the vest back up and tightened the laces at the neck of the shimmy, closing it completely. 



  
“According to the Imperial laws of war, deserters are to be executed if caught,” she began again, pretending nothing had happened.



  
Lewis coughed. “When did they disappear? If it was before fighting commenced, they are deserters, to be treated as such. But if they fled or got lost during battle or after the fighting ended, well, my understanding is that is a gray area.” He drank more wine.



  
Elizabeth stared into her cup, idly noting the ceiling beam reflected in the reddish-black liquid inside. She heard Lazlo clicking his tongue before he said, “Your grace, my lady, I don’t know. Lt. Hans Sparli said that all his men were present and accounted for at the start of the battle, and Lee said the same thing. Lt. Mike Scott, Godown give him rest, can’t be asked.” She sipped the wine-laced-juice, enjoying the cool, dark sweetness as Lazlo continued, “I do have Lt. Andy Todd’s notes, and he says that three of the support troops, two horse-tenders and a general runner, vanished two nights before the battle, along with three horses.”



  
“You said that you’d seen the horse we found during the pre-battle formation?” Lewis leaned forward, letting Elizabeth refill his wine and add a few drops of juice. “If so, that means the rider is not a deserter, unless somehow one of your missing men found it later and rode it home.” He sat back, careful not to spill his drink. “I’d scold him for not returning, even if he was scared or had an attack of nerves, reclaim the beast, and forget the matter.”



  
“Won’t that upset discipline?”



  
Lazlo shook his head as Lewis waved his free hand in languid denial. “Not really. You saw them at the start of the fight. You found them after the fight, albeit long after. But they came back. Give them the benefit of the doubt, Sarmas, and you’ll win more loyalty.” Lewis snorted. “Hellfires. Sorry. But only losing thirty-two unaccounted for out of over two hundred green troops? That’s amazing. The usual loss is, what?” He tipped his head back so he could see Lazlo, who stood by the door.



  
The younger man looked up at the ceiling, lips moving as he thought. “Kemal says one in ten, your grace, two in ten if they are mercenaries paid in advance. My lady,” and he nodded to her, “I’ve heard of thirty and forty percent desertion rates in a bad year if the pay is late and rations low. Twelve percent?” She hunted around for a charcoal nub as Lazlo wrote the numbers in the air with a finger, doing the math, “Thirteen percent loss is excellent for a large unit, especially if we only have, let’s say five true desertions if two people fled just as the fighting started, plus the three that ran earlier.” 



  
“So, what should I call them, then, your grace? The men who straggle back on their own?”



  
Lewis drained his cup. “Just that. Stragglers. Shame them but show mercy. We need them here, on the farms and in the villages. Don’t run people off if you can avoid it. Now,” he unfolded from the chair and she rose to her feet as well. “Unlock the door before any more rumors get started, and let me go over the books. I’ll see you at supper.”



  
“Your grace,” she curtsied, then pressed as flat against the wall as she could without brushing the whitewash, edging around the desk so he could have the wider passage on the other side.



  
Out in the hall, she sighed. “I’m an idiot, Lazlo.”



  
He shook his head as her maid stared, eyes wide with surprise at hearing a noblewoman say such a thing. “No, my lady, you are young and inexperienced.” He laughed, flashing white teeth. “So am I, but I grew up playing with Kemal’s sword and listening to his and Sul’s and our father’s stories. Da strapped me to a saddle and took me out on drills as soon as I could balance on a horse’s back. You know how war is supposed to be fought, my lady, in theory. Trouble is, with all respect, the world never learned theory.”



  
“True. In theory, white mules are prone to illness, cripple if they see a rock, and die young. Everyone knows how well that applies to an actual white mule.” She shook her head, mirroring his gesture. “Thank you, Lazlo. I’ll let you get back to work.”



  
He touched his forehead in a salute. “My lady.”
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The next day, as Elizabeth rode Snowy over the practice jumps in the training field, she caught sight of someone climbing the fence and waving. “Tcha!” She urged, sending the mule sailing across the small stream that trickled through the field. They leaped one more obstacle, then trotted over to the waiting man. He wore an Imperial uniform and her heart sank. Godown, no, please. Let me rest for another week, please, please, holy lord of mercy. “Yes?”



  
He saluted. “We found the missing man, Colonel, and have brought him to the manor. Found three others from the list, too.”



  
“Very good. Have Capt. Destefani assemble the men at the manor. I’ll meet you there.” Should she? She looked from the fence to Snowy’s neck and back. “Tsa!” They cantered forward and she guided him to a low place in the fence separating the two paddocks. He surged under her, clearing the rail with ease and landing on the familiar ground in the empty brood pasture. He slowed to his running walk for the return to the house.



  
Lazlo or Annie Lei must have anticipated her next request, because when she strode into the house she found one of the maids carrying her uniform jacket and skirt. “In here,” and they ducked into the empty dining hall. Elizabeth stripped off her skirt and vest, pulling the heavier dark blue skirt and stiff jacket on instead. With the collar fastened, the jacket hid her shimmy, making it seem as if she were in full uniform. “I’ll need my,” and they found Lt. Hans Sparli outside the door, holding Elizabeth’s swordbelt and saber. “Thank you.”



  
Archduke Lewis clattered down the stairs behind them, spooking the maid. “You,” he pointed at the woman, “are dismissed.” She curtsied and bustled off. Lewis finished fastening the buttons on his jacket. “Right, Colonel, I understand the lost have been found.”



  
“Some of them, your grace.” She turned to Sparli.



  
The bulky man nodded before remembering and saluting the archduke. “Ay, your grace, Colonel. Three are from the after-battle list, but one is on Andy’s naughty page. He’s acting right cocky, your grace, Colonel.” He paused. “Andy was at the mill when we passed, so he’s coming quick as he can. Glad we found him.”



  
“Indeed,” Lewis nodded, grave. “We need as many witnesses as possible.”



  He deserts and comes back here. He can’t be that stupid, can he? She knew that none of the men, even the camp tenders, were “slow.” Her conscience refused to allow her to bring a man to war if he couldn’t understand what was going on. Since the man couldn’t be “slow,” that left stupidity or overwhelming cockiness, assuming that no one would catch or punish him. She gathered her skirts and followed Lewis into the courtyard, blinking at the sunlight reflecting from the pale stones and whitewashed lower walls.  



  
As her eyes adjusted to the bright light, she recognized Lazlo and one of her messengers. More soldiers and a few reservists surrounded four men. Three appeared nervous, the youngest almost radiating guilt, like a child caught up an apple tree in spring. The fourth man looked around, taking in the scene with utmost confidence, as if he were the one in charge. His stare irritated Elizabeth and she wanted to confront him right there. Instead she took a deep breath, calming herself down. She would not drop to his level. 



  
Sparli handed her a piece of paper with the names on it. She memorized them and, Archduke Lewis at her shoulder, advanced on the quartet. “Hans Knoller, Sgt. Mark Cooper, Ladis Wellman, Tom Suttler,” she stated, pitching her voice to carry so everyone in and around the courtyard could hear it. The youngster, Ladis, ducked, head down, refusing to met her eyes. Hans Knoller grinned, revealing very bad teeth.



  
“You did not return after the battle with the rest of your fellow soldiers.”  None of the men argued or tried to challenge her. The guards in front of them stepped aside, allowing Elizabeth to come nose-to-nose with the three absconders. “Why?”



  
Cooper, always awkward, stammered, “My lady, er Colonel, ah, I lost track of the battle when my horse bolted. Couldn’t find my way back, so I turned south and east. Met with Tom and a few others, found our way home.”



  
“I see.” She turned to Ladis. His dark tan face seemed almost white and he peered up at her from behind shaggy hair, his head down. “And you?”



  
“Got scared, lady,” the teenager whispered. “Couldn’t kill, not after seeing the others do it. War’s not what I thought. Found some others and came home best I could. Brought my war gear back with me, lady.”



  
“Did he?” She looked around, and one of the soldiers nodded. “All of it?” Another nod. “Thank you.”



  
“And you Mr. Suttler?” The tanned, brown-haired man shifted back and forth but didn’t answer. “Well, Mr. Suttler?”



  
He ducked his head, almost as hangdog as Ladis beside him. “Got sick from the killing, m’ lady. Just wanted to come home. Once,” and he finally met her eyes. “Once was enough. People’s not shahma nor cows; I’m not cut out for a soldier.”



  
She stepped back from the three and looked to Archduke Lewis. “Although these men absconded and became stragglers, leaving their fellows to carry more duty, they stayed to the battle and began it. With your permission, your grace, they will be caned, one stroke on the back from each of their fellow soldiers who had to do additional work and take additional duties, and lose half their pay. Their fellow stragglers will be treated the same way.” If some of the other men chose to be easy on their neighbors, then it was up to them, she’d decided. As small as the world of Donatello Bend manor was, shame would do more good than pain.



  
“Approved, Colonel.”



  
She turned to the remaining man. Capt. Destefani came with her as she approached Knoller. He hawked and spat before giving her a lascivious grin. Lazlo stepped forward and clouted the man in the head. “Col. Sarmas is your commander, not some whore. Keep yourself civil.”



  
Elizabeth pretended to ignore the exchange. “Knoller, witnesses claim that you left Malfel before combat began.”



  
“Do they?” He gave Destefani a sideways glare, “Colonel.”



  
“They do.”



  
Knoller spat to the side. “They’re blind or liars. I shoveled shit ‘till we broke camp, then shoveled more shit during the battle. Got tired of it so I came home.” He folded his arms, small black eyes narrowed, daring her to take offense.



  
“Captain, is Lt. Todd here?”



  
A man, out of breath, panted, “I’m here, Colonel.” Andy Todd limped up to them and saluted. “Damn. Pond scum does float,” he observed, pointing at Knoller.



  
“That will be enough of that, Lt. Todd,” Elizabeth snapped. “When did you last see this man?”



  
“Two days before the battle, my lady. I sent him and Cal to get the wagon horses. Cal came back with the horses. Said Knoller claimed he had a second pair of horses to get and had vanished in the wagon ring. No one saw Knoller again, so I put him on the list before the battle.”



  
She nodded, turning to Knoller. “Do you have any witnesses in your defense, Mr. Knoller?”



  
“Don’t need any. Don’t have to serve under any fucking foreign skirt, ‘specially one sleeping her way through— ow!” Destefani slapped the man across the face. “Fuck it, you’ve no right—!” He swung at Destefani and missed. A scuffle began as Todd and Destefani wrestled the man back. Elizabeth beckoned with one finger and two more soldiers piled in, tying Knoller’s hands behind him.



  
“Last chance, Mr. Knoller. Do you have any witnesses to support your claim to being in camp during the battle?” Elizabeth thought she did a good job staying calm, better than the men.



  
“So I deserted. Nobody with a brain stays around a fight they ain’t started.”



  
Destefani snarled, “You took the emperor’s coin to do work, not to flee.”



  
Knoller kicked at Lazlo and snarled back, “Ain’t no more of a cash-grabber than you are, soft-sworded Jennaman.”



  
Elizabeth turned to Lewis again. “Your grace, this man deserted before battle. He assaulted a fellow soldier. The penalty for desertion is death by hanging. With your permission, the sentence will be carried out in one hour, allowing time for the priest to speak with the condemned.”



  
“I confirm your sentence, Colonel.” The archduke’s voice carried to every part of the courtyard. “He shall be hung by the neck until dead. His family will retain his duties to the manor and his debt to the crown.” Several of the men and women watching flinched at the words. Elizabeth felt a flicker of sorrow for the man’s wife and children, but she wouldn’t countermand the archduke’s sentence.



  
Elizabeth saluted and turned back to Destefani. “See to it, Captain.”



  
 “Yes, Colonel.” 



  
She spun on her heel and marched into the manor house. If the men rough him up, I don’t want to see it. Someone in heavy boots came up behind her and she whirled around to find the emperor’s brother almost on her heels. “Your grace?”



  
“Write out and sign the warrants, Col. Sarmas. I’ll counter sign them.” She did as ordered. 



  
An hour later she watched from atop Ricardo’s back, Lazlo at her left hand and Lewis on her right, as Knoller swung from a large tree not far from the fortified house. “Leave the body until sunset, then call his family to dispose of it as they see fit.” May Godown have mercy on his soul.


  
Then she returned to her chamber and threw up. She regained her composure in time for supper, but excused herself from the evening’s entertainments. She recited the Office for the Dead for Knoller before crying herself to sleep.
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Two days later Archduke Lewis of Babenburg took his leave. The morning felt changeable and cool, making animals and people restless, and Lewis’s mare stamped and shook, eager to run. “Finish your reports, Col. Sarmas, and see about the bridge.”



  
“Yes, your grace.” 



  
“And do not let the men touch those trees that I had marked. They are too valuable.”



  
She nodded. “Yes, your grace.” The wind blew her skirt, playing with the hems like a kitten batting and flipping the tan fabric.



  
Lewis studied her once more. What was he looking for? She felt fine, if still very tired. The slash on her forehead had healed, leaving a little scar in her eyebrow. The cooks and kitchen staff seemed determined to help her regain her lost weight, not that she was complaining about the surge of fruit and nut-laden treats. They’d broached the apple beer the previous night.



  
“Godown be with you,” he said at last.



  
“May He protect you on the road and after.” She raised her hand to salute. Instead Lewis caught it, caressing her palm and squeezing. She felt the rough hide of his riding gauntlet and the warmth of his hand through the leather before he released her. The older man swung into the saddle and rode off.



  
Once his party’s last wagon cleared the gate she turned. Lady Ann stood behind her, a heavy brown shawl pulled tight over her shoulders. She frowned, dark eyes almost black with sorrow and worry, and shook her head. “Oh Elizabeth, he’ll burn you. Beware.” Ann turned and hurried back into the house and out of the wind. Confused, Elizabeth looked from Ann back to the gate. What does she mean?
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  8. Harvest and Winter


  
Elizabeth found little time over the next month to worry about Ann’s strange comment. Harvest hit Donatello Bend like a storm, leaving everyone too tired to waste energy on anything besides preparations for winter. Even the bridge project had to wait, although Lewis made good on his threat to have a word with the Peilov family about their efforts to relocate the bridge.



  
Harvest began not long after Archduke Lewis’s departure, starting with the apples. The men and boys picked fruit, while the women and younger children either sorted the fruit for storage or collected windfalls for cooking and cider making. Even the theoretical Lady of the Manor worked, and for once Elizabeth found herself thanking Sister Amalthea and Lady Orrosco for insisting that she learn stillroom and kitchen duties. That is, she thanked them after the work ended. I had no idea Godown made so many apples, she thought as she stirred the cauldron and wiped her dripping face. And all of them different!


  
The manor produced four main types of apples: red, green, yellow, and blue. The herb garden near the manor house also sported pink and white apples, luxury and medicinal fruits. People ate the red apples, sweet and crisp, fresh or as unfermented juice, or dried. Green apples, too tart to eat out of hand and firmer than the reds, got turned into dried apples or pies, tarts, and other baked goods. As soon as enough had been gathered, two wagonloads of green apples creaked east to Vindobona, the first of the supplies destined for the palace kitchens.



  
Elizabeth preferred the yellow apples to the blue, at least when she did not have to cook them serself. The light flavor and soft texture of the yellows reminded her of custard. Coal fires burned under pots of yellow apples as the women worked to preserve as many as possible, filling rows and rows of crockery jars with the soft fruit. Blue apples got pared, pitted, and pounded before being dried into fruit leather or added to the meat-fruit-biscuit emergency food for the army. During her first apple harvest, Elizabeth had tried to eat one blue apple raw, but the syrupy-sweet flavor overpowered her taste buds and the mealy texture reminded her of dry maize bread. Added to the other windfalls, blue apples gave cider and applejack such a powerful kick that some priests complained about the results. Or so a note in one of the older farm books said. However used, Elizabeth became very tired of apples.



  Godown must have a sense of humor she thought, wincing at the pain in her lower back from bending over an enormous pot of barble berry and blue-apple butter. It felt like she’d been stirring for hours, and she probably had been, as thick as the mixture had become. Godown be praised for coal. I’d hate to be trying to do this with a wood fire. The fruit butter took so long and required such even heat that the cost of the coal vanished when compared to the labor required to manage a wood fire, given the kinds of wood found at Donatello.



  
Lady Ann, her hair stuffed under a white kerchief and flour on her skirt, appeared from around the corner, followed by two children and a donkey cart. “Is it done?”



  
Elizabeth picked up the test plate and dripped a little butter on the dish, then tipped it. The paste barely flowed, even with the plate on end. “Godown be praised, yes it is. You brought help?”



  
“Yes.” As the children kept the donkey quiet, the two women used a block-and-tackle and chains to lift the cauldron off the fire and swing it into the cart. A temporary box built into the cart held the pot steady for the slow, cautious trip up to the house, where crockery jars and slabs of pastry waited to receive the season’s bounty. As the women fastened a piece of wood to the top of the pot to keep things covered, Ann warned, “Another batch is on its way down. And then a laundry pot. We need more pastry clothes, so we’re going to wash this batch as soon as we get the plank-bread into the oven.” She wiped her hands on her skirt and shooed the children and the cart to the manor house.



  
Elizabeth sat down on a stump that had been turned into a seat, complete with cushion. We need more people here. If we had more people, I could be reading and keeping accounts and doing my work instead of cooking. None of the men work this hard! And none of those romance books and ballads say a word about gentle ladies stirring pots for a month at a time. She should have been giving thanks for the amazing harvest thus far, but her aching back, legs, and shoulders made her long for a hot bath and bed. She’d burned her fingers twice with splatters of the thick fruit concoction. She dipped a cup of water from the bucket beside the stump and drained it, then drank another. After one of the cooking women had suffered an attack of bladder rocks, everyone working near the fires drank more water, beer, or juice and tea than usual. She heard another cart creaking towards her and she groaned. I’ll just wait here until they come into sight. I am the manor lady, after all.
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“Do you want the good news or bad news first,” Ann asked at supper the next day. 



  
“Good news.”



  
“We’ve finished with the apples and berries, except for a few odds that we can add to whatever we’re eating already.” Elizabeth, Ann, and the housekeeper Annie Lei raised their cups and tapped them together.



  
“Thanks be to Godown. I had no idea He made so many apples,” Elizabeth admitted. “And the bad news?”



  
“The men are back and the wheat and quinly are ripe. Axel says they need to hurry. It feels like rain.” 



  
Annie Lei shook her head a little. “Begging your pardon my ladies, but it always feels like rain to Axel unless it feels like a drought.” The housekeeper sighed.



  
“The truth is no offense, Mistress Lei,” Elizabeth told the older woman, chuckling. “What do we need to do?”



  
“Cook things that can go without attention, my lady, in case we need to sew more grain bags, or help in the fields. And since we have a good harvest, we should reward the men and their families with a meal.”



  
“What say you Ann? Can we?”



  
Lady Ann nodded, mouth full. She swallowed and told them, “We can. Not today or tomorrow, but by the end of harvest, the shahma will be here.”



