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  1


  Mules and Meetings


  
“The eastern border is too quiet for you, isn’t it.”



  
Countess Elizabeth von Sarmas, colonel in the armies of the Eastern Empire, looked up from the Lander artifact she’d been playing with to find Archduke Lewis Babenburg glaring at her, arms folded, green eyes snapping with an all too familiar expression of frustration. Puzzled, she blinked and inquired, “Your grace?”



  
The lean, dark-haired man stared up at the whitewashed ceiling as if imploring Godown for patience. At least Elizabeth assumed that’s what he was asking for. She seemed destined to inspire near-permanent irritation in the emperor’s younger brother. He repeated, “I said, do you not think that it is too quiet?”



  
She set down the bit of swirled blue and yellow plaztik and metal and laughed without mirth. “Your pardon, your grace, but Duke Grantholm would beg to disagree. As would the poor women fleeing what remains of Sheel and the peasants fleeing the Morloke borderlands.”



  
Lewis walked to her worktable and leaned forward, planting his hands on the dark wooden surface. She’d been surprised to realize that he was not much bigger than she was—his lean build and closely cut jackets and breeches made him look taller. But then she loomed over the most fashionable beauties in the Imperial court, even without her wig. Lewis glared down at her, almost nose-to-nose. “That is exactly my point, Colonel. Tayyip and the Turkowi are consolidating, not advancing. When have they ever done that?”



  
She blinked again, idly noting that he needed a haircut before campaign season began. Although some of the court dandies had begun sporting long hair, tied back with ribbons. Perhaps he intended to imitate them? He was the only remaining unmarried archduke, after all. Don’t try the shaggy look, your grace. You’re too old, she thought at him. “I do not know, your grace. We have no histories of the Turkowi before their first crossing of the Dividing Range,” she reminded him. “There are rumors that someone has been harassing their eastern borders, but,” she shrugged. 



  
“I know.” He ducked his head, giving her a glimpse of grey in his black hair. “My nephew’s… associates… can learn nothing.” Prince Gerald André, head of Imperial foreign intelligence, knew people who knew people in every port, market, and monastery, or so it seemed to Elizabeth. If he knew nothing, then there was probably nothing to be known. She shivered, thinking, or because no one has survived whatever is harrying the Turkowi.



  
Lewis pushed off of the worktable and Elizabeth grabbed at an especially fragile piece of metal and glass before it could fall off its little wooden stand. “The ambassador from Frankonia inquired after your health.”



  
“I’m certain that he did.” She bared her teeth in a most unwomanly snarl. Laurence V, King of Frankonia, still wanted her dead or confined. Both her escape to the empire and subsequent elevation to Imperial countess had inspired fits of temper unrivalled by any seen since Laurence’s toddler years, or so rumor had it. She believed the rumor.



  
“He also mentioned how much you resemble your mother.” Lewis gave her a half-grin and she shook her head, sighing. The serving girl sitting in the corner with her needlework and acting as chaperone made a strange noise, probably smothered laughter. “And the animal train from Donatello Bend is to arrive in less than an hour.”



  
Elizabeth shook her head again. She picked up a flat leather case from the top of the rough table and scooted her chair back, then got to her feet. The servant collected her sewing and followed suit. “By your leave, your grace?” 



  
“You may go.” He walked out of the workroom. She put out the lamp and counted to thirty before shooing the maid through the door ahead of her. Elizabeth glanced around the room one last time, making absolutely certain that no candles or lamps still burned, and then she locked the door. There was no point in tempting someone to mischief, or making them uncomfortable enough to complain to their priest about the large number of Lander artifacts in Donatello House. 



  
The maid coughed under her breath before asking, “Which headdress, my lady?”



  
“Hmm? Oh, that new riding hat. The one with the feathers.” 



  
“I’ll tell Mina, my lady.” The young woman gathered her skirts and hurried off, her slippers making a soft patta-pat on the scuffed wooden floors. 



  
Now alone for the first time since Lewis’ surprise appearance at her workroom door, Elizabeth slapped her empty hand against the sturdy material of her dark blue riding skirt, the only public sign of frustration that she allowed herself. “Blast that man,” she whispered. Granted, half of Donatello House did belong to him, but even he’d agreed that no one was allowed into her workroom without her invitation! That cluttered, quiet space had been her last refuge from Imperial business, now that messengers even invaded her bedroom. She grimaced at the memory. It had been a rude discovery, the night a courier from Duke Grantholm had shaken her awake with an emergency summons. But no matter who wanted her attention, the Lander relics in her workroom kept all but the bravest, most foolhardy, and Archduke Lewis, at bay. If this keeps up I may start sleeping with Snowy. Not even his grace would dare bother me there. Maybe I should have a stall built into my office, or vice versa?


  
The thought of having “the killer mule” in her study made her smile. She kept the thought in mind as she changed into a heavier blouse and dark blue riding jacket, took off her house wig and tied on a kerchief. Only the ill, professed religious, and women of the night cut their hair short. Elizabeth had been two of those, and was often accused of being the third, although no longer in her hearing. She accepted the dark brown hat with the large white plume from Mina Green, her personal servant. “Thank you. Did you re-sew the feather?”



  
“Yes, my lady, and added a little more trim to keep it even more secure.” The two women shared a tired look. Mina observed, “With all due respect to Mistress Corliss, I don’t think she ever sets foot outside the city wall, and neither do her hats.” Mina dusted her hands on the plain brown twill of her skirt.



  
“I will not argue with you.” Not after the last bonnet she made for Lady Marie blew apart on a gentle ride! But Duchess Starland would have the latest styles, and Mistress Corliss happened to be the only person thus far to rediscover how to harden felt into a sturdy, stylish, riding helmet. Elizabeth caressed the beautiful white plumes and smiled as she walked down the stairs and out to the stables. She’d wanted one of those feathers ever since she first saw a river storch break cover on the banks of the Donatello River, and her aid, Major Lazlo Destefani, had somehow managed to kill one without destroying the plumage.



  
On her way to the courtyard she stopped by Snowy’s large box stall. The white mule, at least fifteen years old and still feisty, brayed at her. She hung the hat on a peg well out of his reach before unlocking the door and stepping into his loose box. “I see you are well,” she told him, thumping the white neck and scratching along his crest. He snorted on her jacket. She ran a practiced hand over his legs, checking for warm spots, before giving him one of the reject apples she “snuck” from the barrel. “No, not today. You had your turn yesterday, and we’ll be out all day tomorrow. I can’t have you terrifying the new stock or eating a groom,” she told him. He crunched the apple and gave her a look of mulish disdain. 



  
Major Destefani found her there, playing with Snowy’s nose, stroking it and murmuring into the long white ears. He coughed, staying well clear of the mule. She nodded, patted Snowy’s neck, and shut the stall door. “He won’t attack you, Lazlo,” she reminded the average-sized, brown-haired man as she led the way out of the stables and into the courtyard. Their dark blue uniforms blended into the shadows so well that the girl bringing in a large basket of freshly aired bedding squeaked with surprise when they emerged from the shade beside her.



  
Lazlo smiled at the housemaid and slapped his tan gloves against his trouser leg, knocking off invisible dust. “Perhaps, my lady, perhaps not. Master Snowy still does not believe that war mules don’t exist, and I do not care to be the next notch on his shoe.” They laughed as they walked over to their waiting mounts. It had become a joke in her household that after Snowy bit, kicked, or pooped on the latest unsuspecting groom, he carved a mark into a mule shoe he kept hidden in his stall, like the hunters who stalked the pseudo-boar notched the hilts of their boar daggers. 



  
“True. And everyone knows that white mules are inferior creatures with thin hoofs, weak eyes, and fragile skins and backs.” The semi-retired soldier acting as her groom chuckled, as did Lazlo. Snowy had crossed half the continent ten years before, carrying Elizabeth on their wild flight from Frankonia to the Eastern Empire. He’d also fought in more than one battle and had killed at least three men. Elizabeth looked at today’s animal and asked, “Any trouble with the molly?”



  
The soldier gave Lazlo the reins and knelt on the cobbles, cupping his hands to help lift Elizabeth onto the sidesaddle. “No, my lady colonel. She seems fit. I checked her girth just before you came out, my lady.” He boosted her onto the brown molly mule’s back. One of the first of the Greyland cross mules Archduke Lewis had wanted, the placid beast stood steady, playing with her bit and swishing her stringy tail. Once she’d arranged her skirts, Lazlo handed Elizabeth the reins and swung onto his own horse, an Oberland cross gelding that the archduke had rejected.



  
They rode out of the gate of Donatello House, the small town palace where Elizabeth and her staff resided during the months she spent in Vindobona, the capital of the Eastern Empire. The cream and pale blue “house” faced a busy street that paralleled the earliest walls and that marked the border between the new part of the city and the old Lander buildings of the palace district. City-folk on foot dodged in and out of the steady stream of carriages, delivery carts, and riders, and the two soldiers waited for a gap before they joined the flow of traffic. The ring of hoofs on stone echoed from the ornately painted facades of the adjoining town palaces and exclusive shops. 



  
One of the younger ladies of court trotted past on a delicate filly and Lazlo turned in his saddle to watch her. Elizabeth smiled, wondering if the horse or the rider had caught his eye. Probably the horse, given all the rumors about Lazlo following St. Jenna as well as St. Kiara, Elizabeth mused. As consistent as the stories are, there’s probably some fire under all the smoke of rumors and whispers. Or perhaps not. It’s between him and Godown, so long as his family agrees.


  
The lovely, unusually warm early spring day brought people out of their houses in droves. Through the few open gates, Elizabeth could see laundry hanging out to air and bleach in the warm sun. Children chased each other and laughed under the careful eyes of their nurses and servants. Soon the riders passed into the newer precincts, where the tradesmen, servants, merchants, and others lived. The poor clustered outside the walls in the flood plain along the Donau Novi River or near the industrial area downstream, where the tanners, fullers, and other noisome crafts plied their trade well away from the great city’s drinking water supply. “Major, how many souls have squeezed into the walls by now?” She asked, looking around, alert for trouble and for the occasional wash-water toss.



  
“It is said thirty thousand, my lady, but I doubt that. To fit thirty thousand within the walls would be madness.” He too skimmed his eyes over the people flowing around them. Traffic slowed as they encountered freight wagons coming in and out of the city, making deliveries of supplies and trade goods. They had reached the western gate, and joined the line of vehicles trundling out under the watchful eyes of the city guard. The guardsmen saluted the two officers, letting them cut ahead of several carts and pass between waiting wagons and a haywaine. 



  
Once in the open air they urged their mounts into a trot, covering the ground between the outer walls and the military reserve at a good speed. Elizabeth did not care for Molly’s choppy trot, but she’d ridden worse. They passed into the military area and Elizabeth spotted Archduke Lewis in his pale gray coat, striding among the horses and mules and sorting them into groups, some to consider for his own use, some for the army, and some rejects to be sold. All were good animals, since the worst stayed at Donatello Bend for the farmers to rent or buy as plow, pump, and wagon beasts. As the Archduke paced back and forth, Elizabeth smiled again at his strange fascination with mule breeding. “He never has forgiven the Oberland mares for not producing good mules, has he?” She asked Lazlo as they stopped beside the remuda fence, well out of the way.



  
He snorted. “No, my lady. And we did try to warn him.” His family had attempted the combination down south, on the Starland lands, and had sworn off Oberland cross mules after the first attempt. “Some of them did prove to be serviceable gun carriage mules though, my lady.” Lazlo stopped and raised a hand, shading his eyes as he looked at the small band of horses waiting to the side of the larger remuda. “No.” He rose out of the saddle a little and peered again. “My lady, look,” and he pointed with his riding whip.



  
“By St. Michael-Herdsman.” She stared. “Godown as my witness, that’s not possible.”



  
Archduke Lewis had finished his first sort and called the two others over. “You’re late,” he informed them. “Lady Elizabeth, go through these mules here. Major Destefani, come with me. I want your opinion.”



  
Elizabeth dismounted as Lazlo rode over to look at the horses with his grace. She tied Molly to the fence and strolled into the rope corral holding the best of the mules. They ranged in color from dark brown to light gray, many with black stripes down their backs, all with mealy noses. A few gave her suspicious looks, a touch wild eyed, and those she separated from the larger batch. Then she inspected the animals one by one, checking for thick legs, sturdy bodies, sound teeth, and good hoofs. Two jacks seemed especially quiet, and she called one of the herders over. “Pull these for saddle mules.”



  
“Yes, my lady.” The pair joined the horses and Elizabeth quickly sorted the rest. One very dark gray jack mule approached her and sniffed her hat. 



  
“No you don’t,” she warned, poking him in the chest with the butt of her riding whip when he seemed intent on tasting the feathers. He snorted and backed two steps. “Good mule.” He backed another step and stopped square. “Hmm.” He had good conformation, with legs so solid that he looked bottom heavy. “Put him with the other two there,” she ordered. 



  
Archduke Lewis and Maj. Destefani came over as she finished her sort. “And your decision, Lady Elizabeth,” Lewis inquired, arms folded as he studied the groups of mules.



  
She pointed to the largest batch, on her right. “Wagon mules and artillery mules.” The middle group, mostly animals slightly lighter or shorter than the first group, she pronounced, “Carriage mules, especially that good quartet hiding in the back.”



  
“The brown ones?”



  
“Yes, your grace. They are all of a size and almost identical color.” His eyebrows rose and she could see him making a mental note. “And the smaller group over here are all-purpose animals, riding or carriage.”



  
She noticed Lazlo Destefani studying the trio of mules standing in with the horses. “And those three, my lady?”



  
“Saddle mules, two would be very good ladies’ mules, your grace. And, with your permission, your grace, I’d like to try the dark grey one.”



  
Lewis, arms still folded, looked from her to the mule in question. “Why?”



  
“He seems very intelligent, your grace, good bottom, but there’s not a close match for a driving pair.”



  
“And you just happen to be in the market for another saddle mule,” Lewis observed.



  
She tried to look innocent. “He could do for a saddle mule for a lady or older gentleman, someone familiar with mules and who needs a solid go-er.”



  
The men laughed. Her eyes went wide as Lazlo reached into his jacket, pulled out a bag, and gave Archduke Lewis a silver coin. Lewis tossed it, caught the coin in mid-fall and jammed it into his coat pocket with a grin. Confused, she asked, “Your grace, what?”



  
“Major Destefani, shall we say, expressed doubts about your interest in acquiring another mule. I, on the other hand, being older and wiser to the ways of women, was of the opinion that you would pick one out for yourself and ask forgiveness at a later date.” Elizabeth felt herself blushing—he knew her too well. Lewis, insufferably smug, looked down his nose at her with a knowing smile. 



  
Lazlo had the grace to act faintly guilty and seemed exceedingly interested in the stitching on his gloves. “I expressed doubts, your grace, because Lady Elizabeth has not seen the horse.” He slapped the gloves against his leg and nodded towards the horses. “Perhaps my lady will change her mind after she sees what we saw, your grace?”



  
Lewis gestured for Elizabeth to lead the way over to the horses in question. As she walked ahead, she heard Lewis sighing under his breath, “She’s a woman. Of course she’ll change her mind.”



  Oh? And just what does that mean? She thought. How would his grace know what she would or would not do? Torn between anger, irritation, and curiosity, she marched past the herd designated for the cavalry, nodded to the grooms minding her, Lewis, and Lazlo’s mounts, and saw a ghost, the same ghost that had caught her and Lazlo’s eyes as they rode into the remuda.



  
“No.” She stopped dead, staring at a young stallion. She shook her head. “Not possible.”



  
“Oh, he’s very possible.” Lewis assured her from over her shoulder. “Go look him over.” She did as ordered. The black stud snorted, fox ears twitching back and forth. He sidled a little as she walked closer but did not pull away from the groom holding the rope attached to his halter.



  
“Easy,” she soothed, puffing into his nostrils. She gave him a thorough inspection; feeling his legs, tapping his hooves, and noting his large, clear, calm eyes. He had a tiny snip of white on his nose and one small white sock on the left rear. 



  
“Pity about the white or he’d be the perfect parade mount,” Lewis drawled.



  
Lazlo tipped his head to the side, considering possible options. “Your grace could use blacking like Countess Montoya does.”



  
Lewis laughed. “You noticed that too, did you?”



  
“It was hard to miss in the rain, your grace.”



  
Elizabeth rejoined the men and smiled at Lazlo’s sally. “Or your grace could put feathers on his headstall and no one would notice anything else.”



  
“Or you could. After all, he’s yours.”



  
“Your grace?” He’d knocked her off balance again.



  
Lewis grinned at her confusion. “Five years ago I gave you two of Ricardo’s get as your coming-of-age gift, Countess Elizabeth, and you refused them,” he reminded her, green eyes snapping with humor. “Told me to keep them for breeding after Ricardo’s death.” He looked back at the horse, nodding at it. “So I did. This is Ricardo’s son, out of Nighthawk. He’s yours. You need a parade mount, or will. He’s six. He’s sired two good fillies and a colt already.”



  
Completely surprised, she stared from Lewis to the horse and back. “Your grace, I, thank you, but, I, that is…”



  
She caught Lazlo smiling at her discomfort. She glared at him and he looked away, most interested in something on the far side of the remuda. Lewis sighed hard enough to shake the new leaves on the trees outside the fence, half a kilometer away. “Ricardo the Second is your horse. The grey beast is your mule. Take them. And don’t forget you have a meeting this afternoon.” 
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By the end of the day, only Lewis’s gift of the two equines kept Elizabeth from wishing a case of the fig on him. She’d changed clothes, exchanging her uniform for a modest, brown version of court dress, and went into the palace district to meet with the foreign policy and defense councils. Although at age twenty-five no longer the youngest, she remained the only woman. She shrugged as she finished checking the security of her red-blond wig before going into the meeting room—she was as Godown made her. One of the servants saw her coming and whisked open the door for her. “My lady,” he murmured, bowing as she passed.



  
“Thank you,” she nodded.



  
“Another early arrival,” a too-hearty voice called as she entered the room. Count James Thomas Andrew “Jaz” Hoffman looked up from his papers, blue eyes over-bright, as if he’d been drinking. His jacket hung loosely from thin shoulders and a scut of mousy brown hair, half-hidden by the bright red ribbon tying it, draped over his collar.



  
“My lord,” she nodded. Behind his back the men called him “UTA,” standing for “unlikely to arrive.” Count Hoffman seemed to pride himself on being late for anything requiring physical activity, be it a dance or a battle. Elizabeth found his forced cheer annoying but ignored it as best she could. He returned to reading his papers and she took her seat and followed suit. Today’s meeting promised to be long and painful, something the agenda only confirmed. Once again she thanked Godown for the extra padding her skirts provided. Otherwise she’d have a numb rump to match her numb ears before the afternoon ended.



  
A few minutes later servants came in with a small cart and began setting out water flasks, cups, and baskets of biscuits and bread. She turned her papers over, hiding the contents, and used the time to study the paintings in the room. Elizabeth liked the décor of the council chamber. Pale wood paneling with a light whitewash, along with the light blue upper walls, made the chamber seem larger than it was. Landscape paintings and a few portraits of notable foreign ministers and of Emperor Rudolph and Empress Margaretha hung here and there. The wall behind the emperor’s seat bore the Babenburg crest in white on darker blue. The artist had been one of Godown’s gifted, Elizabeth always thought, to have been able to make the fountain look as if water really flowed out of the wall. The colors and image also helped soothe tempers, something that was going to be especially necessary that day, or so she guessed. 



  
Before long her guess proved accurate. As Count Thomas Albinez droned on about the threat from Frankonia and how it posed a more immediate danger than did the Turkowi, Elizabeth caught Count Jeronimo Montoya’s eye. He winced a little and mouthed, “windbag.” She’d served under him at Kidron Valley, and later with him at the fights for Clear Creek Pass and the Western Broads. Neither of them thought much of Albinez, Midland, and the Western Faction. She nodded just enough that he could see, before making herself concentrate on Albinez’s arguments. 



  
She’d heard them, and all their themes and variations, before: that Frankonia’s actions endangered the Imperial contacts with the Bergenlands and the supplies of coal and iron ore, that Frankonian encouragement was the only reason the Turkowi harassed the Empire, that Frankonian trade pressures against the Sea Republic city-states caused problems for the Poloki, and so on. Crown Prince Thomas, sitting in for his father, had an expression of polite interest, Archduke Gerald Kazmer looked bored, and Duke Clark Midland, the new Foreign Minister, seemed more intent on playing with his penknife than on Albinez’s recitation.



  
“And the recent involvement in the succession question in Tivolia is notably disturbing,” Albinez concluded. Count Montoya, Col. Alan Marcy, Duke Jan Kossuth and Elizabeth all startled a little at those words. What? What succession question, she wondered. Only one heir exists and there are no bastards to stake a claim to the duchy, and no in-laws that have expressed interest.


  
Duke Midland and Archduke Gerald Kazmer exchanged smug smiles. “For those who were unaware of the situation, your highness, your grace,” Duke Midland began. “Duke Michael Tillson of Tivolia disinherited his nephew, Thomas, in favor of Jan Peilov, his distant cousin. The grounds, or so Duke Michael informed his imperial majesty’s foreign ministry, were moral corruption and general incompetence in defending Tivolia from Frankonian threats.”



  
Elizabeth and Count Arnold Eulenberg exchanged incredulous looks. She raised her hand and asked, “Your grace, just to confirm, we are speaking of Jan Peilov, son of Count Theobald Peilov and brother of Lady Marie Starland?”



  
“Yes.” Midland sniffed. “You know of another?”



  
Eulenberg replied for her. “No, your grace, we merely wished to confirm that your grace did not refer to a Peilov of a cadet branch.”



  
Elizabeth struggled to hide her dismay and pure shock at the news. Jan Peilov being a better defender of Tivolia than Thomas Tillson? What is Duke Michael drinking? Or what did Jan put in his wine might be the better question. Unless Godown smote Jan and filled his brain with sense and his heart with courage, something is terribly wrong in Tivolia. Which raised another question in her mind: what had Jan been doing for the past three years? He’d been disinherited from the Peilovna succession in favor of his newborn half brother following the retreat to Platesford five years before. He’d drifted to Vindobona and had taken up with some of the younger rakes before Count Theobald cut off all financial support and threatened to have Jan pronounced a bastard. Elizabeth had gloated a little at the time, and Godown had struck her with the worst cramps and bleeding she’d had yet as punishment for her lack of forgiveness and charity. Elizabeth scolded herself again half-heartedly, remembering that, Miracles do happen and perhaps he’s reformed.



  
“What is his majesty’s response, your grace?” Count Eulenberg wanted to know.



  
Crown Prince Thomas, a blend of his mother’s dark complexion and light eyes and his father’s lean height, waved Midland off, replying, “His majesty sees no conflict, as Jan Peilov no longer has claim to property within the Empire. Having closer relations between Tivolia and the Starland lands can only benefit both economies.”



  
Eulenberg raised one pale eyebrow. Elizabeth replied with a thumbs-down gesture as she reached for her water glass, her mouth dry and pasty feeling. Jan hates Quill Starland, even if they are brothers-in-law. Especially since they are brothers-in-law. Marie sided with Quill, at least in public, which is what matters. They respected each other, but Marie and Quill’s marriage was a duty match, not a love match. Marie sided with Quill on official matters, as best Elizabeth understood, but she did not always agree with her husband in private.



  
Duke Clark Midland rose to his feet. “In light of that development, and of the muster of the Frankonian Army on their northern borders, this year we will focus on the western borders, in case Prince Rohan-Roi decides to feint north and swing east, attacking the Bergenlands again or coming through the Poloki lands.” Prince Thomas and Gerald Kazmer both nodded their agreement as Duke Midland made his pronouncement. If his head swells any more, Clark’s hair will explode, Elizabeth snarled inside her mind. Clark had tightly curled black hair, barely lighter than his skin, marking him as a direct descendent of the Lander founders of lost Benin, and he seemed to be trying to grow his hair long enough to pull back in the fashionable ponytail. Until then Clark kept his hair slicked flat with something shiny, producing unflattering results (in Elizabeth’s opinion).



  
Gerald Kazmer nodded again. “My sources say that Frankonia’s threats against the Sea Republics are not bluffs this time. Laurence V needs a victory to assure his magnates of his grip on power and to distract them from the food shortages.”



  
“Losing his fishing fleet won’t help,” Elizabeth muttered under her breath.



  
The archduke gave her a sharp look. “Countess Sarmas, you have a comment?”



  
She sat forward. “Your grace, if Laurence is so foolish as to wage war against the Sea Republics, he will find that his fishing fleets are under attack before he can do more than blink. And the stocks of dried fish for emergency consumption have yet to be fully replenished after the glitterwing plague three years ago,” she reminded the men.



  
“No, he won’t.” Col. Marcy sniffed, looking down his nose at her. “You are out of line and out of date, Sarmas. Frankonia signed a treaty with the city-states of the northern sea. Frankonian ships are allowed as far north as the Black Islands and will not be harassed unless all trade with the Sea Republics is barred. Which is not Laurence’s goal, as you would know if you spent less time tempting Godown’s wrath by playing with that which is anathema to Godown.”



  
Archduke Gerald Kazmer interrupted Marcy before he could invoke St. Mou and start a fight. “That is enough, Colonel. Countess Elizabeth, it seems that Frankonia has found other suppliers for foodstuffs and luxuries, should either be needed or their trade to the north be interrupted.”



  
“Your grace,” she dipped her head, acknowledging the correction even as she balled her hands into fists under the table, out of sight.



  
After more discussion of Frankonia’s estimated military strength, their likelihood of hiring mercenaries, (“I’d say one hundred percent,” Hoffman opined), and the prospects for the fishing catch, Duke Midland repeated, “For these reasons, the Crown will focus most of its attention on the western borders. In part for this reason, Prince Imre Sobieski-Corbin will be attending the Imperial court and Prince Alois will be travelling to Lvarna later this spring, once conditions improve.” He looked around before pointing at Elizabeth. “I understand that you have especially good relations with the Poloki?”



  
“No more than anyone does, your grace.” She sighed silently, Oh, St. Sabrina give me patience, not this again.


  
Duke Kossuth tipped his head to the side, curious. “It is said that you and Prince Ryszard were quite close during your attendance on Lady Miranda Starland. Exceedingly close,” and he all but leered at her.



  
“If I might correct your grace,” she countered, “it was Archduke Lewis I was accused of seducing, as unlikely as that may sound.” She no longer felt anything besides mild irritation at the accusations.



  
“Oh?”



  
“Oh, your grace.” I suppose assumptions of sexual profligacy are better than assumptions of treason, she mused for the thousandth time. 



  
Duke Midland, annoyed at losing control of the discussion, rapped the polished wood and copper tabletop. “His highness is coming on a military and diplomatic mission, not a personal visit, no matter how close relations between the empire and the Poloki may be.” He glanced around, making certain he had the nobles’ and Col. Marcy’s full attention. “For the reasons described, Frankonia is and will be the primary concern this coming campaign season. Sarmas, Archduke Lewis assumes that you will be mustering from Donatello Bend and Peilovna this season, going west. So plan. You as well, Eulenberg, Montoya.”



  
Duke Kossuth sagged in his seat, probably with relief, Elizabeth guessed. His family’s secondary holdings lay closest to the Bergenlands. He’d devolved most of his defense duties to his younger cousin, Count Irwin Kossuth, but Jan would be responsible for a muster from Kossuthna Secondair. Arnold Eulenberg exhaled loudly but made no other comment. Count Montoya started to protest but bit his words off mid-sound, his jaws closing so hard that everyone could hear his teeth click. He glared daggers at UTA Hoffman for some reason. Maybe they had a wager? No, I suppose he thinks he’ll have to provide the men Hoffman won’t. That would make me angry too. Another victory for the Grantholm faction, she sighed.



  
Elizabeth had nothing against Duke Miles Grantholm. She respected him as a military commander and knew nothing about his personal life. But she disagreed strongly with pouring all the Empire’s resources into dealing with Frankonia. Laurence wants glory. Tayyip wants to kill us, especially the women. Tayyip has a knife at our throat. Laurence is a pain in the rear. No one dies from pain in their arse, otherwise we’d all be walking rather than riding. Elizabeth kept all trace of her thoughts from her expression, something that had become as automatic as breathing. Her years of training as a sworn postulant of Godown served her well.



  
The topic shifted to matters of less import, at least to her, and she began scratching notes on the back of a page. She needed to talk to her muster masters, send word to Grantholm to find out what he thought he’d need in terms of troop numbers, talk to Lewis about what supplies Donatello Bend would provide, and meet with the cavalry horse trainers about the new mounts and draft animals. She kept one ear tuned to the discussion in case anything of interest came up, but tariff talk bored her stiff. Assuming the weather stays decent, I can get a feel for the new horse tomorrow? No, the cavalry parade is tomorrow morning, and then…hmmm, next day if we go out early. And the grey mule? I’ll see how he does in the indoor riding arena. No, I’ll try both of them indoors. She scrawled a note for Major Wyler to see if she could get in early, before the royal offspring had their lessons.



  
Her stomach was growling before the meeting finished. “Are there any further matters or discussion?” Crown Prince Thomas inquired at long last. “No?”



  
Silence.



  
“You are dismissed.” He rose and the others followed. Elizabeth dropped into a curtsy, head bent, and held her position until the higher ranked men had left. Then she collected her papers, sorted them into a vague order, tucked them into a leather bag, and walked out, following Eulenberg.



  
Archduke Gerald Kazmer stopped her in the corridor. “Countess Sarmas.”



  
She curtsied. “Your grace?”



  
“I must admit, I am surprised at your unfamiliarity with the topics of today’s council meeting.”



  
Confused, she frowned, trying to remember if she’d missed any messages or memoranda. “Your pardon, your grace, but was I to have received information earlier?”