  
Something nagged Elizabeth’s memory and she stuck her tongue out as she tried to remember what it was. “I need to check with Axel, but I think there’s an ox he said needed to be retired. I think the ox needs to be roasted and jerked, instead.”



  
“Roast meat would go down well, my lady, and I think Master Kim would part with that half cask of vinegar he’s been complaining about, if someone wants a sauce to tenderize the meat. The vinegar’s not bad,” Annie assured them. “It’s just stronger than he wants, since we don’t raise heavy meat or game here.”



  
“We’ll do that, then,” Elizabeth decided. “And I’ll see how we are for grain sacks.” She poked at the pile of bitter greens on her plate. Greens before a good frost tasted horrible, but eating them made her feel stronger. “There has to be a better way to move grain than in sacks. Surely someone could build a grain wagon, one with tight sides and waterproof.”



  
“And then what?” Ann pointed out, “You still have to unload and store the grain after you get it to Vindobona or wherever it is going.”



  
“Please stop poking holes in my wonderful ideas,” Elizabeth begged, smiling.



  
“Yes, my lady.” Ann pretended to be contrite. Mistress Lei smiled as well. She did not eat with the ladies as a rule, but Elizabeth had invited her to come, as a reward for her hard work. 
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Although willing to do her share elsewhere, Elizabeth refused to help harvest the grain. The men used a machine to cut and thresh the wheat, but quinly still had to be done by hand, and both required more skill than Elizabeth possessed. “I don’t know how, I don’t know what, and I have other duties,” she announced. Instead of field or kitchen work, she caught up the accounts, adding the fruit inventory to the lists for her next report, and prayed four times a day for the safety of the harvesters and for Godown to hold back the fall rains long enough for them to get the grain under cover. And she and Ann had a talk about Archduke Lewis.



  
They’d been working in the office, deciding if they could add another medicinal herb garden inside the walls around the manor house complex. Finally Elizabeth threw down her charcoal drawing stick and sat back in her chair, clean hand over her eyes. “I give up. We can’t fit it in unless we tear out the poultry runs, but we need poultry to get rid of ticks and weeds.”



  
Ann sighed and shook out stiff hands and sore fingers. “Agreed. Unless we knock down the wall on that side and enlarge the hill and rebuild the wall.”



  
“Tayyip the Invincible will be received into Godown’s faith, my mother will take vows of celibacy and poverty, and Archduke Lewis will marry Laurence V’s half-sister before that happens.”



  
“Does Laurence have a half-sister?” Ann leaned forward, attention locked on Elizabeth. 



  
“Not that he acknowledges. I suspect he does.” You don’t know that, so don’t say that, she scolded herself yet again for unkind thoughts about Laurence IV’s morals. 



  
“If he does, it could solve so many problems,” Ann breathed, eyes wide.



  
“So would marrying Prince Gerald André to Laurence’s daughter, if he has one. I’m surprised he hasn’t been forced to marry yet.” Elizabeth leaned to the side, retrieving her glass of juice and tea from the small table beside the desk. 



  
She almost splattered juice over her papers and Ann both when Ann announced, “We have to get Lewis married to someone.”



  
“Wha— ?” Elizabeth set the cup down and stared at her. 



  
 “I’d hoped he might find someone acceptable to his majesty in Polonia, but no. And the Duke of Tivolia has no daughters.” Ann ran a hand over her tightly braided, dark brown hair. “We have to find him a wife.”



  
“We? Ann, that’s for his majesty to sort out.” And it just might be that Lewis took a private vow. It would not be the first time someone from a large family vowed his or her chastity to Godown while remaining in public service, then finished the vows later. “We have more important things to deal with here and now. Godown will provide a spouse for his grace if it is His will.”



  
Ann leaned farther forward, planting her elbows on top of the scattered papers on the desk. “You don’t understand, do you? Those books he sent you. What are they for?”



  
“The last ones? They are copies of two manuals on logistics and a treatise on fortifications and defense in place. Plus he sent a scarf to see if we have anyone who can spin fine enough thread to duplicate the material.” Ann rested her head in her hands, shaking it, and Elizabeth asked, “What’s wrong?”



  
“You don’t see it, do you, my lady?” Ann looked up, her eyes almost overflowing with unshed tears. “He’s courting you and he can’t do that. You’ve got to stop him before he ruins you.”



  
Elizabeth rocked backwards in her chair. “How is sending me professional books courting me? He’d be sending, oh, sweets and fluffy things and the collected poems of, ah,” she waved one hand. “Bah, Simone Lovelady, that’s the one.” Sister Amalthea needn’t have worried about my morals with those poems. She should have worried about my getting sugarpiss disease. Some forbidden fruits are too sweet by half. She snorted in a very unladylike way. “Her verses would give a honeymaker sugar poisoning.” 



  
“My lady, I’m serious. He took your hand, in the courtyard, in front of everyone. He’s sending you gifts. There are rumors that he persuaded their majesties to provide the property for the convent you want. Elizabeth,” and now the tears began in earnest, “we have to stop him. You’ll be dishonored. He knows Rudolph will never allow him to marry you. He’s playing with you and the rumors will ruin you, even if he doesn’t, he doesn’t…” She buried her face in her hands once more, weeping.



  
Elizabeth stared at Ann, aghast. All at once she heard in her memory Aquila Starland saying, “I’ll send your dower portion, in case a miracle happens and you find someone suitable.” I thought that was a dig at the lack of eligible men of rank, or that she’s rejected suitors. What if… Oh, St. Sabrina, and if Marie thought that Ann had… and Marie didn’t want her around Quill’s daughters in case… “Oh… rosemary and pickles!”



  
Ann sniffed and looked up, her utter confusion as plain as her tears. “What?”



  
“I said rosemary and pickles. Your brother is an insensitive boor and your sister-in-law needs to realize that mistakes are not contagious unless strong drink or youthful follies are involved.” Elizabeth handed her speechless chatelaine a handkerchief. “I may be sheltered, as it were, and I may not know the first thing about courting in the Empire, but I know that there’s a reason for all the books and ballads about love gone wrong and bad choices. And I know that I’m no better than my mother and that I have a heart of stone and loins of,” she felt herself blushing, “pardon me. Let’s just say that I’m not, shall we say, loveable. And that I’m one of those people that St. Galen warned his followers about. And I follow St. Jenna.” She took another drink before adding, “And all that at once yet. I wish people could keep their stories straight.” 



  
 Ann’s jaw had sagged open during Elizabeth’s recitation. “My lady, I, I had no idea, that you’d heard…” She covered her mouth with her hand, her eyes wide. “Such improprieties, my lady, I—”



  
Elizabeth smiled a little and stared at the wall above Ann’s head, at the small shelf holding the miniature portrait of her father and the best of her collection of Lander trinkets. “A confession to a sworn postulant of Godown is valid in an emergency. It is not something we talk about, because it is far, far better to go to a priest if you are in need, but a postulant can hear confession and grant absolution at death if there is no priest available. Therefore, all postulants must learn about the darker side of the world.” Elizabeth looked back at Ann, “I’m sheltered but not ignorant of the ways of man and maid.” And then there was Mother and her ideas of a proper education for me. She shuddered. But Ann does not need to know about that. “And servants talk, especially when they are unhappy with the tales being told. So do soldiers.”



  
When Ann finished wiping her eyes and nose, she folded the handkerchief, placed it in her lap, and rested her hands on the small square of unbleached fabric. “That is true.”



  
“Do you want to tell me?”



  
“No, but you might as well hear the truth from me.” Ann closed her eyes and Elizabeth waited. “I’ll call him Leo. He’s married now and there’s no point in hurting his wife. She’s had enough pain in her life.” Ann opened her eyes again, revealing old hurt. “He’s not gentle when he’s angry.



  
“I was fifteen. He was older. Quill knew him from their military training and court. Godown rest their souls, our mother had died and our father… his mind never came back after a horse kicked him in the head and he took wound fever. Quill already knew that he’d marry Lady Marie Peilov, so Father’s legal incompetence had no effect on that, thanks be. But it left me at loose ends, except that with Quill trying to mange all of the Starland, I had to take over Starheart. And then the raids got worse as the war shifted to the south.” She spread her hands in a shrug. “Who has time to worry about finding a husband when they are running a duchy and caring for a dying father?



  
“That was how things stood when Quill and I went to winter court. I’d never been to court, and Quill had matters to attend to, so he couldn’t be with me. I didn’t know anything about the young men, who to trust or who to avoid, or that I needed a chaperone. Leo.” Ann stopped and took a deep breath, twisting the handkerchief back and forth. “Leo, he offered to help me learn court manners and ways. And he did. But he also gave me little gifts, petted my hands, made me feel as if the sun rose and set in his smile.” She smiled as she spoke and Elizabeth wondered just how charming this Leo must have been.



  
“Well. I did not know that his parents had already arranged a match for him, or that he was playing with me, trying to see if he could—” She stopped. “Quill found out. He couldn’t confront Leo in public, because he couldn’t risk alienating Leo’s family. So he told me about Leo being engaged. Told me to return his gifts and to stay at Starland House until we returned to Starheart. I couldn’t do it. I confronted Leo in private, in one of the side rooms at Peilov House during a dance. He hit me, shook me so hard his grip left bruises on my arms. Then he laughed at me, called me a foolish little ninny and a lightskirt. Said I should remember what he’d given me, because no one else would ever touch me.



  
“Two of his cousins were listening outside the room and told everyone at the dance that I’d seduced Leo in order to marry him.” Now Ann snarled, shaking with pure rage. “I didn’t understand what they meant until one of the dowagers took me aside and told me. She sent me to Starland House with one of her maids, so I wouldn’t have to face the crowd.



  
“Quill never said a word. Not then, at least. He didn’t realize how much damage had been done to my name. Not until the other noble families rebuffed all of his efforts to find me a husband. Maybe it was Godown’s will. Lady Marie was very young; she needed help and her first pregnancies were hard. Now?” She slumped and spread her hands. 



  
Elizabeth told her, “Now we get through harvest, find out what condiments go with roast ox, prepare for winter and for the summer campaign season, unless Laurence thinks he can fight in winter, and see if Lazlo might be interested in marriage.” She was teasing, just a little.



  
Ann gave her a look of complete shock. “Lazlo Destefani? Quill would… no. Absolutely not.”



  
“Quill’s not here, you work well together, and you are both of age. Besides, isn’t that what happens in all those books I’m not supposed to have read?”



  
“Only if he’s the heir of a noble family in disguise. I didn’t read those books either,” Ann snapped.



  
Elizabeth shrugged. I tried. And you, Aquila Starland, are a twit. Diplomatic and more generous than most in your position, but still a twit. “The Empire is different from Frankonia.”



  
“And there is no way to fit a larger physic garden within the walls,” Ann declared.



  
“True.” Elizabeth looked over at the sunlight on the floor. We’ve been here how long? No wonder I feel stiff. “And there’s an overweight mule that needs exercise.” And I think you are reading far too much into Lewis of Babenburg’s behavior. But forewarned is forearmed, no matter his intentions.
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“Thanks be to Godown, giver of all that is good,” the priest concluded, ending the longest pre-meal prayer Elizabeth could remember hearing outside of a house of religion. The smell of roast meat wafting through the harvest home crowd made the benediction seem even longer. But they’d gotten everything in or under cover before the first cold, wet storm of autumn could ruin the grain. One man had been injured when the head flew off his mowing partner’s scythe, cutting the man’s shin clear to the bone, and two children suffered scalds after they pulled a pot of boiling water off a table as their mother stepped out to help toss empty grain sacks into a wagon. Elizabeth offered a prayer of thanks, thinking, Unless a nut tree falls on someone, this might be the safest harvest I’ve read about, Godown willing.


  In fact, nuts might be a good peace offering to take over the river. Before the river rose again and flooded the wetland forests, the Donatello harvesters needed to go in and beat for nuts. For some reason, things on the manor came in fours: four varieties of apples, four types of berries, and four kinds of nut trees grew well on the property. Groundnuts did not count, since they were really beans, or so the cooks and farmers claimed. Of the tree nuts, Elizabeth preferred the rich paperleaf kind, but she’d eat the others if offered: especially if they were offered in sweet pastry or garnishing roasted meats.



  
“My lady?” Axel’s worried voice spooked her out of fleece gathering. She needed to make an official speech of some kind before people could eat. She’s already decided to be brief.



  
“Thank you for your hard work. Godown has indeed been generous,” she told the crowd. “Let us show our thanks to Him by enjoying His bounty.” With that, Lazlo helped her out of the empty wagon, the signal for everyone to relax and start serving the food.



  
She circulated among the more prosperous farmers and their families, spoke to the men who’d gone to Malfel with her, nodded to the tenant farmers, laborers, and others, and then got out of the way. Elizabeth knew not to allow familiarity. It made other people uncomfortable, especially those who remembered that she had life-or-death authority over their husbands, brothers, and sons. Rather than sitting at one of the tables, she found a shady place where the breeze blew the worst of the dust, flies, and smoke away. One of the washerwomen brought her a plate, and Elizabeth sampled everything. No one seemed deterred by the toughness of the ox, and it did not take long for the piles of meat to disappear. The bones had already been cracked, roasted, and turned into broth. Not a hair of the old beast had been wasted: a thrift Elizabeth approved of. 



  
Elizabeth, Ann, and a few others departed when a group of amateur musicians began playing dance tunes. She caught a glimpse of Lazlo bowing to a giggling young woman, one of Axel’s eligible daughters. It’s not fair. He looks so good in black. Why did she have to be the one who could not wear any color well? Well, she was as Godown made her, and perhaps it was to save her from the sin of unwarranted pride and false vanity. “Did anyone from the Peilov family reply to our invitation?”



  
“Not that I saw,” Ann told her. “Their manager sent a note thanking us for the harvest help, but Count Peilov has not replied.”



  
“He’s probably still unhappy about the bridge.”



  
Ann started to speak, caught herself, and looked up at the shining white clouds drifting overhead. “It is quite possible, my lady.”



  
Elizabeth decided to ignore Peilov’s possible slight. There was nothing to be gained by not building a proverbial as well as literal bridge between Donatello Bend and Peilovna. St. Gerald-Bridgebuilder was her patron, after all. 



  
Once back at the manor house she pulled out the fine paper reserved for special correspondence and wrote a formal letter to his lordship Count Peilov, thanking him for his efforts at rebuilding the Donatello bridge and inquiring if there might be a date when she could bring him and his lady a token of her gratitude. He’d remarried the previous year, after Maria and Jan’s mother died of complications following a late childbirth. She’d been fifty, too old to bear safely, or so Elizabeth thought. Rumor had it that the older Countess Peilov had also suffered multiple miscarriages over the years. As the ink dried, Elizabeth wondered how Lander women had coped with pregnancy. Perhaps their medical technology had allowed them to have large families easily. Well, things changed and improved, she kept telling herself, including the relations with the neighbors. 



  
An answer to her letter arrived not long after the first snow; a light dusting that vanished into the still-warm soil and drove the shahma flock down from the highlands and back to Donatello Bend. This year the herders cut eight over-age shahma out of the flock, to be fattened until the first good, multi-day freeze. Elizabeth decided that she no longer needed to be at the manor for the slaughter and initial packing, should the day for her visit to Peilovna coincide with butcher weather. She and Master Kim had decided what spices to try on the sausage this year, and that they’d use the same process on the hams as before. She made a note on her calendar and returned to reading about irregular warfare and the best way to fight against it.



  
On the appointed day she walked into the courtyard to find Snowy and the oldest of the Greyland cross mules waiting for her. She liked the looks of the three-year-old mule. The molly’s legs seemed big for her compact body, but Elizabeth preferred her mules with thick legs. The molly’s medium brown coat, almost the exact shade of Donatello dirt, faded front and rear, giving the molly a nice mealy nose and pale-brown tail. Elizabeth double-checked the straps and rope holding the two large sacks of assorted nuts to the packsaddle. The last thing she wanted to do was gall a young mule, teaching it to fear the packs. Snowy regarded the youngster with disdain. “No fear, Master Snowy,” Arnold Sims assured him, “you’re still your mistress’s favorite.”



  
“And how could he not be?” She asked, smiling as she rechecked Snowy’s tack, especially the crupper. She hated sliding onto his neck going down the manor hill. “Any problems with the molly?”



  
“No, my lady. She’s teething, but she’s quiet and used to being led. This will be good practice, especially the ford.” Simms held Snowy as Elizabeth mounted and arranged her skirts to her satisfaction. “Good travels, my lady.” He handed her the reins and the lead rope, which she tied in a slip-loop to the horn on her saddle.



  
“Thank you.” The air held a touch of frost in it despite the bright sun, warning that the golden days of autumn were coming to an end. Elizabeth nudged Snowy and he set off, the molly following. Both animals seemed eager to be in motion and it was with difficulty that Elizabeth held Snowy down to a brisk walk. “Sorry boy, can’t have you dragging your cousin over hill and dale,” she reminded him. They passed fields of stubble and once or twice she smelled meat smoking. Half the leaves had already fallen and more fluttered and danced on the morning breeze. The molly snorted but did not spook.



  
Elizabeth anticipated trouble at the ford. She stopped at the top of the bank, letting both animals look at the river and the bank on the other side. It was hard to imagine that this same river had devoured the bridge not six months before. Now the river flowed only knee-deep on the mules, another warning of winter’s rapid approach. Elizabeth walked Snowy down to the edge of the water and stopped again. He took a drink and the molly did as well. Elizabeth loosened the slip-loop, in case the molly bolted or froze. Then she ordered, “Walk on.” Snowy clopped into the water and after a hesitation the molly followed, snorting but game. Once on the other side and well away from the water, Elizabeth called, “Good mule! Very good mule,” and pulled the molly’s rope, drawing her up beside Snowy. Elizabeth leaned over and scratched the molly’s crest, then patted her neck. 



  
Two kilometers farther along the road, Elizabeth encountered an escort. At first she did not recognize Maria’s brother, Jan, as he trotted his horse up to her. She’d never seen him dressed all in black, or wearing bits of decorative armor. The molly snorted, drawing close to Snowy as the stranger horse with a fluttering saddlecloth stopped in front of them. “Well met, Miss Elizabeth,” the slender man called, looking down from his Oberland stud. 



  
“Good morning, Lord Jan,” she replied. If he wanted to be rude, she’d not lower herself to his level. “I’ve come to thank his lordship for his rapid work restoring the Donatello Bridge.”



  
“Indeed? It looks as if you come to trade,” and he pointed to the bulging sacks on the pack mule.



  
“It is a rude guest who does not bring a gift in thanks for the master’s hospitality.” 



  
“Which makes such a thing even more surprising,” he snapped, hauling the stallion’s head around. “Come.” Jan kicked the poor beast into a canter.



  
Elizabeth refused to play the game. Snowy and the molly trotted along behind Jan, not bothering even to try and keep him in sight. It was not as if they could get lost. In fact, Elizabeth had shaken her head when she’d first seen a map of Peilovna. The road ran in a nearly straight line from the bridge to the main residence, only curving twice to avoid hills. The direct route seemed un-prudent to Elizabeth, but she’d shrugged. Only if she had to defend the road would it be of concern to her. And then she’d have more pressing worries than a straight road. Jan stopped, allowing the two mules to catch up, and sneered down at Elizabeth. She did not like the pink tint to the foam around his mount’s bit. What kind of a bit are you using? That horse seems too well trained to need a harsh bit. Unless you are scared of him? And if you are scared of him, why are you riding him? Her opinion of Lord Jan Peilov dropped two more notches.



  
He stayed with her the rest of the way, giving her a running description of the wonders of Peilovna, the age and prestige of the lands, the wealth of his family and their pedigree, and going at length into the fecundity of their livestock. Godown save me from being trapped in a reception room with this man. I hope his wife has more patience than I do, or worse hearing. She nodded, made interested noises at the right places, and ignored the innuendo about “rutting rams.” Instead she made note of the old defenses and of which farmsteads had good, stout protective walls. 



  
Just before midmorning they reached Crownpoint. The name of the fortress predated even the Babenburgs, but the fortress itself dated to after the Great Fires. By now she knew the distinctive rough look of post-Fire construction well and nodded to herself. Crownpoint must have been the one hill that the Landers had not built upon, preferring the flat ground beyond the prominent dome for their settlement. She also noted that instead of gray stone such as used at Starheart and Donatello Bend, black rock topped with a wooden roof surrounded Crownpoint’s residence.



  
Jan jabbed his spurs into his horse, hauled back on the reins, and forced the beast to rear. Elizabeth’s fingers twitched and her hand moved to her saddlebag, reaching for the pistols that she’d left back at the Bend. You miserable brute! That beast is worth a hundred thalers at least and you’re ruining him. Godown grant that you never come under my command and do that, or I’ll have you bridled and spurred.


  
Elizabeth stroked Snowy’s neck before resuming her walk up Crownpoint Hill. The fortifications shared the same basic design with many post-Fire sites, boasting a curving approach road, offset inner gates, and murder holes inside the gateways. Times must have been terrible for the survivors to put so much effort and materials into building forts instead of raising food, she mused. Or had the fort builders defeated the food growers? She’d read that the Meenonights, the people responsible for bringing Terran and other livestock and some crops to Colplatshki, had vanished not long after the last of the great planting machines failed. Either way, the Peilov family had held Crownpoint for almost three hundred years. 



  
Elizabeth rode into a garden. Someone had trained fruit trees up the interior wall of the fortress. A meter-deep bed of plants, some decorative, some medicinal, others edible, extended from the base of the wall below the trees. “No, you can’t eat those,” she warned Snowy; turning him so he couldn’t see the lush growth of his favorite sweet grass. “You either,” she added, in case the molly picked up Snowy’s habits. Behind them, she heard the clatter of boots on stone as Jan jumped down from his horse. She looked around and spotted a mounting block. She dismounted with care, keeping one hand on her skirts so they wouldn’t flutter or flap and spook the molly.



  
“Well met, Lady Sarmas,” a thin voice called. She turned to see a man in his late fifties or early sixties, brown hair shot with gray, limping across the courtyard. 



  
Before she could reply, a groom appeared beside her and reached for Snowy’s reins. “Don’t,” she warned, beginning the familiar routine. “He bites and kicks. This is the first time the molly has been off Donatello Bend. Be very careful. I’m not responsible if Snowy draws blood.”



  
“You should be,” Jan sniffed. “Your people should have trained the beast better. And you shouldn’t ride it around if it can’t be made to behave, Miss Sarmas.”



  
“Nor should a horse be ridden with a severe bit if its mouth bleeds so easily, my lord.”



  
“What?” The limping man glared at Jan. “Is Neger injured?”



  
“Oh, no, my lord father, nothing of the sort. The lady mistakes berry juice for blood.” Jan took a step back before his father could shove him out of the way. Count Peilov got close enough to the stud to see the bloody foam around the horse’s mouth before spinning around and rushing as best he could back to Jan, shaking his fist. 



  
“You will ruin Neger! I told you twice never to use anything more than a mild snaffle bit, you careless fool.” Jan retreated as the man hissed, “What were you doing with him in the first place? I told you to take Coco. She needs exercise.”



  
“I, I just wanted to show Sarmas the best Peilovna has, my lord father.” The young man’s bluster turned into a whine that made Elizabeth want to put her fingers in her ears. “I don’t know what happened. I rode him gently. He spooked at the mules, just before we started up the hill, father. It’s not my fault.”



  
She turned back to the mules, supervising the servants unloading the sacks of nuts. The older man said something, a whine followed, and then she heard two meaty splats, like a hand striking flesh. Several loud sniffs and the sound of boots on stone came from behind her and she forced herself not to look, or to smile. Limping steps drew closer and she turned again. “My lord,” she curtsied.



  
Count Peilov extended his hand, raising her. “Welcome to Peilovna and Crownpoint, Lady Sarmas. How was your journey?”



  
“It has gone very well, my lord.”



  
He smiled. “Good. What have we here?”



  
“The first fruits of the Donatello Bend nut harvest, my lord. A token of thanks for your assistance with reconstructing the bridge,” and she smiled as one of the men tried to lift the heavy sack and staggered.



  
“Take those to the kitchen,” he ordered the servant. “That’s very generous of you, Lady Sarmas, and much appreciated. Christiana brought her family’s secret nut recipes as part of her dower.” Peilov stayed well clear of Snowy, but gave the molly a close inspection. “This is one of Archduke Lewis’s mules?”



  
“Yes, your grace. She’s by a Schulter jack out of a Greyland mare. So far the combination is promising, but the animals are young.”



  
“Indeed.” He stepped back, studying the brown mule’s conformation. “Leg-heavy but not bad.” After the two mules had been led off to the hitching area he gestured for Elizabeth to come with him. “This way, Sarmas.” She followed him through a side-door, glad to stretch her legs after riding for three hours almost without pause.



  
The wooden floors and dark paneling gave the keep a warm, snug feeling, Elizabeth decided. The count waved at a set of closed, brass-strapped wooden doors. “The main entrance and reception hall. In late fall and late spring it gets cleaned and the floors scrubbed. Tile and stone, all very dignified and boot-proof, but the light color shows everything. The stone is sandy, making things worse. Every generation we threaten to rip them out and replace them, and every generation we have more pressing matters.”



  
“I understand that the ducal palace of Sarmas has been rebuilt three times, my lord. One story claims that my great, great, great-grandfather took down the lightning poles in hopes of another fire, because he so detested some of the additions made after the last one.”



  
Peilov laughed, a weak wheeze. “That is supposed to have happened to a bake house here.” They’d reached the end of the hallway and Elizabeth wondered if they faced what had once been an outer wall. The door seemed very heavy. A tall manservant standing beside the door gripped the black metal handle with two hands and pulled back with all his weight. Elizabeth, expecting a squall of stiff hinges, heard only the sound of the servant’s steps. Peilov continued through the doorway and into a brightly lit passage, very much like the glass hall in Starheart. He waved towards the windows in the wall. “Once upon a time the wall held more glass, all the way to the floor, and no defensive wall beyond, so people could see the forest and hills. Then Godown sent the Fires.”



  
“My lord, you mean that this glass is Lander made?”



  
He nodded without stopping or even breaking his stride. “Yes. If the records are correct, what’s left of them, the Landers built this section as a pleasure pavilion of some kind, where people came to look at the view.” He snorted. “I can’t imagine anyone putting up a fancy building just so they could look out of it. But supposedly they did.” A maidservant curtsied and opened another door, and he called, “Christiana, Lady Elizabeth von Sarmas, the pest who upset my plans for a new bridge. Sarmas, my wife Christiana. Sarmas brought nuts.”  



  
Elizabeth curtsied to the very pregnant, plump young woman. “My lady.”



  
Christiana, as pale as her husband was dark, smiled. “You are welcome, Lady Sarmas. Pardon me if I do not get up to greet your properly.” Elizabeth had to strain to her the quiet woman. The baby sat very high in her belly, suggesting that a new son would soon grace the Peilov line. “Please,” and she waved in the direction of a dark chair with ornate carvings on the top of the backrest. 



  
Elizabeth ran a finger over the beautifully carved pack of hounds before sitting. “Your lordships, this is the most beautiful work I’ve seen outside of St. Gerald’s Cathedral,” she told her hosts. 



  
“There’s a very talented family of woodcarvers here on the estate. Over the generations they’ve made the fittings for both the chapels here, and for the family quarters,” the count informed her. As he spoke, two maids set out hot tea, fresh bread, and butter, along with tiny pots of different jam and potted meat. After he helped himself, Elizabeth accepted a serving from one of the young maids. “About that bridge.”



  
“My lord?”



  
“The old location is terrible. Banks are too high and wide, plus that hill on the other side, the one with ruins? It threatens anyone crossing. Building over the ford made much better sense.”



  Er, ah, what do I say? She took a bite of bread and drank some tea before replying, “I’m afraid I know nothing about building bridges, my lord, other than what everyone knows. However, your side of the bank is higher at the ford than my side, my lord. To build a road to the bridge, one that did not run from the hill to the ford before crossing, would require raising the land, building a high road almost a kilometer long, and clearing a stand of blackwood trees that belong to the Crown.” He pursed his lips, grey eyebrows drawing together and she added, “This past spring, the floodwaters extended almost two kilometers back from the river just above the ford, my lord.”



  
“That’s a nuisance. Godown be praised, we drained all our swamps a century ago.” He ate more bread. “Well, can the hill be torn down and the dirt used to raise the road?”



  
“No, my lord, not without much more effort than I have people for. The core of the hill is solid stone, but it is crumbly once you dig it out.” 



  
“Bah. Once again, Windth, er, what are you calling it now?”



  
“Donatello Bend, my lord, the earlier name.” 



  
“Once again Donatello Bend gets cursed with the worst of all worlds.” Christiana nodded her agreement but gave Elizabeth an inquiring look, as if she wanted to ask a question.



  
“For each ill, Godown sends a good,” Elizabeth quoted. “The pastures give the horses and mules solid bones, my lord.”



  
“Indeed.” He seemed to have finished his store of words and took a large slab of bread, slathered half a jar of potted meat over it, and took a big bite, giving Elizabeth a glimpse of uneven teeth.



  
Christiana accepted a cup of pale green tea from a different pot and sipped. Her small, pink lips, round face, and very pale pink skin made her golden hair shine, and her light pink over-gown caused Elizabeth a pang of envy. “Lady Sarmas, my lord says you brought nuts?”



  
“Yes, my lady: one sack of red cheches, and one of paperhull. The estate also produces finger-black and pfeekahns, but I was not certain of the quality of those this year.” 



  
“Thank you. I look forward to trying them. I understand the soil here does not support red cheches or finger-blacks.” She looked to her husband.



  
“Grain, Sarmas. Grain, oilseed, and porkers. Grapes on the southern property, reds for the most part. The soil sours whites.” He stood, motioning for the women to remain seated. “I need to check on Neger. If that fool of a son has ruined his mouth, I’m going to tan him.” With that he limped out of the room.



  Tan the horse or the son? Elizabeth accepted more bread. “The red, please,” she told the servant. The tart, deep-red jam blended into the creamy butter and complimented the sweetness of the bread. “Are these to your recipe, my lady?”



  
“No,” and Christiana’s eyes bulged a little and she touched her stomach. “He’s kicking,” and she smiled.



  
“Your first, my lady?”



  
The young woman nodded, still catching her breath. “Yes. And no, the jams and potted meats belong to the Peilov family.” She swallowed, recovering her composure as Elizabeth smiled. “Do you know my lord husband’s daughter, Marie?”



  
“Not well, my lady. My duties and hers kept us apart during the time I was a guest under her roof.” That and we get along as well as oil and water. “She is an excellent lady for the Starland estates, my lady, and her children bring honor and joy to the family.” 



  
“That’s good to hear. She has not replied to my letters, and I’d worried.”



  Oh dear, what do I say? “My lady, I understand that young Roland keeps her very busy, as does running Starland. You are aware that she is acting as her own chatelaine?”



  
“No!” Christiana shook her head and drank more tea. “How does she manage? Godown must have blessed her.”



  
“Godown has blessed her indeed, my lady.”



  
Not too much later Elizabeth excused herself. “I apologize for my lack of manners, my lady, but one of the mules I brought is young and untrained, and the other does not care for strangers. Is there anything I can do for you, my lady?”



  
The young woman waited until another flurry of kicking subsided, or so Elizabeth guessed from her quick intake of breath and little “hic!” “Is it true that you are a religious?”



  
“Not entirely, my lady. I am a professed postulant, not a sister.”



  
Christiana whispered, eyes wide, “Can you pray for me?” Only someone made of stone could have denied the scared young woman’s plea. 



  
Elizabeth got to her feet, then knelt before the countess and took one hand between her own. St. Sabrina, but her hands are like ice. This can’t be good, can it? “Yes, my lady. Who is your patron?”



  
“Kiara and Katiri. St. Graham is the Peilov patron.”



  
“I will implore Saint Kiara to give you clarity, Katiri to strengthen you, Graham to give you his grace, and St. Sabrina, patroness of all women in need, to protect you.” She raised her right hand and touched thumb, ring finger, and little finger together. “Godown, lord of all, hear our prayers. Be with Your daughter in her time of need; grant her Your strength and peace. Hold her in Your arms. St. Sabrina, we pray you to add your voice to ours as we beseech Godown’s goodness and care on your supplicant daughter.” After a moment for silent prayer, Elizabeth finished the benediction. With a servant’s help, she got to her feet. Christiana seemed to have fallen asleep, and Elizabeth, worried, looked at the old woman sitting beside the gravid girl. When the woman put a finger over her lips and smiled, Elizabeth nodded and minced as quietly as she could out of the room.



  
One of the older maids followed her. “Beggin’ your pardon, my lady, but thank ye. Her grace, well, my lady, she’s heard too many old tales about childbed, an’, well, she can’t rest.”



  
“You are welcome. Remember that Godown and St. Sabrina help those most in need of their aid.”



  
“Yes’m.” The maid showed her out of the residential section of the keep. Elizabeth took a moment to let her eyes adjust to the afternoon sunlight. It didn’t seem as bright as it had earlier, and she glanced up. Sheets of thin clouds covered the sky and she shivered. Storm sign? No time to waste, then. She found a groom who brought Snowy and the molly to her. She adjusted Snowy’s tack and made certain that the ropes and straps on the packsaddle had been fastened down. Flapping straps made for excited equines. 



  
Someone moved in the shadows by the kitchen wall. Elizabeth watched a thin man in dark clothes slink along, as if trying not to be seen. She recognized Jan Peilov when he stopped and glared at her, one cheek bright red and the other already bruising. He shot her a look of pure hatred and loathing, and she guessed that he blamed her for his father’s anger. She met his eyes, cool and calm. If he wanted to begin trouble, she and Snowy would finish it. Instead he ducked and continued along the shadow of the wall.



  
Once clear of Crownpoint, Snowy trotted for several kilometers through the quiet land of Peilovna before Elizabeth slowed him. She didn’t want to exhaust the young mule, especially if the three-year-old was teething and not eating well. As they ambled along, Elizabeth noticed that the wind had shifted during her visit. An east-northeast wind chased the leaves now fluttering and skittering across the road. The air smelled wet and sour, or was she imagining things? “I’ll let you trot again once we cross the river,” she told Snowy’s ears. 



  
The molly did not care for leaves in flowing water. Or something. She snorted and balked at the river’s edge, two feet in the water and the other two planted deep in the muddy bank. Snowy, well into the cold water, protested. He leaned forward against the lead rope tied to his saddle, pulling his breast-strap tight. Elizabeth waited for the molly to give up, stroking Snowy’s neck and scratching his crest. After what felt like an hour the brown molly shifted her weight forward and took one step, then another. As the lead rope went slack, Elizabeth got ready for a bolt. Snowy started forward and the molly charged, rushing past him to get out of the water. Snowy jumped, taking the bolt as a challenge, and scrambled into a flat run, almost dragging the molly off her feet when she slipped on the wet rocks of the ford. “Easy,” Elizabeth called, trying to check him before he ripped the halter off the poor molly’s head, or broke part of the saddle. He stopped stock still and she almost flew over his head. 



  
After that excitement, the rest of the trip seemed easy. Before they got back to the manor house Elizabeth felt bruises developing from getting thrown around during the river crossing. “You are too literal for your own good, you mule.” Snowy ignored her words, intent on getting home, where he knew a rub-down and grain waited — and maybe another opportunity to eat someone’s bedding. Instead, Elizabeth made him walk. The molly kept up the pace, although her low-hanging head revealed how tired she was. They passed several farmers and laborers hurrying to get animals into shelter or bringing in tools, wash, and in one case a load of cut wood. The molly spooked at the wagon, but couldn’t muster the energy to do more than sidle and jump a little. The afternoon grew darker as the clouds turned leaden gray, masking the sun. The northeast wind picked up strength. “You should be grateful that you have warm stalls and stout loafing sheds,” Elizabeth informed both equines.



  
As soon as they clopped into the courtyard, Andy Sims appeared from the stable block. “How did she do, my lady?”



  
“She’s a good goer, Master Sims. A few spooks and one balk at the river, but she took everything else in stride.” Elizabeth dismounted and slapped Snowy on the rump. He brayed at the indignity and the servants and soldiers passing through the courtyard laughed. 



  
“Good to hear, my lady. His grace will be pleased.” He took Snowy’s reins as a younger man led the molly away. 



  
“Master Sims, a question. Can a warhorse be neck-reined or knee-guided if he’s been trained to the bit?”



  
The quiet man frowned. “Depends on the age when you retrain him, and the skill of the trainer and rider, but usually no.”



  
“So if his mouth is ruined, he’s no good except as a parade mount or at stud.”



  
“Yes, my lady. Is there a problem with Ricardo?”



  
She looked up at the sky, frowning as she saw a gaggle of grey-wings flapping past overhead, running south with the wind. “No, but I may be buying a very good stud with an iron jaw, if things are…” She stopped before she said too much. “Thank you. Is everything ready for the storm?”



  
“Yes, my lady. You feel it too? The beasts have been edgy all afternoon.”



  
She walked off without answering. Snow or rain? Either is welcome, now that the bridge pilings are protected and the crops are in. Someone opened the door for her and she strolled into the house, still thinking about her winter preparations.



  
By nightfall the wind howled around the manor hill, rattling the shutters and trickling in through any possible crack or pinhole. Elizabeth fell asleep not long after praying for Countess Peilov. When she woke, rain pounded down from a blue-gray sky. The wind had subsided but even so the air felt like wet needles when she poked her head outside. After that she tucked herself into a chair by the fire, reading Neo-Jomini and drinking hot cider. Winter had begun.
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  9. Spring Battles


  
Elizabeth leaned into the currycomb as she brushed Snowy, taking her frustration out on his winter coat. Glad to be rid of the itchy, hot hair, he did not seem to mind. “I do not care for the quiet,” she observed at last. 