  
“I’d have thought my brother would keep his confidants better informed, even if his duties focus on domestic matters rather than foreign policy.” Gerald Kazmer spoke to the air above her head. “He always has been loose-lipped when in his cups or when otherwise distracted.” Now the emperor’s brother deigned to look down at Elizabeth again. “Or so I have heard.”



  
“Your grace, I would not know.”



  
He studied her, eyes narrow, as if trying to see her thoughts. “Hmm. I was given to understand that you are one of my brother’s closest advisors and confidants.”



  
“Only on matters related to mules and horse breeding, your grace,” she assured him. 



  
Gerald Kazmer raised an eyebrow. “Interesting.” With that he spun around and stalked off, reminding Elizabeth of a dardog walking back to its lair. She shivered. He had not threatened her, but… 



  
As she rode back to Donatello House, anger at Lewis replaced her fear of Gerald Kazmer. If he did know about the events in Tivolia and the Frankonian treaties, why did he not warn me? The more she thought about it, the more likely it seemed, and by the time she reached the gates of the town palace, she’d convinced herself that Lewis had indeed known. How dare he not tell me? Then she took a deep breath and forced her temper to settle back down. He dares because he is the archduke by birth and you are a countess by the grace of the emperor, she scolded herself. She brushed past the housekeeper and servants, shooing Mina away with an absent-minded wave of her hand. Elizabeth changed into a worn flannel shimmy and heavy skirt and blouse, put her wig on its stand, and sagged into the chair in her bedchamber. She leaned her head back against the cold wood and closed her eyes. 



  
The council exchange explained the morning’s gift of the two animals, she realized. He’s not courting me—he was bribing me, paying me off so I wouldn’t complain later and annoy him. Or was he doing both? Ann Starland had warned Elizabeth about Lewis trying to court her, and the two ladies had done everything they could to ensure that questions about their conduct around Lewis never arose. And Lewis has a point about a parade mount. Snowy likes to sing along with trumpets and sackpipes, not exactly a dignified habit, and she smiled at the memory. Why can’t people be as easy to understand as mules? Because Godown made people with free will. Yes, well He made mules with free will, too, but mules do not have ambition, unlike people. For all she and Lazlo and the others joked about Snowy, the mule’s only desires consisted of attention, exercise, rest, food, and shelter. Would that people did the same, she sighed, opening her eyes. Her stomach growled long and loudly, reminding her that she needed supper. All else could wait.
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  Diplomatic Dances


  
Elizabeth knew the unhappy sound very well. “You do not like the idea.”



  
Mina finished shaking out the back hem of the skirt and walked around to face Elizabeth. “No, my lady. The cut you describe needs trim, wide bands of it. Even in a milder color,” her term for drab, “the style would not flatter you.”



  
“And if I add the trim, people will wonder why I’m suddenly following the mode.” 



  
“There’s that too, my lady,” Mina allowed as she inspected her mistress’s gown. She reached into the neckline and tugged on Elizabeth’s shimmy, pulling a bit more white fabric up to peep over the top of the brown overdress’s snug bodice. “I fear none of this season’s looks will suit you, my lady.”



  
Elizabeth sighed, then shrugged. “Godown did not make me to fit the mode.” She was too tall and too strong, with too much nose and not enough chin. “Speaking of mode, do you have any idea who gave Snowy the flowered ear bonnet?” She’d walked out of the house three mornings before to find her favorite mule looking utterly lost, his ears covered by a pair of knitted fly-covers of delicate rose and yellow hue, with crocheted flowers on the brow-band. She’d almost hurt herself laughing at the sight, much to Snowy’s disgust. He’d sulked the rest of the day. 



  
Mina smiled, her brown eyes dancing with laughter. “No, my lady. No witnesses have come forward?”



  
“Nary a one. It is as if St. Michael himself draped Snowy, unseen by mortal man.” She admired the bravery of whoever had done it. She’d left the covers on for the rest of the day. The flies were bad this spring. A more dignified set of ear covers had appeared the next day, the same cream color as clean, unbleached and un-dyed shahma wool. 



  
“Perhaps someone thought that was the best way to give you spring flowers, my lady?”



  
Elizabeth chuckled as she set her court wig in place. She felt Mina adjusting the back, tugging a little here and there to ensure that the upsweep did not roll under in back and give the game away. “Yes, well, it is that time of year. Has Helga’s swain been back?”



  
Mina leaned around and gave Elizabeth an affronted look. “Of course not, my lady. We all know how you feel about such things,” the maid assured her.



  
“So when will the Diligence be published?”



  
“Tomorrow, my lady.” Mina tugged a bit by Elizabeth’s ears. “No one foresees any problems, my lady. His parents only moved to Vindobona from the Plate Valley ten years ago, and her people come from the east. They were mountaineers, before the troubles.”



  
“That’s good to hear. Or not to hear.” The Diligence would find any possible conflicts or too-close relations between the senior maid-of-work and her chosen man. No relations closer than second degree could be permitted without special dispensation, unless one or both parties were known to be infertile. The ban dated back to the years just after the Great Fires, Elizabeth had learned. It made sense, and she’d wondered if part of Laurence of Frankonia’s problem was coming from two generations of double first cousins. Of course, that assumes that he’s really descended from whom he is purported to be descended from. Rooster, hen, and so on.


  
“Yes, my lady.” Mina finished her work and stepped back, picking up Elizabeth’s shawl. “Will my lady be returning at the usual time?” The servants considered her a strange creature indeed for keeping such early hours, even during the imperial capital’s social season. Elizabeth ignored their concern, while admitting that she’d probably never recover from the habits ingrained during her days as a religious.



  
“I believe so. There’s no need for anyone to stay up.” 



  
“Of course, my lady.” And Elizabeth would return to find half the staff still up, in case she needed a late meal or bath or other service. She’d given up trying to stop them.



  
The servants’ behavior was Lewis’s fault, she mused, gathering her skirts and picking her way down the staircase. One of the maids opened the door for her and strolled into the courtyard, still thinking. Lewis spent more time at Donatello House than she did, and often came in very late, well after midnight, hungry and wanting attention. She sighed to herself yet again and accepted a hand from the footman as she stepped into the waiting carriage. Grumbling about Lewis kept her mind occupied during the short ride and long wait at the palace gates.



  
Impatient, she climbed out of the carriage. “Thomas, I’ll walk the last few meters into the garden,” she told the coachman. “Go park and I’ll have you called when I’m ready.”



  
He touched his hat brim. “Yes, m’lady.”



  
The opening party for Crown Prince Imre and the other Poloki, weather permitting and Godown willing, spilled out into the formal garden inside the palace’s residential section. To Elizabeth’s irritation Archduke Lewis had ordered the servants to plunder the solar at Donatello House and half her favorite plants had vanished to provide additional flowers and greenery for the display. He left the pfeaches she reminded herself. He could have taken those too. She loved pfeaches, but they only grew well south of Donatello Bend and the soft fruit did not travel well. Lazlo had persuaded his father’s sister’s husband to let him bring two seedlings back with him after a visit several years ago. Delighted, Elizabeth had planted them in enormous pots in the solar and then threatened everyone with a dire fate if they killed, trimmed, or even spoke harshly to the little trees. 



  
She joined the throng walking into the palace garden. Torches flickered in their holders and a few of the precious electric lights glowed here and there. As always, Elizabeth sensed the other women studying and then dismissing her. She posed no competition to them or their daughters. A twenty five year old, homely, dowerless female could not interfere with anyone’s match, be it for love or by arrangement. After all these years Elizabeth no longer minded the lack of interest, and she nodded to a few of the older ladies before joining the long line to welcome Prince Imre and whoever he’d brought with him. She guessed it would be a few cousins rather than one of his siblings. Princess Kasia, all rumor to the contrary, would not marry Crown Prince Thomas. Ugh, that would so have complicated the inheritance lines! No wonder the Poloki nobles managed to agree on the first vote for once. It was a token offer anyway, as we all knew. But the gesture was made. She liked and admired Queen Minka. I wouldn’t mind being her daughter-in-law, except for having to marry one of her sons. To Quill and Marie’s delight Miranda Starland, despite her initial temper fits and protests, had settled down with Ryszard Sobieski-Pilza and the marriage warmed into a love match, producing four children thus far with rumors of a fifth on the way. 



  
“It’s our little horse breeder!” A hearty voice called, and Elizabeth blinked to find Ryszard himself standing in front of her. “Well met. I’ll have someone to talk to, Godown be thanked.” She curtsied, all too aware of the unhappy murmurs and whispers bubbling up around her. “I’ll find you later, unless their majesties have other plans for me,” the pale man told her before disappearing into the crowd again.



  
Crown Prince Imre was more restrained when she finally reached the end of the line, where he stood with his royal hosts. Elizabeth curtsied to the ground before Emperor Rudolph and Empress Margaretha. Rudolph already looked tired and Elizabeth shivered, breathing a prayer for his health. His dark complexion seemed paler than she recalled from their earlier encounters, and his hair looked stringy and lank. He’d always been cadaverously thin, and his weight appeared unchanged. Prince Imre, golden haired and blue eyed, raised her after her curtsey. “The fair mule-breeder. You look well”



  
“Thank you, your highness. Your visit is an honor.”



  
As he turned to greet the next person in line, she eased through the courtiers and nobles, skirting the clusters of conversation until she found an empty chair among the dowagers and spinsters. Dowager Countess Montoya acknowledged her presence with a nod before returning to the gossip of the evening. Elizabeth took in the scene, sighing over the ladies in their lovely, ribbon trimmed dresses. She saw more red than usual, no doubt in honor of the Poloki visitors. One woman sported a dress entirely in brilliant red and Elizabeth wondered how much her husband had spent on it. Just the dye alone cost a fortune, especially for that much true crimson. Elizabeth brushed her fingers over her brown fine shahma-wool skirt with its cream trim, The material in your dress cost almost as much as the dye on hers, she reminded herself. A tall figure in black appeared in front of her, cutting off her view of the other guests, and she startled. “Good evening, Lady Elizabeth,” Lewis intoned. 



  
She dipped her head in a seated bow. “Your grace.”



  
“Come,” and he extended his hand. She pretended not to see it as she got to her feet, following him past several groups of nobles. He stopped and she took a step back, keeping clear air between them. Lewis pointed to the left with his chin and a small, languid hand wave. “The gentleman in brown, with the green waistcoat.”



  
She peered around and saw an older man, her height, with thinning brown-grey hair and a sour expression on his round face. He wore deep brown with a high-collared, green on green embroidered waistcoat. “Yes, your grace?”



  
“Avoid him. He wishes to speak with you. Do not be seen alone with him, or go into the garden if he does.”



  
She bristled. Who was he to be ordering her not to speak at an invitation-only diplomatic reception? Then she remembered the look in Gerald Kazmer’s eyes after the council meeting. “Very well, your grace.”



  
“My brother has concerns about you. Do not make them worse.” With that Lewis stepped to the side, then strode away to speak with someone else. Fuming, Elizabeth wound her way through the clusters of people, a polite and bland expression on her face. She walked outside, into the garden, to look at the flowers. After that irritation she needed fresh air. 



  I’m not sure anyone irritates me the way Lewis does. And he seems to know exactly how to rub me the wrong way, she marveled. He had a gift from Godown—that was the only way she could explain it. She looked at the cherry trees as she tried to calm down. They seemed about to burst into bloom, as did some other plants. Ah spring, the season of love. And of mud, and lambing, and the first biting flies, and floods, and twist-winds, and sneezeweed, she laughed. Equanimity restored, she wandered back into the grand hall, admiring the way the light played on the cut glass hanging from the ancient plaztik and metal ornaments high on the walls. The light yellow paint on the walls reminded her of a sunny day and of the fields of yellow wildflowers that had bloomed at Lord Anthony Armstrong’s estate in Frankonia. She whispered a silent prayer for his health and well-being, as she always did.



  
“Save me,” Prince Ryszard ordered, appearing beside her and grabbing her elbow before she could flee from the horde of courtiers trying to swarm him. “Talk horses.”



  
A servant handed them drinks and she gathered her wits. “Your highness, do you have any suggestions for training a war horse versus a parade mount?”



  
“Is the horse in question suitable for both?”



  
“He seems to be, your highness. Sound conformation, good disposition, showy but not overly so. Black stud with a snip and rear sock.”



  
Ryszard drank some wine. “If he were mine, and suitable, I would train him for both. How old?”



  
“Six, your highness.”



  
“Train him for both, because parade noises can be the same as battle, as you know. Trumpets, flapping banners, other animals and people pressing too close,” and he gave one of the younger noblewomen a firm glance with those words. She caught the hint and backed away, still fluttering at him.



  
“Thank you, your highness. I shall do as you recommend.”



  
“And how is the famous mule?” Humor glinted in his blue eyes. “Has he eaten anyone?”



  
Duke Midland’s son laughed, a thin, ugly sound. “I’d never tolerate a poorly-trained beast, your highness.”



  
“Master Snowy, I believe you call him?” At her confirming murmur Ryszard continued, “Snowy is a most well-trained mule, one of the best I’ve encountered. It is a rare mule that will tolerate remaining near a fight, let alone do it well.”



  
“Quite true, your highness,” another young man assured everyone. 



  
“Master Snowy is doing well, your highness. The passing years have neither slowed him nor sweetened his temper.” She allowed herself a smile.



  
“Good.” Ryszard looked around, over the heads of the courtiers hemming him in, as if trying to find someone or something. “Your sister-to-be sends her greetings.”



  
“Ah,” she blinked, bewildered. “Your lady wife?”



  
“Yes, Miranda, once of Starland.” The group around them began murmuring and whispering, as if he’d let some magnificent piece of gossip slip through his fingers. “Are you not marrying her brother?”



  
Elizabeth laughed, trying to cover her sudden queasy feeling. The courtiers’ unfriendly and appraising looks grew worse, even though she assured the prince that, “Oh no, your highness. Lord Matthew has several far better matches under consideration, or so I’m given to understand.” Quill’s last letter mentioned a possible Eulenberg candidate, and one from Tivolia. 



  
“Better than our little mule breeder? Oh, I doubt that,” and he laughed. The looks from the young courtiers grew very hostile and she winced inside. She wanted to glare at Ryzsard for even making such a ridiculous suggestion.



  
She was saved from further humiliation by the arrival of Count Eulenberg himself. “Your highness, I apologize for intruding, but his highness Crown Prince Thomas wishes a word with you and your brother.”



  
“Very well.” Ryszard nodded to Elizabeth. “Later. I wish to see this new parade mount of which you spoke.” As Ryszard followed Count Eulenberg and the servant, Elizabeth caught a glimpse of the man in the green waistcoat working his way towards her. 



  
Mindful of Lewis’s warning, she tried to get away but young lord Midland asked, “Parade mount, Lady Elizabeth?”



  
“A young horse of uncertain quality, my lord. As you yourself have often said, fine looks do not guarantee a good beast.” He’d never said it, but she did not want to antagonize him and his father.



  
“Yes, indeed. A fine horse is only as good as his training and rider. I have one such beast just now,” and he began to hold forth on this new addition to his father’s stable. Elizabeth used the moment to ease away, then hurried to another conversation group. She repeated the move four times before reaching the door. Satisfied that she’d done her social duty and had spoken to everyone she needed to, Elizabeth found a servant and called for her carriage. The green-clad man seemed to have given up trying to catch her.



  
“Countess Sarmas, a moment?”



  
She turned to find Count Albinez approaching. “My lord,” and she curtsied.



  
“I detest speaking of serious matters at such a happy gathering,” he began. “But how fast could you finish your muster at Pilovna and Donatello Bend, should the need arise?”



  
“From first notice? Ten days and all available troops and supplies would be ready to leave. Assuming Godown grants dry roads and no complications or delays, and it is not planting or harvest, or mid-winter,” she cautioned.



  
“Thank you.” He strode off as quickly as he’d arrived. She accepted her shawl from the servant by the door and hurried out to meet her carriage at the garden gate. 



  
The next morning Elizabeth and Sam, one of Donatello House’s grooms, rode to the Imperial Riding School. They led the grey mule and Ricardo II. Elizabeth rode Molly. If the gray jack proved as good as he looked, she’d sell Molly, and riding her in town served as good advertisement. Once at the school’s huge training area, Sam found a place to leave the two new equines and checked the fit of their tack while Elizabeth consulted with Major Antonio Wyler, the retired officer in charge of training.



  
“Ah, Countess Sarmas,” and he tapped his hat brim, not taking his eyes off the cadet riding in the smaller end of the arena. “I understand you have two new acquisitions to try.”



  
“Yes, Major. I’d like your opinion of the horse, since I already know your thoughts on mules.” 



  
The lean horseman ordered, “Try your mule first, my lady Colonel, then when I’ve finished with this young gentleman I’ll see what you have.”



  
“Very good, Major,” and she touched her hat brim. Here, he outranked everyone.



  
The grey jack fidgeted back and forth in the ties as she re-checked his soundness and his tack. He settled down, alert but not nervous, once she let him smell her hands. He did not mind having his ears touched, but rolled his eyes when she picked up his front feet. Sam untied him and she mounted, then waited. The jack stood still. She took up the reins and tapped him in the flank with her heel. He took one step, then another, and they walked into the wide end of the sand-floored riding area.



  
She walked him back and forth, getting used to his way of going and warming him up. He trotted very well for a mule, and she nudged him faster. Instead of cantering, he shifted into a running walk! Amazed, she rode him around and around the arena, changing directions, working through the serpentine poles, then stopping. He stopped square and stood quietly. “Good mule!” she gushed, delighted beyond belief. She backed him a few steps, then pushed him into a trot and gallop. His gallop left a lot to be desired, but the running walk! “Ooooooh, you are such a good mule,” she cooed at last, scratching his crest and stroking the thick neck. “Such a good mule.”



  
She dismounted. The jack watched her but did not try to walk off. “Good boy.” She led him back to the cross ties outside the arena. “He’s a keeper,” she informed Sam. “Very much a keeper. And his grace needs to repeat this cross and see if he gets the same results. If so, he’s got a mint in the paddock.”



  
“I’ll make note, my lady. Mind the black boy’s teeth, my lady. He’s being snappish.”



  
“Is he?” She frowned. “Not a good start.” She repeated the inspection and noted how Ricardo II swished his tail, his ears tracking her. Someone dropped a stable rake on the stone floor and he spooked, jumping a little, ears going back, eyes rolling. And, like his sire, he tolerated hands near his ears with ill grace. Elizabeth was not impressed.



  
She rode into the arena relaxed but ready for trouble. Ricardo snorted and she felt his back starting to hump. She urged him into a trot, distracting him, and he settled down. Major Wyler beckoned and they extended their circles as he walked into the arena, until horse and rider circled around the riding master. He raised his long longe whip and snapped it down. Ricardo accelerated into a canter, tossing his head. Elizabeth tried to get him to change leads and he complied. At Wyler’s gesture they slowed to a walk, then halted. “Back,” he called and Elizabeth tried backing Ricardo. He balked, and she signaled more firmly. Wyler stalked up, reversed the longe whip, and waited. Ricardo remained stock still, ears twitching, chewing on the bit. “Cue him again.” As she did, Wyler poked Ricardo in the chest with the butt of the whip, just hard enough to make the point. Ricardo shifted his weight back and rider and trainer both relaxed their efforts. They let the horse “think” about the results, then tried again. This time he backed four steps. “Ride him out, then dismount,” Wyler commanded.



  
Elizabeth watched as Wyler re-confirmed the girth and mounted. Ricardo chewed furiously and the old man waited, then urged him forward. The stud obeyed. After several minutes Wyler managed to tighten the black horse’s gait until he did two steps of the piaff. Wyler immediately let Ricardo stretch out, rode him up to Elizabeth, and dismounted. “Back you go.”



  
She heaved herself into the saddle. She heard conversation from the visitors’ area and ignored it, since the gentry and officers frequently stopped in to watch. “My lady Colonel,” Wyler called. Elizabeth turned to look at him just as a blue banner fluttered down from the gallery and began flapping against the wall, while someone waved a coat or something in the viewing stand. Ricardo jumped, spooking and starting to bolt. She caught him and rode through it, turning him through the poles and making him “listen” to her cues. Not two minutes later, “bang!” The shot made the high ceiling ring, she jumped, and again Ricardo bolted. She turned the bolt into a circle, forcing herself to calm down and calm the anxious horse as well. As soon as she had his full attention she rode back to where Wyler stood, calm as you please, talking to two blond men. 



  
“Is this the stud?” Prince Ryszard called. 



  
Heart still racing, Elizabeth bit back a nasty reply. “Yes, your highness.” She held Ricardo still as the two princes inspected the sweating stallion. They finished and returned to stand next to the major. 



  
“Back him.” This time Ricardo backed nicely. “Hmm. Your thoughts, your highnesses?”



  
Imre rubbed his chin. “Oh, he has potential.” He put a hand in his jacket pocket as he studied the horse. “Certainly. Nice conformation and good paces, but,” and he drew his hand out and tossed something at Ricardo’s front feet. The thing made a loud buzzing sound and rolled around. 



  
Ricardo reared. Elizabeth held on. He reared again, screamed, then crashed back down and destroyed the device or whatever it was, pounding it to death with his front hoofs. Elizabeth, still panting, let him walk away after he finished. She circled him and brought him back to stand well away from the remains of the noisemaker.



  
“Keep him,” Ryszard told her. “He’ll learn, he’s got good instincts, and you look good on him. Parade and war horse both.”



  
Wyler, arms folded, nodded. “I concur with his highness’s judgment.”



  And I’m going to strangle all three of you with that longe whip, Elizabeth panted silently. “Thank you for your appraisal your highnesses, Major Wyler,” she managed to squeak.



  
“Good ride, Lady Elizabeth. Bring the stud back tomorrow morning and we will begin his war training.” Wyler dismissed her with a wave. Ricardo seemed content to walk back to the stall block. There she found Sam conversing with one of the imperial stable’s grooms.



  
“My lady, a stall is ready for your war horse,” the small man informed her. “This way,” and he led her almost to the end of the stallion row. “Here.” 



  
She dismounted, knees weak, and stripped Ricardo’s tack herself so she could see if there were any hot spots or rub marks. She found two, showing that he needed a different saddle. Don’t I have… yes. Lazlo would remember, but I’m sure I have Ricardo’s old tack and war saddle still. It can’t hurt to try those first before having a new one made. Good tack cost a great deal of money, so she tried to reuse as much of it as she could.



  
While she finished grooming the stud, the Poloki princes strolled up to watch. Imre waved for her to move out of the way, and he began inspecting Ricardo II. Elizabeth handed the tack to a waiting servant. “Pack it on the molly mule,” she ordered.



  
Imre finished his inspection. “Ryz, your impression?” 



  
The crown prince got out of the way as Ryszard looked over the stud. Ricardo started twitching, impatient or nervous. “Shhh, easy,” Ryszard soothed, bending down to feel the stud’s forelegs. Ricardo mouthed the prince’s hair. “Quit.”



  
Ryszard straightened up from looking at Ricardo’s hoofs. “He’s part Oberland?”



  
“Yes, your highness.”



  
“Good depth, nice bottom. Has he stood at stud?”



  
“Yes, your highness.”



  
Ryszard grunted. Imre said, “I want his next two get, colt or filly.”



  
Elizabeth took that as a positive sign. “I’ll tell his grace, your highness. Do you want them young or broken?”



  
“Imprinted but not fully trained to ride.” Imre glanced up the row of stalls. “And we are late for the horsemanship display.”



  
Ryszard snorted, “If it is as bad as the diplomatic display last night, brother, at least it will be entertaining.” Elizabeth wondered what disaster she’d missed, but forbore to ask as she curtsied to the princes.



  
She and Sam returned to Donatello House. This time she rode the grey jack mule. He’d regained a second wind but seemed content just to look around instead of spooking or balking. “My lady, do you want him stabled near Snowy?” Sam asked as they neared the gates.



  
“Oh no,” she laughed. “He’ll just get bad habits. No, put him with the work mules, or in the stall between Braun and his grace’s mare, the one with the four white socks and nasty disposition.”



  
“Very good, my lady.” 



  
She stopped by the mounting block and dismounted. The grey mule stood square. “Good mule.” Elizabeth studied him, taking note of the blocky shape of his body and his sturdy legs and neck. “You are square, aren’t you? That’s your name: Square.” She’d never seen the point of fancy names for horses or mules. Elizabeth watched the grooms lead the horses off before going inside. She took a quick wash to remove the worst of the horse scent and fear sweat before going to the office. “Has anyone heard from his grace?” She inquired.



  
“No, my lady,” a maid-of-all-work replied. “Ah, your pardon, he left a message for you, my lady. I saw it by the time candle.”



  
“Thank you.” Elizabeth found the note propped up beside the fat pillar candle on the mantle above the now-closed fireplace. She read it and smiled. He’d be gone for several days on crown business. She filed the note and took her place at the smaller, more cluttered of the two desks. Elizabeth pulled a pair of keys on a chain out from under her overskirt and unlocked the drawers, then unlocked a dispatch box containing her cyphers and keys. Someone had already opened the shutters and drapes, allowing the afternoon sun to enter the dark-paneled room. She settled her skirts and began work.



  
Some time later she heard a firm hand tapping on the woodwork beside the door. “Yes?”



  
“Dispatches and news, my lady,” Lazlo called through the part-open door.



  
She sat up and felt her back protest. “Come in and be seated.” As he set the papers on the small desk, she stretched, twisting left and right, raising her hands and shaking feeling back into fingers gone numb from holding the pen-shaft too tightly. “I wonder if any military in history has ever had the budget it wanted.”



  
“Before or after looting, my lady?” He looked around and pulled Archduke Lewis’s chair out, reversed it, and sat. His eyes widened as he leaned back against the leather-padded wood. “I say, my lady, this is not bad at all.”



  
“No. It seems comfortable, at least if the stories about the amount of time he spends in it are true.” Elizabeth had her doubts. “So, Major Destefani,” and she sagged against the low back on her own chair as much as her stays allowed. “What news?”



  
“His grace Duke Grantholm has called for bids for men as well as supplies,” Lazlo began counting off on his fingers. “The passes in the Dividing Range are open, except for the northernmost two, which are impassible to anything not descended from a mountain leaper, or Master Snowy.” She smiled at the sally and Lazlo continued, “Axel is certain there won’t be enough grain this year and is very worried about an invasion before planting is finished, as usual. There’s an outbreak of a rinderpest among the northern sea cities.” Elizabeth shuddered and made the sign of St. Gerald’s bridge, warning off the news. “And the spring floods are subsiding for the moment, and St. Gerald be praised the Donatello bridge is unharmed.”



  
“Thanks be!” She’d fretted about the bridge since the first reports of rising water reached Vindobona. The Donau Novi seemed higher than she remembered for this time of year, although it could well have been from the earlier thaw. Spring seemed eager to reach the Babenburg’s lands. “All the passes are open?”



  
“In the Dividing Range, yes, my lady.” She hunted around for a map and unrolled it where he could see it. The Dividing Range ran north to south, forming the de facto eastern edge of the Babenburg family’s Eastern Empire. The Tongue Sea extended from the Northern Ocean almost to the northern end of the range, leaving a swampy lowland for anyone seeking to travel from the central plains to the eastern grasslands. Elizabeth traced the Donau Novi west, from Vindobona at the great bend in the river and along to the north flank of the eastern end of the Triangle Range. “The Triangle passes remain closed, my lady, at least as of last week. Prince Gerald André may know better.” 



  
She tapped the southern reach of the Donau Novi, where it flowed parallel to Morloke and Scheel before entering the Sunland Sea. “Frankonia is not the problem.”



  
Lazlo studied the map and sighed. “Their highnesses and his majesty think it is.”



  
She sat back and folded her hands in her lap. “Has Grantholm had any luck recruiting?”



  
“Yes, my lady, but prices have gone up. The Frankonians are willing to pay silver in advance, a quarter again as much as last year’s rates for horse and rider, more for specialists. Infantry rates remain unchanged.” Lazlo frowned and rubbed under his nose. “My lady, I wonder if Rohan-Roi is planning a rapid raiding campaign this year, harassing the Sea Republics. Why else would he be wanting more cavalry than infantry?”



  
“Is the rinderpest affecting equines or just cattle?” Elizabeth turned so she could glance at the window to see where the sunlight fell before looking back at her second-in-command. “If it’s affecting horses, people may be demanding more because of the risk of infection.”



  
“Just cattle, my lady, or so I’ve heard. The Poloki have not banned the horse fairs yet, and I’d assume they would be the first to close their borders to sick animals.”



  
“If its cattle, that will raise the price of grain on the market as well as the price of beef and beasts.” Elizabeth hunted through her papers for the farm file. “Here.” She handed the pages to Lazlo. “His grace wants to bring in leggers, of all things, and this is the estimate for a herd of twelve, coming from Hämäl.”



  
As Lazlo read the letter, Elizabeth pulled her supply ledger out of the main drawer in the desk. She opened the oversize tome to the current page, hunted up a wax board and stylus, and ran a cost guess. “Ugh,” she muttered under her breath, wrinkling her nose at the large number. Four thousand thalers just to feed the men from Donatello and Peilovna, let alone provide their mounts and other supplies. Godown have mercy, that’s an enormous sum. Are the Bergenlands even worth it?


  
“My lady, don’t ask that outside these walls,” Lazlo begged. She flushed—she’d not meant to think aloud. Lazlo continued, “His grace is serious about trying leggers?”



  
Elizabeth opened her hands, elbows on the desk, in a combined shrug and invocation of patience. “He’s a fool if he tries it, in my opinion. He’s getting excellent results from the Oldenberg mares and that new Mazzolni stud. The Greyland cross mules fetch top bids, even the rejects.” She leaned forward, smiling, “Don’t tell anyone but that grey mule? He’s got a running walk.” Lazlo’s jaw sagged and she nodded briskly. “Oh yes. Can you imagine how long the waiting list will be for more of that line?” 