  
Lazlo Destefani, standing well clear of the cranky mule’s teeth and hooves, nodded and ran a hand through his hair. “Me either, my lady. The eastern frontier, well, ma’am, I don’t recall going this long with out at least a heavy raid in force. It’s been almost a year and a half since anyone has reported finding anything more than a scouting force. Kemal’s getting twitchy, and his grace,” Lazlo kicked at an invisible rock. “His grace is planning for an all-out attack from the south.”



  
Before she could answer, Master Sims bustled up. “My lady,” he began protesting, “Cliff was assigned to care for Snowy. There’s no need for you to deal with him, my lady.”



  
“I need to care for him, Master Sims,” she corrected, still brushing. Clouds of white drifted around the woman and her mule, and Lazlo shifted out of the way of the hair fog. “Do not worry, I’ve left the messy bits. He needs his sheath cleaned, I’m sure.” She hated that job. Even though he was sterile and had also been gelded, Snowy needed to be cleaned just like every other male equine. She heard coughing and waited until it stopped before looking at the two men.



  
“Very good, my lady,” Master Sims agreed. He bowed and rushed off to take care of his other charges.



  
“How many foals do we have right now?” she asked Lazlo.



  
“Horses? Three colts and three fillies as of this morning. At least twelve new mules, my lady. The Greyland mares have all delivered.” Lazlo smiled and she winked before giving Snowy a few final swipes. 



  
“His grace’s observations about the Oberland mules have proven accurate,” she reminded Lazlo, expression grave.



  
She watched him struggling to match her tone. “Indeed, my lady, his grace has an eye for equines.”



  
Archduke Lewis, after two painful experiences, had sworn off any further attempts to cross Oberland mares with his prize jacks. The mules, foul-tempered even by mule standards and thin-legged, disappointed him terribly. Some breeds did not cross well, and that was all there was to it. However, Lewis gave himself complete credit for the success of the Greyland mares, and for the promising results of Ricardo’s amorous attentions.



  
“I don’t know, Lazlo,” Elizabeth decided after trying to shake mule hair off of her hands. “We expect an attack from the south. The Turkowi have consolidated their position in Scheel, Morloke can’t stop them if Taiyyp puts the full army out this summer, Tivolia might, might be able to resist for a few weeks, but that still leaves a lot of ground to cover before the end of campaign season.”



  
Lazlo followed her over to the pump, and worked the lever, drawing water for her. “All true, my lady. I wish there were some way to put spies on the east slope of the Dividing Range and keep them alive.”



  
“Your lips to Godown’s ears, Lazlo,” she sighed, rinsing the last hair off. She started to wipe her hands on her skirt, caught sight of the white covering, and shook them dry instead. “There will be fighting this summer.”



  
“Oh yes, my lady.” Lazlo cupped his hand under the pump’s mouth, caught the last trickle of water, and drank. “There will be fighting.”



  
The next day a messenger brought thick packets of mail for Lady Ann, Lazlo, Elizabeth, and letters for a few others. Elizabeth skimmed over the news from the capitol, then stopped, rereading the last paragraph. Oh no. That’s not good. Emperor Rudolph is too young to be sick. Or was he? He’d never been exactly robust, or so she’d heard. If Rudolph is sick there is bound to be war.


  
Especially since Tayyip the Invincible faced growing discontent, or so merchants from Tivolia had told Aquila Starland, who passed the warning along. “His people want more. Scheel wasn’t enough, or so the men have heard. The trade routes and sea towns mean nothing to the Turkowi, as you well know,” he wrote to Elizabeth. “They want land. Scheel had people and not land. Now the Turkowi look to Morloke and Tivolia. They have a year-round base of operations, a depot, and faster access to Frankonia because of the sea towns. Rumor has it that a number of Frankonian merchants and soldiers have been seen in Scheel, but the men I spoke with could not confirm the tales. I suspect the priests of Selkow are goading Tayyip, telling him not to waste Selkow’s gift by hesitating. And he’s young in his power. The internal split among Selkow’s followers hurt his position, as you well know, and he lost his spies in the Imperial court. Young men act, they don’t think.”



  
She smiled at the last line, wondering what Lord Matthew Starland had been up to recently. Probably not longing for the glories of war, unlike some of the younger Frankonian nobles. Her mother’s latest missive reported a growing desire among the third and fourth sons for “a great war, so they can prove their manhood.” Her mother’s opinion of that manhood had made Elizabeth’s face burn. Lady Olympia refused to take “I don’t want to hear about that,” at face value, her daughter was learning.



  
“Which front and when?” Elizabeth asked her empty office. “The passes will open by the end of next month, and after the mild, dry winter, the marshes between the Tongue Sea and Dividing Range will be passable, unlike last year.” Her eyes strayed to the map on the wall. An errant shadow from the windows pointed at the Tongue Sea lowlands, as if confirming her guess. “Godown be with us, give us Your wisdom, help us guard Your people,” she whispered. If the Turkowi came from the north, she’d be among the first called up. 



  
The next day she called Lazlo, Annie Lei, Axel, Andrew Sims, and Lady Ann together in the reception room. Her office would not hold that many people. “There’s going to be war this summer,” she told them. “From the north, I’m sure of it.” Lazlo, arms folded, nodded. Lady Ann looked both grim and relieved. The three Donatello Bend residents made warding signs, and Axel began twisting his hat in his hands, looking even more morose than usual. “We need to start getting supplies ready for a mobilization, repairing the transport wagons, and preparing to send as much as we can when the time comes.”



  
“His majesty wouldn’t strip us of all the livestock, would he?” Axel protested.



  
The two soldiers both nodded. “Yes, he would and will if the need is great enough.” Elizabeth thought for a moment, adding, “Probably not the breeding stock, or the shahmas if they have been sent to the high country, but everything else that can pull a cart, carry a sack or a soldier, or be eaten.”



  
“What do you need from us, my lady,” Annie asked.



  
“Camp bread, as much as we can bake. Add it to the cooking rotation, and start sewing sacks for it. I knew we’d intended to replace the mattresses this year, but that will have to wait. And bandages,” she decided. “Soap, bandages, medical supplies and herbs. Both to keep here and for the men to carry with us when we are called north.”



  
The horse master frowned. “My lady, you seem very certain about this.”



  
“Master Andrew, I can’t tell you why, but yes, I’m certain. There are things moving around the edges of the Empire. Godown has given us a respite for a reason. I fear this summer will show us why.”



  
At Elizabeth’s shoulder, Lazlo nodded. “Things are moving. We’re tired from last year, against the Frankonians near the Bergenlands. It’s been a mild winter on this side of the Dividing Range. That bodes ill, from what my brother says.”



  
“His grace Archduke Lewis and Prince Gerald André say that as well.” At those words, Lady Ann blanched, raising a hand to her throat before regaining her composure. Prince Gerald André had taken over the Imperial espionage system, freeing his uncle Archduke Gerald Kazmer to focus on diplomacy. “Now you know what I know, and what we need to do.” 



  
Axel took a deep breath and nodded, determination replacing worry. “It shall be done, Colonel Lady Elizabeth.”
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Godown had mercy on them. The summons came just as planting finished. “North,” Elizabeth told Lazlo. Like Ann Starland, he looked relieved. His family would be, at least for the moment, out of the line of attack. “And we’re under Quill’s command.” He looked even happier and Elizabeth had to agree. She had great respect for Duke Grantholm, but she’d do almost anything for Quill Starland. “Facing what appears to be the main Turkowi army, with Frankonian artillery.”



  
“I trust you do not want me to tell our men that.”



  
“No, there’s no need.” She leaned back in the chair. “And who knows? Perhaps Godown will answer all our prayers and one of those legendary waves will arise, crash onto land, and sweep the Rajtan’s forces into the deeps.” Lazlo gave her an odd look, as if he could not decide if she were joking or not. “More likely, we will have battle, and the Donatello troops will be skirmishers and flankers again.”



  
She wondered about the rest of the orders. Should she tell Lazlo about her meeting with Jan Peilov and Duke Theobald Peilov’s actions? “Lazlo, tell me, if you were the heir, untried and unbloodied, with a new brother, how would you react to being called to war?”



  
“Huh.” He looked at the wall. “How old?”



  
“Oh, mid 20s, maybe a touch older.”



  
“I’d either be champing at the bit, eager to do whatever I could to prove myself and to show their majesties just how good I was, my lady, or I’d be cowering and trying to get a staff position so I would not be in danger of having the succession changed.” He shrugged. “Probably the first one more than anything. Especially if I’ve never seen battle.” Lazlo looked back to Elizabeth. “Are we going to have one of those, my lady?”



  
“At least one, probably with a very well-honed sense of rank and precedence. But we may be pleasantly surprised.” If so, it would be a very great surprise, and further proof of Godown’s ability to perform miracles even in this fallen age. 



  
“I can see why the Landers had a professional army, instead of depending on conscription and mercenaries, my lady,” he opined, catching her off guard.



  
“Hmmm, yes. According to what little survives, the survivors tried that, but there were not enough people.”



  
“We still need more people.”



  
She almost blurted out, “And why haven’t you done your part to take care of that,” but caught the words and swallowed them. For all she knew he did have a child, or children, and was just very discreet about it. Instead she agreed, “We do. And I suspect nine months after this mobilization is announced…” She stopped before she embarrassed both of them. 



  
He just grinned. “Indeed, my lady.”



  
They returned to the maps, considering routes and times. “I’d like to plan on twenty kilometers a day, but that’s not possible this time,” she said after an hour.



  
He leaned back, stretching. “No, my lady. Fifteen a day is more realistic, given the baggage and supply train we’ll be needing. We’ll still reach the lowlands in less than a month, barring surprises and bad weather.” He leaned left and right, and Elizabeth flinched at the sound of cracking joints. “My lady, who else is mustering with us?”



  
Now it was her turn to stare at the wall. She looked at her father’s portrait, wondering what he would do in this case. She imagined him taking Jan Peilov over his knee and thrashing him. The mental image brought a little smile to her face. “The contingent from Peilovna will be with us, or so the orders read. Do not plan on that, Lazlo. Plan on the Donatello troopers moving on their own. Even if the Peilovna forces join us, anticipate that we’ll have to take the lead, seniority and rank be damned.” She was not going to disappoint Duke Starland if Jan proved to be as incompetent as she guessed he might be. She scolded herself. His antipathy to you may have nothing to do with his real abilities. He’s also ridden with Aquila and Quill said nothing about him being unskilled. You don’t have to like him in order to work with him. She murmured a silent prayer for patience.



  
That evening she called Lady Ann into her chamber. “Is there anyone on the manor who can make up medicines specifically for women’s problems?”



  
Ann frowned and played with a corner of her handkerchief. “Yes, but it… ah, what sort of problem?”



  
“I need to stop my courses.”



  
Ann blanched as white as her and Elizabeth’s head covers. “Who?”



  
It took Elizabeth a moment to realize what Ann was asking. “Oh for the love of St. Gerald’s bridge, it’s not that, Ann,” Elizabeth snapped, planting her fists on her hips. “You think I take my vows so lightly?” 



  
Red replaced white in Ann’s face. “No, ah, no, my lady, I just, it’s just, I’m sorry, my lady.”



  
“If you must know, it’s the pain. I can barely ride, and I can’t go into battle while I’m drinking salibark tea four times a day. I’d bleed to death from a minor injury before anyone realized the problem.” And I can barely think, let alone make command decisions for the first three days of my cycle, the pain is so bad at times, but that’s between me, St. Sabrina and Godown.


  
Ann heaved a sigh of relief. “I know who and she’ll recommend a pessary of the inner bark of red cheeches, followed by pastilles of cheech bark and kumora. At least, that’s what the herbals recommend,” she declared. “And you won’t believe this, but the pastilles? They don’t taste foul. My aunt used them to stop Mistress Destefani’s bleeding after Lazlo’s birth, and she had me help her make them, later.” Ann nodded once. “And they won’t stop your cycle completely, but they make it milder. Only one herb will stop it, and I assume you know what that is, my lady.”



  
“Golden horn smut.” Ann looked as grim as Elizabeth felt. Oh yes, horn smut from the wild key grass would stop a woman’s cycles, assuming she survived the side effects. I’d rather trust myself to a churigon and have everything removed. The survival rate is higher and the pain shorter.
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The herb wife’s concoction worked, much to Elizabeth’s relief and delight. Ann had been right about the taste of the pastilles, as well. She wouldn’t serve them as dessert, but even the first day she took them, Elizabeth felt the grinding pain in her legs and back fading into something bearable. She rubbed her forehead and studied the map, deciding on the best route to take once they crossed the Plate River. I’m glad my body hurts less, because Peilov is making my head hurt more.


  
In some ways, his unwillingness to work with her came as a relief. She’d done no planning with the Peilovna officers or their commander, had made no logistical arrangements with them or for them, and while her company carried as many supplies as they could, they couldn’t feed themselves, their animals, and the Peilovna forces as well. In fact, Elizabeth had already had to start buying additional food and fodder outright, despite the soaring prices, trying to spare the field supplies for when the reached the marshes. Two weeks, she reminded herself, only two weeks and Duke Starland would be in charge and he’d see to Peilov. She bent over the map, noticing a detail she’d missed before, and barked a quiet laugh.  



  
“My lady?” Lt. Hans Sparli asked, his expression half concerned and half curious.



  
“Sorry.” She straightened up, frowning a little at the twinges in her back. “I fled Frankonia when Laurence V tried to confine me to a convent in the southern marshes, an area known for its high rates of swamp fever. That order has a house here,” she tapped the northern edge of a marsh on the map, near the hills at the south end of the Tongue Sea. “Godown has a sense of humor.”



  
“Indeed He does, my lady,” Lt. Alex Todd agreed. He leaned back from the table, shifting around in his seat as he tried to find a less painful place to rest his broken arm. The cast would come off before they reached the muster point, and he’d insisted on coming despite both his wife and the medic’s protests.



  
“My lady, any word on what the heretics are doing?” Sparli refused to call them anything else in her presence.



  
“Not yet. I don’t expect to hear any news, unless it is very good or very bad, before we rendezvous with his grace.” She waved away a fly that had bumbled into the tent.



  
The men nodded or grunted. She stepped back from the table. “Any problems today?”



  
Lt. Will Krehbiel, in charge of the non-combatants and teamsters raised a hand. “We’re missing two men, my lady. I suspect they’ve deserted, unless they irritated some farmers and will stagger in later.”



  
“Make a note of it please, especially of when you found them missing,” she ordered. “And all of you, remind your people to be careful around the farmers and others. They are getting angry about soldiers marching through. There are rumors that some soldiers have been liberating supplies and valuables, and I won’t have it in my company.” She met each officer’s eyes, making certain they understood and agreed with her. “I suspect we’ll have more than enough loot at the end of the season.” Of course they would, once they got into the Turkowi camp after defeating them in battle. 



  
“Not our men, my lady,” the youngest officer, Matt Bonaventure, offered. “I heard it was Peilov people, making up for what they didn’t bring with.”



  If that’s true, it doesn’t surprise me in the least. “I don’t care who else is doing it, but it had better not be any of our troopers. Any problems with sickness yet?”



  
None yet, but she knew the time would come. War meant pestilence. It always had and probably always would, especially up in the lowlands between the mountains and the Tongue. “Then you have the route for tomorrow and are dismissed.”



  
Where was Lazlo? He’d gone to check on Krehbiel’s wagons, to see if they needed to try and requisition or buy some more, and should have been back. She pulled her tent flaps down and tied them shut, giving herself a bit of privacy to remove the pessary and change her padding. Chore done, she opened the flaps again. As much as she detested living in the open, no one could ever claim she’d hidden a lover in her tent!



  
Not ten minutes after she’d sat down to read about the siege of the swamp city of Gorlak, she heard a growing commotion. Yelling, swearing, and other sounds of fighting erupted from the southern end of the camp and she yanked on her boots, grabbed her saber, and stormed out of the tent. She caught Molly, the mule she rode around camp, and hauled herself onto the bare back. “I am not in the mood for a balk,” she warned the brown beast, pointing her to the south. Molly set off at a brisk walk, head bobbing, and the troopers streaming towards the commotion parted, letting Elizabeth through. She found the problem by ear and rode into a vicious confrontation.



  
“What is going on here?” She pitched her voice to carry but did not yell. 



  
“They’re stealing our horses!” One of the Donatello men called out, shaking a blue and green clad soldier.



  
“We’re here on orders from Col. Peilov and his grace Duke Starland,” a stranger on a large brown horse informed her. The man tried to look down his nose at her, something the large bend in his proboscis made rather challenging.



  
“Indeed. Let me see those orders,” and she held out her hand.



  
“They are verbal orders.”



  
She kept her hand extended, waiting, eyes locked on his. He shifted, his horse sidling beneath him, and looked away. She repeated, “Give me your orders.”



  
“His grace Duke Starland sent a messenger to my lord Colonel Peilov, ordering him to take whatever animals we need from other units,” the Peilov officer repeated, starting to sweat.



  
“Show—Me—The—Orders.”



  
Captain Destefani appeared on her right side, worse for wear, shirt torn. “There are none, my lady Colonel.” 



  
“He’s lying!”



  
Elizabeth nudged the molly forward until she could reach up and grab the startled officer by the collar. Caught by surprise and off-balance, the larger man didn’t resist as she hauled him down until he was at eye level with her. She hissed, “Return to your camp and tell my lord Peilov that we have no animals to spare. That is an order. I will even send it in writing. And inform him that if his grace is angry, I will inform his grace myself that I personally am the reason you could not obtain mounts from the Donatello company.” She shoved him back upright and the molly sidled away from the larger horse. 



  
“No Donatello animals are to leave camp with Peilov troops, or any other troops, unless I receive orders in writing from his grace Duke Starland, Archduke Arpad, or Prince Thomas,” she called, still not yelling or losing her temper. “Is that clear?”



  
“Yes, Colonel.” 



  
“Yes, my lady.” 



  
“Understood, Colonel,” and other assurance rumbled from the Donatello men. The soldiers wearing Peilov green growled but, outnumbered and surrounded, decided not fight.



  
“My lord will have you disciplined, flogged, for this outrage and disobedience,” the mounted officer warned, his square face now flushed red. 



  
“So be it. Please give my lord Peilov my greetings and my hopes that he is in good health. However, we have no spare animals at this time. You are dismissed.” She watched, waiting, as the Peilov requisition party regrouped and marched out of the camp. A few Donatello men tried to harass them but their NCOs and officers put a stop to it. Once they had departed, Elizabeth looked around at the men. “Anyone not assigned to the baggage train is also dismissed. Lt. Krehbiel, double the guard on the remuda tonight and tomorrow.”



  
“Yes, my lady.”



  
She rode back to her tent, Lazlo walking beside her and sporting the beginnings of a spectacular black eye. “Don’t tell me you tripped,” she warned. “Or fell down the stairs.”



  
He managed to laugh at the caution. “No, my lady. I got into a fight. It seems the Peilov troops tried to waylay a messenger from his grace with letters for you and lord Peilov.” She inhaled sharply. He continued, “I got our letters, but not without a little trouble.”



  
She balled her hands into fists and rested them on her thighs, trusting the molly not to do anything stupid. She counted to one hundred, trying to keep her anger from showing. “That is an inexcusable breach of discipline and etiquette both.” Her voice sounded calm and low to her ears, much to her relief.



  
They reached her tent before Lazlo replied. He held the molly as Elizabeth dismounted, then gave the mule to a groom to curry and settle. “Yes, my lady, it is. I did not ask if they had orders to intercept the messages, or if the idiot thought he could gain favor with Peilov by taking them along with the horses.”



  
She waved him into the spare chair and sat in her own. “You have them?”



  
He handed her two letters, one from Aquila Starland and one from Archduke Arpad, the emperor’s youngest brother. She opened that one first and to her relief found a general order to pick up the pace if possible, and a warning about not alienating the farmers and villagers en route. Quill’s letter repeated the orders and warned that he would have no patience with disputes over rank and precedence. She frowned at the last part of the message. “Captain do we have any feverbark drops?”



  
“No. We’ll get them as we go farther north, my lady. Feverbark trees grow where swamp fever breeds,” he reminded her. “Godown put the cure and the ill together.” 



  
“Hmm.” She handed him Quill’s message. He read and returned it. “You need steak for that eye.”



  
He touched the bottom of the bruise and flinched. “Horse liniment would be better, but not this close to my eye.”



  
“And sober, too.” She teased him, “Captain, only a Destefani could get into a tavern brawl in a dry road camp.” He smiled, humoring her, or so she guessed. “Any other injuries on our side, that you saw?”



  
“No, Colonel. We caught them before they could do more than start trying to rope the horses.”



  
“Good. You are dismissed. I want to be on the road as early as practical, and we’d better put as much space between us and the Peilovna company as we can.”



  
“Yes, my lady.”



  
She hated to tire the animals and her men with a hard night march, but Elizabeth saw no choice in the matter, not after the attempted raid against her remuda. She gathered the officers the next afternoon, during the noon break, and gave them their orders. That night they made a temporary camp, rested four hours, and then set out by moonlight. The light cavalry rode ahead, scouting the way and securing the ferry over the Lesser Plate River. The infantry and baggage followed. The ferryman did not want to cross at night, but Elizabeth forced him to. “We have a full moon, no wind, and orders from Archduke Arpad, Master Ferryman,” she growled. “You will be paid, never fear.”



  
The last of the wagons crossed just before sunrise. The company pressed ahead until they reached a large grove of floottblatt trees, on the edge of the last of the hills. The big, dark green leaves cast thick shade, and the men set up camp in the grove, glad to sleep for a few hours. Elizabeth herself took watch, over the other officers’ protestations. “I crossed first and napped. Go rest. We’ll march a few hours more this afternoon.” And so they did. That evening she grabbed a bite of supper, heard the day’s report, and fell asleep before the sun reached the western horizon. 



  
She woke early and heard murmuring outside her tent. “I’m worried about the colonel,” a reedy voice whispered.



  
“Why? She’s Godown’s chosen,” a warmer voice replied, making Elizabeth blush.



  
“No, not that. She’s got woman problems, and not like the ones half this camp has.”



  
The second voice growled, “How would you know? And if she does, that’s none of our business.”



  
“It is if she doesn’t rest enough.” The reedy voice continued, “my Peg has ‘em, and she gets tired fast if she’s not careful. Makes the pain worse.”



  
A snort followed that statement. “And who’s going to make the colonel rest? If the captain can’t, it ain’t safe for the rest of us to try. If the colonel is having trouble, which I don’t think she is.” She heard someone hawking and spitting. “’sides, my lord Peilov’s more trouble than any woman’s complaint.”



  
Reedy voice snorted in turn. “He is a woman’s complaint.” She blushed again and wondered if she should say anything. No, her job was to discipline the men’s behavior, not their thoughts. Besides, she was supposed to be asleep. After a few more minutes staring at the darkness, she made enough noise to warn anyone listening that she’d woken up, and with a stifled groan for her stiff back and knees, she knelt and began to recite the morning office. 



  
They saw no more of the Peilovna troops until they reached the main army, near the Great Plate River. Elizabeth wanted to ride straight to Quill’s headquarters and report, but she knew better. First she had to find her place and get her men taken care of. A broken axel on one of the wagons had slowed progress and caused them to string out over almost two kilometers, and Elizabeth needed to get everyone back together. “Col. Sarmas and the contingent from Donatello Bend reporting,” she told the first outrider they met. 



  
“Well met, Col. Sarmas,” he replied. “You are north of the main camp,” and he pointed. “You’ll see where as you go.”



  
“North and we’ll see where, very good,” she replied, returning his salute. She and Lazlo led the way. As planned, every so often one horse and rider stopped, marking the trail for the latecomers. The distance seemed shorter than she recalled from Grantholm’s camp, but also boggier. That she did not care for. As they traveled the two kilometers or so to their assigned position, she realized the pattern. The camps held the higher ground, with the remudas and wagon depots in the lower, closer to the best grass but also near the thick muck and quiver bogs. She shrugged—this region was called the northern lowlands for a reason. Lazlo urged his horse ahead, stopped, leaned down to look at something, and waved.



  
“Here, my lady,” he told her, pointing to a stake and cross-post with her and Quill’s marks on them. 



  
“Right.” She looked around before riding up the taller of two low mounds. “An I-formation this time. Medical on highest ground if possible, and as wide as necessary for contact with Count Eulenberg’s people on the south.” She dismounted as he passed the word. They’d trained to camp in several different formations, based on terrain and proximity to the front. Elizabeth bounced on her toes: it felt good to be on her own feet for a few minutes, and Braun made a noise like a sigh as she loosened his cinch by one hole. “Yes, it has been a long day,” she agreed. A biting gnat attacked her nose and she swatted it away. That was not an auspicious sign, she sighed.



  
The ground, not as soupy as Elizabeth had first thought, still gave more under her boots than she was used to. “It could be worse, my lady,” Lt. Will Krehbiel agreed later that afternoon. “This is low ground, not true swamp like farther south. And we’ve got good trees for mats.” As soon as they’d found the place for the wagons, he’d set the men to cutting branches from the weeping wollie trees and tamarak, along with reeds. Krehbiel showed them how to make mats of the pliable withies. “Then you lay three mats on top of each other, and tie the corners. Put those on the lowest places, and drive the wagons on top. They’ll settle but not bog, even if it rains.” Krehbiel had smiled at her questions. “Yes, my lady. My father’s people had to live in an area like this, but closer to the Triangle Range. The true bog starts where the reddish plants are, there,” and he pointed some distance away. “We have to keep clear of that area, especially the horses.”



  
“Is there a way to cross something like that?”



  
“Yes, my lady, or so my father says. You make mats, and lay them out, stake them down a little, and pile rushes on, then add mats if the lower ones sink too much. It’s slow going, and a lot of work, but if the bog is a brown bog, the walkways will last for years.”



  
“Thank you, Krehbiel. You are a gift from Godown,” and she smiled as he looked away, embarrassed by the praise.



  
The next day she reported to Duke Starland. As she rode south, behind the main line, she met the Peilovna troops arriving at the rendezvous point. They glared at her and Lt. Sparli, and several spat towards her. She ignored the insult but made mental notes of the faces of the men and their officers. She saw no trace of Jan Peilov himself and wondered if he’d come to grief. Probably not, she snorted, more likely he’d found a snug farmhouse or inn not far from the rest of the army and had made his personal headquarters there. If he had, well, there was nothing wrong with it: she’d have done the same if given the chance and no orders to the contrary. 



  
“Col. Sarmas reporting to his Grace,” Lt. Sparli informed the fuzz-cheeked aid waiting outside Starland’s headquarters. The building looked like a brick and wood barn, quite an improvement on the usual field tent. The young man stepped inside, reappearing with a second, older aid. 



  
“Follow me, please, Colonel,” the younger aid told her. Sparli fell in at her shoulder and they entered the dark, warm building. It was not a barn, she realized as her eyes adapted, but the largest drying shed she’d ever seen. Long rows of thin rods filled the top of the building, and the faint whiff of fish under the usual camp smells told the rest of the story. 



  
She waited as Aquila finished some business with an unfamiliar noble and dismissed the stranger before turning around. “Who?” He peered at them. Then his dark eyes lit and a broad smile bloomed on the scarred and creased face. “Well met, Lady Elizabeth! Well met indeed. You made good time.”



  
“Thank you, your grace, and yes, my men did very well. How may we be of service?” 



  
Aquila beckoned them forward and she took the seat he pointed to. “Right now we are watching and waiting. Despite camp rumor, the Turkowi do not have a navy, or a fleet of boats to use crossing the Tongue. We are in their way here, and the route through the foothills is also being watched. I’d prefer to be farther south, but,” he waved at the map. A huge shallow lake or deep swamp filled the space between the Plate and the foothills of the Dividing Range. North of the swamp, the Imperial army perched on a small cluster of ridge-like hills that faded away into the flat marshes of the Great Plate River’s delta and the waters of the Tongue. 



  
Aquila pointed at the enormous swamp. “Even the Turkowi can’t get through there. They’ve tried in the past, and learned not to try again. We can’t get through there, either. It’s perfect: too deep to walk or ride, to shallow and choked for flat-boats, the only dry spots are moss mounds, and the trees don’t burn worth a damn. And everything that walks, swims, or flies also bites.”



  No wonder there’s a convent on the edge of it, she sighed. She pointed and raised her eyebrows.



  
“Empty. The Sisters decamped to safety weeks ago,” he told her. “No repetitions of your last adventure,” and he chuckled as she blushed a little. An aid set down a bottle and three cups. “Drink, drink. It’s cider, nothing stronger.” The pfeach cider tasted wonderful and she let it sit on her tongue, savoring the little bite under the sweetness. “So, what have you brought?”



  
Sparli handed her the pages, which she passed to Quill’s aid. “A hundred light cavalry. Four hundred infantry, all trained in the square, and another two hundred musket men. That’s from Donatello Bend, Donatello Ford, and Creptown. Supplies include three tons of wheat and quinly, and some maize for the horses but not much. We also brought all the medical supplies we could spare, and a dozen hundred weights of camp bread,” the flour-fruit-meat planks that the army marched on. She omitted the fuel they’d brought, since that had been her decision, not army requirements.



  
Quill poured himself more cider. “Good. Major André will give you orders for the supplies you brought.” He pushed a sealed envelope to her. “And this was given to me to give to you.”



  
She looked at the seal and wondered what Archduke Lewis had been thinking. She put the envelope away without opening it. Aquila gave her an inquiring look over the rim of his cup. 



  
She shrugged. “Mule matters, I suspect, your grace. It will be that time of year when we get back to Donatello Bend.” 



  
Starland’s braying laugh filled the barn, drawing curious looks from his staff and the other soldiers coming and going. “Oh, St. Michael but that’s funny,” he managed, catching his breath. “He certainly has mules on the mind.”



  
“Yes, your grace, he does.”



  
“So, has the killer mule eaten anyone recently?”



  
She smiled, shaking her head. “No, although he’s developed a taste for bedding. We can’t leave him alone near drying laundry,” and at his gesture she recounted the tale of the mattress. 



  
He laughed again. “Ah, Frankonia’s most famous export. It really is too bad he’s not a stud.”



  
They discussed general matters for a few more minutes. “Unless matters change, I do not anticipate needing to meet again until the day after tomorrow,” he began, before shouting exploded from just outside the door.



  
“I demand to speak to his grace immediately! I do not care who he’s with,” a young man bellowed. Elizabeth recognized the voice and got to her feet as Jan Peilov pushed past the startled aid at the door. “You have no right to stop me.”



  
Aquila rose out of his seat, face darkening with anger. Elizabeth took two steps back, getting clear of the table. One of the servants whisked the half-empty cider bottle and cups out of the way. “What is this?” Aquila demanded.



  
“Your grace,” Peilov stopped, saluting with a crisp gesture. “I apologize, but there has been a mistake. Your orders were not transmitted correctly to my men.”



  
Elizabeth caught Sparli’s eye and made a little shooing gesture. She didn’t think either of them needed to hear the rest of the pending discussion, if ‘discussion’ was the right word.



  
“What orders?”



  
“The orders for our encampment, your grace. My men were sent north, to the end of the line, and I’m sure we are to be closer to your headquarters, your grace.”



  
Aquila turned to Elizabeth. “Sarmas, where are you?”



  
“Northern end, between Count Eulenberg and Lord Peilov, your grace.”



  
He turned back to the younger man. Peilov had come close enough that Elizabeth could see the details on his ornate armor and her mind boggled at how much it must have cost. Just the cuirass alone would have paid for four new windows in the chapel at Donatello Bend! Aquila seemed to be studying the noble. “Your position is on the left flank of the company from Donatello Bend,” he said, his voice quiet.



  
“Your grace, I protest. I outrank Miss Sarmas by both birth and marriage, and my men should not have the indignity of being left so far from—”



  
“Enough!” Aquila Starland roared. Elizabeth wanted to dive under the table and hide from his anger. Everyone else in the building took a step backwards as he continued in a deadly tone, “Lord Peilov, you forget yourself. You may be my brother-in-law. You are also the son of Count Theobald Peilov. That matters not here,” and he stabbed down with one finger before advancing on the astonished nobleman. “Colonel Elizabeth von Sarmas has shown her mettle in combat several times over. Her position, and yours, have nothing to do with rank and everything to do with where I need troops. You will obey her orders as well as mine, should the need arise. Or you will be sent home and I shall inform both his royal highness, and his grace the archduke, that your services are not necessary to the crown, and your men will be placed under Col. Sarmas’s direct command. Is that clear?” He stood nose-to-nose with Jan Peilov. “Is that clear?”



  
A little voice squeaked, “Colonel Sarmas, your grace?”



  
“Colonel. His majesty awarded her that rank over a year ago. Are my orders clear, Peilov?”



  
“Yes, your grace,” Elizabeth barely heard Peilov mumble. As Aquila turned and began walking back to the table, Peilov began, “Your grace, Sarmas denied me necessary supplies.” Elizabeth remembered the whining tone all too well and gritted her teeth. “She allowed her men to assault my soldiers.”



  
Elizabeth shivered at the expression on the duke’s face. He seemed to recall that she was there, and gave her a little smile. “Sarmas, you are dismissed,” Aquila told her.



  
“Your grace.” She and Sparli saluted and walked out of the headquarters barn at a brisk pace. They found their horses, mounted, and rode away in silence.



  
After they had passed well clear of the headquarters area, Elizabeth slowed Braun to a dignified walk and told the air, “I do not recommend irritating his grace.”



  
“My lady, I will take that advice to heart, and pass it on to the other officers for the good of the company,” Sparli assured her. 



  
“I think that would be wise. I’d hate to have people duplicating each other’s mistakes needlessly.”
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She heard nothing more from Jan Peilov, nor did any messages come from his division of the camp. That suited Elizabeth quite well. If he wished to sulk, he could do so. She and Lazlo had enough to deal with, trying to keep their people clean and healthy. Sanitation at Malfeld had been easy compared to disposing of waste in the lowlands of the Great Plate River. She made a point of being seen filtering her water through three layers of sacking cloth, even before boiling the water for tea. It only took a few cases of bloody flux before the other men made filtering their water a habit, even when the officers and NCOs were not in sight. Having coal fires for boiling water and clothes helped as well.



  
“Shade is good,” Elizabeth sighed to herself as she dismounted after scouting the land east of camp. Molly the mule snorted and jerked her head up and down, as if agreeing. Elizabeth scratched the beast’s crest. She did not care what people said, she still preferred mules to horses for almost everything. Except combat, that is. “You are too smart, you do realize that,” she informed the mule.



  
“True. Only horses and humans go into battle willingly,” Lazlo observed.



  
They handed their beasts over to the care of the groom and sat down to compare observations. With some reluctance she admitted, “I’m a little concerned about the lack of communication from Peilovna.”



  
“As am I, my lady. I’ve heard nothing, other than acknowledgement of messages received.”



  
She frowned and played with the penknife on the top of the field desk, twirling the slender shaft between her fingers and watching light flicker off the metal blade. “It serves no point to try and force them to provide us information so long as they are reporting to his grace,” she decided at last.



  
Lazlo started to speak, but shook his head instead, watching the penknife twirl. “Agreed, my lady. It is too quiet.”



  
“Here or in this area?”



  
“This area, my lady.” Tea arrived and despite the heat they both drank avidly.



  
She finished her cup before replying. “I… am inclined to agree. It feels as if a storm is looming just behind a hill and all we can see is the shadow.”



  
“And the wind has gone still, my lady.”
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The first winds from the coming storm blew into camp the next day. Starland called all the senior officers in to headquarters. Elizabeth and Lazlo took care to put several other nobles and aids between themselves and Jan Peilov. Aquila Starland pointed to a rough map, drawn on the wall of the drying barn with charcoal. “The Turkowi are coming toward us. I’ve been getting news for the past three days. It seems they tried to flank us through the swamp, with as little success as last time.” Several of the older men shook their heads and Elizabeth wondered why the enemy had even wasted the energy trying. Oh well. She’d take the news and be grateful for it.



  
“They have heavy guns.” A stir of concern rippled through the officers. “Not many, probably no more than two or three, but that’s more than enough. And there are more of them than we’d first thought. As in, twenty thousand more, or so the scouts guess.” Elizabeth’s stomach churned. 



  
“The good news is that we know where they are and how many they are. Thus far, they do not seem to know our exact position and numbers, although I assume they will by the time they attack us, if not sooner. So,” and he picked up a stick with charcoal tied to the end. “We are here. We are moving here,” and he pointed east and south. “That means Kornholt and Mitchell, you will move first, in combat order, then Jones and DeWitt, and so on up the line.”



  
A hand went up. “What about the gaps, your grace?”



  
“That’s what cavalry is for. I want Sarmas, Eulenberg, and your Wandertruppen, Montoya, parallel to our line of march, here.” He indicated the area east of the main army. “You are our screen and defense. The Turkowi have to come through here, unless they come by water, and I want the cavalry moving.” He began drawing new markings on the map. “When we finish, all cavalry will be on the flanks, except yours, Sarmas. They go with Jones as part of my reserves.” She made a note before looking back up. “Light artillery here and here,” just inside the far ends of the infantry. “Heavy artillery, so to speak, here,” concentrated to the right of the army’s center. “Musketeers in the tercios.”



  
That caused a susurration of whispers and hisses among the officers. “Problem?”



  
Peilov raised a hand, “Your grace, my men are not trained for that. We brought pike and heavy cavalry only, as we were ordered.” He did not whine, quite.