  
“As many people as have tried to buy Master Snowy out from under you, my lady? Lewis has a mint in the paddock.” He waved the pages. “Leggers? Not worth it.”



  
“No. He’ll just ruin the lines. And there’s no market for racehorses, not down here. Perhaps someone can persuade his grace not to bother.”



  
He returned the papers, brushing her fingers as he did. “If you can’t my lady, we’d best pray to St. Michael and St. Gimpel.” 



  
She covered her mouth to stop the laugh bubbling out at his audacity. “Indeed. I’ve thought of petitioning for a shrine to St. Gimpel. He should be the patron of armies as well as of, yes.” She would not say the word fools.



  
“It is said St. Gimple is the patron of Frankonia, my lady,” Lazlo ventured, teasing her.



  
She responded with a smile and a little headshake, not enough to dislodge her head cover. “St. François, who has his hands full. Perhaps as the royal patron.” Joking about real saints made her uncomfortable. “Back on topic, Major, any word when Grantholm wants to start moving?”



  
He leaned back in Lewis’s chair, crossing his legs at the knee and locking his fingers together behind his head. “Not yet, my lady, that is, he does not want to move yet, not until he sees what Rohan-Roi does. His Grace does want the troops ready to move at his call, however. A muster near Kossuthna Secondaire has been discussed, but nothing is set yet, my lady. Or so I’ve heard.”



  
She twisted again in the chair, trying to ease her back. “Very well. Ah, have you taken family leave recently?”



  
“No, my lady, and Godown forgive me for being a bad son, but I don’t want to. I got a letter from Kemal two days ago?” He looked up as he tried to remember. “Ugh. Terrible cobwebs in that corner, my lady, begging your pardon, and yes, it was two days ago. Father is determined to see me married, preferably as of this midwinter past.” He met her eyes, expression a touch wistful, or so she thought. “Kemal doesn’t like the current candidates, all of whom are lovely girls with fathers who want a dutiful farmer son-in-law who will have lots of strapping sons.” 



  
His father could petition Duke Starland to have Lazlo marry if the family truly needed offspring. Elizabeth sighed, I hope it doesn’t come to that. She hated the prospect of losing Lazlo. He’d become her right hand over the past decade and had buffered her from Archduke Lewis on several occasions. “Kemal never has married, has he?”



  
Lazlo hunched forward, as uncomfortable as she’d ever seen him. “Ah, my lady, that’s…” His voice dropped to a near-whisper and he murmured, “Kemal and his grace Duke Starland have an understanding. I’d prefer not, that is, my apologies, my lady, but…”



  
“Thppppth.” She made a rude sound. “Lazlo Destefani, your brother is of age. He’s a good man. His private life is not my concern. Godown knows our hearts better than we do, and if no one is hurt and if Kemal upholds the honor of Godown, his family, and his liege lord, all else is between him and Godown. Back to the matter at hand, are there any other brothers with families?”



  
Lazlo slumped as if boneless and Elizabeth felt a stab of pure envy. If she tried that, her breast support and bodice would cut her in two. “Yes, my lady. Kemal is the oldest of three, two boys and a girl. A fourth died in the womb and took Kemal’s mother with it. My mother has had five, two boys and three girls. I’m the baby, although Kemal says that our father’s still,” and he stopped as Elizabeth blushed fiery red. “Ahem. Your pardon. I have over twenty nieces and nephews still living, some older than I am.”



  
“So I do not have to worry about your father appearing at Donatello Manor, a young lady in his cart and waving a copy of the banns and a marriage order at me?”



  
“No, my lady,” Lazlo began laughing and straightened up. “Not with two sons already giving him grandsons. He’s more likely to arrive with a request for dower land.”



  Which is not my problem, she thought with a sense of relief. She did not want to have to order Lazlo to obey his father and get married. “Which actually leads me to the next topic: moving to Donatello Bend for the season.”



  
“So soon, my lady?”



  
“There’s no reason to stay here,” and she waved at the house around them. “The summons will come to the estate if it comes. The court season is coming to a close,” and she rubbed tired eyes. “And Lazlo, to be honest? I’m restless. Snowy is restless. I want to get away from Vindobona before I do something rash.”



  
“That could be arranged, my lady.”



  
She smiled, still rubbing her eyes. “The departure or the something rash? No, don’t tell me. Snowy would love to be given a tour of the palace gardens. He’d probably invite himself to choir practice at the palace chapel, as well. And then tell Square what a wonderful time he had.”



  
She opened her eyes. Lazlo seemed intent on a page of scrap paper. “Square, my lady?”



  
“The grey jack mule. He’s square,” and she used her hands to demonstrate.



  
The light dawned. “Ah! I can see that, my lady, and no, Snowy does not need encouragement.”



  
He got to his feet and pushed the archduke’s chair back into place, then helped Elizabeth to her feet. Her thighs and lower back seemed to have given out as well as aching. “Thank you.” Aching already? But I’m not due for a week. Strange. Well, she’d not had a bad cycle for some time, meaning this one would probably be ferocious. She sniffed. “Major, are you wearing a new scent?”



  
He released her hand and laughed, shaking his head. “No, my lady. I’ve been in the courtyard overseeing the stablemen. The cook is using the outdoor kitchen this evening, since the chimney repairs are not set yet. He told me so I could warn the soldiers and stablemen to get all straw and hay under cover in case something sparked.”



  Too bad. Essence of roasting meat would make an excellent gentlemen’s scent. “That explains it. Thank you.”
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The next morning, well before dawn, Elizabeth walked to St. Gerald’s cathedral, the heart of Vindobona. Her aches felt milder and she paused at a little corner shrine to St. Sabrina, patroness of women in need, and made an offering of thanks. The cool air gave her new energy as she strode along. Mina came with her and the two women bowed as they entered the great wooden and brass doors of the ancient cathedral, a building almost as old as Vindobona itself. Elizabeth found a place near the front, curtsied to the symbol of Godown hanging above the high altar with its image of St. Gerald and his bridge, and knelt in private prayer before the priests arrived.



  
The sharp tang of spring incense cut through the still air of the church as the cantor called, “Blessed be Godown, lord of the morning, who hung the stars and raises the sun.”



  
“Blessed be Godown, lord of morning,” the small crowd intoned. 



  
“Blessed be Godown, lord of morning, who guides His people and marks their hours.”



  
“Blessed be Godown, lord of morning.”



  
“Blessed be Godown, lord of noontime, who provides for all who trust in Him.”



  
“Blessed be Godown, lord of morning.”



  
After the introit and opening hymn, the Archbishop held up a jeweled copy of the Holy Writ. “Here is the word of our god. Hear all ye and be blessed.”



  
“Thanks be to Godown,” came the answering murmur, and the worshippers bowed in homage to the Writ.



  
After the scripture readings and homily, the Archbishop and a junior priest presented the sacraments of bread and oil. Elizabeth took part with a joyful heart, losing herself as always in the rhythms of worship. The blessed wafer tasted like the bread of paradise, and the touch of the holy oil on her forehead soothed her spirit like the healing balm it was intended to be. She curtsied low to the image of St. Gerald smiling down on his children as he gestured to the bridge he’d built to bring them safely over the waters and away from the Fires. 



  
“Go forth from this place in Godown’s name, strengthened for the tasks of the day,” the cantor concluded after all had been served.



  
“Blessed be Godown, lord of morning.” The early-morning congregants nodded to each other and hurried out. Except for Elizabeth, the first liturgy attracted servants, apprentices and tradesmen, and a few soldiers—all people who had to be at work before sunrise and whose parish churches might not offer such an early liturgy. Elizabeth blended in and she guessed that most of the other worshippers took her for a senior servant or someone’s daughter under half-vows. It suited her quite well. She came to worship, not to be seen worshipping. 



  
She and Mina walked back to Donatello House. “Mina, please tell the housekeeper that we will be departing for Donatello Bend within the coming week.”



  
“So soon, my lady?”



  
“Yes. I need to be closer to the western border, and yipe—!” A stream of grey water flew through the air just in front of them, splashing down on the walkway and street.



  
“Watch for… sorry,” a very young girl in a patched, too-large dress apologized, flinching back from the doorway. She set a large bucket down and reached for a scrub-broom.



  
Her supervisor rapped the top of the girl’s head with a sharp-looking knuckle. “Call first, then toss,” the old woman hissed. “My apologies.”



  
“Accepted,” Elizabeth replied as she continued past. “And I want to get away from the city, as I was saying.”



  
“Ah yes, my lady, especially if the summer is as warm as spring has been.” Mina pinched her nose as they dodged a pile of rubbish and soil that the nightlarks had not yet removed.



  
Elizabeth spent the next week riding or going to meetings in the mornings and working in the office, or going to meetings, or packing, in the afternoons; and reading and studying military topics at night until her eyes burned and her head ached as much as her gut did. At night she picked at her supper, not really hungry but not wanting to waste food. Yet again she complained in the privacy of her mind, why do I have to go to all these policy and council meetings? I have nothing to say, know nothing about the topics at hand, have no authority over the people involved, and need to be studying.


  
And then it was the day of departure. She dressed with care, made certain that she had tucked extra lint and materials in her saddlebags, looked through her assigned chamber one last time just in case she or the maids had overlooked anything besides the ghost wool under the bed, and ate a quick cold breakfast. She petted her two little pfeach trees. “I’ll be back this winter, I promise,” she assured them. 



  
Those few servants assigned to go with her to Donatello Bend had already departed, riding in the wagons with her household goods, leaving Elizabeth, Lazlo, and a small detachment of soldiers to follow with the saddle mules and horses. She mounted Snowy, nodded to Lazlo, and rode out of the courtyard, glad to be rid of the city for a while. As usual, the guards at the western gate saluted Elizabeth and Lazlo, letting the party out without searching their pack animals. The horses and mules walked between the outer wall and the new defensive bastions. At least those are done, Elizabeth sighed. Laurence would never be in a position to threaten Vindobona, unlike Tayyip. But no one in the inner council agreed with her. Another good reason to leave, she snorted. Her patience with fools was fast wearing away.



  
The rising sun cast long shadows on the road ahead of them as they climbed into the low hills west of the city. The bulk of the ridges lay north and west of Vindobona, their slopes pinching the Donau Novi River into a narrow valley. A few kilometers farther west, the steep slopes faded into gently rolling low mounds and the lowland widened, blending into the edge of a great plain. Elizabeth’s party rode through the narrowest part of the rugged hills, avoiding the hamlets and small villages and a few defensive forts. Soon they returned to the banks of the Donau Novi. They’d follow it for another day before it swung north while they continued west, traveling along an old Lander route before picking up the Donatello. The morning sun felt good on Elizabeth’s back, although it boded ill for the afternoon heat. 



  
Snowy tossed his head and pulled against her hands, fresh and frisky, until Elizabeth gave in. “Catch up with me if you can,” she ordered. Lazlo nodded and passed the word to the others as Elizabeth let Snowy have his head. He jogged a few paces, then surged into his silky smooth running walk. They flew over the hills and onto the river’s narrow floodplain before she slowed and stopped him. “You’ve had your fun.” She walked him off the road to wait in the cool shadows of the wetland forest, and so she could have some privacy to take care of her needs.



  
She’d started her time the night before, and had taken the last of her pain-easers before they left Vindobona. As she’d feared, the spreading ache during the passing morning hours revealed one of the worst cycles she’d had in years. The cramps in her gut twisted her muscles and wrapped around to her back. Everything from her breasts to her knees hurt. If she hadn’t had to ride, she’d have crawled into a bed or even just a dark corner, pulled her coat over her head, and hidden. The pain nauseated her, making eating a challenge, even after the second day came and went. Blessed Saint Sabrina, she prayed on the third day, if this is anything like childbirth, I can see why the population is so low. Actually, she decided later that afternoon, childbirth could not be as bad as her cramps. Otherwise there’d be no people at all!



  
Lazlo caught her the next morning, leaning against Snowy and fighting back tears of misery. She’d been unable to sleep much past midnight and had been up praying and writing letters. Then she’d packed and slipped out of her room, coming down to the inn’s stable. She heard footsteps and glanced over, ready to draw her saddle knife and order Snowy to attack. Once she recognized the sound of Lazlo’s boots on the hard-packed dirt, she turned and rested her forehead against Snowy’s neck again. Go away, please, she thought at her aid.



  
“My lady?”



  
“I’m fine, just enjoying the cool air,” she assured him. 



  
“Nah ah,” she heard his denial and his quick headshake. He did not leave but neither did he draw any closer. “My lady, you are not fine. You’ve not been fine since we left Vindobona. You are as pale as Snowy, with a green tinge. You’re having trouble mounting and dismounting, even with the riding block.”



  
“I am fine. My riding muscles are out of shape is all, and I ate something off the other day, back at the inn with the mushrooms.” Which was true—several of the men had also suffered sour stomachs that night. Elizabeth suspected the yard fowl served for supper had been re-heated wrong. She started to add a comment about inn food but instead she hissed, gasping. An especially bad cramp ripped through her stomach as her guts tried to wrap around her backbone. Through gritted teeth she repeated, “I am fine.”



  
Lazlo walked off. He returned a few minutes later. “Colonel, drink this.” She blinked away the tears blurring her vision. He held out a mug with steam rising off the top. “It’s hot salibark tea, nothing more. No blackseed, no woundwort,” he assured her. 



  
She gave in and reached for the mug. Her hands shook and he put his around hers, steadying the thick pottery until she could keep it still. She drained the bitter concoction in two swallows, then choked, gagging from the heat and bitter taste. Her head swam and Lazlo had to help her over to a bench. “Godown as my witness, I’m not drinking that much ever again,” she muttered, in case anyone lurked within earshot. 



  
“My dear brother Kemal introduced me to hot salibark the morning after I discovered spirits of pfeach, my lady. I may forgive him before I die.” He took the mug back, adding in a meditative tone, “or I might not. He still enjoys telling me in painful detail about my adventures that night.”



  
She forced herself to smile. “Thank you, Major. I think.” She ached less, but now her mouth felt lumpy and the bitter, sour aftertaste killed what little appetite she might have had.



  
Lazlo stayed close to her the rest of the day, not hovering, but watching discreetly. His concoction worked and she felt better. That, or one encounter with the nasty brew scared her body into calming down just so it would not have to suffer through another dose. Either way it had done the job. That evening she found a bowl of the first greens waiting beside her usual meat and bread. She hated spring greens, but chewed her way through them anyway. They did not taste as bad as the salibark had. She also downed a second glass of the rough red wine the inn favored. “Only two glasses,” she assured Lazlo and Sam.



  
Sam gave the bottle a suspicious glance. “If it were my vineyard, my lady, I’d skip the wine and distill it for medicinal spirits.”



  
Lazlo played with his cup and nodded. “If this were all I had to drink, I’d do like Selkow’s followers and stick to water, milk, and tea.”



  
Sam made a face. “Major, have you seen what fish do in water?” The three soldiers all laughed at the ancient joke. Elizabeth got to her feet without assistance and the men also stood.



  
“No, enjoy the rest of the evening gentlemen. I have a letter to finish. Godown bless.”



  
“Godown be with you, Colonel.”



  
They reached Donatello Bend a week later, in the rain once more. She heard Sam wagering with one of the other men if Axel, the farm manager, would let them dismount before bemoaning the late start to fieldwork. Lazlo had ridden ahead, giving Elizabeth a little peace, relatively speaking. The trees had begun leafing out and the pastures looked like a multi-shaded green quilt draped over the low hills on the eastern end of the estate. Some fields sported a faint emerald mist, heralding an early start to the wheat crop. Quinly needed more heat in the soil before it sprouted, but it would grow faster than the wheat once it did get steady sun. The shahma would go to the highlands in a week or so, if Elizabeth remembered correctly. And the next batch of foals had begun arriving. She shivered. Somewhere she’d read that the Landers had believed Godown sent additional horses and babies just before a war, in order to make up for those who would be killed. She made the warding-off sign as they rode to the manor hill.



  
To her surprise, Lady Ann Starland rode out to greet them. “Your second in command is an idiot,” Ann announced.



  
Elizabeth heard muffled comments and a chuckle from the men behind her. She took a deep breath. “And just what has Major Destefani done to earn your wrath, Ann?”



  
“He didn’t listen when Mistress Annie told him to stay off the wooden floor inside the receiving chamber because it’s been polished. He slipped and broke his arm, it appears. Idiot.”



  
Elizabeth looked up into the gray sky, feeling little drops of cold rain patting her face. Godown give me patience please. Now.


  
Ann added, “Oh, and welcome home.” The men burst out laughing, and Elizabeth had to smile even as she shook her head. 



  
“Thank you.” 
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  A Modest Proposal


  
Elizabeth got two weeks of relative peace before Archduke Lewis descended on Donatello Bend. She’d been out riding along the border between Donatello Bend and Peilovna, the Peilov estate to the south, on the other bank of the Donatello River. The river looked lower than in previous years and she’d been trying to decide if the rise had begun earlier or if drier weather might be the reason. Whatever the cause, the river still managed to escape its banks, turning the flood forests into bogs and inundating the water meadows on the Peilovna side. “Well, that’s why we have water meadows,” she told Square. The four-year-old mule snorted, more interested in stealing a mouthful of the new grass than in property management.



  
As they returned to the manor hill, she noted a swarm of activity and what had to be a dozen wagons trundling away from the manor house. Elizabeth went cold and licked suddenly dry lips. Godown no, please not so soon, not this early in the season. If Roahn-Roi is this close this soon we’re going to be scrambling to hold him. A worse prospect drifted into her mind and her hands began shaking. The Turkowi have punched through Tivolia. Oh holy Godown have mercy on us all! She urged Square into a canter, storming up the road to the old house fortress. One of the men saw her and waved.



  
“Which front?” She demanded, slowing Square to a walk. “South or west?”



  
The stocky man shook his head as he tugged his forelock. “Neither, my lady, just his grace arriving in two days or so. He sent his things ahead, along with some ‘luxuries’. Or so the carters say.”



  Lewis you are a dead man, she snarled, furious at his having scared her so badly. “Ah. Thank you.” She walked Square the rest of the way up the hill, through the main gate and into the courtyard. The old house, built into Lander ruins, faced east, as did the main gate across the courtyard. The servants’ quarters, stable block, yardbird coops, and workshops formed the south side of the courtyard, while barracks and storage sat to the north of the cobbled and sanded area. Elizabeth could see the small gardens to either side of the manor house. The garden extended around the house, filling the space between the back of the house and the exterior wall. If someone breached the main wall, the manor house served as the keep, complete with arrow-loops, tiny windows, an internal well, fire-resistant slate and tile roof, and doors that could stand up to battering rams. Well, Elizabeth smiled, in truth the house could withstand anything but Archduke Lewis and the wrath of Mistress Annie Lei, the chief housekeeper and wife of the head wagon-master. Even Lewis acknowledged Mistress Annie as the true ruler of Donatello manor, deferring to her judgment most of the time.



  
Lady Ann, now standing on the front step patting her foot, gave Mistress Annie a wide berth when she was unhappy. Which, Elizabeth gathered from Ann’s expression, meant now. “You mules are lucky,” she informed Square as she dismounted. “You don’t have to deal with housekeepers.” He swished his tail and played with the roller in his bit. “Smart mule.” Elizabeth turned him over to a groom and with a sense of dread walked over to Lady Ann. “Should I plan on sleeping in the hay loft?”



  
“What?” Ann shook her head and let out a gusty sigh. “Not yet, but I wouldn’t plan on fancy food for supper, my lady.” Aquila Starland’s sister sighed again. “His grace sent, well, enough linen, table ware, and domestic goods to outfit a small city. Mistress Annie has no idea where to put it all before Lewis arrives, probably late the day after tomorrow. And he did not send advance notice. The wagons rolled up shortly after you left. That was our first warning.”



  
“Saint Sabrina and Saint Gimple preserve us.” The two women exchanged knowing looks. “Well, rest assured that his grace is not on my saints’ day gift list at the moment. I saw the wagons and thought it was the muster call.”



  
“That man will drive me gray yet,” Ann declared. Elizabeth, who envied Ann’s black hair and lovely tan complexion, raised an eyebrow. That did not sound like the Ann Starland who had warned Elizabeth about Lewis’s intentions six years earlier. “I cannot keep the household happy and things running smoothly if he dumps things like this on our heads. His grace can be as inconsiderate as my brother.”



  
“I will trust your judgment. Are the floors safe?”



  
“Yes, just be careful. His grace sent carpets.”



  
Elizabeth peered around Ann, through the open door, and saw several enormous rolls of material propped up against the wall or laying on the floor. “Carpets.”



  
“Including one for the stairs.”



  
“Carpets on the stairs. His grace has a death wish.” Either Mistress Lei will kill him when he tracks muck in, or he’ll break his neck tripping on the damn things. Carpets were for hanging on the wall or around beds to keep out drafts, not for the floor of a manor house on the marches. It’s not the marches yet, Elizabeth cautioned herself as she picked her way over the piles, up the stairs, and down the hall to her small chamber. There she found Mina mending a torn hem and shaking her head. “Is there a problem?”



  
“Not to speak of yet, my lady, but we’ll be eating a cold supper tonight, my lady.” She bit off a thread with an angry little “snap.”



  I’m going to roll his grace in a carpet and push them down the manor hill. Godown send me patience, please.


  
As she took off her riding habit and put on something softer and more comfortable, Elizabeth asked, “Mina, are all men completely without forethought when it comes to running a house?”



  
“No, my lady, just most of them. Especially men who have other people to do everything for them.”



  
“Ah. Thank you.”



  
Mina shook out Elizabeth’s skirt, frowning at the shower of grey mule hair that fluttered onto the floor. “Major Destefani seems to have better manners.”



  
“Major Destefani has eight older brothers and sisters to make him mind.” That brought a smile to Mina’s angular face. 



  
Lazlo found her after supper, as she was sewing a new band of cream-colored trim onto a light summer gown. She still avoided the elaborate ribbons and beading favored by the ladies of the empire. There was no point, she’d decided. Lace and lovelies suited her face and form as well as they did Snowy, except that she would not try and eat them. Instead she used strips of contrasting colors, tans on dark brown or black, dark blue or deep brown on paler colors. She, Mina, and Lady Ann had sought refuge in the reception chamber, hiding behind several bundles of linins and other domestic goods. “My lady?”



  
She finished knotting her thread. “Yes? How is your arm?”



  
He pointed to the sling. “Better, thank you, my lady. It’s not broken, just very badly bruised and probably cracked. It hurts in the evenings, so the churigon said to use this at night for a little while yet.” He wrinkled his nose. “Now I see why you avoid fancy court slippers, my lady.”



  
“I never did understand felt-bottomed slippers except for dancing, my lady,” Ann added.



  
“I’m glad you feel better,” Elizabeth told him, smiling. “Anything I need to know? And be seated, if you can find a space.”



  
He looked around and found a bale to perch on. “Thank you. The horses are all well, my lady, and the cavalry mounts are accounted for. There’s been a rash of spring colic, but it seems to be settling down. Too much new grass.”



  
“The annual complaint.” 



  
“Yes, my lady.” He looked around at the piles and heaps. “My lady, what is all this?”



  
“It’s not campaign supplies, although I’d love to have some of the blankets and pillows in my campaign tent, if there were some way to keep fleas and seam squirrels out.” Mina and Ann looked aghast as she added, “Some things lavender won’t keep at bay.”



  
Lazlo smothered a chuckle, or so it sounded. “Ah, no, my lady. Oh, speaking of which, I found out more about Col. Marcy’s tent in a wagon.”



  
“Oh?” She’d coveted it ever since she’d first laid eyes on the contraption.



  
“Yes. It requires ten oxen to pull, and he’s been adding to it for at least a decade now. No one knows where he got the wagon, or how much it cost, my lady.” Lazlo shrugged his good shoulder. “Just the wagon is probably several hundred thalers, or so I’d guess. It has iron fittings for the axels, among other things.”



  
Elizabeth shook her head. “That’s too much. Ten oxen? Too slow and they eat too much,” she declared, shaking out the dress and folding it. “Maybe it was a dower.”



  
Lazlo tipped his head to the side, an odd look on his face. He frowned, eyes narrow, lips pursed, as if thinking or trying to remember. “I, hmm. My lady, I don’t know. I assume he’s married, but I just do not know.”



  
“Well, it has nothing to do with his skill as a commander. His devotion to St. Mou is more of a concern.” Elizabeth pulled her summer-weight uniform jacket out of the workbag and turned it inside out so she could finish replacing the left sleeve. She set to work, complaining that, “I’m tired of mending saber cuts.” 



  
Stunned silence descended on the room, and she looked up to find Ann and Mina staring at her with expressions of mixed shock and horror. “Oh, for St. Gerald’s sake,” she snapped. “I’m a cavalry officer and field commander. You have known me for half a decade at least.” She undid the tie on the cuff of her blouse and rolled up the sleeve, revealing the pink stripes of healed slashes. “That’s why I wear a padded gambeson, remember?” She pointed to the scar on her forehead from nine summers before. “And a helmet?”



  
“Yes, my lady Colonel,” Lazlo replied. “Your pardon. I thought you’d escaped last season unscathed.”



  
She snorted a laugh and started threading a needle. “I did. I just found this buried under other things in a chest. At least it had been washed before the new sleeve was fitted,” and she stopped before she mentioned the bloodstains. Not all of them had been hers.



  
Conversation shifted to other topics, and Lazlo excused himself. Elizabeth got a good start on repairing the jacket before a yawn surprised her. “Excuse me.” She gathered her work and went to bed.
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Other than to welcome him, Elizabeth ignored Archduke Lewis’s arrival in favor of running through campaign plans with Lazlo and the reserve Lieutenants Hans Sparli, Peter Black, Andrew Bonaventure, and Thomas Krehbiel. She also watched the infantry units drilling, spending the entire day out in the fields. She’d talked to her sergeants and they were trying a new type of formation, more linear than the older pike squares, in order to make use of the new muskets that had been developed. 



  
“Won’t work against cavalry, my lady,” Sparli gloomed after watching one set of drills.



  
She shook her head, the plume on her helmet fluttering with the motion. “It will, just not instantly.” She shifted on Ricardo’s back, checking him without thinking about it. “If the stories about the paper-wrapped shot measures are close to true, we can increase our rate of fire twice or three-fold once we can get our hands on them here in the Empire.”



  
“I like the new barrel-knives, Colonel,” Lazlo opined. “Not as good as a pike, but still nasty.”



  
She smiled, expression grim. “Indeed. If we use the carousel guns, along with better firing by rank, very few cavalry will get close enough to be a problem.” Some always would, but the fewer the better.



  
“Well, Colonel, I think we’re going to have another problem this season,” Lazlo said, eyes still on the men drilling on the lower ground ahead of them. “Siege.”



  
Her smile faded. “Inside or outside?”



  
“I’ll assume outside, ma’am, because I do not imagine Frankonian troops will get this close.”



  
“Beggin’ your pardon, Major,” Sparli grunted. “But if they do, we’ve got much worse problems to deal with.”



  
“True.”



  
That evening she returned to Donatello Manor to find Lewis waiting for her. “You have been avoiding me.”



  
“No, your grace, I’ve been preparing for Duke Grantholm’s summons.” She undid Ricardo’s girth and flipped the strap up, out of the way. The stud ignored them. Unlike his sire, flapping straps left him unmoved. Cows, alas, inspired quite a different response.



  
Lewis, arms folded, glared down at her. “You have been avoiding me. You will come with me tomorrow, along with Lady Ann and Major Destefani. That way you won’t have the excuse of protecting someone’s virtue. We’ll leave an hour after sunrise.” With that declaration he stalked off, leaving her staring at his back. 



  
She shut her jaw with a click. I can see why his majesty lets his grace stay as far from the city as possible, she sniffed. If I were trapped in Vindobona with him I’d throw myself into the closest convent, even as a silent servant if necessary.
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The next morning Lewis, Ann Starland, Lazlo Destefani, and Elizabeth rode down from the manor hill. Lewis decided that he wanted to go north, so they rode out through the medicinal garden and orchard. Elizabeth made the sign of St. Gerald’s bridge and offered a quick prayer for the woman and children whose bodies had once lain in the garden, victims of the previous owner’s secret devotion to Selkow. But today the sun shone warm and enough wind blew to keep off the flies, but not enough to cause harm or foretell a storm. Soon the quartet passed through the farmsteads closest to the manor and into open fields, then the broad expanse of pasture where the cavalry horses and mules spent the summers. 



  
Lewis invited Ann up to ride beside him. Perhaps he’ll apologize for turning the household up on its ear, Elizabeth mused. “No, Snowy,” she reminded him as he began pulling off to the side. “No more eating laundry.” She could see someone’s bedding flapping in the sun on the other side of the paddock. Ann and Lewis seemed deep in conversation about something. No, he won’t apologize. Why should he? It’s his household.


  
“My lady, that’s why I prefer horses,” Lazlo informed her, smiling. “No horse of my acquaintance has ever tried to eat my sheets.”



  
“No, but I seem to recall repeated attempts to scrape you off on low branches and one plunge off a small cliff.” 



  
“Those don’t count, my lady.” He looked ahead. “Speaking of which.” Lewis and Ann had turned off the cart track and onto a trail leading into the woods. “I hope his grace remembers that this is redbug season.”



  
Elizabeth grimaced. “Ugh. I did not bring any herbs to burn or oil for the horses’ legs.” They rode a little farther and she observed under her breath, “His grace truly is a city creature.”



  
A quiet laugh rewarded her comment. “Indeed he is, my lady. He is the only one of the princes or royal dukes who does not hunt for pleasure.”



  
“Really?” But as she guided Snowy around a bush and thought about it, she realized that Lazlo was right. She’d never seen or heard of Archduke Lewis hunting except when necessary. “How odd.” And yet Lewis was not bookish, like most non-hunters.