  
“Then you will not have to worry about it,” Starland snapped. “Unless the Rajtan has found an archive or a genius, I anticipate the Turkowi will attack abreast, artillery first to break the tercios and open holes in the line, then cavalry at the weak places, and then a mass infantry charge against the center. In that case, bull horns.” He held up one hand, thumb and little finger out, middle three fingers closed. Elizabeth nodded, running through the appropriate signals in her mind.



  
“If they go after one wing, as they have once or twice before, then Jones, you will swing around first, reinforcing the wing while the heavy cavalry sweeps to block. Be careful of our artillery,” he reminded everyone. “They prefer to shoot first and identify the remains later, if they have time.” Grim laughter acknowledged the warning.



  
“Peilov, you and Sarmas need to watch for a surprise.” Starland tapped the map at the end of the Tongue Sea. “I doubt they have ships or even ferries to bring anything down this way, but don’t assume anything. If they do spring a surprise on us, don’t be heroes. Send word and fall back until we can support you. Is that clear?”



  
“Yes, your grace,” Elizabeth agreed, nodding so hard that her wig slipped. “Drat.” The others laughed as she tugged it back into position.



  
“Yes, your grace,” she barely heard Peilov murmur.



  
“Any other questions?” Several people asked about baggage trains and supplies. “Behind the center, and we’ll have guards on them. If you have noncombatants, get them farther back, even to Plateford if they are pacifists.”



  Well, there goes Krehbiel, unless he volunteers to stay. She couldn’t order him to remain or to fight. That wasn’t their agreement, and she’d keep her word.



  
After a few more questions, Starland dismissed them.
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  10. Storm from the North


  
As usual, Elizabeth woke before dawn. They’d break camp that morning, and she needed to finish quickly, so the men could clear her gear out of the way. She put on her first layers of clothes, drank some water, and put the night soil box out to be collected. After a last pat around the tent to make sure that she’d put all small items away in their boxes or pouches, she knelt to begin the morning office. She felt her eyes watering and nose burning and wondered what the problem was, then set the irritations aside and concentrated on her prayers and devotions, adding a few special requests for St. Gerald. Bridgebuilder, you who show the way over difficulties, you who bring us together in safety, please add your prayers to mine. St. Gerald, hear your children and help us come together, if it is Godown’s will.


  
By the time she finished, her nose had begun running and a burning tickle developed in the back of her throat. “What is going on?” She heard coughing and sniffs outside her tent, so she wasn’t alone in her annoyance. Elizabeth pulled on her shirt, making certain to smooth out any wrinkles in the fabric before fastening the padded vest over the soft material. Then she opened the tent flaps, letting in the sickly yellow predawn light. The hair on the back of her neck stood up and she made the sign of St. Gerald’s bridge. She heard Sister Amalthea’s voice in her memory, describing the coming of the Great Fires and Godown’s judgment against the Landers, and shuddered. Then she pulled her mind back to the present. “The Fires came by night, not by day,” she reminded herself, speaking aloud.



  
“My lady, I’m afraid these fires come by day,” Lt. Bonaventure coughed from outside the flaps. She turned to him and he explained. “Before he left with the other noncombatants, Lt. Krehbiel said that his father told him that if the dry parts of the bog catch fire, they burn until it rains. I think someone lit the bog east of us.”



  
She thought about forest fires. “The wind is from the east. If the fire is ahead of the Turkowi, we’re blinded, and the fire runs as fast as the wind. If it’s behind or beside them, they’re in the same position we are.”



  
“Yes, my lady. If there’s anything good about it, the smoke is driving the blood suckers away.”



  
“That is good,” and she managed a weak smile. “I prefer not to fight three enemies at the same time.”



  
She heard a soft “whoof,” behind her and turned to find that her tent had just been pulled down, leaving the table, two chairs, and her armor and weapons. “Your men ready, Bonaventure?”



  
“Yes, my lady. We’re moving out now to join Count Jones. The latest messenger reports that everyone else is in place.”



  
She reached out and gripped his shoulder. “Good. Godown and St. Michael be with you. Go.”



  
He saluted and rushed off to rejoin his men. Elizabeth ate some camp bread, drank more water, and indulged in one cup of tea, grateful that it wasn’t salibark this time. Then she put on most of her armor, starting with the shin and thigh guards, followed by her forearm braces and then the cuirass. By that point Lazlo had appeared and he held the back plate steady while she pulled the straps tight. Next came the pauldrons to protect upper arm and shoulder, and finally the gorget, gauntlets and helmet. She left the helmet off for the moment. Lazlo handed her the swordbelt and harness. She carried the pistols and helmet, since the pistols would go in holsters on her saddle. They began walking to the horse lines.



  
“Any word from our northern flank?”



  
“No, Colonel.” He sounded more irritated than worried. “I wish we had some way to see past the end of the hills.”



  
“Hmm.” They walked a little farther and she noted the decent order in the camp. All the fires had been doused, and she saw a little debris but nothing important. But then they’d only been there a week or so, not long enough to truly sour the land yet. “It is said that you can make a giant cloth or paper bag, put a basket or platform under it with a fire-bowl in the bag, and float high enough to see over the trees.”



  
Lazlo gave her a concerned look. She chuckled. “I’ve not lost my mind, nor have I taken too much feverbark tincture. One of the old books talked about it. Perri’s discussion of Sherman’s fast advance I think it was.”



  
“Godown gave us legs, not wings, my lady,” he stated with some heat in his words. “Horses have legs, not wings. Trying to fly would be tempting Godown.”



  
His words surprised her and she made a quiet noise in reply. Godown let us fly between the stars. He let us put eyes in the heavens to look down on Colplatshki. He let us talk between stars and over land and sea. Why would flying in a fire bag be a sin? Especially if it is to help us defeat the enemies of Godown? But arguing theology before battle would not solve anything or persuade Lazlo to change his mind. “Maybe Lord Peilov has people up in the trees, like the Bergenlanders do,” she hoped.



  
“Scouts or snipers, my lady? Either would be helpful.” He glanced up into the branches of the closest tree. Both of them would be glad to get out into the open. Nothing good came from trying to fight a full battle in the woods. “Or that magic smokeless powder of legend.”



  
“Your lips to Godown’s ears.” They’d reached the horse lines and found Ricardo and Pretty waiting, impatient, tails swishing. Elizabeth handed her helmet to the groom and inspected the stallion and his gear, making sure that everything fit well and that he was sound. “Quit,” she ordered as he fussed, trying to pull his hoof out of her hand.



  
“The smoke bothers him, Colonel,” the groom assured her. “Get on his back and he’ll be fine, won’t you, hairy sir?”



  
“That or he’ll buck me off,” she muttered under her breath as she triple checked the girth. “Indeed.” The groom held Ricardo still after she mounted. She slid the pistols into the holsters and adjusted her saber so it wouldn’t dig into his flank, or hers. Once settled in the war saddle, it took a hard blow to knock her loose, but it also made adjustments difficult. 



  
“My lady, do you want this?” A second horse tender held up the case with her crossbow.



  
Did she? “Yes, thank you.” Lazlo fidgeted as much as Pretty did while she checked the mechanism, counted the bolts in the case, and strapped the bow to her back. The bolt case rode behind her right thigh. She took the reins back and with a gentle check reminded Ricardo to pay attention to her. “Right. Thank you.” The grooms stepped back and saluted as she turned Ricardo, riding towards the forest of pikes bristling on the east slope of the next hill.



  
“Slope pikes,” she called. The men rested their pikes on their right shoulders. The musketeers did the same. Once everyone had gotten ready, she nodded. 



  
Lazlo called, “Forward, march!” The first square set out, getting ahead of the second by fifty meters before the sergeant called the second square into motion. Elizabeth and Lazlo followed, trailed by Lt. Sparli and the three young men assigned to messenger duty. 



  
Wherever the smoke came from, it stayed far enough away that the soldiers spotted their destination in time. Lazlo saw the outermost of Eulenberg’s light artillery at the same time the sergeant leading the southern square did, and the square stopped and opened a little to give the musketeers room and to allow the men to ground their heavy pikes and spears. The soldiers faced east, into the hazy sun. At the sergeants’ command the musketeers moved into position and began loading. Lazlo saluted and took one messenger with him as he rode north, to mark the northern end of the Donatello line for Peilov. Sparli drew up on Elizabeth’s left side, dismounting to rest his horse’s back. Then they waited.



  
Elizabeth peered into the early morning sun and reviewed the plan of attack, as described in the last message from Duke Starland. If the Turkowi advanced as anticipated, the Imperial center would hold position while the wings, including Sarmas and Peilov, advanced past the artillery. The guns had been aimed slightly inward and Eulenberg and the others assured the infantry commanders that they would not shoot until the tercios had gotten clear. If all went well, the Turkowi troops would find themselves with no option but to retreat, penned in by infantry and pounded by artillery. Elizabeth felt her lips quirking into a grim little smile. The plan would work perfectly, assuming nothing happened, assuming the Turkowi attacked as they usually did, assuming the fires did not hamper the Imperial troops or drive the Turkowi into a desperation charge, assuming… And everyone knew that assuming had made more asses than had any donkey breeder in the history of humanity.



  
The sun grew warmer and Ricardo began fidgeting more, as did the soldiers near him. Then she heard it, the first trumpet calls ringing out. Dull booms followed the harsh blares as the Turkowi cannon fired. Closer, sharper booms heralded the Imperial reply. Unlike at Malfeld, Elizabeth could see the shots kicking up the dirt at least fifty meters ahead of the leading Imperial troopers, torn turf and cannonballs bouncing harmlessly. She heard a few horses calling, and some men cheered. “No,” she whispered, stomach starting to churn. “We have to go through that.”



  
The booming stopped, Turkowi trumpets and horns blatted, and the Imperial signal for advance rang out. She could see some Turkowi standards, or what she took for Turkowi standards, and massed troops ahead of the Imperials, right where they were supposed to be. You are brilliant, she thought at Aquila Starland as her men began advancing. She remained in position, trusting her junior officers and sergeants to keep the men in order. The advance crawled forward for what felt like hours before the musketeers fired. Elizabeth saw the ripple as the front rank of musketeers stepped sideways and trotted back through the pike rows to reload while the second rank took their places and the third rank advanced into the ready position. Godown bless my sergeants, she prayed, thankful yet again for their skill.



  
Smoke began to obscure the battlefield, drifting up from the flats and stinging her eyes. It smelled like powder smoke and she relaxed a little more, as much as she could relax with trumpet calls, gunfire, screams, and other battle sounds filling the air.



  
Hoofbeats pounded up behind her and she turned Ricardo around. “Attack from the north,” the youngster panted, pale as death, eyes wide. “Cavalry and some kind of artillery. Peilov troops are collapsing.” Lazlo’s messenger looked on the verge of tears, panic, or both.



  
For long seconds she froze, mind blank. WhatdoIdowhatdoIdo? Then she shook herself. “Tell Destefani to stop the retreat if he can and face the attackers. Form up there,” and she pointed to the west slope of her hill. “Now.” 



  
“Stop the retreat and form up here,” he repeated, yanking his horse around and running north. 



  
She turned to her messengers. “You,” she pointed to the one on the grey horse. “Tell Eulenberg to pivot to the north and prepare for cavalry.” He hurried off and she looked at a young man on a bob-tailed beast. “You pass the news to his grace.” As they cantered off, she returned her attention to the squares of men on the battlefield. Should she call the infantry back? Not yet, not unless a true route seemed imminent. Trust Starland and hold your line, she told herself.



  
She could see smoke to the north now, and heard a strange, rapid-fire sound, like the new Frankonian carousel guns supposedly made. Then she saw the first fleeing soldiers, Peilov’s mounted messengers and officers. Oh no you don’t, she snarled. “Come on.” She urged Ricardo into a canter, trying to intercept the men.



  
“Hold you position,” she screamed at the top of her lungs. “Hold your position.” 



  
One man slowed, calling back, “We’re outnumbered. Lord Peilov’s gone. Run!”



  
She heard hoofbeats behind her and found Count Eulenberg himself with his reserve riders. “What?”



  
“Flank falling back. Got to stop them. Turkowi cavalry and carousel guns,” she explained.



  
“Stop them here. I’ll swing some guns north.” He rode off again, leaving her and Sparli.



  
Sparli drew a pistol and fired, scaring one of the fleeing horses into reversing course. “Stand you ground like men,” he bellowed. “Starland and Empire!” That slowed a few men, and a few more called back “Starland and Empire.” 



  
The messenger returned from Destefani. “Capt’n says he’s slowing them. Need artillery and pikes.”



  
“Form here and we’ll have artillery.” Damn they needed the pikes to rally!



  
One of the messengers returned and she made her decision. The two northernmost squares had to return. “Call back Sgt. Berg and Sgt. Mikes’s infantry, double time.” He stared at her and she repeated, “Call back the infantry. Now.”



  
He blew the call and Sparli rode back up the hill, watching for motion. He waved. She waved back and worked on getting more Eulenberg cavalry into position, forcing the Peilov refugees to slow and giving them a place to regroup. “Stand your ground,” she called. She drew her saber and brandished the blade over her head. “Stand your ground.” Ricardo reared and she rode through it, saber high. “Stand!”



  
The flight slowed. The first of the infantry appeared, some still carrying their pikes. The men saw the cavalry standing, and they slowed. A few began turning back north and she rode among them. “Form up you fools. It’s your only protection.” A ragged line of pikes and spears began to fill in ahead of the cavalry. 



  
Sparli rode up, “They’re on their way and the Eulenberg artillery is swinging.”



  
“Good. Find an officer and have him bring half the cavalry to the Eulenberg guns, to protect them. Take the rest east. I’ll set the infantry here, protect Eulenberg.” She could see the plan in her mind’s eye, an L-shaped block across the north end of the Imperial formation. She began riding back and forth, grabbing soldiers. “You, form up here. You beside him. You next.” A sergeant joined her and the familiar orders brought more men. The Donatello men appeared and formed up to the east. Another square began forming on the western end of her little line. Men still streamed past, but not as many, and more and more found shelter in the pike ranks. “Tighten up into a wall,” she called.



  
Lazlo appeared at last. “They’re behind me. Cavalry and damned carousel guns,” he panted. The horse, not his own, shied and twisted under him, and he checked it. 



  
“Present pikes,” she yelled. A trumpet echoed the call and the sergeants repeated it. As she watched, a bristling mass of wood and metal took shape ahead of her. Please Godown, please, she begged, throat dry. Quietly, calmly, she ordered, “Captain, go swing the end of the line, in case our cavalry decides to depart again.” Lazlo saluted and rode off. She returned her attention to the disaster from the north. 



  
She heard hooves and screams of “Selkow! Selkow and her Rajtan!” Now she could see the Turkowi riders. Would they caracole, firing and then riding away to reload and return for another volley? Or would they ride into her wall? She had no idea. She stroked Ricardo’s neck with one hand, saber gripped tight in the other. 



  
“Pikes down,” she heard, and the forest turned into a spikeback. Steady, steady, please Godown, steady, she thought, fighting to stay calm and suddenly in great need of emptying her bladder. The screams and battle cries grew louder and now she could see the eyes of the Turkowi attackers. Caracole or charge? “Brace” someone called as the first riders charged straight into the bristling formation.



  
Horses screamed and the shock of impact rippled through the mass of men. The Turkowi hurled their horses at the pikemen, a suicide charge trying to force a gap and open the line again. She heard the Eulenberg guns to the east and spared a glance that way, but kept her attention on the center. She saw the back of the line starting to bend and rode that way. A rider had gotten halfway through the lines, opening a breach before dying.



  
“Hold steady,” she called, and other voices took up the refrain.



  
“Hold steady,” and the shifting stopped. Horses and men screamed, and she saw commotion ahead of her in the wavering gap.



  
“Hold steady,” and men filled in the hole, reforming the wall.



  
“Hold steady,” and the wall held. 



  
Her eyes filled with tears from the smoke and from relief. Thank you, Godown, and she continued down the line. Lazlo’s corner had buckled and they rallied the men, driving a few forward with the flats of their sabers. “Hold steady,” she shouted over and over. “For the Emperor and Godown, hold steady or you’ll die.” Where was her cavalry screen? Satisfied that Lazlo had things stable for the moment, she swung around and rode back behind the line. She heard another volley from Eulenberg’s guns, and a third. Horses screamed, men called, and motion to the north caught her eyes. Another cavalry charge surged down toward her pikes. 



  
Back and forth she rode, encouraging and sometimes beating the men back into formation. A few Peilov officers joined her. Battle screams resounded, then a ripple as the horses crashed into the wall, and equine screams joined the chaos once more. Oh, she hated the screaming horses, hated the men who wasted animals, hated the Turkowi. A youngster without a helmet rode up, his horse shaking foam everywhere, sweat streaked. “Col. Sarmas?”



  
“That’s me.”



  
Relieved, the messenger blurted, “Lt. Sparli sends greetings and he’s riding out now.”



  
“Thank you. Stay here. I may need you.” He nodded and fell in beside her as she rode back and forth along the line. Her eyes watered from the powder smoke in the air, courtesy of Eulenberg’s guns. Ricardo, no longer eager, stepped heavily. She wondered how the battle was going. Her little bit seemed stable, for the moment. 



  
Some time later, perhaps near noon, they heard more noise to the north and braced for another attack. Instead, the Peilov and Donatello riders returned, along with two carousel guns! Lt. Sparli found Elizabeth on top of the hill, where she could see both east and north. “A little gift, Colonel,” he informed her. “The former owners don’t need them anymore, not where they’ve gone.” Blood splashed horse and rider, and he’d stopped to bandage his leg, but Sparli’s ferocious smile warmed her heart.



  
“Well done, Hans. Very well done.” She turned her gaze back to the battlefield. “Any sign of Lord Peilov?”



  
“None that we found, Colonel.” His tone suggested that they’d not looked very hard, and she almost asked, but stopped. Jan was an adult, supposedly. They’d search for him later.



  
Their end of the line quieted down and she ordered the pikemen to rest their pikes. They spread out more, and a few took the opportunity to loot the dead Turkowi in their midst. Others pulled the dead out of the squares, salvaging weapons and straightening the lines. Elizabeth took one gauntlet off so she could wipe her face. When she rested her bare hand on her leg, fingers brushing the saddle, the leather felt wet. “What?” She glanced down and suddenly realized that she’d pissed herself at some point. She felt her face burning and started to turn Ricardo so she could find a place to dismount and change clothes, wiping the saddle dry and hiding the evidence. Stop that! Be glad it’s just piss and act like a soldier, you fool. She calmed down, now as embarrassed by her reaction as by losing control of herself. 



  
Messengers rode up and down the lines, but the north remained quiet. Lazlo, satisfied that the corner would stay in place, rejoined Elizabeth and they compared notes. Someone, one of the pike men whose weapon had broken, brought them water bottles and they drank avidly. Finally, several hours later, orders came from Starland. “His grace sends his greetings and orders you to fall back in order, to the Lander ruins on the Plateford Road. Peilov and Donatello are to protect the guns.”