  
They stopped in a clearing near an odd rock formation. Elizabeth had ridden past the rock many times, but never had given it a close inspection. The vaguely mushroom-shaped pile was not Lander-made: that much she could tell from the smooth, weather worn edges and crumbling creamy grey stone. No trees or brush grew on it and some of the manor folk avoided the rocks as if uncanny. Lewis and Ann dismounted, tying their horses to trees at the edge of the clearing, and as a bemused Elizabeth watched, Lewis began leading a giggling Ann up the side of the rock. 



  
Elizabeth blinked. “I’ve never heard Lady Ann giggle.”



  
“Ah, no, my lady, I haven’t either.” Lazlo looked from the archduke to Elizabeth and back. “My lady, I think we need to ride on a ways.”



  What? She glanced at him, then at the rock, and back. Ann giggled again and Elizabeth caught a glimpse of Lewis dropping onto one knee in front of the astonished woman. Wha—? Oh, I. Oh my. Lewis has been chasing… She turned Snowy and rode back up the path, out of sight of the rock and the proposal in progress.



  Lewis has been chasing Ann. And here we thought he was courting me! Elizabeth found a solid-looking stump and dismounted, pulling the reins over Snowy’s ears and letting him graze if he so chose. Lazlo followed and also dismounted, but tied his horse to a tree. He walked over and thumped Snowy’s neck. The mule ignored him in favor of gobbling up an especially tender bit of grass, moving closer to Elizabeth until she got the hint and stepped out of the way. “You must have been raised in a barn,” she scolded with a smile. 



  
“I’ve always wondered if Godown used the same material for mules and cats.” Lazlo speculated. “Except that mules are slightly more predictable.”



  
“And cats wash themselves.” She found a patch of shade, close enough to reach Snowy quickly but out of the mule’s way. Lazlo joined her in the leafy shadow. She shook her head, fanning a little as she confessed, “I must admit, I made a major miscalculation.”



  
“Oh? How so, my lady?”



  
She chuckled as she looked up at the deep green leaves fluttering overhead in the breeze. “Ann and I assumed Lewis was courting me.”



  
Lazlo seemed to be considering the idea. “It would be logical, my lady.” 



  
“The assumption or the courting?”



  
“Both. You are close to his grace in rank, he’s not needed for a dynastic match, and it would irritate King Laurence but not so much as to cause a diplomatic incident with the Empire’s allies.” Lazlo counted off the points on his fingers. “Plus he could let you select some more mules and another war horse and that takes care of the groom gift.” 



  
For a second Elizabeth felt offended, but then she laughed at herself. “Yes, it would. I’m horribly predictable.”



  
Lazlo smiled and stepped closer, then reached over and took her hand in his. “Yes, my lady you are. But the heart is not.” He reached his free hand into a pocket of his jacket and brought out a small carving of Snowy, done in seawolf ivory. 



  
“Oh,” she inhaled, astonished. She reached for the figure, then stopped. She looked into Lazlo’s dark eyes. “This… you…”



  
His expression turned serious. “Yes. Lady Elizabeth, I love you. I have loved you for the last five years and more.”



  
She took the figure. It felt warm in her palm. “The storch feathers. The pfeach trees.”



  
He smiled and stepped a little closer to her. She took a deep breath to try and settle her nerves and smelled horse, and a bit of wool, and another scent. His? “Yes. And flowers for your friend there,” he pointed at Snowy, now nibbling something in a patch of sunlight.



  Flowers for Snowy? What? “The ear covers!”



  
“Yes. Both sets. Master Snowy told me that you tend to be too conscious of rank, duty, virtue, and manners, and that a sideways approach might work best.” He tightened his grip on her hand. 



  
“You… you asked Snowy?” She couldn’t seem to get her thoughts together.



  
“Well, in mule years he’s old enough, and he is your closest family member.” Lazlo sounded completely serious. “He gave me permission to court you.”



  
Her mouth dropped open and she stared from Lazlo to the mule. “You asked my mule for permission to court me?”



  
“I certainly was not going to ask your mother.”



  
She cringed. “Oh, blessed Godown, by St. Sabrina, no, not Olympia Sarmas-to.” She could easily imagine her mother’s response, which would be blunt and graphic, and followed by a demand for money.



  
“Master Snowy also gave me his blessing.” Lazlo tugged her hand, shifting his grip so that he could lift her hand up to rest against his chest. “I love you, Elizabeth.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “Will you marry me?”



  
Before her mind could register his words, she heard herself saying, “Yes. Yes, Lazlo Destefani, I will marry you.” But the emperor, permission, rank, the Diligence! Another part of her mind snapped, oh, hush! Because Lazlo was bending, turning his head, and their lips met. She had no idea what to do next, but he seemed to know. She felt his other hand reaching around her back, steadying her. She tipped her head to get her hat brim out of the way as they kissed again. 



  
A warm feeling started in her stomach and flowed out, overriding her mind. She tucked the ivory figure into her vest pocket and tentatively put her hand on Lazlo’s back. He smiled and tightened his arm, pulling her close. She rested her head on his shoulder. She’d never held a man before, but she liked the sensations it made her feel. 



  
She felt Lazlo taking a deep breath. “Now, by marrying Lady Ann, his grace gains an experienced chatelaine and ties Aquila Starland closer to the Babenburg family, which is necessary since Lady Marie is still angry about her brother’s disinheritance.” His voice sounded different with her head resting against him. “And since it will be a morganatic marriage, any children they have will not complicate the inheritance lines, but will be available for secondary alliances.”



  
Something in Elizabeth withered a little. “So he’s making a dynastic match and putting Quill in his debt.” Her voice sounded flat. She wanted to be disgusted with Lewis, but Lazlo’s words made too much sense. 



  
Lazlo released her so he could meet her eyes. “Yes and no. Yes, it will make Duke Aquila happy and yes, there are dynastic considerations. If you are a Babenburg, there are always dynastic considerations. But his grace also loves Lady Ann, and I wager that she loves him, too.”



  
“And you?”



  
“I do not love Lady Ann, if that’s what you mean. She’s too much like Duke Starland, thank you, without Aquila’s ability to step back and let things go.” He pulled her close again. “I prefer ladies who can prioritize their crises.”



  
She laughed. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”



  
“Good. Because it is one.” And he kissed her again.



  
She checked on Snowy, who had wandered closer, into the shade. Lazlo’s horse drowsed in the sun. “Ah, Lazlo, you realize that we can’t have a formal public marriage.”



  
“Yes, my lady. I know very well.” He sounded a little wistful. “But I never planned to marry, at least not before I met you.”



  
She blushed as they kissed again. When they separated, she observed, “I think we’d better go check on his grace and Lady Ann.” Before they come looking for us. I do not want Lewis teasing me for kissing my major.


  
“Hmm.” He glanced up towards the sun. “Ah, yes. Rumors, hearsay, and I’d hate to have to explain to Duke Starland if Lady Ann were eaten by dardogs or a pseudo-boar.”



  
Her blood went cold. Dardogs this late in the year? Dear holy Godown not that! Then she realized that he was teasing. “Do not scare me like that, Lazlo.”



  
He just laughed and caught Snowy for her. She climbed onto the stump and mounted. He waited until she’d adjusted her skirts over the horns of the sidesaddle, then handed her the reins, caressing her hand as he did. They rode back to the rock formation in companionable silence. 



  
  There they found Lewis and Ann looking sheepish. “I’m sorry, my lady,” Ann began. “We ate all the lunch.”



  
“I was hungry,” Lewis informed the new arrivals. For some reason Ann blushed as red as the trim on her riding habit and Elizabeth raised one eyebrow. She did not look at Lazlo.



  
“I see, your grace,” Elizabeth replied, struggling to keep her tone mild and innocent. Anticipating the Diligence? Or just Lewis being Lewis? Probably the latter: Ann would never let him have his way without a formal marriage. She’d been hurt far too badly once before. And for all his faults Archduke Lewis of Babenburg was not a cad. An idiot, Elizabeth mused, and an unobservant twit on occasion, and irritating much of the time, but not a cad. 



  
She waved a fly away and caught Lazlo watching her, an amused expression in his eyes. “Yes?”



  
“Nothing of great importance, my lady,” he assured her. She knew him too well to believe him, but this wasn’t the time or place to ask. 



  
Or did she really know him? Lewis and Ann got their horses and the two couples rode back to the manor hill via the river. Elizabeth thought back and realized that Lazlo had been watching over her and protecting her for at least the past five years. She’d been so preoccupied with duty and with trying to keep Lewis at bay that she’d never realized it was Lazlo who’d been courting her, giving her little gifts. She trusted him with her life and her troops, valued his judgment, admired his courage and honesty, but she’d never thought about loving him. Did she? 



  
He must have caught her quizzical expression because he asked, “Something amuses you, my lady?”



  
“Oh, just thinking that love is nothing like the author of The Duke of Parma’s Daughter seemed to believe.”



  
He frowned at his horse’s ears. “That’s the one that was so popular three, four years ago, my lady? Where she falls madly in love with a brigand who proves to be a Frankonian prince in disguise?”



  
“Among other things, yes.”



  
“One of my nieces found a copy, my lady.” He rolled his eyes. “Her father wanted to tan her hide, and her mother says the author would not know love if it bit him. But he was an expert in lust, or so my sister avers.”



  
“I got that impression. Such that I wondered if he were related to whoever commissioned the art in the second bedroom from the head of the stairs.” 



  
Archduke Lewis must have heard her. That or he inhaled a bug, because a sudden, violent coughing fit struck him. The archduke’s paroxysms alarmed his horse, making it shy, snorting, eyes rolling. Lazlo cleared his throat, shoulders shaking with suppressed laughter, judging by the gleam in his eye. 



  
Ann turned in her saddle. “I told you not to look in there, my lady.”



  
“Why not? As I said at the time, the painter did excellent work, even with such repetitive subject matter.”



  
That set Lewis off again. I do not want to know, Elizabeth decided firmly.
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Three days later, Elizabeth and Lazlo managed to sneak off to the chapel together. The fuss over Lewis having a Diligence issued for himself and Ann Starland took all attention away from the manor’s other residents, and they both sent their usual escorts away “to help with the preparations for the formal ceremony.” Elizabeth discovered that her hands were shaking as she waited. Then she heard footsteps and spun around to find Lazlo standing behind her, smiling.



  
“You look beautiful.” 



  
“Thank you.” She gave him her hand and they walked up to stand before the altar. 



  
Two forms of marriage existed in the church. The formal ceremony, with candles, witnesses, and a full worship service, was the approved form. But the older form, dating to the lean years following the Great Fires, held equal validity in the eyes of Godown and the law, if not of the gossips. Lazlo took both of her hands between his and looked in her eyes. “Godown as my witness, I, Lazlo Kirlin Destefani, take Elizabeth Antonia von Sarmas to be my wife. To her I pledge my love and my loyalty, until death do us part.”



  
She swallowed hard, removing her hands from his grip before placing them around his. “G-Godown as my witness, I, Elizabeth Antonia von Sarmas, take Lazlo Kirlin Destefani to be my husband. To him I pledge my love and my loyalty, until death do us part.” 



  
Then Elizabeth unlocked the side of the altar and removed the manor registry. It contained the records of all births, deaths, marriages, first anointings, and confirmations. She and Lazlo entered their names, the date, and signed the record, listing Godown as their witness. She returned the book to its storage space and re-locked the small, snug door. Only she and the priest, and probably Archduke Lewis, had keys.



  
Lazlo and Elizabeth kissed again. That was all there was, and it was enough. Later that afternoon they found a private place and consummated the marriage. “I know what we’re supposed to do, but I’ve never done this before,” she confided to Lazlo.



  
He looked away, as if suddenly distracted, before admitting, “I have. Just, um, follow my lead.” She did, and although uncomfortable, it didn’t hurt as much as she’d feared. Afterwards she rested her head on his chest, listening to his heartbeat as it slowed. He smelled of sweat and soap, and horse.



  
“Do I smell like horse?”



  
“Do you…” He began laughing, and she felt his chest and stomach shaking. “No, my lady my love, you do not smell of horse.”



  
Looking back, Elizabeth wondered if they should have anticipated what happened next. The spring passed so quietly, so uneventfully (aside from the wedding), and the crops and herbs and flowers looked so promising that she should have known it could not last. Not on their corrupt and sinful world. After her and Lazlo’s marriage, they spent most of the next three weeks scrambling to ready the military contingent and to avoid the wedding preparations. At one point Elizabeth and Lt. Sparli rode to Crownpoint on Peilovna estate, across the river, to confer with Count Theobald Peilov about his troops. Dear, sweet Godown but I am so happy to get away from Donatello manor, Elizabeth prayed as they rode. It’s a good thing the people more-or-less like his grace and Lady Ann. Otherwise we’d have an exodus.


  
The low point, to Elizabeth’s way of thinking, came the afternoon that she arrived at the manor hot, sweaty, bruised, and very hungry, to find the servants all busy with building a bower from greenery out in the herb garden. Mina apologized, “I’m sorry, my lady, but we needed all hands to arrange the weeping bough and blue-eye branches.”



  
“When is supper?”



  
“Whenever you want it, my lady. There is bread and cold meats set out in the kitchen.” 



  
Elizabeth, who had her heart set on something hearty, meaty, and served by someone else, closed her eyes. Do not swear at Mina, do not swear at Mina, she ordered herself until the anger subsided just enough. “Very well. You are dismissed back to your earlier work.”



  
Elizabeth filled a pail of wash water from the courtyard pump and wondered why she was not happy for Ann and Lewis. She remembered the trick for carrying a bucket up stairs without slopping, and as she wiped off the worst of the dirt and sweat, she tried to sort out her lack of feelings. Should she feel bad about not feeling happy? No, that made no sense. And she was not unhappy about their getting married, well, except for how it interfered with her wishes and comfort. At least she was not expected to have a new dress like Ann’s with its layers and headpiece and endless meters of trim. Elizabeth wrinkled her nose. Too tall, too square, too bland, too ugly, it’s a good thing that Godown gave me a mind to compensate for everything else I lack. She sighed before scolding herself for envy. 



  
Perhaps, she mused as she carried out the slop water, Godown had made her different for His own reasons and it was as simple as that. Before her flight from Frankonia, she’d dreamed of a good marriage in part because it meant she’d been released from her vows and was no longer under King Laurence’s direct control. And, well, every woman got married, unless their vocation began at a very early age. And even then their families could require two children before letting the woman join an order, if she had no brothers or not enough brothers and sisters. Elizabeth’s own dreams of marriage had vanished when she first met Aquila Starland and he recognized her military talents. And she could not remember ever getting giddy or wistful over men like the other ladies did. I am as I am made and that’s that, she decided. She lugged the bucket back down the stairs and hurled the slop water out onto the work patio behind the manor house along with all her pent-up anger. If she wasn’t on campaign, she should not have been dumping her own slops!



  
Two days before Ann and Lewis’s ceremony Elizabeth and Lazlo managed to sneak away again after observing another infantry drill. “Did your sisters make such a fuss before their weddings?” They’d found a nook in one of the Lander ruins, hid their horses, and indulged in a quick moment of passion. As she re-tied the laces on her breast support, Elizabeth wondered yet again why she could not wear her nice uniform to the ceremony, instead of the somewhat new and utterly uncomfortable concoction Mina and Ann had devised for her. The lace scratched terribly and the tight lacing made her panic, afraid of smothering.



  
Lazlo gave a long-suffering sigh. “Yes. Worse, they fed off eachother. As soon as one calmed down, another began to flutter and twitter and they all started up again. And a few times mother got weepy, and then the aunts, and then,” he pulled his waistcoat on so hard the back seams strained. “The poor men slept in the barn sometimes, just to get away.”



  
“Would that I could do the same,” she muttered. She buttoned her blouse, pulled on the overskirt, then her waistcoat, and finally Lazlo helped her with her jacket, caressing her hands and rubbing her shoulders as he did. “If you keep doing that we’ll be missed,” she warned him, heart starting to flutter again. 



  
He gave her an utterly lascivious look, caressing her cheek before stepping out of arm’s reach. “How many layers do you wear?”



  
“What?” She blinked at him.



  
“I asked how many layers do you wear.” He waved at her skirts. “There’s a field tent there at the very least.”



  
She pulled on her gloves and counted as she walked over to where Ricardo waited. “Six, plus the waistcoat and jacket. More for formal events or in winter.”



  
“No wonder my sisters were always late for everything,” and he shook his head and steadied Ricardo while she tightened the black horse’s girth and removed the nosebag. 



  
“Oh? And who is it that started the fashion for breeches and codpieces, might I inquire?” 



  
He did not reply. She suspected that wherever humans went among the stars, someone reinvented certain things, including clothes that showed off the anatomy. Or tried to show it off, she wrinkled her nose. Count Peilov’s court wardrobe, and his dress armor, well, she reminded herself, the less she thought about it, the better off she’d be. 



  
“My lady, refresh my memory,” Lazlo called from the other side of his horse. “When does the first wedding vigil begin?”



  
She led Ricardo to a convenient rock and used it to get a bit of help mounting before replying, “Sundown tomorrow starts the all-night vigil. It ends with the sunrise liturgy. That’s for the women. Then the men have a shorter night vigil, sunset to the tenth hour, the night before the wedding.”



  
“Ah. That’s a blessing, my lady. Godown forgive me, but I dreaded the idea of spending all night on my knees, then having to stand for the ceremony.”



  
“You develop callouses and a strong back,” she reminisced. “And it is permitted, and is often part of the liturgy of the great vigils, to stand, bow, even move between altars and chapels. Godown knows the limits of endurance.” And this wedding is testing them. At least with Miranda Starland’s wedding, I had diplomatic and military duties to tend to and wasn’t required to attend her and Princess Ildiko.


  
She must have made a face, because Lazlo raised his eyebrows. “Remembering Lady Miranda’s wedding,” she told him. “I doubt this will be quite as, hmm, exotic. There’s not room for his grace and one of the other archdukes to ride into the chapel.”



  
Lazlo blanched. “My lady, please; do not give his grace any ideas!”



  
“Do I want to know?”



  
He shook his head, shoulders tight, the epitome of stubbornness. “No, my lady, you do not. I will simply say that his grace’s creativity is much greater than I had previously surmised.” 



  It must be bad, if Lazlo’s being that formal. Oh dear. “I see.” She changed the topic as they began riding back to the manor house. “The get of the Oberland mares. I do not care for how slender their legs are.”



  
He considered her words, eyes scanning the road ahead of them for loose stock and farm wagons. “His grace hoped they would thicken with age, my lady.” After more thought he said, “A double cross, say add Tivoliner and, ah,” he shook his head and swirled one hand. “Those southern light draft horses. The ones that only come in pale brown.”



  
She pummeled her memory. “Like Lord Karyo rides. I can’t think of the name either.”



  
“That’s it, my lady. Tivoliner might mellow the temperament, while the draft cross brings in sturdy legs and solid wind.”



  
“Thank you, Major. I’ll suggest it to Master Sims and his grace, once the excitement calms down.”



  
After the fluttering, fuss, and seemingly-endless interruptions, the women’s vigil struck Elizabeth as a sweet relief. She knelt beside Ann, received the blessing from Fr. Arnold, and began reciting the first sequence of bead prayers. She rarely did the full sequence, but tonight seemed to be a good time for them. Holy Godown, Lord of Mercy, hear the petitions of Thy servants, she prayed, fingers touching the cool glass of the first bead, feeling the imperfections and worn spots. The beads, like their owner, contained beauty despite their flaws. She’d found them tucked into a drawer in her office a few days before, a wedding gift from Lazlo.



  
She reached the tenth sequence, invoking Godown’s help in times of war, before the first of the other women surrendered to sleep. The warm, still chapel, lit only by the massive Presence lamp and altar candles, did not inspire wakefulness. Elizabeth fought off a yawn as she finished the sequence. 



  
At midnight Ann slumped back. Elizabeth caught her and eased her onto the floor. It seemed appropriate that she was in the middle of the prayers for alertness and watchfulness against the temptations of both flesh and of spirit. The sequence provided time for personal supplications and confession, and Elizabeth squirmed as she recalled some of her less charitable thoughts over the past week. The women’s fuss over Ann meant that they respected and cared for her, Elizabeth reminded herself. Ann had won their affection over the years. Elizabeth they tolerated and feared, but Ann they admired and respected. Elizabeth suspected that the men shared that affection and had passed it on to Lewis.



  
By the third hour after midnight, only Elizabeth and one of the youngest kitchen maids remained awake. Elizabeth had moved to kneel before the small image of St. Gerald, her patron, as she prayed for the Babenburgs and their allies against the Turkowi. She also prayed for the souls of the innocents who had died after the Great Fires, in the cold, dark, hungry years before the first governments reappeared and carved out islands of peace, where people could farm without fear of losing all their crops and livestock to the stronger and meaner. Thank you Godown for the Meenonights who preserved the arts of the plow and harness. Thank you for the first Babenburg, lord of the waters. Once again a dull pulse of anger added power to her prayers as she thought of people like Col. Marcy, followers of St. Mou who would deny any salvation to the Landers or those who preserved their technology.



  
Her knees ached and throbbed by the time she heard Fr. Arnold and his assistant preparing for the sunrise liturgy. The first glow of morning began lighting the windows, bringing new life to the saints depicted in the colored glass. Elizabeth bit her tongue to keep from squeaking as she stood: the pain in her knees, hips, and back made her eyes water. Once more she knelt before the high altar, turning her eyes to the symbol of Godown hanging above the green-draped table. St. Michael-Herdsman rode across the altar, looking a little tired himself, or so Elizabeth thought. She’d gone fuzzy in the head from exhaustion. I’m not a fifteen-year-old professed postulant anymore, she at last admitted.



  
“Blessed be Godown, lord of the morning,” Father Arnold’s deep voice called after the dawn bell had rung. The sleepers stirred, and Elizabeth steadied Ann as she got back onto her knees. 



  
“Blessed be Godown, lord of the morning,” the worshippers chorused, many through yawns. 



  
After the liturgy, Elizabeth ate a little breakfast, then fell into her bed, not even changing out of her clothes. She slept until early afternoon, another sign that she was no longer as devotionally fit as she once had been.



  
She ate supper with the other women, smiling at Lady Ann and trying to enjoy the others’ excitement and happiness. Ann seemed a little overwhelmed, but then she’d never expected anyone to propose to her. After her disastrous encounter during her first visit to court, she and Aquila both had given up on her ever finding someone who would marry her. Elizabeth felt her anger rising at the thought of how one person could so abuse his position to hurt another, and why? Because he’d tired of playing with her. And Elizabeth had heard of women who did the same thing, including her own mother on occasion. I am so glad Mother won’t travel as far as the Empire, she thought yet again.



  
Elizabeth helped the servants dress Ann the next morning. Given the number of underskirts, lacings, and underdresses to deal with, it was just as well. I keep forgetting how simple my clothes are compared to everyone else. Despite Lazlo’s complaints, six layers formed a minimum. Ann sported at least eight, not counting the short jacket, detachable train, cape-let, and headdress with veil. Elizabeth, in a pale-pink bodice, red and tan skirt, and cream-colored blouse, felt positively naked after Ann finished dressing. Without meaning to she said aloud, “I do not understand why we have to wear so much of our dowries.”



  
“Because it’s tradition, Lady Elizabeth,” Mistress Annie Lei informed her, clearly perturbed that anyone would question the matter.



  
Elizabeth kept quiet after that. She followed Ann to the chapel, carrying Ann’s prayer beads and book of devotions. Lazlo, Archduke Lewis, and the men had already made their entrance, and Elizabeth had to smile as she watched Lewis’s face light up when he saw Ann. Neither were young and this was the first match for both. Elizabeth followed Ann down the aisle, standing as Ann’s witness and servant. Count Theobald Peilov did the same for Lewis, and to Elizabeth’s relief she saw that Peilov had worn something decorous. 



  
The wedding and banquet went without any difficulties, aside from the usual. Ann had a little trouble with her train until Elizabeth grabbed a corner and tugged it out of the way so Ann wouldn’t trip. Father Arnold managed to remember all of Lewis’s names without too much prompting. And no one got too drunk too soon or made too many ribald remarks during the feast following the service. As always Elizabeth excused herself once the dancing started, taking Ann’s train and veils and cape-let back to the manor house with her. Since Count Peilov was dancing with the bride, Lazlo also excused himself and escorted Elizabeth up the hill.



  
“Well, my lady, that went well,” he observed under his breath.



  
“Indeed. At least so far.” She still half-expected the bower to fall over or something equally dramatic. “Perhaps things will resume their usual quiet and order.”



  
“Aside from barn fires, broken fences, drunken brawls, too much rain, too much sun, and wheat smut, my lady?”



  
“Precisely, Major Destefani. Precisely.”
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  4


  War and Rumors of War


  
The warm quiet could not last, and it did not. Elizabeth sat back in her chair and rubbed her forehead, trying to rub away the headache building like a summer storm. “We’re watching the wrong border,” she told the empty room yet again. “Frankonia is not the problem, not if this is true.” 



  
But were the rumors true? She hoped not, oh, she desperately hoped not. But they made so much horrible sense. She wanted Lazlo’s opinion but he’d gone out with Archduke Lewis to study several possible sites for the cannon foundry that Elizabeth still planned to build. “We’re too late, if this is true. This opens so many new holes in the wall.” She reread the letter from Aquila Starland, temples pounding, teeth clenched.



  
“Your highness, your grace, Colonel Sarmas, I’ll be brief,” he’d begun, addressing Crown Prince Imre, Lewis, and Elizabeth. “There are worrisome rumors coming from Morloke and Tivolia. The ruling duke, Michael Tillson of Tivolia, is very ill, and it seems likely he will not survive the summer. Some form of wasting diseases is supposed to be the cause. Whatever the illness is, Jan of Tivolia, formerly Jan Peilov, is already acting as regent and will inherit the ducal throne.” Which although depressing was not entirely unexpected news. No, Elizabeth growled, it was the next paragraph that chilled her marrow.



  
“The traveling merchants I’ve interviewed claim that Jan has converted to the worship of Selkow and that if he does not actively invite the Turkowi into the duchy, at the least he will not attempt to stop them if they come through Morloke and Tivolia to attack us. Call me a black fowl, but I am inclined to believe the rumors. More and more Turkowi goods are found in Tivolian markets, and the ferengrazzia against Tivolia have stopped completely. No warnings, no calls for conversion, no raids, nothing. That alone worries me greatly. The demand for goods made in the Empire has slowed due to a new tax on them. The taxes on goods from Sheel and Turkavia have been lifted, and those on Frankonian goods remain unchanged. Possibly because the quality is reported to be poor this year, especially in luxury goods and spices.” 



  Given the reduced demand for luxury goods within Frankonia, thanks to the war taxes, that makes sense. Export goods have never been of as high a quality as domestic products, Elizabeth recalled. She could not remember what specific items the Turkowi made, other than rugs and patterned weavings, and some perfumes and lotions, and artillery pieces, none of which were exactly every-day purchases in Tivolia or the Empire.



  
She set the letter down and thought aloud. “Even if the first rumor is just a rumor, that the duke is granting special trade status to the Turkowi is a problem. They’ve taken over Morloke in all but name, or so the refugees told Quill and Kemal Destefani. If Jan has converted, then,” She stopped, frowning and trying to remember. Could he fight against other of Selkow’s faithful? “No,” she said after a few minutes dredging her memory. “No, he can’t hinder them if they are on a religious mission or ferengrazzia. He can abstain from participating, if he can provide a good reason, but he’s not supposed to stop or redirect a ferengrazzia or missionary party.”



  
As much as she hated to try and think like that, if she had been in Jan’s position, his conversion, if real, made sense. Godown refused to help him regain his inheritance, but Selkow’s followers could give him assistance to gain even more than the estate at Peilovna. If Jan was satisfied with being reigning duke of Tivolia, then following Selkow meant that the Turkowi would not raid his lands so long as he paid Selkow’s Portion and stayed clear of any raids and conversion parties. Elizabeth doubted that he’d lose too much sleep over the Tivolians killed or enslaved by the Turkowi, not given his sense of self worth. After all, Selkow favored males over females. And by taking up the banner of Selkow, Jan put his brother-in-law into a more precarious position in the political games at the Imperial court. No one would doubt Quill’s integrity, but the concerned whispers about him fighting a relative, and questions of his wife’s influence over him, could poison his attempts to get the emperor and council to turn their attention to the eastern and southern borders.



  
So, the worst case would be if the Duke of Tivolia died and a follower of Selkow took over, threatening the southern border just as Duke Grantholm pulled most of the empire’s resourced north and west. And then what would the council do? Elizabeth’s head throbbed. “I give up.” 



  
She tidied the office, hid Quill’s letters, and retreated to her chamber. Mina knew the routine and soon Elizabeth lay in bed, a cool compress on her forehead and eyes, a small cup of patience-root tea steeping on the low table beside her bed. Elizabeth drank the tea and fell asleep. 



  
“Yes, it is urgent,” she heard Lazlo saying. She blinked, fighting through the sleep-cobwebs and trying to wake up.



  
“Let Major,” she croaked, then coughed and tried again. “Let Major Destefani in,” she told Mina as she heaved herself into a sitting position. 



  
Lazlo came in and bowed. “My lady.”



  
“News?”



  
“Yes, my lady. His grace and I met Duke Grantholm’s messenger on the road.” He crossed the chamber and handed Elizabeth the sealed page, caressing her hand as he did. 



  
“Thank you. See that the messenger takes refreshment and I will meet you in my office, Major.”



  
“Yes, my lady,” and he bowed again before leaving. Elizabeth wanted to throw herself into the mattress and cry. Instead she got up and changed into something dark and official, put on a dark blue headcover, and took the message to her office.



  
The missive contained good and bad news. “We’re going to the eastern border of Bergenland,” she told Lazlo. “But only with the cavalry. Grantholm says he has enough infantry and is more concerned with flying raids at the moment.” She handed him their orders. 



  
He read them for himself and sat back in the chair. “No real surprises, my lady.”



  
“No.” Should she show him Quill’s letter? Yes. “Here’s the surprise.” She pulled it from the drawer and handed it to him.



  
The color drained from his face as he read. “That is…” his voice trailed off. He set the letter down on the desk between them before meeting her eyes. “Worrisome.” 



  
She raised her eyebrows but only said, “Indeed.” After a few moments’ silence she added, “Logical and, in a warped way, rational, but indeed worrisome.”



  
“My lady, I hope the rumors are false.”



  
“From your mouth to Godown’s ears, Major.” She got up and pulled the leger of soldiers and supplies out of the shelf, then returned to her seat and opened the big book. “So, how soon can we be on the road northwest?” They spent the rest of the afternoon going over the logistics of a march to the Bergenlands. As they worked, Lazlo seemed to grow more and more uncomfortable.



  
At least he asked, “My lady, permission to speak freely?”



  
“Certainly.” She sat back in her chair as he got up and shut the heavy door most of the way. 



  
He returned and flopped into his seat. “I don’t like this, Elizabeth.”



  
“How so? The plans or something more?”



  
“Something more. We’re less than a month from midsummer. This is far too late for us to be able to reach the Bergenland border in time to do anything more than escort his grace’s troops home, unless he’s planning a late campaign.”



  
She held her peace, waiting. 



  
Lazlo ran a hand through his sweat-damp hair, adding at last, “And there’s no campaign season in the south.”



  
“Oh, there is, but not like there is north of the Triangle Range, I agree. I assume Grantholm plans a late season, which puts us in a pinch for resupply. I shudder to think how many troops we’ll lose to desertion if we have to forage during harvest season. And once the winter rains start?” She spread her hands as he sighed, the gust of breath lifting some of the papers on the desk. “If I were a suspicious person, I’d wonder if someone at court suggested to his grace that they would appreciate getting some of the more forceful opponents to the western operations-focus out of easy communication range.” She doubted Grantholm would undercut Quill Starland if it meant endangering the safety of the Empire, but some of Grantholm’s allies in court suffered no such compunctions. 



  
“And it could be that the rinderpest has stopped the usual providers of cavalry from being able to field more than a cart horse and two burros,” Lazlo snapped, the bitterness in his voice stinging Elizabeth. “You know that the Poloki have closed their northern borders to all livestock and travelers from the Northern Ocean city-states?”



  
“No. I’d heard that they locked out all cattle, but not that they’d closed them completely.” She felt queasy. “I do not want to take his grace’s stock into an area with rinderpest. I hear the sound of a door closing and locking behind us.”



  
Lazlo sat back again, propping one foot on the edge of his seat and wrapping his hands around his knee. “I hope I’m wrong, love. I dearly hope I’m wrong and that Grantholm is planning a late campaign to punish Rohan-Roi for his raids last year.”



  
Now they sighed in chorus. Neither believed it. She decided, “Very well. I think it would not be unwise to leave a secondary set of orders for Axel and Lieutenant, ah, Lt. Sparli. Should his grace Duke Starland need to call up the militia for an exercise.”



  
He got to his feet and opened the door. “I believe that would be an excellent idea, my lady. The plans you have are the ones you never need.” Lazlo walked around the desk and offered her his hand. 



  
“Indeed.” She took his hand, stroking the back with the tips of her fingers. He put the other hand at the small of her back, steadying her as the chair scooted faster than anticipated. “Can you believe that the Landers put wheels on some of their chairs?”



  
“That sounds deadly, my lady, especially as conscientious as Mistress Lei is.” He released her hand and stepped well clear of her. 



  
“Boots again?” His longsuffering sigh gave her the rest of the story. “Thank you for the warning, Major.”



  
“You are most welcome, my lady.”
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As Lazlo organized the three hundred cavalry soldiers and their support troops, Elizabeth drew up plans for the infantry to march to Quill Starland’s aid if necessary. Hans Sparli, her infantry commander, did not like the idea at all. “My lady, if he needs us that much, it is more important for us to stay here and defend our families.”



  
“Sparli, if it reaches that point, it will be fifteen-hundred infantry against the entire Turkowi army, assuming you can draw on Peilovna as well. Stop them before they get here, not after they get here. By then it will be too late.”



  
“My lady, beggin’ your pardon, and no offense to you, but we need more officers and horses if we’re supposed to join his grace.”



  Godown, give me patience, she demanded. “He has cavalry and will have a more than sufficient supply of officers, given the number of younger sons in need of experience and who are willing to serve with him. It is unlikely that our infantry will be called into anything, Hans,” she reminded him. “But if it does, here are your orders.”



  
The heavyset man grumbled but took the orders. At times she valued his stubborn determination, but this was not one of those times. She spent the rest of the day laboring over maps, trying to decide which route to the Bergenlands was the least worst. 



  
Archduke Lewis walked in as she glared down at her two “best” options. She got to her feet. “Your grace.”



  
“Be seated.” He pulled the other chair into a position where he could look out the door if he so chose. “When are you departing?”



  
“Three days, unless Maj. Destefani has problems.” They kept a season’s worth of supplies stockpiled for these very occasions. The women of the manor had been making field bread since the call came, and field bread traveled far too well, in Elizabeth’s opinion. 



  
“Good. I’m taking Ann back to Vindobona in two weeks, Godown willing. If I hear Axel bewailing the weather once more I will dunk him in the Donatello with my own hands.”



  
Elizabeth managed a smile. Lewis would do no such thing and they both knew it. Axel would be too hard to replace. Good farm and estate managers were worth their weight in gold and Lander antiquities. “I’ll make a note, your grace.”



  
“Is there something you want to tell me about?”



  
She’d been debating that very thing for the past day. “Not really, your grace. All the necessary preparations are underway, and I believe that matters are as in hand as is possible at the moment.”



  
His green eyes seemed to bore into her. “Really.”



  
“Really, your grace.”



  
“You’re not upset with me for using you to stalk Lady Ann?”



  
Caught totally of guard, Elizabeth spluttered a laugh. “Upset with you, your grace? Not at all. If anything I’m impressed with your skill, your grace. I had no idea what you were doing until that morning.”



  
“Good. I mean, good that you are not upset with me.” Lewis closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “A storm is brewing.”



  
“You sense it too, your grace.”



  
He snorted, eyes still closed. “Only an oblivious fool can miss it. The situation in Tivolia, the rinderpest in the north, his majesty’s illness, something has to break loose before winter, Countess Colonel Sarmas.”



  
She could not argue, as much as she wished she could. 



  
“Ann and I will see you off,” he informed her as he got to his feet. “Stay where you are,” he waved, and departed, leaving her to wonder just how bad Emperor Rudolph’s health truly was.  



  
“Godown have mercy on us all,” she whispered. 
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As they rode northwest, Elizabeth thought about the oddness of her command. Not because she happened to be a woman, although at the moment, as best she knew, she remained the only female officer in any military unit. No, odd because she’d forgotten how long most units took to muster until she read Grantholm’s message. She did not have to send out recruiting sergeants, or buy weapons out of her own pocket (most of the time) or buy horses, oxen, wagons, and basic foodstuffs. The men who lived on Donatello Bend received their land in exchange for military service. Only a few parts of the Empire had such a thing, and although Elizabeth did have to recruit specialists (churigons, artillery men, some teamsters), it cost a great deal less, since the land and the loot paid the bills. 



  
She frowned and Lazlo caught her eye, curious. She swept her stick-hand to the side before resting it and the riding stick on her thigh. “The loot question and the most recent council decision.”



  
“Ah yes, Colonel. Again, it would be easier in some ways if his majesty encouraged his councilors to observe or speak with, shall I say, experts in the fields under discussion?”



  
“That is a good term, yes.” She considered the idea. “And yes, it would make things much easier, unless someone observed and then decided we needed less X, or could make do with fewer thalers-worth of something. Like wine. Or medicinal spirits.”



  
“Or specialists. Because everyone knows sieges happen so seldom, and no enemy will ever come within sight of Vindobona, or Platesford, or Lvarna, or,” he hesitated, tapping one finger against his thigh. “Where ever the main Frankonian army is today.”



  
“Amsport,” she supplied. “Which once again raises the question of what sort of tutors Laurence had, that he thinks he can capture a port city without having a navy of his own.”



  
“And what will he gain from it?” Lazlo tipped his hat a little and wiped his forehead with the back of his hand, a habit Elizabeth found endearing. “The merchant princes emptied their warehouses as soon as the army crossed out of Frankonian territory.”



  
“Stocks of fish, for one, which is a more vital resource than you think, given that two of the last ten years have seen drought and glitterwing plagues.” She would not wish that combination on anyone, even Laurence. “And prestige, at least within Frankonia and in his own mind. He’s been king for, oh, eleven years? That sounds right. Eleven years without proving his martial glory. And remember, Major, that he’s barely older than I am.”



  
Lazlo thought for a while. “But he’ll still need loot, my lady.”



  
“Yes, he will, and I suspect we will too, after this year.” She felt Ricardo tensing and glanced over to see four cows emerging from heavy brush beside the road. “Oh joy.” Lazlo promptly dropped back, away from the black horse, as the stallion began snorting and prancing, neck arched, attention locked on the cattle. Elizabeth relaxed, calm as possible, feeling Ricardo’s back humping up under the saddle. 



  
“Mooo!” A creamy brown cow proclaimed from beside the road.



  
Ricardo spooked, jumped sideways and tried to bolt. She rode through it, wishing again that she’d brought her sidesaddle instead of war and overland saddles. When the cows did nothing more than stare at him, Ricardo settled down, still nervous but not trying to run away. I do wish you’d quit that, she thought at the horse. You need all your energy and condition for battle.


  
She was still mulling over the problem of the lack of loot when the troop camped for the night. “It doesn’t help when the men see others foraging and raiding, my lady,” Captain William Krehbiel, her chief teamster reminded her and the other senior officers at supper.



  
“No, it doesn’t, but it would be safer for me to kiss the high priest of Selkow than to try and stop them once they’ve gotten enough momentum going.” She sipped her watered wine.



  
Some of the men laughed at her comment. Others looked vaguely confused, especially the youngest lieutenants. “My lady Colonel, what do you mean ‘safer to kiss the high priest of Selkow’?” Lt. Peter Black asked. 



  
“Major,” she nodded to Lazlo. 



  
“The worshippers of Selkow believe that their goddess is jealous, Black. She tolerates women who worship her from birth and who are born into the faith, but not converts. Women who worship Godown or other deities are to be driven out of captured lands, or killed. Pregnant women may be kept alive until they deliver, then they are killed and their children raised as followers of Selkow.”



  
Elizabeth picked up the tale. “And ten years ago or so, a group of fanatics decided that killing captured women as sacrifices to Selkow, killing them slowly after raping them I should clarify, gained even more favor with the goddess.” Elizabeth swallowed the little bit of gorge that always came up with those memories. “That was too much even for Tayyip and the high priests, although they were quite willing to let the fanatics roam within the Empire and serve as the leading wave of larger units.”



  
“My lady, that’s ridiculous!” Lt. Black objected, and several other men made sounds of agreement. “Godown welcomes all, since He made us male and female both.”



  
“My Lady,” Krehbiel added, “killing off half your population makes no sense. Without women there are no children. At least, not now.”



  
“I believe, although there is absolutely no proof and I am not a scholar of demons and such, but I believe that problem is precisely why only captured women are killed,” Elizabeth told them. “As you say, it makes no sense to kill your own women, or men, especially if the population is already very low.”



  
Lazlo nodded, “And who teaches the children? Their mothers and aunts and other women. Why risk having your captives teaching the next generation lies and falsehoods? Or what followers of Selkow believe are lies and falsehoods,” he hurriedly added. 



  
“You can see why I, personally, am not enamored with the worship of that deity,” Elizabeth concluded. 



  
“Yes, my lady,” and Black nodded vigorously.



  
“Good night gentlemen,” she said, getting to her feet. They also stood and Lazlo followed her out to her tent. 



  
“I understand that there are rumors,” she observed, taking off her hat and arranging her skirts before sitting on her camp chair. She’d ordered one side of the tent rolled up with just the light fly-mesh down, so she could be seen, and could get a little breeze if there was any to be found. She waved to the other chair.



  
“Yes, there are, and I’m not happy about them.” He made sure his belt-knife and pistol holster tipped out of the way before sitting. “But they are the usual, not new ones,” he allowed. 



  
She rolled her head around, letting it hang back as she studied the tent’s ceiling. “I keep waiting for something new and creative, but no.” She was a prostitute. She was Emperor Rudolph’s or Duke Grantholm’s or Aquila Starland’s mistress/bastard/bastard sister. She had blackmailed her way to power. Lazlo was her lover, or vice versa, and that Lazlo was the real commander. Some stories claimed that she was really a man who dressed as a woman for some unspecified reason. Or that she was Empress Margaretha’s lover. Add in the usual rumors that she might be a Frankonian spy and there were more than enough to keep the camp gossips busy for the duration of campaign season. 



  
“I do not understand why men claim that only women gossip.”



  
She heard his snort of laughter. “Ah, my lady, that is because men exchange news and useful information, never gossip.” 



  
“I wonder how great of a victory I’ll have to be part of before the rumors stop, or at least fade enough that no one would dare act on them.”



  
“My lady, it might depend on the rumor. I doubt you will ever be free of the Frankonian stories, I’m sorry to say. Not as long as you sound Frankonian.”



  
“Well, it gets old, tiresome, and boring,” she stated, finally looking back at him instead of the ceiling. She pulled a light folding table and map over, setting them in front of her chair. “Any problems with the route of march tomorrow and the next day?”



  
He brought his chair over so he could see it. To anyone outside the tent, it looked as if they were studying the map, nothing more.



  
“How are you?” he murmured, one hand tracing the proposed routes.



  
“I hurt but no more than usual.” She’d given up trying to hide the intensity of her cycles from him. 



  
He shook his head. “Love, you need to see a churigon about that.”



  
“Not here!” She tapped a bridge-symbol as she shook her head. “Just what I need, rumors about being incapacitated because of my cycle. And is there a ford closer that you know of?”



  
Lazlo pursed his lips. She felt her body trying to respond as she remembered the feeling of his lips on hers last time they’d gotten a few moments of privacy. Settle down, she told herself. This is not the time or place. Really, I mean it. Her body didn’t seem inclined to listen. 



  
“If I recall correctly, love, there used to be a ford,” and he bent closer to the map, tracing the river with his finger. “A ford here, I think.” It was several kilometers upstream of the bridge, near a walled town. In fact, as she studied the map, she saw walled towns on both sides of the river. “But I don’t know if it is open to us.”



  
“Um.” She leaned back, considering. “We’re still inside the empire, so they have to let us pass through. But we are not that far from the border, either, and his grace does not want us antagonizing anyone if we can avoid it.”



  
Lazlo brushed her hand with his fingers as he sat back. “We would antagonize them.”



  
She fluttered her eyes and looked innocent. “But why? What could possibly go wrong when three hundred cavalry soldiers and two hundred support troops pass through an isolated town?” She grinned and snorted, “Besides everyone’s laundry going missing and a population surge nine months later.”



  
“And the wine merchant declaring insolvency, along with the goldsmith,” Lazlo reminded her. “We are not nice people.”



  I don’t know… she thought about what he looked like out of uniform. Stop that! She pulled her hand back. “No, we are not, and I don’t care to be ambushed inside town by someone who wants independence.”



  
“Bridge then, my lady, and ford only if we have no choice. Other than that, I do not see any special difficulties with these routes, aside from the moors and wetlands, here.”



  
“It is said the Landers had ways to move the water from swamps that also got rid of the bad air and bloodflies.” She made a face. “Yet another bit of technology we need to rediscover.”



  
“My lady, be careful. St. Mou is popular in this district.”



  
She gritted her teeth and squinted one eye but said nothing more. After a minute she pushed her chair back and stood up. “Thank you, Major. See that Capt. Krehbiel is warned to avoid the ford.”



  
He took her hand and bowed. She could see the tension in his shoulders and she made it a point to meet his eyes as he straightened up. They should not have married or become lovers before the campaign started. It was starting to interfere with their professional relationship. 
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The Donatello Bend cavalry arrived at his grace’s camp two weeks past midsummer. Along the way they’d crossed paths with a merchant caravan, traveling north to the fair at New Herb Hill. Elizabeth had queried the merchants about their business so far and the news worried her, enough so that she seriously contemplated turning around and returning to the Donau Novi River valley, orders be damned. 



  
“No, my lady Colonel, no fighting-type trouble, Godown be praised,” Master Alfred Taverner had told her. The red-faced, round man, head of the caravan, rubbed the side of his bulbous nose before continuing. “The new duke in Tivolia raised taxes and our market’s not so good there, so we’re selling at New Herb Hill this year.”



  
“So Duke Michael has gone to his rest.”



  
“Ay, my lady Colonel. Duke Jan, well he says they need to raise taxes to encourage trade to stay within the duchy borders.” Taverner made a rude gesture with his left hand. “And he’s closed the western border.”



  
“Closed the Barnhard Pass Road? That’s strange. Tivolia had treaties with the Freistaadter and the Brothers of Service to keep the road open, weather permitting of course.” The lump in her stomach began churning.



  
Taverner shrugged wide shoulders. “He’s closed the road, so my factor says. And I trust him. Says the word is it’s to cut off smugglers bringing things in from Frankonia and the Freistaadter lands.” He gave her a skeptical look and the corner of her mouth tipped up into a little smile. They both knew it would have the opposite result, especially when combined with the new taxes.



  
“Thank you for the news, Master Taverner, and Godown be with you on your way. You know about the rinderpest to the north?”



  
“Ay, my lady. That’s why we’re not going past New Herb Hill.”



  
Elizabeth chewed on his words all the way to Duke Grantholm’s camp. Once there, with her men sorted out, she left Lazlo in charge and rode up the line to his grace’s headquarters, on the slope of a hill overlooking a small stream. Lt. Black came with her as a second set of ears and as a bodyguard. Some people still insisted on learning for themselves that she could fight back, as long as she was in the saddle. 



  
“Col. Sarmas for his grace,” she informed the aid at the flap of his grace’s large tent. 



  
“He’s expecting you, Colonel.” The dark man gestured and Elizabeth ducked into the hot shade of the tent.



  
She peered around until she found Duke Miles “Bear” Grantholm, leaning over a table. “Your grace,” she said, bowing.



  
“Ah, there you are, Sarmas. You made good time.”



  
“Thank you, your grace, Godown was with us, as was the weather.” Especially the weather, she thought, remembering two years before and the slog through mud to the horses’ knees. 



  
He grunted and waved for her to join him looking at the papers on the table. “He’s not engaging us.” A beefy hand thumped the report. “He’s playing, staying just out of range, sending small raids but not stopping were I can beat him. I want your people to drive him to me.”



  
Elizabeth felt her eyebrows rising into her wig. “Who are we facing, your grace, and just how large is his main force?”



  
“Michelet, and we think only twenty-thousand, plus followers.”



  
She ran the numbers in her head. Two hundred eighty cavalry would not convince twenty-thousand cavalry, infantry, artillery, and who-knew-who-else to flee into Grantholm’s arms. Before she could open her mouth to protest, Grantholm handed her one of the reports. She took it closer to the open side of the tent to read in the light. Wait, these are not serious raids. Not army serious at least. Any military action was serious to the civilians caught up in it, but none of the raids, encounters, or clashes on the list warranted an army-sized response, according to what Elizabeth had studied. You don’t use a sledgehammer to swat at flies. OK, I can see using cavalry against the cavalry, but… she skimmed over the accounts yet again. Where’s their army? Confused, she looked up from the pages.



  
“Your grace, how far from us is Michelet’s force, as last reported?”



  
He grunted something unintelligible and an aid shifted the papers out of the way and unrolled a map for him. Elizabeth returned to the table. She found their location, on the northwest edge of the Eastern Empire, facing west into the Bergenlands. What’s that? The western border of the Bergenlands seemed to have shifted east a little since last she’d seen. Drat. That must be the disputed border with the so-called neutral Principality of Louvet. Who is a good friend of Frankonia and lets the Frankonians march through at will, she growled. Back to the point, she tried to find something indicating where General Michelet lurked. Grantholm tapped the map with a silver-chased bloodwood pointer. “Raids hit here, here, and here. Found camp signs of the raiders here,” and he indicated a bend in the Clearwater River that flowed north out of the Bergenlands, fifty kilometers from imperials’ current location. “Scouts all through here,” and he spread his hand over the region. “Nothing yet. I want you to flush him out.”



  
Lt. Black made a questioning sort of sound and she looked over her shoulder at him. He frowned and waved his hand back and forth, two fingers down, mimicking someone scurrying to and fro. She sliced her own hand sideways, cutting off the gesture before Grantholm noticed. Black was correct, but this was not the place to be challenging the Bear. “Very good, your grace. Do we know what route he used to move into the area this year?”



  
“No. Doesn’t matter. I want you to go out and find him, start harrying him, push Michelet this way. Get rested, say three days, and then start here,” and he pointed well to the north of the Clearwater. “Stay away from cattle. I do not want you bringing that damned rinderpest into my army, Col. Sarmas.”



  
“Start to the north and avoid livestock, yes, your grace.” 



  
Grantholm straightened up and looked at her. She met his gaze. “Huh. I was told you’d protest these orders. Glad to see you’re smarter than that. Dismissed.”



  
She bowed again, accepted copies of her orders and the raid reports from the aid, and led Black out of the tent. They stopped to the side of the entry flap, waiting for their eyes to recover from the bright sunlight. “My lady,” the young officer began.



  
“Not here, Lieutenant.”



  
He held his peace until they got their horses and began the ride back to their portion of the large camp. “My lady, we’re chasing a shadow.”



  
“Yes, we are.” A shadow that I do not believe is even on this side of the Triangle Range. After several more minutes, once well clear of Grantholm’s headquarters, she explained, “Once we get to camp, we will begin planning our search system, Lieutenant, and sorting out supplies. His grace has given us time to rest and reorganize, and it behooves us to make the best use of it we can.” Elizabeth noticed a rider pacing them, near the edge of the encampment. She spoke louder, pitching her voice to carry, “Godown helps those who don’t squander His blessings.” As she said the last she glanced over at the camp, past Lt. Black, at a red and black tent with St. Mou’s symbol painted on the back. She did not need to be causing more trouble than usual. The rider, on a nondescript brown horse, followed them until they cleared that part of the encampments. 



  
As they reached camp, Black looked up to the west and frowned. “My lady, not to be forward, but I think we will have storms tonight.”



  
“Oh?” She peered out from under her hat brim and saw a veil of white spreading across the sky from behind the rumpled blue peaks to the west and south. “Those high clouds coming from the mountains?”



  
“Yes, my lady. My father fought up here and he says that when you see those this early, especially if the wind goes quiet in the afternoon and the air feels wet, there’s a good chance of heavy storms around sunset.”



  
She looked around at the encampment. Should she order the men to set up storm ropes? It would be easier now than later. “Good to know, Lieutenant. Have your men storm tie the tents and equipment.”



  
“Yes, my lady.” 



  
She sent him on his way. She left Braun, her spare horse, with the hostlers, advising them to prepare for heavy weather. As Elizabeth walked back to her tent, she gave orders to ready the camp for a possible storm. The men grumbled but no one challenged the order.  



  
That night Lazlo read over their orders and exploded, slamming the pages onto the table and almost knocking over the lamp. “My lady, this is stupid. We’ll wear ourselves out before we find Michelet.”



  
“Especially since Michelet is not in this theater.” As Lazlo stared at her, she repeated in a placid tone, “Michelet is not here. Raiders are, and probably a cavalry division’s worth of mercenaries, which explains in part why his grace couldn’t find any to hire, but Michelet and his army are probably west of the Louvet Valley.”



  
Lazlo gasped at her words, as shocked as if she’d just denied the existence of Godown. His mouth opened and closed, no sound emerging. He reminded her of one of the giant karpf that fishermen occasionally pulled out of the Donau Novi. Lazlo finally managed to squeak, “Then why is his grace so convinced Michelet is here?”



  
She leaned forward, planting her elbows on the table and rubbing her temples. “Because the Frankonians are always here. They’ve been here eight of the last ten years, and before then, love, so of course they are here. He sees Frankonian cavalry, so there must be an army to go with it.” She kept the rest of her thoughts about Grantholm to herself.



  
Lazlo stared down at the map and copies of the reports. “You’re not going to challenge him.” It was a statement, not a question.



  
“There’s point in challenging him, is there?” She fanned herself, wishing she could strip down to just her blouse and one underskirt. She’d already dispensed with her shimmy. “His grace has done very well here, he knows how the different Frankonian generals usually manage and deploy their troops, and he outranks me, both in title and in years.”



  
“But you think he’s wrong, and that were going on a wild hefelumf chase.” Lazlo shifted his chair around so his back was to the door, making Elizabeth shiver.



  
“Love, don’t sit like that, please. It makes me nervous.”



  
“What?” He glanced down at his chair, then caught her meaning as she pointed over his shoulder. He scooted again until he sat almost beside her. “Better?” he inquired, voice low, a teasing expression on his face. He rested one hand on her knee.



  
“Not exactly, but, whoop!” She lunged forward across the little table, grabbing at skittering, flying papers as a gust of ice-cold wind blasted through the open door flaps. “Mule breath!” She swore. Blue-white light flashed outside the tent and she heard a distant rolling boom of thunder. People ran past, grabbing loose objects and rushing to get supplies and themselves under cover. “I hope the horses are well tied.”



  
“They are. I checked before supper,” Lazlo assured her. He got up and peered out the open flap. Elizabeth stuffed the papers into her camp box and made certain that the tent’s side flap ties had been locked and cased, to keep them from pulling and coming loose. She’d already checked the extra ropes and tie-down outside, before supper, as well as dismissing the guards who usually watched her door. Lightning flashed purple and the air sizzled, cracking as an enormous “boom” echoed overhead. Without further warning, a wall of rain poured down onto their heads, as if Godown had turned on a waterfall. Lazlo quickly tied the door flaps shut, then weighted the bottom with a sack of coins. “I trust you don’t mind if I stay for a while?”



  
“No. It would look bad if you drowned walking back to—” and she jumped at the deafening “crack-boom” rolling over them. Lazlo caught her, holding her close. Their eyes met and she felt herself smiling despite the storm. She tipped her head in the direction of a stack of blankets and her field mattress. “Ah, would you care to sit?”



  
An answering smile appeared in his eyes. “I think I’d be more comfortable lying down. It’s been a long day.”



  
The storm outside the tent lasted the better part of an hour. 



  
Once the rain stopped and the fire-tongues quit licking the ground, Colonel Sarmas and Major Destefani inspected the camp. Only two tents had collapsed, and the hostlers kept the draft horses circling, so the already-tired beasts ran without escaping. But the oxen had stampeded west, into Col. Montgrey’s camp. Montgrey’s men turned most of the cattle south, but a few had torn down tents and trampled people in their panic. One ox, with a broken leg, Elizabeth gave to Montgrey for his men to eat. The rain turned the ground into ankle-deep, boot-pulling muck, slowing fleeing animals as well as people. As she conferred with Capt. Krehbiel, Elizabeth observed, “It’s a good thing we are not scheduled to move for three days. I doubt the streams will be down before then.”



  
“Aye, my lady.” He heaved a soggy sigh. He’d been out in the storm with the animals and wagons. “And we need to rest the horses and mules, and find the oxen.”



  
Once back at her tent, Elizabeth hauled off her boots, hung her jacket on the stand, and fell into her cot, after remembering to put the mattress back on it. She and Lazlo had tidied up her sleeping area before going out, in case anyone came looking for her. 



  
Everyone spent the next day drying out, finding missing livestock, and filtering water as the creeks and streams ran high. Breakfast had been camp-bread and watered wine, and Elizabeth had offered a quick prayer to St. Brennen of the Fires that the cooks could get their fires going. They’d brought some coal just in case, and it seemed as if her over-preparation had paid off. 



  
Once things settled down, Elizabeth and her officers planned their scouting routes. “There’s no need to move as a body,” she’d decided. “We can’t harass Gen. Michelet until we find him, and we’ll find him faster if we operate in groups of fifty.” She’d prefer even smaller squads, but with the peasants and townsfolk already angry at the Frankonian raiders, she didn’t want her people chewed up by angry farmers. 



  
The second day after the storm, everything changed.



  
She’d finished breakfast and was having a quick wash in her tent when she heard the sound of a commotion, men’s voices growing agitated as they grew louder. “Make way, make way,” someone called. “Let his grace through.” She froze as the words registered, then grabbed her blouse and pulled it on, fastening every other button and tucking the tails into her breeches. She’d gotten her vest on but not her wig when the guard poked his head in. 



  
“My lady, his grace,” and Grantholm and another man, exhausted and covered in dirt, pushed into the tent.



  
“Your grace,” she bowed. 



  
“Tell her,” Grantholm boomed. 



  
The courier nodded and unslung his message pouches, tossing them to her. She caught them without thinking as he began. “My lady, the Turkowi are moving north from Tivolia. The main army has crossed into the empire and is moving up the Donau Novi. His majesty needs you and others to return to the Donau Novi immediately.”



  Vindobona. They’re going to attack Vindobona. She knew it in her bones.



  
“Go, Sarmas,” Grantholm growled. “I’ll send the infantry after, as many as I can spare.”



  
“I hear and I obey, your grace.” She bowed and turned to the courier. “Have you eaten?”



  
“No, Colonel. My horse,” and he gestured in the direction of the now-open tent flaps.



  
“Stay with her, she’ll need you more than I do,” Miles Grantholm ordered. “Godown be with you, Sarmas.” He left before she could reply.