  
“Fall back in order to the Lander Ruins on the Plateford Road, Peilov and Donatello protect the guns,” she repeated. “Give his grace my respects and we obey.” As he rode off she slammed her hand against her thigh armor, the only frustration she allowed herself to show. “Do you have a map?”



  
Lazlo had a map. She called Sparli and two of the Peilov officers together, along with one of Eulenberg’s men, who’d come up carrying the count’s plan. “My lord will fall back here,” he pointed. “Infantry, then guns, then infantry, and will take this route to the ruins.”



  
She studied the route, frowning as she saw a chokepoint. “Sparli, gather as many cavalry as you can. If there are any who can ride double, have them carry musketeers with them. The others will ride ahead and scout,” she traced a line through the woods bordering the road and another marsh, “this. I don’t want surprises when I get there.”



  
“Surprises, Colonel?” Eulenberg’s man asked.



  
“Turkowi in trees, Captain, firing down on us. Turkowi behind trees. Caltrops in the reeds or fire in the grass,” she counted off on her fingers all the surprises she’d read about. His eyes widened but he did not challenge her.



  
“We follow Eulenberg, as a rear guard,” she informed Lazlo. He nodded, not happy but not arguing with her in front of the Peilov and Eulenberg men. “Any questions?”



  
“What about our men?” The Peilov officer looked worried.



  
“Did you train to retreat in formation?”



  
“Yes, Colonel.”



  
“Then that’s what you do. Remind them that the Turkowi cavalry like to harass stragglers and your men should find some inspiration.” She was not going to try and fold them into her own formations, not now. Nothing good would happen.



  
“Yes, Colonel.”



  
She looked at each man in turn. Grimy, tired, hoarse from smoke and shouting, they met her eyes and nodded. “You have your orders. Godown be with you and we’ll meet at the Lander ruin on the Plateford Road. Godown and the Emperor.”



  
“Godown and the Emperor,” came a ragged reply and they scattered to their duties, all but Lazlo. “What don’t you like?”



  
He shook his head as he folded the map. “I don’t know, Colonel. It may be hard to keep the men in order.” 



  
“No, it will be hard,” she corrected him. “We’ll do it, and Godown willing not in the dark.”



  
“May He grant our prayers,” came the fervent reply.
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The sun hung low on the horizon before Elizabeth left the field of battle. She walked beside Ricardo, letting him rest. He was too valuable to ride into the ground. He’d grabbed a few mouthfuls of browse when she stopped to empty another overfull bladder, among other things, and green flecks added to the white foam around his mouth. She’d let him drink some, but not too much. Now they walked, part of the rearguard following the medical wagons. At least Peilov had done that right, she sighed. The Turkowi had missed the Peilovna wagon laager, so she could bring out her injured and some of the dead. A few captured horses trailed along with the wagons, too tired to flee and probably glad of company. Horses and humans shared similarities, she thought yet again.



  
She heard a “twang—thud” and Ricardo staggered, screamed, and collapsed, almost falling on top of her. She dropped to the dusty ground beside him, cursing as he fell onto one of her pistols. More crossbows twanged and some guns fired, and she heard yells of, “Ambush! From the woods, north side.” She pulled her own crossbow around from off her back and cranked it as fast as she could, loading both strings.



  
Using Ricardo’s body as a shield, she twisted and braced, watching as man shadows emerged from the woods. “Selko—” one yelled before she fired, putting a bolt through his armor and into his heart. He fell, tripping the man behind him. The second attacker clambered to his feet just in time to get a bolt in the gut. He stared at it and began wailing, a thin, high–pitched sound that irritated Elizabeth to no end. It sounded like a swarm of biting gnats and she wanted to leave cover and hit him just to make it stop. Instead she drew a pistol from the exposed holster, sighted, and fired. “Thump.” “Oh, blast,” she cursed. She’d forgotten to remove the safety! She ducked, pulling the bit of cloth off the end of the flint, cocked, and fired again. She missed, but someone else caught the wailing man as he dodged her shot.



  
Elizabeth flipped onto her back, head ducked low, bracing against the saddle and cranking the crossbow as fast as she dared. She twisted around, reached over the saddle and pulled two more bolts out of the quiver, slipping them into their slots and flipping on the safety caches as she rolled over again, peering over the top of the dead horse. Part of her mind screamed in anger at whoever had failed to clear the woods of enemies, while the rest watched for movement. She trusted the others to protect her back.



  
A flash of yellow caught her eye as a lick of flame flickered. She cringed as the bullet hit Ricardo’s body with a meaty “thunk.” Then she aimed and missed, one of four people firing at the Sworn Acolyte. Another glimpse of yellow and she fired for the center of the color patch to be rewarded with a scream. The scream faded after two more gunshots. 



  
Now she felt the ground vibrating with hoofbeats, hearing the dull thuds of someone riding hard toward the Imperials. “Godown and the Emperor,” men called and the reserves swept in, flowing around the men on the road and into the woods. Shots, screams, the sound of sabers hitting flesh and wood, and the last of the attackers vanished, the Imperials hard on their heels.



  
Now that she could think, Elizabeth reloaded the pistol. She didn’t bother with the crossbow, but slung it around to hang on her back again. She smelled dirt and blood, death and dung, and the cool, damp smell of the woods. “Ricardo?” She got to her feet and walked around to find the tail of the crossbow bolt that had stopped his heart. “I’m sorry,” she told him. “You were such a good horse.”



  
She should be rallying the men, she knew. She was Colonel Elizabeth von Sarmas, commander of the Peilovna and Donatello troops. She was her father’s daughter, had duties, must give orders. Instead she knelt beside Ricardo and stroked his neck. “You were such a good horse.”



  
She looked at the dead stallion and felt tears rolling down her face. “Colonel?” Count Jones peered down at her and she shook her head before patting Ricardo’s neck again.



  
“I can’t afford to repay his grace,” she explained, looking back up at the other officer. “Not for a trained war horse.” She sniffed hard and stroked the sweaty neck, shaking her head. Then she got up and walked around the corpse, unfastening straps and loosening the girth. She had to save the saddle and armor or she’d be in debt until Godown called her home. The men seemed to be staring as she wrenched the bits of leather and metal free of the heavy body.



  
As she began unbuckling the headstall, a hand stopped hers and she looked up. It was Lt. Krehbiel, who should not have been near the fighting. He shook his head. “We’ll see to it, my lady. You’re needed at the muster point.”



  
With his help she straightened up. Someone brought a strange horse and she mounted, ignoring the blood and other things on the too-large saddle. “The pistol is loaded,” she remembered to warn, before riding off with Count Jones. “I apologize, my lord,” she began. “I gave orders to clear the woods before we came through.”



  
“Don’t apologize,” he told her. “We’re flushing Sworn Acolytes and Jeagers out of every copse, grove, and lump on the ground.”



  
Maybe that was what happened to Jan Peilov? She turned her attention back where it should have been all along, peering into the long shadows beside the road, watching for more ambushes. The strange horse seemed content to plod along without testing his new rider. The wind had shifted, turning out of the south-southeast, and taking the smoke smell with it. She was glad. The last thing she wanted was to have to fight a fire after fighting humans. 



  
Count Jones was talking at her, she realized. “…and that’s when the first sign of trouble came. They’d probably aimed short on purpose, to lure us onto the field so they could come in from the north as well as the east.”



  
“Ah.”



  
“We had no idea until a few men in Peilov colors came galloping past, saying the line was rolling up and everyone should flee.” He shook his head. “Of course it wasn’t, and things settled down. Young Lord Peilov needs to discipline his men better. If they’re going to run, they shouldn’t try and drag the army with them!”



  
Somewhere she found the tact to say, “I quite agree, my lord. I quite agree.”



  
“Where is he, by the way?”



  
She looked at the long shadows creeping back towards them from the riders and infantry ahead. “My lord, I do not know.”
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  11. Aftermath


  
“We stopped them,” Aquila told the surviving officers the next day, as the afternoon shadows began creeping out from their noon-day hiding places. Apparently no one followed St. Mou, because Aquila called the meeting in the Lander ruins, next to a sturdy wall that provided both cover and shade. The sun baked wall radiated heat, making Elizabeth even sleepier. The wind had died with the rising sun, inspiring the flies and gnats, and Elizabeth fanned a small swarm away as she nodded. Aquila continued, “It seems the Turkowi did not expect such a stout resistance.” Still too tired to say anything, she nodded again. 



  
“We return to the advance tomorrow, Godown willing. Wandertruppen and light cavalry at first. I want to harry them back before they try and consolidate their position. Sarmas, you will go north and east, retracing our path. Send stragglers back. Eulenberg, I need you to,” and he continued through the ranks and assignments. She didn’t want to go back, but her cavalry troops were the least tired. Unlike their officers, but that was beside the point. She’d sleep in winter.



  
“Sarmas!”



  
She startled and blushed. “Your grace?”



  
The men chuckled until Starland glared at them. “Have you seen Lord Peilov?”



  
“No, your grace. I told my men, and his, to keep watch for him, but we have not found either him or his horses.” She wondered if he’d ridden into a bog, or been captured by the Turkowi. Maybe he was wandering in the woods, lost but too proud to ask for directions. 



  
“Sarmas, you will command the Peilovna soldiers until Lord Peilov returns and I find him fit to resume command, or until you return to Donatello Bend and Peilovna.” He met the eyes of the other nobles and officers in turn. “Colonel Sarmas did damn good work yesterday, as did the rest of you. She, Count Eulenberg, and Major Lazlo Destefani stopped what could have been a route and halted two Turkowi cavalry charges, as well a protecting Count Eulenberg’s position and capturing two field artillery pieces.”



  
“Thank you, your grace,” and she bowed to him from her perch on a bit of wall.



  
After a few more questions and clarifications, he dismissed everyone but Elizabeth. She waited for the others to leave, then approached where he stood, arms folded, staring at the grey trees clustered on a rise to the south. 



  
“I have a problem, Lady Elizabeth.”



  
“Your grace?”



  
He shifted a little, now clasping his hands behind his back, still gazing into the distance. “Peilov fled.”



  
Should she say something? “That is one possibility, your grace.”



  
He snorted, shaking his head, then turned to face her. “You are too tactful, Elizabeth. He fled. There were witnesses, who have spoken to others. The entire army will know by the time the campaign ends. His men won’t obey him.”



  
Now it was her turn to stare at the trees. “That is indeed a problem, your grace.”



  
“We need to find him.” Before she could reply, he added, “But not you, or Destefani, or Sparli. If you see him, send a messenger back. I wish we had brought birds with us.”



  
She snorted. “Would they return to a moving camp, your grace?”



  
“Some do.” He reached over and grabbed her shoulder, squeezing very hard. “Very, very well done, Elizabeth. Very well done. You and Lazlo stopped a disaster.”



  
“Thank you, your grace, but the Peilovna sergeants did as much, if not more, than we did. We just turned people around.”



  
He shook her a little. “Elizabeth, you know better than that. Eulenberg told me, some of the Peilov officers and NCOs told me, and Jones told me what you managed to salvage. Damn good work.” His eyes vanished into his wrinkles as he smiled, and at that moment she would have thrown herself into the fires of hell if he asked her to.



  
“Thank you, your grace.”



  
He released her. “Go, see to your men and get some rest. Have you found a horse yet?”



  
“Yes, your grace. One of the Peilov beasts fits my saddle.” The gray gelding’s trot made her bones ache, and he seemed well on the way to developing an iron jaw, but he fit her tack and obeyed her.



  
“Good. You are dismissed.” She saluted and left him talking to his aids. As she picked her way through the ruins, a glint like metal caught her eye and she crouched down, digging and brushing away dirt until she found a bit of silvered glass. She turned it over and whistled at the lovely blue and green swirls. She tucked it into her pouch. Her fingers brushed paper and she remembered Archduke Lewis’s letter, still unread. She shrugged. Quill’s orders came before Lewis’s desires for the time being.
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The army moved ahead while she and her men were scouting the next day. They recovered some loot, caught a few stray horses including some of their own, but found no living Turkowi. The stench from the battlefield discouraged loitering or looting, although she suspected the people living in the area would pick the dead clean as soon as it was safe. Carrion birds squabbled and circled over the slaughtered men and horses, and some of her troopers wanted to shoot them. “No. Don’t waste ammunition and powder. They are as Godown made them, and they’ll clean the field before disease can breed in the bodies.”



  
They reached the new camp in time to hear the end of some sort of commotion. A large mass of soldiers from several units gathered around an empty supply wagon. A senior sergeant perched on the edge of the wagon bed. “Heat stroke, his grace says,” the older man proclaimed to all and sundry. 



  
“Heat stroke my ass,” a man near the edge of the group grumbled. He waved away a fly.



  
“Heat stroke?” Elizabeth called, curious.



  
“Aye, my lady Colonel,” the sergeant replied, bowing to her. “Young Lord Peilov suffered heat stroke yesterday. He recovered enough to find the camp early this morning. Him being the heir and all, his grace is sending him south to recover as soon as the churigons give their leave.”



  
“Good to hear, Sergeant,” and she tapped the brim of her helmet before riding on.



  
Lt. Bonaventure, riding at her side, made a little snorting sound. “Begging you pardon, but that was graceful, Colonel.”



  
“Some of us are more resilient than others, and Godown helps those in need.” She kept her real thoughts to herself. The men with her took the hint and they rode on in silence through the drowsy afternoon heat.



  
She left the gelding on the horse line and walked to her tent, nodding to the men on guard. Lazlo, making use of her camp desk to finish some paperwork, stood up as she arrived. “Be seated,” she waved to him. She undid the straps on her chest and back plates, draping them on the stand before flopping into her chair and only then removing her helmet and gorget. “I’m not sure anything is as hot in summer and cold in winter as armor.”



  
“Burns you both times, my lady,” he agreed, pouring her water. “I filtered it before putting it in the pitcher.”



  
“Thank you. Anymore cases of flux?”



  
“Two, my lady, probably drank from streams.” 



  
Several minutes passed before she sighed. “What are our numbers, both Donatello and Peilovna?”



  
He ruffled the pages in front of him. “We’re missing two hundred Donatello men and half as many horses, mostly from Sgt. Vanhuevel’s group, my lady. Thirty dead, and two-fifty or so injured, ranging from a sprained ankle to a splinter in the gut.” They both shivered at that. The man was doomed—if the wound didn’t kill him, wound fever would. “Pike shattered. He’d braced it against his stomach, at the edge of the buffcoat, and,” he mimicked the piece of wood going down and in. Elizabeth shivered again despite the heat.



  
“Of the Peilovna men, as best we can tell, we meaning Lt. Taylor Mulkey and me, a third are unaccounted for, mostly the cavalry. I called the sergeants and junior officers together and we’re going to blend our formations, except for the musketeers. My lady, it will limit us to having the muskets on the flanks, but his grace wants the men to redeem themselves and we need the bodies.”



  
“We do and I agree with your decisions. I understand that we have charge of the Peilovna troops until we return home, and there’s no point trying to teach them complex march orders at this point.” 



  
“No, my lady. The simpler and more familiar, the better.” He shifted his chair to stay in the shade. “And yes, they’re ours now.”



  
“As tired as we are, I hate to do this, but we need to drill them, at least on formation and orders. See to it, and arrange for as much extra rations as we can give them tonight or tomorrow morning.” She picked up a sheet of paper and glanced at it, stopped, and reread it. “This is all of the Peilovna stores?”



  
“It is, unless,” he shifted, uncomfortable about something, and then leaned forward and eased another page to her. “Unless we take these.”



  
She looked at the second page. “Give me that.” She grabbed his pen and ink, found a scrap of paper and started writing. “Sealing wax.” He dropped a blob for her and she sealed the note. “Runner!” A young man appeared. “You know where his grace is?”



  
“Yes, my lady colonel.”



  
“Take this to him, Wait for an answer, yes or no, then return.”



  
“Yes, my lady colonel,” and he scampered off.



  
She sat back. “Secure all the Peilov supplies that can be used. Do not touch my lord’s personal items, or any alcohol except beer, but all foodstuffs and draft animals. I would not want anything unfortunate to happen to them before my lord’s departure.”



  
Lazlo shook his head, obviously confused and worried. “My lady, what? No one would loot while in camp.”



  
“Until his grace replies to my suggestion, protect the foodstuffs and draft animals, Major Destefani. That is an order.” Jan Peilov’s men needed his food and supplies far more than he did, even for his trip back to Peilovna. If he screamed, she’d repay his father out of her own pocket, or appeal to the crown. In fact, she doubted that he’d do more than whine, once word reached Prince Thomas, Archduke Arpad, and Emperor Rudolph.
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That evening she finally read Archduke Lewis’s letter. “Dear Lady Elizabeth,” and she frowned once more at the familiarity. “I want more Greyland cross mules,” and so on for the first page. She smiled at the orders. Yes, Lewis had mules on the mind. Well, mule raising was probably the most harmless eccentricity of any noble family she’d read about or seen. She skimmed the next page, stopped, backed up, and read it again. “His majesty Emperor Rudolph sends his greetings. As you have reached your majority, and in reward for your efforts managing his majesty’s properties and defending his lands, his majesty Rudolph of Babenburg has endowed the Sisters of Service of St. Gerald with property near St. Gerald’s cathedral to serve as an orphanage and place of nursing, and retreat for women of quality. 



  
“In addition, you may pick two of Ricardo’s offspring, and two of the Grayland mules as saint’s day gifts from me.” Tears started flowing and she buried her face in her arms, muffling the sound. She missed Ricardo already, even though he’d been a horse. And saint’s day gifts? Maybe Lady Ann was right, and Lewis was trying to court her. What was she to do?



  
She took a deep breath and regained control of herself, wiping her face on her sleeve. “Take the horses and mules, give thanks for the foundation, and survive this campaign, not in that order,” she scolded under her breath.



  
The letter continued, “After harvest, I will take possession of Donatello Bend.” Anger replaced confusion and she balled her hands into fists. The ungrateful… after all she’d done trying to build the estate back up, bringing in new settlers, expanding the farmland, planning for the cannon foundry, and now he wanted it back? She shook herself back to rationality. Donatello Bend was a crown property, taken from a traitor, not hers. It had never been hers to own—only hers to manage.



  
 Deflated, she skimmed the rest of the note. Lewis wished her well and hoped that the campaign would prove profitable. She snorted at the last. If she did not come out in debt she’d rejoice. But where would she live? She couldn’t stay at Donatello Bend or in Donatello House in Vindobona. “Godown gives and Godown takes and there’s many a mile before you reach that muddle,” Elizabeth muttered as she finished the letter.



  
She wrote out a properly respectful reply, thanking his grace the archduke and his majesty for their generosity and assuring Lewis that she’d have the next generation of mules underway as soon as possible. “I hesitate to question, much less reject, your generosity, your grace, but you need to be aware that Ricardo was killed during the retreat to Plateford. Perhaps leaving his get to breed for another generation would not be amiss, in order to continue a bloodline that produced such excellent results.” She blew on the ink to dry it. Yes, that sounded tactful, and was the pure truth. 