  
“Sit,” she told the worn-out man. He sagged into her chair. She walked to the door and into a milling herd of curious soldiers. She grabbed the closest warm body. “You, go get food for the courier, bring it here.” She released him and pointed to another trooper. “You, find Destefani, Krehbiel, and Lt. Black. Send them here.” She raised her voice. “The rest of you report to your officers and begin packing. Weapons and rations, as much as you can carry. We’re going to Vindobona to fight the Turkowi.” 
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  5


  The Road East


  
“Who is commanding the defense of the city?” 



  
That question nagged Elizabeth as she made her plans for the cavalry to return to the Donau Novi Valley. She doubted that Duke Starland would let himself be ordered to take charge. He’d told her as much several times over, to the extent of admitting he’d much prefer Lady Marie command the defense of Starheart if, Godown forbid, it came to that. No, Elizabeth thought, Starland would be outside, in charge of the blocking or relieving army. Probably his majesty Emperor Rudolph would have Crown Prince Thomas command the defense, under the careful guidance of someone more experienced, like Major Wyler. 



  
“We need to get to the Donau Novi, but not without some supplies and weapons,” Elizabeth told Capt. Krehbiel and Maj. Destefani. “I anticipate restocking at the depot at DonauPlaat, but we still need food and forage, along with our weapons in case Turkowi raiders are operating ahead of the main army, or we find that someone’s snuck down from the north.”



  
“Fast with food and firearms, my lady,” Krehbiel repeated. “No oxen then, not at first. Or mules. I’ll shift what I can to the horse wagons and plan on foraging if we need to.”



  
“We have some cash, but I don’t want to use it until we have to.” Lazlo nodded his agreement, expression grim. She looked down at the map. Something nagged at her and she could not sort out what it was. “What am I missing?”



  
Both men shook their heads. “Food, beasts, firearms and other weapons, shelter and thank Godown it is high summer,” Lazlo counted off. “The courier will take our routes with him, so we can get news. I can’t think of anything else, my lady, unless you want to bring the churigons with us?”



  
She considered the idea. “No,” she decided, thinking aloud. “They will need supplies and want shelter and equipment, and that will slow us. They can catch up, will catch up.” They needed to rest, but the Turkowi had taken that option away. “Axel and Lt. Sparli have their orders and Count Peilov approved them already.” She looked up, admitting, “I can’t think of anything else right now.”



  
“My lady, it will come to all three of us tomorrow at the second hour after midnight,” Lazlo assured her with a crooked, all-too-aware grin. 



  
“That it will, my lady,” Krehbiel agreed.



  
The idea struck a little earlier. That evening, as Elizabeth finished counting off the units that might be available to defend Vindobona, she realized what they needed. “Shock troops,” she blurted.



  
Lt. Black and Lt. Andrew Bonaventure startled. “My lady?” Bonaventure asked.



  
“What is missing are shock troops to use to break through a siege line—heavy cavalry, fast-moving artillery, that sort of thing. What we do not have at the moment.”



  
“My lady, you seem very certain about there being a siege somewhere,” Black ventured.



  
She nodded. “Consider what is going on, gentlemen. The Turkowi have not mustered an army in four years. If they intend to conquer and hold territory, and are coming up the Donau Novi, what will they encounter?”



  
“Starland and the castle at Starheart, my lady, Esterberg on the Tivolia border, Geraldspont at the grey cliffs south of Vindobona,” Black replied counting the major forts off on his fingers.



  
“Correct. Assuming they’ve taken Esterberg already, that means they are going to have to take at least Geraldspont if they intend to secure their supply lines. That means siege. And it is easier to find a besieging army than one that is roaming, spread out and foraging.”



  
The men nodded. “That makes sense, my lady, looking at it from the south instead of the north,” Bonaventure said, a thoughtful look on his pale, angular face.



  
She’d not mentioned Vindobona again and did not intend to. Logic dictated that the Turkowi would only invade as much territory as they could hold over the winter, but Elizabeth doubted that her logic and Tayyip the Invincible’s logic ran on the same road. 
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The cavalry and fast support group rode east the next day. Despite protests from some of the other commanders, she insisted on using the East High Road, an ancient Lander track. “We need speed, gentlemen. The High Road is above the marshes and floodplains, and is paved, and goes the way we need to go.”



  
Count Andy Jones complained, “It’s Lander work, Sarmas, and cursed. Godown will not help us if we take the Lander road.”



  
“Godown left the road so it could be used, Jones. And you will be under my orders, so any blame falls on my head.” She planted her fists on her hips, tired of arguing. “We’re fighting the self-proclaimed enemies of Godown. I do believe that cancels the taint of the Lander ways. There are other routes open, and you are free to use them so long as you can reach DonauPlaat in three weeks.”



  
The younger man backed down, unhappy but no longer challenging her. To her mild surprise, the others, with the exception of Col. Boris Brody, a devout follower of St. Mou, followed her lead. Well, I am more experienced, if not older. There’d been a near-epidemic of successions among the third-tier nobility over the past decade, leaving the military dukes with less experienced officers. 



  
With Brody and Jones taking a secondary route, it relieved some of the pressure on Elizabeth’s and the others’ supply officers. It also reduced the number of men, horses, and wagons crammed onto the long, straight, but not entirely intact road. Elizabeth made note of the worst spots, or at least the worst ones marked on the map. None of the ancient bridges remained completely intact, although parts of them still stood. 



  
The land looked good as they rode east, away from the marks of Grantholm’s foragers. The forests seemed healthy, as did the town woodlots. Ripening wheat and oats waved in the summer wind, their grain heads full. “Time for a hail storm, my lady Colonel, ” Major Destefani observed in a mournful tone. “And drought could still ruin everything, my lady, unless we get too much rain and the plants drown or blacksmut sets in.” His perfect imitation of Axel, Donatello Bend’s pessimistic farm manager, sent her into gales of laughter. 



  
“Oh, but I’m sure that’s exactly what he’d say, Major. And then he’d be unhappy if nothing happens, because then there’s no room in the grain-bins and barns and it will sit out and ruin.” A few of the men, who either knew Axel or who had met people like him, chuckled at their comments. 



  
A few others eyed the standing crops with envy. Elizabeth had overheard Lieutenants Montoya and Nicholson complaining about the free towns and wishing that they could relocate their manors to take advantage of the land up here. Since they’d only complained, she had not said anything at the time. The imperial free cities brought a great deal of tax revenue into the Babenburg’s coffers. And the cities were not immune to dearth. Three years before, this land had been under water from late rains well past planting time, and the winter-sown grains had been weak from the excess water. And now the rinderpest threatened from the north.



  
Elizabeth listened to the sound of the horses’ hooves on the black pavement. The same material covered the roads south and west of Vindobona. It had lasted at least four hundred years, and she marveled at it. Oh, it was not perfect, and in winter people shunned the stuff—it iced and got snow pack that defeated even caulks. And already she could see the heat shimmer rising from the dark surface, even a few hours after dawn, with the air still somewhat, almost, cool. 



  
“My lady, is there anything in the commentaries on the Holy Writ about Godown running out of hills as he finished making the world?” Lazlo asked after some hours. The land running north and south on either side of the High Road lay as flat as the top of a table. In the far distance to the south they could see the low blue ripple of some hills, and in a few days they’d come within sight of the edge of the Donau Novi lowlands. But now the sun shone down on nothing but plains, interrupted by a very few watchtowers and a scattering of church spires. 



  
“No, not that I have read, although there is an amusing story that He tripped and dropped the Dividing Range. He’d planned to use it to fill in the Tongue Sea, but decided that He liked it better where it is now.” She’d read the tale in a book of children’s stories, from a long-vanished sect of heretics. 



  
“That’s blasphemy!” Lieutenant Nicholson gasped, horrified. 



  
She covered a smile with a cough. “It is an old tale from long-dead people, Lieutenant. If you read enough commentaries and saints’ lives, you may encounter even stranger accounts, such as those of a large group of early worshippers on the home planet who believed that He was actually three gods in one.”



  
“They should be destroyed, so people are not corrupted.” He sounded so much like her old supervisor, Sister Amalthea, that Elizabeth wondered for an instant if the Sister’s spirit had spoken through him. 



  
“Those who believe in error, or their works, Lieutenant? Because if you kill everyone who disagrees with you, Godown will have no worshippers left.” A shadow flashed across the road and she glanced up to see a hawk-lizard soaring overhead. “And before you start to argue theology, Lieutenant Nicholson, remember that I trained for the sisterhood and was a sworn postulant for fifteen years,” she cautioned as he started inhaling to continue the argument. 



  
He seemed to deflate, at least for the moment. “Oh. I was not aware of that, my lady Colonel.” 



  
Lazlo, riding at her left hand, changed the topic. “My lady, what are your plans once we reach DonauPlaat?”



  
“That depens on what news we have of the Turkowi position and what his grace Duke Starland and their highnesses and his majesty have decided. If they are south of Geraldspont, then we cut overland, bypassing the bend in the Donau Novi, and join his grace wherever he is. If he’s pushed them down to Esterberg, I suspect his grace will want us to sweep through the valley looking for sworn acolytes and other, shall we say, strays?” She and Lazlo exchanged hard looks. “And there may well be something else under way, and we might be ordered north, or east to stop the passes.” 



  
Someone riding behind her added, “And we may be told that his grace has rolled them back to Sheel and we are to rejoin Duke Grantholm.” A chorus of groans and “Godown forbid,” and “don’t even think that,” erupted from the soldiers. Elizabeth paid close attention to Braun’s ears, struggling to keep from laughing, although she felt the exact same way. 



  
They made forty kilometers that day, and camped in the water meadows near Wheatville. Elizabeth, Lazlo, and a few others found rooms in an inn just outside the town walls. She was careful to pay in advance. Otherwise she just might wake up to find her throat cut or her horses gone and her baggage missing. The beer was passable, the bread hot, and the bed seemed free of additional occupants. She stared up at the ceiling beams and wished Lazlo were sharing the bed. On the other hand, she giggled as she rolled over and heard the ropes and frame squeaking, I suspect everyone in the building would know what we were doing, which would destroy the rumor that he follows St. Jenna.


  
She woke to a gray sky. The air felt wet and very heavy dew coated everything, making the grass slippery. The soldiers carried their rain gear with them, those who had it, and Elizabeth reluctantly removed the feathers from her hat, wrapping them in oiled linen and slipping the package between her pistol holsters in her saddlebag. If the wet turned to rain, black powder would be well nigh useless anyway. 



  
The horses felt the heavy air as much as their riders did. Everyone plodded along, and by the fourth hour after what should have been sunrise, the mist turned to drizzle. Two hours later drizzle became a cold, slow, steady rain that found every weak seam, open cuff, or gap in their clothes. The wet muted any conversations, and the cavalry rode in near silence, the only sounds the clink of tack and the constant steady “clop, clop, clop, clop” of hooves on pavement. 



  
Lazlo twisted around to look at something and was rewarded with water down his collar. “Ugh. Remind me about the dashing glories of the cavalry life, my lady?” 



  
“I’m trying to think of them myself, Major. Hoof iron or shoe leather, which wears out first?”



  
He snorted at the ancient joke. “We could travel the stars but we can’t keep ourselves dry. Somewhere, something went terribly wrong, my lady.” 



  
“Agreed.” Braun shook his head, sending more water flying. “That was uncalled for,” she told the horse. Braun ignored her.



  
They reached the first bridge two hours before dark. The water had risen to cover the first depth mark. The brick piers of the bridge seemed sturdy, and as she watched the structure did not move, despite the brown and white water churning ten meters below. Braun fidgeted. He did not care for bridges. “Easy,” she patted his neck. She took a deep breath and pushed him into motion, walking over the heavy timbers and around a few patches. She wished the bridge builders had put higher walls on the sides. The guards only reached a man’s waist, allowing horse and man to see over and down, into the rolling deep. 



  
Fifty riders made it before the first horse bolted. She’d stopped on top of the hill beyond the bridge, in a nice thicket of brush, and was taking care of her needs when she heard the terrible sound of a horse screaming and men shouting. Oh Godown, have mercy, she begged, flashing back ten years to her and Snowy’s flight from Frankonia and the horse that drowned behind them in the Martin River. She cleaned up and settled her clothes, thinking yet again that skirts were so much easier and cleaner than trousers, at least for women. Braun pulled against his reins and she soothed him, swinging into the saddle and riding down to join her guard. “Major Destefani?”



  
“There, my lady,” and he pointed with his whip. She peered through the rain and saw Lazlo’s grey horse pushing against the flow of traffic. The riders were sorting themselves out, getting clear of the bridge. Lazlo reached the end of the bridge and soon the group began moving again. Elizabeth rode down to the road and Lazlo caught up with her. 



  
“How many?”



  
“Only one, my lady, and the rider. One of Montoya’s men. Horse panicked and bolted to the side, tripped and rolled over…” She could guess the rest. “Two injured but not badly.” 



  
“Keep moving. We need to reach DonauPlaat before the rising water does.” She sounded heartless, even to her own ears, but there was no point in trying to ride along the river and look for bodies, not with the water still rising.



  
They camped cold that night, but somewhat dry, in and around a pilgrimage shelter set in a grove. She walked back through the long line of soldiers, talking to the officers and a few sergeants that she recognized, and checking on the leading teamsters. Everyone seemed well, although she suspected that it would only be days before the first cases of loose bowels broke out, especially if the wet continued and they could not boil their water or dry the filter cloth.  



  
The rain eased but the weather stayed cool and damp for the next four days. When the sun broke through Elizabeth felt like cheering. Her hands and knees had begun aching with the dull, sullen ache of hard-used joints. She noticed many men complaining about the horseman’s perpetual curse: painful hips and knees. She’d taken to walking in the evenings if possible, just to move different bits of her, and at night she dreamed of a warm fire, thick, dry socks, and as much hot tea as she wanted. “When we reach DonauPlaat, we can get clean and dry,” she told Ricardo. She’d begun alternating horses, so the other could rest a little.



  
Instead of warm and dry beds, they found chaos one day’s ride from the city. It started when a rider cantered up to the first outriders. “Where’s Col. Sarmas? Dispatches for Col. Sarmas.”



  
“Here.” She guided Braun off to the side of the way before reading the first message. Part of her wanted to cry and the other part wanted to crow with triumph. I was right. They’re besieging Vindobona. She read further and shook herself back to professionalism. “How is the crossing at DonauPlaat?”



  
“Open, my lady Colonel,” the courier assured her. “The bridge was repaired and reinforced last year.”



  
“Thank you. We’ll camp past Barretsford and wait for further word there.”



  
“You’ll camp past Barretsford. Very good my lady Colonel.” He bowed in the saddle and rode back the way he had come. 



  
Once he had left, Elizabeth gave her orders. “Pass the word back: we’re stopping at Barretsford. There’s no room closer to DonauPlaat. I’ll send the teamsters to get us supplies tomorrow.” She rode on in silence, ignoring the men’s increasingly curious looks. Why was there no room at DonauPlaat? Because that’s where the imperial court now met and where part of the army was mustering. The rain had abated, for the moment at least, and she savored the sun’s heat, hoping it could stay in the sky long enough to bake away the chill in her bones.



  
Just before Barretsford, the ancient paving of the Lander High Road faded into the hard-packed soil of a worn dirt road. Less rain had fallen in this area, or so Lazlo and the others guessed. Elizabeth barely noticed their discussion, her mind preoccupied with plans and decisions and speculation. What to do? The descent to the ford caught her almost by surprise. The water looked safe, and she decided to ride across. Although belly deep on Braun, the water flowed smoothly and did not try to suck the horses under. The footing felt solid all the way across, and Elizabeth sent kind thoughts to the long dead Barret who had found the ford. Then they were up and turning south, away from the small town, and into a large area set aside for trade caravans to park and overnight.



  
Elizabeth and Lazlo reread the dispatches after making camp. She stuck her tongue out as she tried to put all the pieces together. The message from Aquila Starland bothered her a great deal, enough that she held it next to the lamp and looked through the paper, to see if the writer had used the dot code, but all she found was the watermark. “Well, perhaps things will become clearer in the next few days,” she decided at last. 



  
“I hope so, my lady.” Lazlo rubbed the bridge of his nose. “These suggest that we’re doomed, at least for this year,” and he held the pages out on one hand. “These suggest that we are inches from destroying the entire Turkowi army west of the Dividing Range, as far south as Scheel.” He held the other pages out, eyes closed, imitating the statue of St. Alan the Just.



  
“More likely is that things are grim but not impossible.” Which describes much of this life. “I rode from Frankonia to Starland with no more than a mule to protect my virtue and it’s still intact, so we certainly should be able to beat the Turkowi back at least as far as Esterberg. After all, defeating the Turkowi is a far less improbable feat.”



  
Lazlo almost dropped the papers. He flushed and spluttered as he sorted the pages. “My lady, such blunt talk…”



  
“Is most unladylike, Major? But I speak nothing other than the truth.”



  
“Indeed, my lady,” and he made a little turning and pointing motion with his finger, warning that someone stood behind her. 



  
She turned around and observed a courier in the colors of one of the Emperor’s personal men riding up to them, escorted by Lt. Black. “My lady Colonel?”



  
“I am here. What are his majesty’s orders?” She accepted the envelope he handed her, confirmed the seal, broke it open, and read. “I read and will obey.” She inclined in a half-bow to the courier. He saluted, turned, and rode off again to deliver other messages. She turned to Lazlo. “We’re riding into the city tomorrow. To meet with his majesty and the imperial council.”
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Major Lazlo Destefani and Countess Colonel Elizabeth von Sarmas waited for the gates of DonauPlaat to open. She’d put the feathers back on her hat and the warm morning breeze played with the white plumes, fluttering the delicate fringe. “Impressive walls,” she observed, studying the stone and masonry. 



  
“Good walls, my lady, but not if they lose control of the ridge crest.” They both looked at the small fort and walls capping the long ridge that looked down into DonauPlaat. “I wonder why the city is here and not there.”



  
“Ease of access to the river? Although,” and she twisted around in the saddle as much as she could without hurting herself, trying to see the lower ridge behind her. “There was a city on Earth, can’t remember the name, that built walls down from the high point to the port. Peer-ray-oos? I read about it in Hwing’s fortification manual. It could be done.” She straightened out again before Braun started fidgeting. 



  
“My lady, isn’t Hwing the one who went mad?”



  
She smiled. “Not exactly, although the second half of the book, what’s left of it, sounds like a fly-root dream.”



  
“That it does, my lady. I know flying fortresses existed, and that people travel between the stars, but I know it here,” he tapped his head. “This,” he pointed to his heart, “says such things are impossible.” 



  
“They are, for us, for now.” A loud groaning creak drowned out the rest of her thought. She looked back at the tall walls and the slowly opening gate. After the heavy chains ceased rattling and the complaining hinges fell silent she added, “As impossible as besieging DonauPlaat.”



  
The city guard had been warned, and let the soldiers in without more than the usual questions and confirmations. “Follow this road to the White Goose. You can’t miss it. Then turn onto Crown Street,” the guard advised. “Look for the Imperial troops at Crown and Hammer.” The royal seal opened many doors, Elizabeth observed yet again. Tradesmen and others already filled the streets, and she noted the bakers’ apprentices carrying huge trays of breads. Her stomach growled. After so long in the field and at the manor, the close walls and narrow streets felt tight, making her nervous. She looked up, watching for surprises from the windows and balconies.



  
“No, you can’t miss it,” Lazlo observed as they spotted the White Goose. The oval sign must have been two meters across, depicting a supine white goose, its gilded legs sticking up in the air, on a dark blue background. To the left was a sign with a black cat, and to the right a crown of metal hung from a small pole built into the corner of the building. “Crown Street, my lady.”



  
The road narrowed to a mere passage, then opened onto a plaza. Across the broad stone expanse they could just see a sign of a hammer inside a ring of stars. A fountain gurgled in the middle of the plaza and soldiers in the colors of the Imperial palace guard lounged at the corners, watching the servants and tradesmen coming and going. Two soldiers stood at parade rest on either side of an ornate gate just to the left of the Sign of the Hammer, and Elizabeth pointed with her colonel’s baton. Lazlo nodded and they rode across the plaza, their horses’ hooves ringing on the stone and drawing the attention of everyone in the quiet plaza.



  
“Countess Colonel Sarmas and Major Destefani reporting as ordered,” Lazlo informed the guards. One of the men reached up and Lazlo handed him their orders. The guard confirmed the seal, returned the papers, and stepped out of the way.



  
“You are clear to enter Colonel, Major. Please dismount once you are through the gateway.” He saluted. They returned the salute and rode past, through deep shadow and cool stone into another, smaller courtyard. Elizabeth spotted a mounting block and dismounted there. A servant appeared and took Braun’s reins. Lazlo joined her and they walked to the only visible door. It opened and another servant bowed them inside. “This way, please,” he intoned.



  
Elizabeth did her best not to stare at the scenes painted on the walls. One side of the hallway depicted lives of various saints. The other side sported gardens and men and women dancing and conversing, or playing games. The beautiful wooden floor needed to be re-finished, she noted, and wondered why it had not been replaced with tile or stone. Because this is not where people in boots usually walk, silly.


  
She heard voices, and the sound of metal on china, and smelled food and chokofee. Her stomach growled again and she told it to hush. The servant turned and led them into a side room, with tables along two walls. Plates of breads, fresh fruits, cheese, and other cold items covered one table. The other table had silver trays with papers on them. Several soldiers and courtiers stood around, eating or drinking. One man turned, a relieved smile spreading over his wrinkled features. “My lady Colonel! It is good to see you.”



  
“Major Wyler,” she replied, smiling in turn. But if he was here, then who was in Vindobona with the princes in charge of the city’s defense?



  
“And Major Destefani,” the old horseman nodded to Lazlo. “Have you eaten breakfast yet, my lady?”



  
“No, Major. We left camp early, in order to get through the gates before traffic overwhelmed the guards.”



  
Wyler gestured to the food. “Help yourselves, my lady. His Majesty and the others are finishing their own meal and will call us in shortly. I recommend the Cambrai cheese.”



  
She and Lazlo did not wait for a second invitation. Despite Wyler’s suggestion she stayed away from the Cambrai. Soft cheeses made her nervous, even if they were supposed to be soft. The fresh bread tasted like the fruits of paradise to Elizabeth’s starving palate. Well, she and Lazlo had earned their treat, and she savored every crumb. The hot chokofee further improved the prospects for the day. Lazlo drank his without sweetener or cream. She raised her eyebrow and intoned, “Barbarian.”



  
He looked into her creamy, sucre-laden cup and replied under his breath, “Hedonist.”



  
She didn’t tease him further. In part, she did not want to be feeding whatever rumors already circulated. And she needed to finish eating. As she devoured the last crumbs of a second roll with cheese, she noticed the careful distance some of the court officers and nobles kept from her and Lazlo, without trying to seem obvious about avoiding the smelly, dirty newcomers. Major Wyler ignored the dirt and he usually smelled faintly of horse anyway. 



  
She’d started her third cup of chokofee when a door at the side of the room, next to the paper-laden tables, opened and a servant appeared. He whispered a message to someone and disappeared again. Elizabeth took that as a hint and gulped the rest of her drink, trying not to gasp as the very hot brew burned her throat. The men began setting their cups and plates down, brushing any stray crumbs from jacket fronts. Sure enough, a second door opened and a voice called, “His imperial majesty, Rudolph II Babenburg, by Godown’s Grace Emperor of the East, Duke of the Western Marches.”



  
Everyone bowed low as Rudolph entered. The herald intoned, “His Highness Crown Prince Thomas, his grace Archduke Gerald Kazmer,” and the other royals followed Rudolph into the room. 



  
“You may rise and then be seated,” Rudolph said, sounding tired. Elizabeth waited until the others found places and discovered that there were not enough chairs, leaving her, Lazlo, Wyler, and Count Albinez standing in the back, along with some others whose names she did not recall. You can certainly identify the Babenburg line she thought as she studied the imperial siblings and sons. All shared the family leanness and dark coloring, although none were as dangerously thin as the emperor. The princes had their mother’s rounder face, while the royal dukes reminded Elizabeth of sight hounds, with sharp features, bright eyes, and an air of suppressed energy. 



  
“I have called you here to inform you of your duties and responsibilities during this crisis,” the emperor began. “As many of you know, the Turkowi annexed Sheel five years ago, with the open support of Laurence of Frankonia. It seemed they were content with their gains and with raiding as they had before. That seeming has proven false.” He coughed, a wet sounding noise that made Elizabeth’s neck-hair stand up. She’d heard that sound before. “Gerald?”



  
Archduke Gerald Kazmer took up the tale. “After being disinherited, Jan, once of Peilov, sought to regain his fortunes through service to Duke Michael of Tivolia. His grace’s nephew, Thomas Mitchell Tillson Count of Millun, the ducal heir, was declared insane last summer, and died not long after being confined for his own safety.” A murmur of disgust and surprise filled the room, and Elizabeth and Count Albinez exchanged concerned looks. Had Thomas truly gone mad, or was there something more? He had been at the age where the Tivolian family madness appeared, but still.



  
Gerald Kazmer cut through the murmurs. “Jan became heir to his grace and secretly converted to Selkow’s worship. Duke Michael turned management of the duchy to Jan and this spring Jan became duke in truth, after Michael’s death following a long illness. Duke Jan opened the gates of Tivolia to the Turkowi and requested their help in regaining his inheritance. It now appears that the Turkowi have been planning this for some time, because the main Turkowi army, roughly 50,000 men, began moving north, besieging Esterburg before Duke Jan requested their aid. He is riding with them and providing information about our defenses.”



  
A vicious growl filled the room and Elizabeth felt her fingernails digging into the palms of her hands. Quill should have hung the incompetent malingering coward at Platesford. Well, Jan was his wife’s brother, and at the time had been Count Peilov’s heir, she reminded herself. Quill must be kicking himself right now, if he can spare the time.


  
Emperor Rudolph spoke again. “The Turkowi captured Esterburg along with several smaller forts along the Donau Novi. Because of our concerns with the Frankonian threat, we did not muster the southern forces as soon as necessary, allowing High Priest Standardlord Mukara to advance this far.” The emperor’s admission of error made Elizabeth feel a slight bit better. “Duke Starland rallied and began pursuit, but the Turkowi struck Vindobona directly and have invested the city.”



  
At his father’s nod, Crown Prince Thomas explained, “Forces are mustering as we speak to break the siege and drive the Turkowi back before they can claim any imperial lands for Selkow. The last word from Archduke Lewis was that they had sufficient food for the 40,000 people within the walls, plus the soldiers, and enough weapons to keep the Turkowi out—for now.” 



  
Elizabeth ran through what she knew of breaking sieges. There were two main ways, well, three ways if you had enough troops inside the city and few enough outside it. First, the relieving force could encircle the attackers, pinning them between the city and the other army and besieging the besiegers. That worked if the relieving army had a lot of troops and the city could stand the long delay. She doubted that this applied to Vindobona, since it never stockpiled enough supplies for a siege. The second option involved a shock attack against the besiegers, hammering them against the anvil of the city and breaking the army apart. That required fewer troops and less time, but more skill and surprise. And sometimes, very rarely, the soldiers inside the city broke out and shattered the siege. I don’t think that’s going to happen this time. Vindobona is a fortified city, not a garrisoned fortress.


  
A hand came up at the front of the room. “Your highness, pardon my boldness, but if his grace is well supplied, why not wait until campaign season ends and the Turkowi leave? They can’t stay all winter, and this may be a feint, tricking us into opening the western border and allowing the Frankonians to attack us or the Poloki or our other allies.” Elizabeth groaned; Duke Midland just could not give up on the idea of the western threat. 



  
Thomas pointed over the soldiers and courtiers to the back of the room. “Countess Colonel Sarmas, you have been on the western front. What does his grace duke Grantholm say?”



  Yipes! She gulped and cleared her throat, bowing. “Your highness, I cannot speak for his grace. I can only say what I have observed and been told by his grace, and that is that no Frankonian army has been found on the empire’s western border this summer. There have been raids by mercenary cavalry in Frankonian pay,” she continued over the growing mutters and hissed whispers, “but none of his grace’s scouts or raiding parties had found General Michelet’s main army as of three weeks ago.”



  
Gerald Kazmer’s green eyes narrowed. “But you are not a disinterested source, Elizabeth von Sarmas.” The implications in his voice stung and she heard Lazlo growling.



  
“You are correct, your grace, I am not disinterested. I swore oaths to the empire and to his majesty Emperor Rudolph. I hold to those oaths.”



  
Someone snorted and a snide voice called, “What good is a woman’s oath?”



  
Major Wyler spoke up. “Godown made men and women equal but different. A woman’s oath is as binding as a man’s, and as many women, more I’d dare say, as men uphold their vows and promises. His grace Duke Grantholm and his grace Duke Starland trust Colonel Sarmas, and she has not failed them in her ten years with us. Is that not enough proof?”



  
Gerald Kazmer did not reply, but the glare he shot at Elizabeth and her supporters did not bode well for any of them. Crown Prince Thomas waved his hand, silencing the men. “If we were facing a Frankonian invasion, Col. Sarmas’ origin would be a worthy topic for discussion, However, as a woman and worshipper of Godown, she has even more interest in repelling this invasion than do most of us,” he reminded them. “Of more importance is our plan for relieving Vindobona and driving the Turkowi out of the empire.”



  At last! She saw several heads nod their agreement. 



  
The emperor began, “After much discussion with Duke Starland and the council, before we relocated to DonauPlaat, I sent Prince Alois and Archduke Arpad to request aid, heavy cavalry, from King Bogumil of Poloki. That aid may not come,” he warned, resignation fighting with irritation in his face and voice. “As you know, the nobility must vote unanimously to agree to such an action, no matter how much the Polokian king personally supports our request.”



  Which explains why the Poloki have never established an empire or managed to accomplish anything, Elizabeth snorted. I can barely imagine what would happen to the Empire if every noble had to agree on something.


  
Rudolph coughed again before continuing, “Duke Grantholm will remain in the west, with such troops as he currently has with him, should the Frankonians try and take advantage of our current difficulties. All other troops, including local reserves, will move to relieve Vindobona as soon as possible, whether or not the Poloki come to our assistance as our treaties require. The muster has begun, although I am informed that the Turkowi’s light cavalry raiders have already discovered the, shall I say, joys of dealing with the local militia in the Donau Novi uplands.” Several men and Elizabeth chuckled without mirth. Only an idiot thought free peasants, especially foresters, would let themselves be raided by anyone without an overwhelming mass of force. How many nobles had learned that the hard way over the millennia? 



  
“Countess Sarmas,” Rudolph called.



  
She bowed low. “What are your orders, your majesty?”



  
“You have the most experience fighting the Turkowi of anyone not currently in the field. You will lead the troops now mustering here at DonauPlaat south to join Aquila Starland.”



  But I can’t. I’ve never commanded that many men, I’m a woman, they won’t listen to me, I’m a foreigner, there has to be someone with more experience. Her heart seemed to stop beating as time slowed to a crawl. Help me, Godown! All at once peace and certainty flowed into her soul, driving away all fear and denial. No. This is why Godown brought me to the Empire. This is what He made me for. “I will lead the troops to Duke Starland, your majesty.” She bowed again. 



  
As she rose, she caught Gerald Kazmer staring at her with pure poison in his eyes, but he said nothing. Your brother overrode you, didn’t he? Do you want this command? No, but you do not trust me. He probably never would, she sighed, a little sad, but he was not the only one.



  
“Sarmas, Midland, Albinez, Wyler, you will find your orders there,” Rudolph pointed to the table. “Go with Godown’s blessing, as soon as you can.”



  
Gerald Kazmer sprang to his feet. “Long live Rudolph of Babenburg. Long live the Empire!” The others took up the chant and tears welled in Elizabeth’s eyes as Rudolph smiled at them. She fought for Godown and Rudolph Babenburg, no matter what anyone else might claim.



  
Rudolph dismissed them and departed with his sons, leaving Gerald Kazmer talking with a morose-looking Duke Midland. Elizabeth sent Lazlo to find their orders while she stole one last cup of still-warm chokofee and a bit of cheese. Count Albinez extended his hand. “Godown be with you, Sarmas,” he offered. “Better you than me.”



  
She swallowed and set down the cup. “Thank you, I think,” and she smiled. They’d fought together during her second summer in the Empire, and after. The brown haired, blue-eyed, round-faced count was a good man and an average officer, and knew it. “How is Lady Albinez?”



  
He wagged his hand back and forth. “Unchanged. Some days I have her, and some days,” his words trailed off and she gripped his arm, squeezing it with sympathy. His was an arranged marriage to an older woman, but he remained faithful to her even as she faded under the grip of mindwaste. “Thank you.”



  
She released him. “You’ll be in my prayers.” 



  
“I appreciate that. Godown go with you.” He turned and walked over to find his orders.



  
Lazlo returned, followed by Gerald Kazmer. “Major, you may go. Sarmas, come with me,” he ordered. Unhappy, Elizabeth followed him into a side room, probably a server’s pantry, judging by the shelves and stacked linens. “I do not care for this arrangement, Sarmas,” he hissed, eyes narrow. 



  
Well, she was not pleased with being trapped in a small space with his grace, either, but Elizabeth held her tongue and waited for him to continue.



  
“If it were not for both his majesty’s and Duke Starland’s illnesses, I would insist that you be restricted to Donatello Bend, but I have been overruled, even though much of this disaster is your fault, since you are the direct cause of Jan Peilov’s defection to the Turkowi.” 



  
Eyebrows raised, she pointed at herself. “Me? Your grace, I was not the one who fled the battlefield at Platesford, nor did I ask Count Theobald to disinherit Lord Jan.”



  
“No, but you humiliated him in front of the entire damn army and forced Aquila to dismiss Lord Jan,” he snapped. “Shut up, Sarmas. I cannot change my brother’s mind although Godown knows I’ve presented enough evidence. Know this,” he stuck his finger in her face, almost touching her nose. “If anything goes wrong, in any way, you are responsible, do you understand me? Do you?”



  
“Yes, your grace, I understand perfectly.” She kept her voice calm and respectful, not clenching her teeth or snarling back at him. He wanted her to lose her temper, and that she would not do. 



  
“Go.” He pointed to the door. She bowed as much as the confined space permitted and slid out past him, very careful not to touch or crowd him, and to keep her hands in plain sight. She felt his glare boring into the back of her head as she walked back into the salon, grabbed the last, lonely pair of rolls off the tray before the servants could take them, and hurried out, down the painted hallway and into the courtyard. She needed to relieve herself but not badly enough to linger where she most certainly was not wanted. 



  
She looked around and found Major Destafani talking to Major Wyler. “Destefani—catch,” she called, tossing him a roll. 



  
“My lady Colonel, where is your battle horse?” Wyler asked. 



  
“He’s resting, Major Wyler,” she explained. “At least, he is supposed to be resting. He is a stallion, after all.” It was an old cavalry joke, and the men within hearing distance chuckled, groaned, or frowned. 



  
“Ah. Well, good riding to you, my lady.”



  
“Thank you. I must confess, Major, I was surprised to find you here,” she admitted.



  
He nodded, expression turning grim. “Horses in a besieged city eat too much before they are eaten,” he reminded her. “The imperial war horses and stud are now on the other side of the river.” He pointed north.



  
“Ah. A wise decision. Godown be with you, Major,” and she took Braun’s reins from the hostler, checked his girth, and heaved herself into the saddle. Wyler saluted as she and Lazlo rode out of the courtyard. 
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  The Race to Vindobona


  
As they rode out of DonauPlaat under the hot late summer sun, Elizabeth wondered aloud to Major Destefani, “Have you ever wished people did not trust you quite so much?”



  
He took a very long time to respond. “My lady, I’m not quite sure that is the best description of the current situation,” he ventured, easing his horse away from her and giving her a wary look.



  
“Truly, Godown gave you the gift of understatement.” She left it at that, too busy with weaving through the road traffic streaming in and out of DonauPlaat. The Imperial court’s relocation filled the river city to the bursting point, and the arrival of so many hungry soldiers and their baggage trains did nothing to ease the strain.



  
Their camp at Barretsford seemed in order, more so than it had the day before. The first of the baggage and supply carts had caught up with them, and Capt. Will Krehbiel had begun organizing the teamsters and other support personnel. “Colonel, will any men be allowed into the village or DonauPlaat?” Lazlo asked as they dismounted. 



  
“Yes, but not today. We need to draw up a schedule and roster. I do not want more trouble than usual.” Unsupervised, bored young men, brought trouble with them wherever they went, especially in the presence of women and alcohol. “You have our orders?”



  
“Here, my lady,” and he held up the very fat package. She held out her hand and took it, automatically verifying the seals before tucking it under her arm. They walked up to the large tent where meals would be served and looked in. It was empty at the moment. She returned the papers to him.



  
“I’ll be back in a few minutes. When I am, you’re dismissed for, oh, an hour. When you return, please bring whatever maps you can scare up, and Capt. Krehbiel.” She went to the area designated for latrines and took care of business, rinsed her hands, and returned to the tent. Lazlo departed, leaving her alone for the first time since they’d left Duke Grantholm’s camp. 



  
She rested her head in her hands. Her bones ached, her hair and teeth itched, and all she wanted was a long sleep. She stared at the creamy-tan papers, not seeing them. This was what Godown wanted her to do, but how? He remained silent, giving her no signs or portents. With a hearty sigh she straightened up, broke the seals, and began reading. 



  
She read as far as the muster lists before Lazlo returned. He brought chilled tea, which she drank, and he explained, “Captain Krehbiel will be here in a few minutes, my lady. He’s sorting out rations distribution.”



  
“That’s fine.” She finished her drink, nodding as he lifted the pitcher and raised his eyebrows. “There is a good news list and a bad news list, Lazlo,” she told him as he refilled her tankard. “Which would you like first?”



  
“The bad news, my lady.” He caressed her hand as he steadied the leather tankard. 



  
“High Priest Mukara is serious. He’s brought the Turkowi’s best engineers and siege masters, along with the main forces, including light skirmishing cavalry. They have stripped Esterburg of any hint of Godown or of Tivolian presence. There are indeed 40,000 souls crammed into Vindobona, and the garrison at Geraldspont was not able to completely destroy the bridge there, although the damage was severe enough that only infantry can use the thing, at least as of four weeks ago. And if the Donau Novi stays high, it may finish the job before the Turkowi can complete their repairs. Right now they have a pontoon bridge downstream of the old one, for use by their teamsters, cavalry, and flocks.”



  
Lazlo drained his own tankard in one long pull, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “The good news, my lady?”



  
“It seems that High Priest Mukara may never have conducted a siege before. His experience, according to what we’ve learned from other sources, is infantry battle along with religion. Archduke Lewis has been able to slip people out of the northern gate twice thus far, each time bringing back provisions and some livestock. After one scare, the gunpowder is now stored out of cannon range of the Turkowi, and there have been no fires yet. And our troops south of Vindobona have been harassing the Turkowi supply lines enough that Mukara can’t bring the full weight of the army to bear on Vindobona yet.” She grinned and leaned back in the chair. “And for reasons only Godown knows, Mukara left his heavy siege guns in Tivolia.” 



  
Lazlo’s jaw dropped. “He left the siege guns in Tivolia,” he repeated.



  
She nodded, still smiling. That just might make the difference. Without heavy guns to batter down the walls or fire incendiary shot, Mukara’s engineers would have to undermine the walls, or bring siege towers up. Even as marginal as Vindobona’s outer defenses were, they’d still be a tough nut to crack. Bad weather favored the defenders in this case, so long as disease did not break out. It would, eventually. It always did. But rainwater from cisterns was safer than well water, and rain made sapping even more difficult. Especially since the closeness of the river meant that the sappers’ tunnels and trenches were already more prone to flooding by groundwater.



  
“My lady, it sounds as much of a stalemate as any siege I’ve read about or seen,” he said after some thought. “At least for the moment.”



  
“Indeed. And it explains why my books on siege warfare kept showing up in the wrong places on the shelves. Someone was borrowing them without my permission, not that I would have refused my permission had he bothered to ask.” 



  
They heard coughing and Elizabeth shifted, looking to the side. Will Krehbiel trotted up, puffing like a blacksmith’s bellows. “I’m sorry,” he panted, “my lady. Had to break up,” pant, pant, “a fight over precedence.”



  
“All the more reason to move as soon as we can.” Elizabeth pinched the bridge of her nose. “Do I need to know?” She certainly did not want to know.



  
“You might, my lady. Count Jones and his people have just ridden in, and he’s claiming precedence over Count Albinez’s people on the grounds that his sister is engaged to Duke Midland’s son. Tried to force the teamsters to deliver Albinez’s supplies here.”



  
“Right.” She glared at the tent wall. “For army supplies, they go first to those who need them, then by the commander’s time in service. For privately purchased supplies, that’s the commander’s prerogative, both to acquire and to protect.” After a moment’s thought she nodded. “Yes. That’s reasonable, and I trust you and the other quartermasters and supply specialists to know who has real needs and who’s being a nuisance or hording.” 



  
To her vast surprise, no one challenged her command right over the next few days and nights. They fussed about the roster and rotation of town visits, they screamed about supply allocations and precedence in camp, and St. Mou’s followers gave her dark looks during the commanders’ briefings, but no one overtly refused to obey or follow her. Proximity to the emperor played a major role, Elizabeth knew, since everyone assumed that someone in camp reported to one of Gerald Kazmer’s observers, and no one wanted to be hauled into DonauPlaat on treason charges during a war. The proximity of a known enemy also smoothed over the rivalries and envy: a large number of minor nobles’ families remained in Vindobona, or had fled into the city ahead of the Turkowi advance. Elizabeth doubted that the muster would be going as smoothly if they’d been fighting Frankonians instead of the Turkowi. “Laurence only wants to defeat us. Tayyip wants to kill us,” she muttered under her breath as she glared at the proposed plan of march. “Would that everyone understood the difference.”



  
Major Destefani and Captain Krehbiel both made sympathetic noises. Since she’d already had her command tent struck and packed, they and a few other officers sat at a large table under a shade tree, reviewing the preparations and the latest information from Vindobona and the surrounding area. She looked around. “Lt. Bonaventure?”



  
“Here, my lady.”



  
“Sorry I’ve been slow. What was Count Jones’s reply?”



  
The young cavalry officer looked embarrassed. “My lady, it was blunt.” He handed her a folded page. She opened the copy of the orders and read the count’s reply, written in tiny, precise letters more like those of a scriber than a nobleman. 



  
“Red ink? Oh, of course,” she thought aloud—red for St. Mou. “That decides it, then. Thank you, Matt,” she told Bonaventure. “Unless you prefer to remain in liaison with Count Jones and Col. Brody, you may return to your earlier duties. I appreciate your assistance.” She made a little note on the page in front of her and smiled, “You’ve done well with a delicate assignment.”



  
He sagged a little, relief clear to everyone around him. “Thank you, my lady. I believe I will return to my unit.” 



  
She’d thought he would. “Very well. Leave your courier’s badge and satchel with Lt. Brown and you are dismissed.” He bowed, handed the items over to Pete Brown and wasted no time hurrying off in the direction of the main encampment.



  
Elizabeth added a note about finding a new courier officer to her growing list. She’d also make a formal note of commendation for Bonaventure. It was too bad he’d not volunteered to remain her link to Jones and Brody, she thought. He’d been one of the few who could work with St. Mou’s followers without causing offense. It’s bad enough that they follow St. Mou, but their prickly tempers make it much, much worse. She pulled Jones’s response closer and scrawled a note of her own, in black, along the other margin. “Kilo for kilo, I wonder if the army uses more ink or camp bread?”



  
Captain Krehbiel, shaking out cramped fingers, opined, “Ink, my lady. We keep using it outside of campaign season, unlike camp bread.”



  
“An excellent point, Will.” She sat back. “Gentlemen, Count Jones has graciously decided to act as point for the army, and Col. Brody will be traveling with him as a reinforcement. They will depart tomorrow mid-day, after the first group of teamsters, and the rest of us will move out at dawn the following morning, Godown willing. Will, no changes to their supplies, so they do not need additional support wagons. Should there be complaints, I will be pleased to speak with the good count or colonel in person.” A few coughs and barely-concealed smiles met her words. Using their patron saint as an excuse to malinger had won neither man any favor with the other officers. Despite her training to respect all saints, Elizabeth’s regard for St. Mou, never high, was plunging rapidly thanks to the behavior of his followers.



  
Lazlo waved the page he’d just finished writing, drying the ink. “My lady,” he said, a thoughtful look in his eyes, “does it strike you as perhaps a touch worrisome that our greatest difficulty has been with those gentlemen? Are things going too well?”



  
Several men made surreptitious warding off signs. Elizabeth considered the question as she wiped the tip of her pen, cleaning it. “Not yet, Lazlo. If the weather turns cool and sunny, with light breezes from the south, and the Poloki ride up tomorrow as a messenger arrives from Vindobona with the news that a pox has broken out in the Turkowi camp, then we need to worry that things are going too well.” Quiet laughter rose from around the table, and she noticed a few of the men passing by smiled at her sally. 



  
Several minutes later, as Elizabeth finished the last revisions to the order of march, she heard a mild commotion. “What news?” someone called. Another voice demanded, “Will they or won’t they?” Several of the most junior officers at the long table huddled together, whispering frantically about something while glancing furtively towards the source of the excitement. Elizabeth set down her pen and folded her hands in her lap, waiting.



  
An imperial courier walked up, rolling slightly from side-to-side as he walked. Two days of bristle covered his face and mud spattered his legs up to mid-thigh. His eyes looked sunken, another sign of his exhaustion. “Colonel Sarmas?”



  
She got to her feet. “I’m Col. Sarmas.” 



  
“News and orders, my lor, my lady,” he caught himself. He unbuckled the strap across his chest and handed her two full pouches. His grunt warned her and she caught the heavy leather sacks, setting them down before she dropped them. One clinked, and she wondered who had sent currency, and why. 



  
“Be seated. Black, get this man a drink. Has you horse been seen to?”



  
He sagged onto the empty stool across from her. “Yes, my lady. I changed in DonauPlaat, when I left the Imperial messages.” Black slid a tankard full of something to the man, who sipped it. “Thank you, sir.”



  
“What news?” Elizabeth asked, once the courier had caught his breath.



  
“The Poloki will come. That’s the most of it, my lady.” He took another drink and wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “And the rivers are rising. It must be storming to the west, my lady, because the Donau Novi, the Kilmartin, the Maar, all are rising. The bridge at Kremsfield, downstream of here?” She nodded. “Shaking like a leaf when I came over, my lady. I don’t trust it. DonauPlaat’s the only safe crossing right now.”



  Which means the damaged bridge downstream of Geraldspont will collapse and take the Turkowi pontoon bridge with it, perhaps. That could be good or bad. It could also mean that the rain would move east, and make travel even slower than usual. And it funneled everything through DonauPlaat, and if anything happened here… She shrugged. Godown controlled the weather. It was not her job, thanks be. “Good to know. Thank you.”



  
As she opened the heavier pouch, Lazlo asked the courier, “What rumors have you heard recently?”



  
The bag held papers and a fat, heavy pouch with a lock on it. Elizabeth set the pouch on her lap, careful to keep it from making noise. She opened the second dispatch bag and found more papers, a small cloth-wrapped book, and an envelope. As she’d guessed, the envelope seemed to have a hard, paper-wrapped object in it. She ignored it for the moment and listened to the courier with one ear as she unwrapped the book.



  
“Nothing important, sir. One rumor claims that the rinderpest came from Frankonian agents or from followers of some saint I’ve never heard of before, supposedly to force people back to Lander technology instead of using oxen and horses.” 



  
The men all made rude or disgusted noises and Elizabeth snorted, “That’s beyond foolish. Even if the rumor is true, we don’t know what fuel drove the Lander vehicles, we don’t know how to make paths for them to travel on, and we barely know what some of them looked like.”



  
The courier shrugged. “I don’t know anything ‘bout the Landers, my lady, but I know rinderpest comes with long wet spells like they had last year. For the other rumors, one says that Vindobona has already fallen and been overrun, and the light raiders north and west of the city are really Turkowi cavalry ahead of the main army. Other folks say no, the garrison at Vindobona broke out already and they’re pushing south, or massacred the entire Turkowi army, or Duke Starland beat ‘em into submission and is chasing them out of Tivolia already. Oh, you’ll like this one, my lady, there’s a rumor that his grace converted the high priest to worship Godown and they are going to overturn Tayyip and the old high priest will become Rajtan in place of Tayyip and will swear allegiance to his majesty.”



  
“Would that it might happen,” Elizabeth replied as the courier finished his drink. “More likely, if Mukara does capture Vindobona, Tayyip will find a way to replace him, or the reverse.” The Turkowi were infidels but they were also human, or so she kept reminding herself. There was such a thing as being too successful in war, especially if your overlord was the nervous type.



  
Lazlo had a few more questions, mostly about road conditions, and Elizabeth turned her attention back to the dispatches and orders. One contained a report from Archduke Lewis and she read it avidly. The troops in the city had fought off the closest run yet, an attempt to drain the moat-canal on the south side of the city, but the Turkowi sappers refused to quit. A few cases of bloody flux had appeared in the city, and Lewis had put food and fuel rationing in place. He thought that if they trimmed the civilian rations the city had enough food to continue fighting for three and a half weeks, perhaps longer, barring fire, pestilence, or flood, but they needed help soon. 



  Lewis, we’ll be underway tomorrow. Two weeks, Godown willing, you have to hold out for two more weeks. She would not change her plans this late, but she would tell the others that as of a week and two days ago, Vindobona remained free. She skimmed over the other messages and, not finding any that required a reply, dismissed the courier. 



  
That afternoon she rode through the different units’ camps, calling the men together and giving them the news herself. Each visit followed the same pattern, more or less. First she complimented their officers and sergeants, and then began her short speech. “As you know, we’re riding out the morning after next. We will meet the infantry en route. The Poloki Army will join us. Yes,” she met as many eyes as she could, “King Bogumil is bringing his army to fight alongside us. He sent word before they left Lvarna.” Several times cheers broke out at the news. Once they died down, she continued, “And his grace Archduke Lewis and the garrison at Vindobona have held off the Turkowi. Vindobona still stands, despite everything High Priest Mukara has tried. We will be the hammer to shatter the Turkowi, breaking them against the anvil of Vindobona’s walls. You will stop the Rajtan’s plans, and with the help of Godown and the Poloki, we will drive them back, licking their wounds east of the mountains.



  
“They thought they could scare us into surrender, but they are sorely mistaken,” she called. “You will show them just what fear is, and you will be able to tell your sons and grandsons just how you won that golden cup and silver plate standing above your fire.”



  
Cheers started, followed by chants of “Long live Rudolph, long live the Empire.” She acknowledged the cheers and rode on. At each camp, except those of Col. Brody and Count Jones, she repeated the message and encouragement, trying to hearten the men. They did not need much from her. The prospect of the loot rumored to be in the Turkowi camp inspired more enthusiasm than her fancy words could. But she needed to see the men, and they needed to see her, and they’d believe the news if it came from her instead of by camp rumor. Except for Jones and Brody, and she sent messages to them, including copies of Archduke Lewis’s letter.



  
Public speaking drained her and she sagged in the saddle, exhausted, by the time she got back to her tent. To her surprise she saw a large cauldron on a slow fire not far from the door flap, and some of her clothing draped on a line and flapping in the afternoon breeze. Her undergarments, a pair of breeches, and two shimmies hung behind a discreet wall of well-beaten blankets, out of sight of the men moving around the camp. “What’s going on?”



  
Lazlo appeared from inside the tent as she dismounted. A sturdy-looking woman followed him and curtsied to Elizabeth. Lazlo, sounding helpless, explained, “His highness Prince Thomas sent his compliments and some of his wife’s staff, my lady. Far be it from me to argue with either the crown prince or with women armed with laundry bats.” He winked at her.



  
“My lady, beggin’ your pardon,” the washer woman began, hands planted on hips, “but your bath water’s getting cold and we need the water to do your heavy things with.”



  
Elizabeth’s face burned and she glared at Lazlo, who spread his hands and shook his head, utterly innocent. “Since you can’t guard my possessions, at least you can deal with Braun and come back to guard my virtue.” He took Braun’s reins and winked again. She almost swatted him on the rump for his cheek. 



  
She did not trust luck to keep people from barging in on her, and she washed in record time. She scrubbed until her skin stung. Her head needed special attention and only after the second dose with resin soap did she feel confident that her hair was truly clean. As threatened, the laundress hauled off the water as soon as Elizabeth stepped out of the “bath” tub and moments later she heard a loud “splash” and the sound of cloth being battered and scrubbed. The Donatello contingent had been forced to leave the laundrymen and other staff behind when the Donatello cavalry left Duke Grantholm’s camp, and she’d been too busy to send her clothes out to the local washing women once they reached Barretsford. She’d also had some doubts about everything coming back, since her petticoats and blouses fetched more in the market stalls than the men’s shirts and breeches did. 



  
She dried off with a bit of old, mostly clean towel, pulled on a long shirt, and then began drying her head. As she rubbed, she noticed the sliver of light from the tent flap growing wider, and she cursed, then ducked behind a stack of bedding piled up on one of the pay chests. Someone, their arms full of her clothing, eased into the tent, pulling the flap shut behind them. As he came closer, she realized it was Lazlo. “Before you panic, my love,” he whispered, setting the pile onto her cot, “the washerwomen seem to believe that I am one of those who are incapable of harming any woman’s virtue. I saw no need to disabuse them of that belief.” 



  
She emerged from behind the pile, still clutching the towel, and caught his inquiring and appreciative look. After a glance at the front of his trousers, she warned, “I, on the other hand, am not convinced of that inability.” Elizabeth took a few steps closer and found herself in a very tight embrace. “Love, someone might walk in.” But she dropped the towel and began fumbling with his belt buckle as she spoke.



  
“Cavalry are known for our fast charges, are we not?” He grinned, before kissing her and using one hand to help with the buttons on his trousers as the other hand lifted her shirttails. 



  
Not long after, as he helped her dress, she informed him, “Next time it’s my turn to surprise you after your bath.” 



  
He caressed her firm, muscular rump through the fabric of her breeches, lips on the back of her neck. “I believe that I shall be able to rise to the occasion,” he assured her. Then he twitched the soiled toweling, and the small pile of bedding the laundresses had missed, up and carried them out, along with a pile of letters she’d written earlier and that had not been collected by the day’s messenger. She finished dressing and tied open the tent flaps, then rolled up a panel on the opposite side to let the breeze flow through. 



  
The laundress returned with more of Elizabeth’s clothes, which she added to the stack on the cot. “My lady, your uniforms will be dry this evening.”



  
“Thank you,” Elizabeth said. “How much do I owe?” 



  
Affronted, the sturdy woman shook her head. “Nothin’ my lady. His highness paid us out of his own pocket, he did. Said he owed you for a slight.” The woman patted her clog against the tent floor. “No disrespect to his highness, but a man his age should know better than to comment on the look of a woman’s clothes, ‘specially if she’s nobility.”



  
Elizabeth turned her surprise into a cough. “Thank you for your work, and I shall tell his highness that I am most grateful for his generosity. Do you and your women need transportation back to DonauPlaat?”



  
“No, thank ye, my lady. We’ve our own goat carts for the cauldrons and kit, and yer Jennaman got some troops to load the heavy gear.” She curtsied and bustled out, leaving a very amused Elizabeth wondering what was going to hit her next. And who had suggested to the women that Lazlo..? And far more important, did this mean there was a split in the royal family, between the crown prince and his uncle? It seemed to. That could be good or very bad. After chewing over the thought, Elizabeth shrugged and set to work drafting her final pre-departure report to his majesty.



  
Two days later any worries about things going too well washed away in the cold rain that drenched the soldiers riding southeast from Barretsford and DonauPlaat. It started just after midnight, quenching the cooking fires, soaking the sentries, and turning the remudas into mucky morasses of mud and manure. Elizabeth took it to be a good omen: if things were miserable now, they could only improve. It helped her mood that they were taking an old river road with good, solid footing. The way ran along the top of what had once been a flood control wall, wide enough for five horses abreast. The men, many yawning despite supposedly having gotten plenty of rest the previous nights, stayed quiet. Elizabeth reviewed her plans and recent events as they rode, turning over in her mind the meaning of the heavy pouch now tucked into one of her saddlebags. As she’d guessed, the envelope had contained a key and instructions to give both to Duke Aquila Starland. The bag’s contents did not feel like coins, but she suspected that someone had added padding to the inside to further conceal whatever the leather pouch held.



  
She found the answer to her questions after four more days’ hard riding. A guide met them on the road ten kilometers from Melkin, a small village near an old religious foundation and river castle. “My lady colonel, his grace Duke Starland sends his greetings. Because of the large number of troops gathering, you need to follow me to your assigned area.” The rider looked around and added, “and tell your men not to attack the Magvi riders. They follow Godown, not Selkow.”



  
“Very good.” She passed the word back, sending Lazlo with the message to make absolutely certain that everyone knew. She wanted to ask what had brought the Magvi so far north, and how they’d gotten around the Turkowi to join Duke Starland, but kept her questions to herself. 



  
The messenger led them at a fast walk. “You have a dry camp, my lady, both high and a kilometer from the closest spring. His grace thinks that you’ll not mind the inconvenience.”



  
“Not the way the river has been rising, I don’t.” The Donau Novi had passed the first flood lines the day before, even though the rain had stopped a day earlier. The steep slopes limited most of the farming along this part of the river to orchards and vineyards on the hills, with a little produce and some dairy cattle pastured on terraces cut into some slopes. Not easily flooded, or at least, not anymore, she thought with a touch of grim humor. How many times did people have to lose their crops before they moved out of the river meadows? “Did his grace say how long we’d be here?”



  
“Not long, my lady. I’d say one or two days at most. The Poloki have crossed the Donau Novi and are two days behind you.”



  
Her jaw dropped and she stared at the messenger. “By Godown and St. Michael, that’s almost unbelievable.”



  
He raised his right hand as if giving his oath. “I heard the message read to his grace with my own ears, my lady, and saw the imperial seal with my own eyes.”



  
Her mood rose on wings like a hunting bird rising to the sun. Thank you, holy Godown, blessed one, lord of life and mercy. Thank you, guardian of the defenseless, protector of the innocent. She shook herself out of her joy—they still had to break the siege and drive the Turkowi out of the empire. This was only the first step, with many more to follow.



  
What remained of her joy died that evening when she and Lazlo answered the summons to the command tent and saw Duke Aquila Starland. He’d lost weight and his eyes looked yellow. His grip, when he squeezed Elizabeth’s shoulder, felt weaker. “Godown be praised, I’m glad to see you,” he told her. Quill’s voice sounded thinner than she remembered, but still hearty.



  
“And you, your grace. I was sent with this,” and she handed him the pouch and envelope with the key. He took them and set them aside, then sat. He waved her and Lazlo into seats.



  
“And what mischief has the Destefani baby been up to?” Quill’s eyes twinkled and he winked as he waited for her answer. 



  
Elizabeth and Lazlo exchanged a glance. “Your grace may assure Kemal that I have taken our father’s desires to heart,” Lazlo replied, straight-faced. Elizabeth admired his aplomb.



  
“Indeed?” 



  
Lazlo nodded. “Indeed, your grace.”



  
 Quill snorted and gave Lazlo a sideways look. “It is always wise for a son to listen to his father. Would that mine did the same.” 



  
A new voice protested, “My lord father, had I taken that advice, we would have no horses, mules, or sheep left.” Lord Matthew Starland walked out of the shadowy corner of the tent, carrying a steaming mug. He handed it to his father, who wrinkled his beak of a nose and then drank.