  
“Your pardon, my lady colonel?” It was her young messenger.



  
“Yes?”



  
“His grace apologizes for the delay. He needed to consult with his quartermaster. His grace says ‘yes, you may’.”



  
She set the letter aside. “Thank you. Have you eaten yet?”



  
“No, my lady colonel,” and as he spoke his voice cracked, rising then dropping. He looked aghast and she fought to keep from laughing at both his voice and his expression. 



  
“Go get supper. I do not anticipate any more messages this evening.” She raised a hand, “No need to answer, just go.” He went, vanishing as she buckled on her saber and pulling on her riding boots. She found Molly waiting by the tent and mounted, riding to the Peilovna section of her camp.



  
“Major Destefani?” She asked a passing trooper.



  
“That way, my lady colonel,” and he pointed at a large, canvas-topped wagon parked beside an ornate tent. As she got a good look at the wagon, Elizabeth decided that she needed one of those. It reminded her of Col. Marcy’s tent-on-wheels, but smaller. Then she caught a glimpse of the interior. Rugs in a campaign tent? Really? His Excellency the archbishop would send me to St. Marcia of the Snows if I even thought about it, she snorted.



  
“Nice carpet, Major,” she called to Lazlo. “Your honored mother would love one, I do believe.”



  
He shook his head as he approached and saluted. “And she would lock us out of the house so she could keep it clean, my lady. As you ordered, the draft animals and foodstuffs have been secured.”



  
“Good. Prepare a detailed inventory. Separate out four of the best draft animals and sufficient food for my lord Peilov’s return journey, and add the rest to the company stores for distribution to the men.”



  
Lazlo and the men within earshot all stared at her, some of them gape-jawed, probably at her audacity. “His grace has given express permission,” she added. “In writing.”



  
Lazlo’s jaw snapped shut and a cold smile crept over his face before he composed himself. “Very good, my lady colonel.”



  
“Any complaints are to come to me.” She doubted that there would be. 



  
She was wrong. The next morning, as the sunrise worship ended, Jan Peilov stormed up to Elizabeth, not even giving her time to put away her devotion book and prayer beads. “You! I will have you arrested, you thieving, ungrateful, lying robber. Whore’s daughter! How dare you touch my supplies and give orders to my men?”



  
He stopped centimeters from her, his face almost touching hers. She smelled bread and liquor and something else on his breath, something that raised her hackles. “Whore!” He hissed. “Thieving outland bastard. What gives you the right to order my men?”



  
Still calm and at peace following the morning service, she pulled her wood and brass colonel’s baton out of the case on her belt and raised it between them, forcing him to lean back. “This does, my lord,” she reminded him, her tone tranquil and respectful. He tried to swat the baton away with the back of his hand. She held it firm and his knuckles hit the metal with a loud “thwap.” 



  
He hissed at the sting and shook his hand. Undeterred, he reminded everyone around them. “I am Count Jan Peilov, heir of Peilovna, heir of the oldest family in the Eastern Empire. Your stick means nothing, will mean less than nothing when I return to Peilovna.” 



  
She pretended to misunderstand him. “I am sorry to hear of your father’s passing and will pray for his peace and for Dowager Lady Peilov.”



  
“What? What do you mean?”



  
“If you are count, your father must have died. I am sorry that I did not hear earlier, my lord. Please accept my condolences. No wonder you are overwrought, my lord, to suffer both illness and such a great loss.”



  
By now a small crowd had gathered around the pair, and Elizabeth heard growls. Peilov did too, and his fists clenched. Peilov’s dilated eyes and fast breathing warned Elizabeth to expect the worst, and she shifted her feet, ready to duck a blow or dodge a charge if he lost complete control of himself. 



  
Instead he snapped, “Father’s not dead yet, thieving whore. But when he is, you’ll regret ever leaving Frankonia, mule-maker.” He shoved his face into hers and hissed again, “You’ll see.” He spun on his heel and stormed off, the crowd opening to let him pass.



  
Counts Eulenberg and Jones appeared and the troopers began scattering back to their duties. “Is there a problem?” Jones asked, his voice pitched to carry.



  
“No my lord.”



  
“Just finishing my devotions, my lord.”



  
“Godown be with you, Col. Sarmas.”



  
Touching his hat brim in salute, one of Count Montoya’s supply sergeants explained, “No problems, my lord. My lord Peilov had a recurrence of sunstroke and asked Colonel my lady Sarmas to pray for his recovery and for safe travels.”



  
She fought a smile as the two nobles exchanged wary looks. “Indeed, Col. Sarmas?”



  
“Yes, my lords. He also expressed concern about the quality of leadership for his men, and the state of their supplies, but I assured him that they were well taken care of per army regulations and orders.” The cloud of calm that had surrounded her during the morning office remained with Elizabeth. There was no need to cause Peilov any more trouble. He caused himself enough as it was. Again, she wondered why he could not see how well off he was.



  
Jones raised an eyebrow, but merely repeated, “Orders.”



  
“Yes, Count Jones, orders.”



  
The wiry man shrugged. “Very well. No doubt he is impatient to be on the road and to recover his health.”



  
“No doubt, my lord.” The two men walked off, giving her time to put away her beads and book before returning to her tent.



  
    [image: * * *]
  


  
Three weeks later, Duke Starland called the entire army together, grouped by command. He thanked them for their service and dismissed them home. The first snow clouds had blown over the Dividing Range the night before, bringing campaign season to a close, at least on the northern border. “You have done very well,” he told the Peilovna and Donatello troops. “His majesty sends his thanks and remits this year’s in-kind taxes for all who served here, and for the survivors of the dead.” There were muted cheers, more from Donatello than from Peilovna, Elizabeth noted, but then Donatello was a crown property, with higher in-kind taxes.



  
“Some of you are disappointed in the lack of loot,” he continued. “That makes two of us. Her grace Lady Marie has her heart set on new bed hangings and I understand that the Turkowi commander keeps some lovely ones in his tent.” The men laughed, as Starland intended, and Elizabeth grinned. “We stopped the Turkowi, held them, and cost them their new surprise weapon, the Frankonian carousel guns. And Godown be praised, they also lost their two heavy cannons, along with many horses and men.”



  
Elizabeth flinched a little inside at that. She’d been with the group that tried to recover the cannon from the bog. They’d given up before they killed the draft beasts, and had spiked the guns instead, driving nails into the touchholes so the cannon could not fire. And she had nightmares of the half-burnt, half-drowned bodies they’d found around the guns. If she never, ever went near a swamp again, she’d die happy.



  
“Godown be with you on your journey home,” he concluded after more general remarks. “And Colonel Sarmas?”



  
“Your grace?”



  
“Very well done. Your father and great-grandfather would be proud.”



  
She could have floated all the way back to Donatello Bend after those words.
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  12. Coming of Age


  
It took a long six weeks to return to the Donatello River Valley. “I have heard, my lady,” Lt. Krehbiel commented, rain dripping off his hat and onto the neck of his horse, “that Godown will punish the world by water, not fire, next time.” The cold rain dripping out of low skies felt like a punishment, Elizabeth had to agree. It seeped into collars, drained people’s energy, made cooking almost impossible, and turned the roads into knee-deep mud that sucked boots, horseshoes, and wagon wheels into mucky oblivion. The last few kilometers to the estates felt endless.



  
“So it is said,” she agreed. She hoped the people at Donatello had gotten the harvest in before the rain started. The grey gelding, which she called Grau, snorted and shook his head, sending water flying. She slapped his neck. 



  
One of the outriders yelled, “My lady, someone is waiting for us.”



  
She startled at the call, jerking her head up and sending a cascade of water down the back of her short coat and onto her saddle. She squeaked at the sudden cold wet on her rump. “Can you see who?”



  
“No my lady, but they look drier than we do.”



  
Tired laughter escaped the men around her, and Elizabeth had to smile. 



  
“Corporal Mueller, even the mud is drier than we are,” she reminded him. She rose in her stirrups. “Form up!” The horses ahead of her moved to the side, allowing her and Lazlo to ride ahead. The others sorted themselves out into a passable order of march. 



  
“Well met, Countess Colonel Sarmas!” Archduke Lewis called.



  
He had a gift for knocking her out of the saddle, she decided. “Your grace?”



  
“I said, well met, Countess Sarmas. Or did you not get my last letter?” He’d ridden up beside her. She shook her head and he sighed loud enough for everyone to hear. “His majesty has, in his grace and generosity, seen fit to raise you to countess of the empire, with all the rights and dignities that such title confers. You retain your rank of colonel as well.” He nodded to Lazlo. “And congratulations on your promotion, Major Destefani.”



  
“Thank you, your grace,” Lazlo replied, bowing in the saddle.



  
“Before you panic, Countess Sarmas, I’m here to lead the Peilovna men back to their estate. I also have to witness a change of inheritance for his majesty, so I decided to spare you the extra kilometers journey.”



  
It took several seconds for Lewis’s words to register. Only a major property required the crown’s permission to change inheritance, usually if there were no male heir. She put two plus two together and blinked. “Ah. Thank you, your grace.” She looked at Lazlo and watched the light dawn in his eyes. 



  
His eyebrows rose until they vanished under his hat brim. “Peilovna?” he mouthed.



  
She shrugged. It was not something that needed to be discussed in front of the men, although she suspected that if it were Peilovna, the gossip had already reached every nook and cranny of Donatello Bend. Speaking of which… “Your grace, my apologies for my lack of manners, but if you will excuse me for a few minutes?”



  
“No. I’m coming with you.” He stopped. “Unless you need privacy.”



  
She blushed and ducked, embarrassed and angry both. You are so… arrrrgh! “No, your grace. Major, continue as you are.”



  
“Yes, my lady.”



  
Elizabeth turned Grau off the road, then began riding back along the long line of wet, tired, cold men, Archduke Lewis following. She reached Lt. Todd’s men first. He saluted her as best he could and she raised her baton in reply. “Lt. Todd, you and your men are dismissed to your homes. Thank you for your service and Godown be with you.”



  
Todd managed a weary smile and raised the stump of his left arm. “We’re dismissed. Thank you, my lady colonel.” He’d caught a bullet that shattered his elbow. Wound fever set in and the churigons had taken the arm off just above the joint. She’d written to Axel to make sure Todd had a place when they returned.



  
She nodded and rode on, dismissing each group of Donatello men in turn, except for the teamsters. They’d bring everything to the manor and arms depot for inventory and storage before she dismissed them. Some men began falling out, turning up the small tracks leading to their hamlets and homes. The Peilovna men she greeted in turn. “His grace will escort you to your land,” she told them. “Leave your heavy weapons in the wagons, unless they are your personal arms, and they will be returned to Crownpoint.”



  
A few men, unwilling to return to Peilovna, had already made arrangements to stay at Donatello, bringing their families later. She did not like it, but Archduke Lewis had overridden her. “Let them stay,” he’d written. “Donatello needs people and Peilovna can spare them. Count Theobald will not protest.” Was that silence the price for Starland’s silence about Lord Jan? Elizabeth shook the thought out of her mind much as she cleared the water dripping from her hat brim.



  
Although exhausted, they pushed on to Donatello Manor, reaching it at sundown. The men who lived farther away, and the Peilov troops, camped outside the walls. There had been a little less rain at the manor’s headquarters, so camping out once more was not as much hardship as it might have been. The ground only squeaked instead of squelched underfoot. Archduke Lewis had already been there and warned the residents of the army’s arrival. Large pots of food, including fresh bread and meat pies, came down the hill from the manor so the men could have at least a warm, if not hot, meal.



  
Lazlo, Elizabeth, Lewis and others rode into the manor courtyard. Master Simms took charge of their horses. “He’s there,” he pointed, and Elizabeth detoured into the stables.



  
“Hello Snowy,” she called. 



  
“Hee-haw! Hee-haw” rang out, almost deafening in the enclosed space and stirring a chorus of equine protest. She opened the stall door and hugged Snowy’s neck, then gave him a reject apple that she’d purloined from the barrel near the door. He gobbled it from her hand and snuffled her for more.



  
“You’ll get fat again,” she warned. 



  
“He’s hairy, not fat, my lady,” Lazlo laughed, defending the mule’s honor from the walkway between the rows of stalls, well clear of Snowy’s teeth and hoofs.



  
She shook her head as she patted Snowy’s flank and saw a ripple of flesh. “No, there’s fat under that hair.” She hugged him again, scratched along his crest, and left him to enjoy his supper.



  
“You like mules, my lady.”



  
She nodded, scooting out past the dribble of water dripping from the edge of the roof. “Mules are predictable and honest, in their own mulish way. Mules don’t surprise you like people do. Annoy, irritate, infuriate, yes,” and she smiled as she forestalled his usual plaints. “But not surprise.”



  
He gave her a shrewd look. She ignored it. “Good night, Major. Go get dry, have hot food, and get some sleep. That’s an order.”



  
“Yes, my lady colonel,” and he wasted no time crossing the courtyard to his quarters in the barracks.



  
The manor house door opened and she saw Lady Ann, irritated, and Mistress Annie Lei, resigned, watching. The housekeeper brandished a pair of slippers and a bootjack. Despite her exhaustion Elizabeth laughed.
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She slept the next day, ate supper, took another bath at Mistress Lei’s insistence, and slept again.



  
The following morning she found Lewis in her office, going over the books. Not your office, his office, she reminded herself, fighting down a surge of anger. She’d already found her father’s portrait, her personal books, and her Lander artifacts in a box in “her” room the night before.



  
“Your grace,” and she curtsied. It felt so good to be back in skirts, even plain, gray and brown shahma wool. Not in the mood for her wig, she wore a dark gray head cover with a white band on the edges.



  
He gave her a quizzical look. “Good morning, Lady Elizabeth. Are you married?”



  
“No, your grace.” That was an odd question. He knew she remained under vows.



  
“Then why the widow’s cap?”



  
She touched the simple, folded cloth. “Because it keeps my head warm and because it is also a postulant’s headdress, your grace.”



  
“You did not get any letters, did you.” It was a statement, not a question. “Which explains this,” and he lifted a leather bag full of papers from beside the desk. “Go eat, then you need to sort through these and see which are mine and which yours.”



  
Only three of the reports and letters went to Lewis, as it turned out. She’d taken the bag to the reception room and spread the contents out on a large table by the fire, sorting the documents into piles for business, personal, social, and manor while Laural, her maid, sat closer to the warmth and knitted. Elizabeth found two letters from her mother and debated tossing them into the fire. Instead she tucked them into her pocket to read later. She laughed at the letter from Kemal Destefani, warning that his and Lazlo’s father was hunting for a bride for the “baby” and that Master Destefani hoped Elizabeth would order Lazlo to marry if he balked. “Good luck,” she whispered under her breath. Filial duty had its limits, and she of all people would not force anyone to marry against their will.



  
The letter from his Excellency the Archbishop she read with shaking hands. “I hereby release Elizabeth von Sarmas from her vows as postulant of Godown. Should she be called to a vocation at a later date, she is welcome to apply for the novitiate and postulancy once more. May Godown guide and bless His daughter.” She stared at the letter, confirming the seal and address.



  
Now what? She’d never thought beyond this moment. She had no home, no property aside from Snowy, her father’s portrait, and her Lander trinkets. She could no longer claim shelter from a convent. After the last military campaign, she suspected that she had no money, either, since she’d had to buy supplies and they’d captured no loot. Elizabeth felt utterly lost for the first time in her life.



  
Someone coughed, waited, and coughed again, breaking her out of her trance. “Hello?” Archduke Lewis waved his hand at her, then plopped down in a chair that had appeared on the other side of the table. “You look as if a wall fell on your head.”



  
“Ah.” She looked around for Laural or Lady Ann, and saw no one. They were alone and that would not do. “Ah, excuse me, your grace.” Ann’s warning whispered in her mind. “I don’t think, that is, these are yours,” and she pushed the three reports at him. “I’ll leave you in peace, your grace,” and she started to get up and leave.



  
“Sit.” She shook her head and got halfway out of her chair. “I said sit,” he commanded, stabbing at her with one finger. “That is an order.” A decade of training took over and she sat. He got up, still pointing. “And stay sat.” He paced a little.



  
“What is going on, Elizabeth?”



  
She held up the message from the archbishop. Lewis plucked it from her cold fingers and read it, then returned it with a smile. “So you are free. Laurence the Louche, or anyone else, cannot invoke your vows and order you confined against your will. And you are of age to own property, manage a business, or marry, all without needing the consent of your father, uncle, guardian, or older brother. Although in this case, crown consent might be necessary, depending on the match, since you are a sort of ward of the crown.”



  
She shook her head. “I have no place to go.”



  
“Excuse me?”



  
The words spilled out. “I have no family. I have no property. No purpose.” She sounded scared to her own ears, and looked down, ashamed at losing control of herself in Lewis’s presence.



  
“You what?” She looked up to find him staring at the ceiling and shaking his head. “You are as stubborn as the killer mule, Countess Colonel Elizabeth von Sarmas. You are a free woman, an officer and noble of the Empire. You own some of the finest war horses and mules in that Empire, plus half of Donatello House, and a quarter of Donatello Bend. And do you have any idea how much that Lander timekeeper you found is worth?” 



  
She shook her head. “It’s pretty.”



  
He threw his hands into the air. “Are all Frankonian women this strange?” He asked someone, probably Godown, she guessed. “Elizabeth. I read Quill Starland’s reports. You bailed out Peilov’s ass and damn near saved the army from a disaster of legendary proportions, and don’t deny it,” he warned, shaking his finger at her. “You salvaged this estate and restored its people’s faith in the emperor. And you are only twenty-one years old! Once the news becomes official that you are free of your vows,” he snorted. “Forget dowers, you can demand groom prices.”



  
She blushed so hard that she almost cried from the pain. 



  
“His majesty’s letter is in that pile, somewhere,” and he waved at the table. “He wants you to move to Vindobona and take up Donatello House. You need to study logistics and siegecraft, or so Quill writes.” Now she flushed again. She hated logistics. 



  
“And you have a place on the military council.” He walked around behind her, warming his hands at the fire. “My brother is not well,” he murmured to the flames, so quiet that she had to strain to hear. “Aquila Starland is not young. And Tayyip and Laurence the Louche are.” She shivered, the blazing, snapping fire unable to dispel her growing chill.



  
She heard hinges squeak as the door opened, and Lady Ann peered in. Lewis continued louder. “The clouds are clearing, Lady Elizabeth. I need you to show me this year’s changes, as soon as it is fit to go out. And the killer mule is getting fat.”



  
“He is, your grace. I fear he will be frisky, too.”



  
Lady Ann sighed very loudly. “The first dry day in a week and a half and we have to hide the laundry. Mistress Lei will be so happy.”



  
Lewis and Elizabeth laughed. He returned to the table, picked up his three reports and turned to go. As he did, he smiled at Elizabeth and said something; his voice so low and quiet Elizabeth that was not certain she’d even heard him correctly. But she could have sworn she’d heard him say, “And I am now free to marry.”



  
TO BE CONTINUED…
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