  
“And if I’d taken all of my mother’s advice, Lord Matthew, your grace, well, I’d be the laughingstock of every bawdy house on this continent,” Elizabeth sallied. The men stared at her, then laughed, as she’d hoped they would. 



  
“To business,” Quill Starland said, once he’d recovered from the coughs following the laughter. “And this goes no farther than these tent walls. Do you swear?”



  
Elizabeth raised her hand, “I swear.” The others followed suit.



  
“I cannot be certain that I will be able to command the relief force for much longer. I’ve dodged that damn summer fever for over fifty years now, but it caught me at last and I do not have a death wish, despite the tales you might hear.” He reached under his seat and pulled out a long, dark, battered wooden box with brass fittings and a silver filigree pattern around the hasp. “Sarmas, take this.” 



  
The box felt heavier than it looked. Puzzled, Elizabeth stroked the silky finish. 



  
“Open it,” he commanded. As she slid the hasp out of the latch and lifted the metal, a horrible suspicion began forming in her mind. One glimpse of the rich blue velvet lining confirmed her fears and she started shaking her head. He rumbled, “Yes, you can do it and you will do it, Elizabeth von Sarmas, great-granddaughter of the Ironhand.”



  
She stared at the marshal’s baton. Longer and heavier than her colonel’s baton, the black polished wood felt cool as she brushed it with shaking fingers. Instead of brass, silver and gilded silver capped the ends, held in place by bands of black iron. “Your grace, I… if anyone, this should be Lord Matthew’s.” She looked up to see Matthew shaking his head.



  
Quill frowned and snapped, “You can do it and you will, Sarmas. Matthew and I have talked. If I am not able to continue, Godown forbid, you have the breadth of knowledge that Matthew does not yet possess. And you are known by everyone.”



  
Matthew Starland took up the argument. “Elizabeth, I’m honored that you defer to me, but there’s this: you’ve fought in the west and lead Donatello and Peilovna troops. The western lords know of me but they don’t know me like they know and trust you. That will change in the near future, Godown willing, I assure you,” and the others smiled at his fervor and heat, “but for now you are the known quantity. And you know Archduke Lewis better than anyone.”



  
“Almost anyone” Quill corrected, a quick, unreadable expression flashing across his lined face. 



  
“Anyone currently outside the walls of Vindobona,” Matthew clarified, missing his father’s meaning. “And I’m going to have my hands full keeping my brother-in-law’s troops in some semblance of order once they meet the Magvi.” He shook his head again. “Take the baton, Elizabeth, and if Godown wills you can give it back to my lord father at Vindobona. After you polish the silver fittings.”



  
She tipped her head to the side and narrowed her eyes, glaring at the younger Starland. “Lord Matthew, do you have any idea how much I loathe polishing silver? Especially silver with detailed designs and in contact with other materials? Sister Amalthea, Godown give her peace, used polishing the chapel silver as a penance when I failed to reach her standards of comportment and devotion. I would rather do an all-night vigil at midwinter on my bare knees than polish silver,” she declared, closing the wooden case with a firm snap and latching it again.



  
The men chuckled. Lazlo ventured, “Your grace, not to be forward, but what are Magvi horsemen doing here? I’ve never heard of them coming north of Tivolia, let alone fighting alongside Imperial troops.” 



  
Contempt dripping from his words, the duke explained, “They are trying to kill Duke Jan,” and Quill spat. “And Godown and St. Michael give them grace. He handed their trading land over to the Turkowi even before Michael Tillson died and is trying to force them to convert to Selkow’s worship. Oh, and you’ll appreciate this, Elizabeth. Laurence is paying Jan’s army.” She stared at him, mouth open again, dumbstruck. “Not officially, of course, but his agents made an enormous gift to the new Duke of Tivolia on the happy occasion of his accession. The Magvi captured some of the Frankonian agents’ correspondence before coming north in search of the traitor.”



  
She wanted to throw up. She clamped a hand over her mouth, tears of anger welled up in her eyes, and she shook in her seat. Lazlo set the baton case down, got up and stood behind her, resting his hands on her shoulders. Without thinking she put one icy hand on his and he took it. The warmth helped her regain her composure.



  
“No wonder,” she swallowed hard. “No wonder his grace Archduke Gerald Kazmer is so worried about me.” The grip on her hand tightened, then relaxed and Lazlo returned to his seat, keeping the marshal’s baton.



  
“But we’re not.” Quill leaned forward and took her hand. “We’ll talk more later, Elizabeth, but you are dismissed for now. Go with my blessing, young lady, and with my trust.” 
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  7


  Hammer Strikes Anvil


  
The assault on the Turkowi Army came as sweet relief after three days of meetings, diplomacy, compromises, and shuttling back and forth between encampments. More than once Elizabeth wanted to take Aquila’s baton and use it to bash sense into seemingly-solid heads. Fortunately for international relations, Major Destefani rose to the occasion, remaining calm and finding ways to soothe short tempers and over-large egos. His steadiness gave Elizabeth a way to keep herself from invoking Godown’s wrath on the Imperial forces—although she remained sorely tempted.



  
She drank a cup of hot tea without noticing it and crunched through a slab of camp bread, intent on tying up the last loose ends in the plan for the Donatello Bend soldiers, based on the latest news. The infantry, led by now-Captain Hans Sparli, had arrived two days before the cavalry and were rested, eager, and ready to fight so they could go home for harvest. Because of their slow speed, Aquila Starland had ordered the infantry to move out first, marching into position in the rugged hills west of Vindobona. They did not have to fight their way in or worry too much about being seen if they took the usual precautions: the Turkowi cavalry gave the hills a wide berth, having lost a goodly number of their comrades to the flails, scythes, and muskets of the angry farmers and herdsmen living in the uplands. A few engineering specialists had already departed, sneaking down the river to try and mine what had been the small bridge across the Donau Novi just south of Vindobona. The Turkowi engineers had enlarged it, allowing them to bring more supplies over. 



  
“My Lady Colonel?” Capt. Sparli called.



  
Elizabeth tidied her paper pile, stuffed it into a bag, and stalked out of her tent to find Capt. Sparli and Maj. Destefani, and Ricardo, waiting. She hooked her bag to Ricardo’s saddle, walked around him to make certain he’s not managed to injure himself, and tugged on his girth before stepping onto an empty box and then into the saddle. Destefani rode ahead of her and Sparli followed, both on solid, steady geldings. To add confusion to chaos, the Magvi and Poloki rode mares as well as studs and geldings, with predictable results if the Imperial horses smelled a mare in heat. “I wonder if mares and stallions have ever caused international incidents,” she thought aloud. 



  
“Probably, my lady colonel,” Sparli grunted. The horses did not care for the “whoosh” of collapsing tents and rattle of ox-chains as the first units prepared to break camp, sidling and rolling their eyes more than once. But that was all, and the trio rode to Starland’s camp without any equine surprises. A quick glance showed that none of the others had ridden mares to the meeting, and the Donatello party relaxed a little as they walked into the command tent.



  
Even with the sides removed, Starland’s command tent felt crowded. Crown Prince Imre Sobieski stood beside Matthew Starland. The pale blond Poloki prince frowned as the dark-haired Starland gestured to something on the table in front of them. A grim man with grey-shot red hair and a white and black beard studied everyone from under a dark hat brim. He wore a yellow vest and eye-searing green trousers that made Elizabeth lust over the dye. That would be the war-chief of the Magvi riders, Drago Karleskoo. Beside her, Hans Sparli growled deep in his chest and Elizabeth caught his hand as he reached for his sword. “No, he’s not Turkowi,” she hissed. “The Magvi wear yellow but worship Godown, Captain. Stand down.”



  
His look of pure hatred would have terrified her ten years before. Now she kept a tight grip on Sparli’s arm until he looked away and nodded, taking his hand off his weapon. 



  
The other nobles and one unfamiliar colonel nodded to Elizabeth before returning to the center of attention. An enormous map, one of the largest she’d seen, hung from two of the tent poles behind Matthew Starland and Prince Imre. It depicted the crownlands around Vindobona as far as Melkin. More artistic than precise, the map showed the major fortifications, streams, and highest hills, along with imaginary creatures including a woman with a fish tail and bare breasts who cavorted in the Donau Novi. What the map did not show was that the ridges grew sharper and higher as one rode south, until the final slope dropped into the plain around Vindobona. Nor had anyone drawn in the Turkowi positions. 



  
Elizabeth and her men took their places not far from Imre and Matthew. Duke Starland appeared moments later, and the nobles and soldiers bowed or saluted as the old warrior took his seat. “Thank you. You may rise.” He seemed to meet everyone’s eyes as he looked at the thirty or more soldiers filling the tent to overflowing. “There are no changes to your orders, your highness, war-chief, gentlemen. The infantry and light artillery depart this afternoon and will make a cold camp in the Zarstrom Valley. Cavalry, you go out before dawn tomorrow morning. We are going to roll down on them like Godown’s thunder. Before anyone asks,” he raised his hand; “I have no new word from his grace Archduke Lewis or the garrison in Vindobona. The outer bastion on the north side of the city, near the palace quarter, suffered a major breach that endangered the wall in that section, but the wall stood and the attack was repelled, according to the last word I had.”



  
He stopped to let the news sink in. Elizabeth felt pain in her hands and wrists and realized that she’d clenched her fists so tightly that the muscles were cramping. She relaxed with deliberate effort. The Turkowi had not breached the walls. 



  
“To remind you of your positions,” Quill began again, standing up and walking over to the map. He pointed to the center of the last ridge between the hills and Vindobona. “Your highness, your soldiers will be here, so you have the clearest line of advance.” Imre did not seem happy, Elizabeth thought, and he gave a very curt nod. Starland pointed to the northeastern end of the ridge. “Kornholt, here,” he moved west, “Albinez,” and west again, “Eulenberg and I’m not listening to any more complaints. Speak to his majesty if you wish.” Count Arnold Eulenberg, as happy as Prince Imre, folded his arms but did not protest.



  
Starland turned to the western end of the northern ridge. “Jones and Brody here. War-chief Karleskoo, your riders have a direct line to where the traitor’s camp is supposed to be, and may Godown grant you what you desire.” 



  
The war-chief replied, his accent so thick that Elizabeth almost could not understand him. “Koot, yahr Krayce. Kodown kive us winks.”



  
Starland looked around until he found Elizabeth. “Sarmas, your infantry units here, between the Magvi and the Poloki. Your cavalry will be in reserve. And Lord Matthew will be riding with the Poloki as a guide on your flank, Sarmas.” She nodded. The duke turned to the entire group. “Godown forbid, but should anything happen to me, command falls to Countess Sarmas, then Lord Matthew, then his highness Prince Imre.” Since Starland had already spoken to each man privately, the only mutters of complaint came from Jones and Brody, but they did no more than mutter and glare at Elizabeth. 



  
“You have your assignments, you have the signals, and you know what we have to do. Godown be with you and we will celebrate the victory in St. Gerald’s cathedral, Godown willing. Remember that in all likelihood the garrison will not sally and join the attack. If anyone but the Magvi captures the traitor, hold him and turn him over to the Magvi. No ransom on that creature, and they have first claim on his head and the rest of him. And do not let your men loot until the battle is won.” Quill met everyone’s eyes until each commander nodded. “Too many opportunities have been lost to early looting and this will not be one of them. The High Priest has thrown everything he has into this battle and we cannot let him regroup and counterattack.



  
“Godown and St. Gerald be with us and I’ll see you at the Zarstrom. You are dismissed except Sarmas—Sarmas, stay for a moment.”



  
The officers departed, forming small clusters as they discussed their assignments and reconfirmed signals and positions. Elizabeth waited until all the others had departed before joining Crown Prince Imre, the war-chief and the lords Starland at the map. Quill sagged back into his chair. His eyes seemed to have sunk farther into his skull and Elizabeth shivered. Quill ignored her. “War-chief, this is Colonel Countess Elizabeth von Sarmas, the daughter and granddaughter of notable warriors. She has led men in battle for the past ten years.”



  
Drago Karleskoo walked around Elizabeth, reminding her of a horse or cattle buyer. “Have you lost, Countess Sarmas?” He demanded.



  
“Yes. I have been defeated but not yet routed, War-chief.”



  
“Yet. That is good. And blooded?”



  
Matthew Starland stepped up, “She’s been blooded several times.”



  
“Good. We fight beside her.” Satisfied, the southern warrior returned to stand beside Prince Imre. 



  
Aquila Starland seemed amused. “Is there a problem, Major Destefani?”



  
Elizabeth glanced over her shoulder to see Lazlo looking like thunder, frowning, jaw tight. He grated, “No, your grace.”



  Oh Godown help me. I do not have time to mediate between Imperials and fight the Turkowi too! She glanced up at the ceiling for inspiration. 



  
Quill’s eyes narrowed. “Countess Sarmas, come with me,” he grunted, getting to his feet and limping out of the tent. He led her to a small stand of trees that had escaped the woodcutters’ axes. There he turned to her and pointed at her. “What is going on with Major Destefani?”



  
“He is overprotective at times, your grace. I will speak to him and ensure that there are no problems.” 



  
“There’s more than that, Sarmas. Tell me,” he interrupted, demanding an answer she did not want to give him. She hesitated and he snarled, “Tell me.” 



  
She gulped. “We are married.”



  
“Damn it!” He slammed his hand into one of the trees. The heat in his anger made her step back a pace. He hissed, “You had no call to ruin his future, woman.”



  
Torn between bursting into tears and apologizing, or exploding with anger, Elizabeth chose cold anger. “Your grace, Lazlo Destefani asked me to marry him. I did not importune him nor did I encourage his interests in any way. I did not know he was courting me until the day that his grace proposed to Lady Ann. Major Destefani is of age to make his own decision, as am I.”



  
“Damn it.” Starland locked eyes with her. She gulped, frightened by the rage flaming in the old man’s eyes, but refused to back down. He snarled, “You are dismissed. Nothing changes.”



  
She saluted, turned and strode away, hiding her pain and disappointment with Quill’s reaction. “Nothing,” she snapped at Capt. Sparli and Maj. Destefani before either could ask. They did not press for information, perhaps because Godown and everyone on the planet could see the steam rising from her ears. She longed to ride straight into the Turkowi camp and saber as many as she could reach, just to release her anger.



  
She banked that fire and held it for the next days. Elizabeth reviewed the attack plans once more, making a note to keep Lazlo on the eastern portion of the line, away from the Magvi. She spoke with Hans Sparli and his men before they marched out, cautioning the soldiers from Peilovna, where Lord Jan had once been the estate heir, that, “Jan is fighting alongside the Turkowi. The Magvi have first claim on his life. If you capture him, do not kill him unless you have no choice, but give him to the Magvi instead.” 



  
A hand waved and a man called out, “My lady colonel, does Lord Theobald know?”



  
“Not as far as I’ve been told, and given his health, he will not know until after we relieve Vindobona and finish harvest.”



  
Another man replied, “Good, my lady. The bastard’s been more trouble than he’s worth.”



  I’m inclined to agree with you, she thought. “To repeat, Jan belongs to the Magvi, no matter your personal claims to him. Godown be with you.” She rode off, returning to her headquarters and a mug of salibark tea.



  
Lazlo and the others eyed the mug with concern. “My lady, is that safe,” Lt. Matt Bonaventure asked.



  
“I will drink no more of this until after the battle, I assure you,” she told them. “I know better.” But nothing else short of grain smut would deal with the throbbing headache that her confrontation with Aquila Starland had caused. She drank the sharp, sour brew and wrinkled her nose at the familiar bitter aftertaste. Godown made it taste foul to keep people from abusing the stuff, she’d long ago decided. 



  
“There are no changes to our earlier orders. In the event that his grace’s special orders come into force, Maj. Destefani, you will take over command of the Donatello and Peilovna troops.” Lord Matthew would become her second-in-command, since he knew all of Quill’s couriers and staff much better than she did. “If you find Jan, once of Peilov, alive, try to keep him that way and turn him over to the Magvi. If you find his body, turn that over to the Magvi. If you have to kill him to prevent him being recaptured by the Turkowi, do it and give the head to the Magvi if you can, or make a note where you left the body, again, if you can. I don’t want anyone dying over a corpse,” she added. The men agreed with her, judging from the nods.



  
“My lady, what about spoils?” Lt. Brown sounded eager, but then he had a sister to help dower.



  
“One quarter, plus any Turkowi banners and the Rajtan’s standard, belongs to the Imperial treasury,” she reminded them. “Of the rest, it will be divided in shares, as is customary.”



  
They reviewed everything one last time. Lazlo tapped the map. “Are Counts Kornholt or Albinez going to try and cut off the Turkowi retreat over the bridge?”



  
“Not that I know of. His grace does not want to trap the Turkowi too soon. We’re trying to defeat them, not inspire them to rally.” She smiled a little, trying to take the sting out of her words. Lazlo did not know about the attempt underway to mine the bridge and Quill had not given her permission to tell him.



  
Lazlo gritted his teeth before dipping his head. She looked around. “Any further questions? I think we’ve plowed this ground until the furrows are four meters deep by now.” The men chuckled despite rising nerves. “Good. Go get some rest, see to your men, and don’t forget to remind them that there will be additional clergy at the sunset liturgy should anyone want to obtain a special blessing or private confession.”



  
She slept well that night, almost too well, because the private assigned to be her night guard had to shake her awake. “My lady,” he urged. “My lady, wake up.”



  
“Mgrf?” She shook her head, trying to clear the night fuzz. “Thank you,” she croaked. Elizabeth felt under her cot until she found her boots and her spare pair of clean socks. Good socks always made her feel better, and she suspected that by the end of the day she’d need all the energy she could get. She pulled the socks on, dragged on her boots, and levered herself off of the cot. Two of the support troops had the cot stripped almost before she could get away from it. Another soldier handed her a tankard of chokofee. She drank it as she brushed her short hair, secured a cap of unbleached linen onto her head, and began pulling on her padded gambeson. The steel paudrons, chest and back plates, and gorget went on top of the quilted, shirt-like gambeson. She secured her sword belt around her waist and clipped her saber and saddle-knife to their hooks. 



  
She picked up her helmet, colonel’s baton, and gauntlets, and walked out of the tent. Lazlo had stowed the marshal’s baton and her pistols in her war saddle already. He held Ricardo as she gave the stallion one last inspection. Capt. Krehbiel knelt and offered her his hands. She stepped into them and he boosted her into the war saddle. Once in the seat, it would take something like a lance blow or cannon shot to dislodge her. She locked her saber into its saddle loops, fastened the strap on her helmet, and took the reins from Lazlo. “Thank you, Captain. We’ll see you at Vindobona.”



  
“Good riding, my lady, and Godown bless,” he replied, saluting and stepping out of the way.



  
They met no Turkowi on the ride to the Zarstrom Valley. Neither did they find any of the farmers or foresters who lived there. Elizabeth searched for signs of chimney or campfire smoke, but saw none. The few huts and farmsteads they rode past looked empty. The fences leaned in places, and in a few cases the charred, doorless walls told the tale of Turkowi raids. The passage of the infantry the day before no doubt encouraged everyone to flee for cover and to hide or carry off their portable valuables and food. Yard fowl scattered out of the road at one point, scaring Ricardo. “You are useless,” Elizabeth scolded him. 



  
They reached the narrow, lush Zarstrom Valley just at sunset. The now-uneven rows of leaning vine-poles warned that someone had already stripped the vineyards of any ripe grapes. Someone had even grubbed the vegetables and herbs out of the garden behind the charred house, she noticed. No one could forage like hungry soldiers could, she sighed again. They could be as bad as a glitterwing swarm. Not that she expected any better from commoners. Elizabeth patted Ricardo’s neck and turned her attention back to where it should have been. 



  
Ahead of the soldiers, the high, rugged back of the Vindobona ridge loomed up against the darkening eastern sky, and a glitter of moonlight flickered on the waters of a small stream. The Imperials settled in for a short, uncomfortable night as blood-biters whined in the still night air. After feeding Ricardo a bag of grain, Elizabeth put a grazing muzzle on him before tethering him out in an empty pasture. She found an almost-soft pile of pine needles and slept there, listening to the surprising quiet of the tens of thousands of men huddled in the darkness. One lone fire gleamed, then died as the smudged white stripe of the Foamy River rose over the ridge. She glanced north, to the motionless Herdsman’s Star glittering red through a gap in the tree top, then closed her eyes and sank into dreamless sleep. 



  
Before dawn the next morning, as soon as they could discern the first hint of false dawn, the Imperial army began climbing the back of the ridge. Ricardo huffed and puffed, unused to the steep terrain. The cavalry horses labored their way through the brush and farm terraces until they reached the crest of the ridge. Elizabeth drew her binoculars out and studied the land ahead of them. Vineyards and a few steep valleys cut the gentle slope, but then nothing stood between the armies except a low, long hill.



  
She watched the campfires flickering, red and yellow dots on the still-shadowed ground stretching to Vindobona. “Sweet Godown, that’s enormous,” she breathed. After another long look she stowed the binoculars. Once the men worked their way down the slope, the units would reform at the little hill, Godown willing, for the final attack. She raised her arm and swept it down and forward, urging Ricardo as she did. 



  
It was slow going, picking their way between vineyards and through the gullies. The Poloki seemed to fall behind and she wondered if they’d gotten into trouble. The smaller Magvi horses wove more easily around and through the obstacles in their path. Trying to maintain any hint of surprise that they could, the men kept as quiet as possible. Elizabeth concentrated on dodging trees and looking for the thin strips of wood and wires stretching across the slope of the vineyards. At least in her section, the Turkowi had chopped down the grapes, making the descent a touch less dangerous for horse and rider. She wanted to go faster. The rising sun already cast long shadows from the tents and ridge ahead of them. The sun’s light part-blinded the riders, and the watchers in the Turkowi camp would have to see the flash of metal and the long stream of riders and men descending towards the Vindobona plains. She prayed for speed and Turkowi blindness. 



  
Ricardo stumbled, almost throwing her over his head as he tripped on the edge of a ditch. “Easy,” she whispered, working to help him keep his balance and get to his feet. He snorted, scrambled, and then lurched into a bone-shaking trot. The men beside her matched her pace and they swept up onto the low rise. The sleepy guard barely had time to scream before someone sabered him. Two other Turkowi dropped their spears and surrendered but a fourth, hidden by the guards’ house, climbed up to the roof and began sounding a warning horn. Four loud “blat, blaat” calls rang through the air. Then he died. Elizabeth stopped, waiting for the rest of the cavalry to catch up. 



  
“Make way,” a rough voice called, “make way,” and Major Destefani led a trumpeter-messenger and Matthew Starland up to her position. “Good thing you have those feathers so we can see you, my lady,” Lazlo called, then got out of the way.



  
“His grace, sends his greetings and gives you command,” the messenger told her.



  
“Horse fell on him. Don’t stop the attack,” Matthew panted. 



  
Elizabeth pulled the marshal’s baton out of her saddlebag. At that moment, the wood and metal rod weighed as much as the entire world. Elizabeth tucked it into her belt and drew her binoculars, standing in the stirrups and sweeping the lines to either side of her. Everyone seemed more or less in position, and she sat back down. “Destefani, assume command of the Peilovna and Donatello cavalry.” He saluted and drew his saber, turning his horse and riding back to take her usual position in line with the reserves. Godown, guide us all, she prayed. She pulled the baton back out of her belt, raised it, and yelled, “For Godown and St. Gerald, charge!” The messenger sounded the trumpet call.



  
The men swept down on the Turkowi camp, yelling, sabers flashing. Behind them the infantry swarmed forward, musket rows between pike squares in a bristling checkerboard. If all worked as Duke Starland had planned, the infantry lines would converge into a solid block of concentrated fire aimed at the heart of the Turkowi lines and protected by pike, while the cavalry harassed and blocked the Turkowi cavalry. Elizabeth wanted to ride in with the others. Instead, she stayed on the hill, trying to keep track of the attack. The first puffs of gunpowder appeared in the still morning air. Quill’s plan had counted on the usual west wind starting not long after sunrise, pushing the smoke back into the Turkowi lines but helping the Imperials. Matthew Starland rose in his stirrups, staring into the rising sun. A few deep booms sounded, someone firing larger cannon. Horses screamed, a gap opened in the line near Count Albinez’ position, but men closed ranks, filling the gap. The lines of men and animals rolled forward, starting to stagger as the units encountered resistance. The Poloki seemed to have the most trouble. Harder resistance or rough ground? She pulled out the binoculars and peered that way. A concentrated burst of white smoke showed the problem, but the Poloki pushed on. 



  
“Damn, I hoped they’d not learned countermarch yet,” Elizabeth hissed. She studied the line again, careful to avoid looking into the still-low sun. Motion to the southeast caught her eye and she turned Ricardo as a messenger galloped up. 



  
“Duke Starland?”



  
Elizabeth raised the baton so he could see it. “I’m in command. What news?”



  
He didn’t blink. “My lady, we’ve found Frankonians. Count Jones asks what to do.”



  
“Capture them if you can, otherwise kill them. They are enemy combatants. Don’t take chances.” 



  
“Capture if can, kill otherwise, yes my lady.” He wrenched his panting horse around. The beast tossed foam from its head as it scrambled, then surged into a canter. She watched the messenger for a moment and then returned her attention to the battlefield. The Imperial banners continued advancing, pushing farther and farther into the Turkowi camps, closer and closer to the walls of Vindobona. Now she could see puffs of smoke up high, from the city guns. It’s going too well, she realized. Why are the Turkowi falling back so quickly? This has to be a trap.


  
Another messenger cantered up. “My lady, Count Eulenberg sends his greetings. He’s hit heavy resistance.” She looked that way but the acrid powder smoke hid the lines. 



  
She hesitated, watching the lines. Something nudged her, some memory, and a line from Clausewitz floated up. “Courier,” she barked.



  
“My lady?”



  
She threw her die, her heart cracking as she ordered, “Tell Major Destefani to take the Donatello reserve and go to Eulenberg. Starland, stay here for now. Courier, tell Destefani that as soon as he gets a breakthrough, he’s to drive as hard as he can, and send a messenger once he reaches the walls.” She had a hunch that she’d found the schwerpunkt. If they could break it, the Turkowi would snap instead of rallying.



  
“My lady,” the messenger saluted, and followed the courier. A few minutes later the Donatello cavalry loped off behind them. 



  Please Godown may I be right, please holy Godown. Please keep him safe, please. With a hideous effort of will Elizabeth shut aside the pain in her heart and turned her attention to the bridge south of Vindobona, battered but still standing. A few splashes in the water beside it showed the efforts of Vindobona’s gunners, but the structure lay just out of their range. She guessed why and smiled. “Smart. He shifted his guns.”



  
“My lady?” Starland asked.



  
“Nothing.” She felt a soft, cool touch on the back of her neck, brushing the tiny gap between the collar of her backplate and the base of her helmet. Could it be? A banner shifted oh so slightly beside her, almost venturing to wave. “Ah,” she smiled more broadly. The first wisp of wind caressed her cheek before hurrying eastwards. Soon smoke piled up ahead of the Imperial troops, pushed back into the Turkowi’s eyes. 



  
She watched, waiting, praying, issuing orders as necessary. Three hours after the initial attack, she heard and felt the atmosphere change. The faint sound of a distant, deep roar washed across the long plains ahead of the reserves and command staff. There, beyond the city, a blood red flag appeared, and another. The Poloki had cut through on the river side, breaking the encirclement!



  
Matthew Starland scanned the field, focusing on the western gate of the city. “My Lady, we need to call back the cavalry! The Turkowi are rallying.”



  
Elizabeth von Sarmas shook her head. “No, Starland, not yet. We’ve pushed them almost to the river. Just wait. Trust Prince Imre’s judgment.” She lowered her binoculars and studied the sprawl of carnage and chaos lapping against the walls of the city, and bared her teeth in terrible, almost unholy, ferocious joy. You are a fool, Lauri. I trust you realize that? No, His Gracious Majesty Laurence the Fifth, by Grace of Godown King of Frankonia, monarch of the western empire, would never allow himself to admit that perhaps he had made an error of judgment in supporting the Turkowi. 



  
She heard a horse puffing and blowing, and turned to see Lazlo Destefani riding up the back of the hill. Starland shifted his mount sideways, allowing the other officer to stop even with Elizabeth. “We reached the walls! Count Eulenberg sends his thanks and released us to return in case we’re needed elsewhere. And, my lady, I do believe that, barring the unforeseen, King Laurence is going to regret shipping all that gold overland,” Major Destefani observed, panting, before taking a long drink from his saddle flask. He slapped his gelding’s crest with his free hand. 



  
“Indeed, Major, indeed.” Elizabeth raised the binoculars to her eyes again, studying the scene with her now-methodical pattern. “The Poloki and the Magvi certainly compliment his majesty’s infantry.”



  
Leather creaked as Starland shifted, rising in the stirrups to get a better look at something. “They do. In fact,” he stopped. A dull, rippling boom rolled towards the watchers as a dirty cloud burst up from the Donau Novi bridge. Even from their vantage point, they could see chunks of wood and stone flying up and then back down, splashing into the fast-running water. 



  
Lazlo gasped, “Was that planned?”



  
Elizabeth smiled, not lowering her binoculars. “Yes. King Laurence is going to be very unhappy. High Priest Mukara, Standardbearer of Selkow, may be even unhappier. And unless something truly unprecedented happens in the next hour, Tayyip the Invincible could well share their unhappiness.”



  
As she watched the closest end of the bridge, individual splashes appeared in the water as Turkowi soldiers tried to swim for safety in the fast, flooded river. She shook her head, smiling. “May Godown have mercy on you,” she warned, “because I’m not going to.”



  
As the battle turned into a rout, Elizabeth stowed her binoculars and kneed Ricardo, turning him to the north. “Lord Starland, stay here until you are certain that the High Priest has not pulled a miracle out from under his veil. Major, come with me. Let’s see if his grace the Archduke is at home.” And if I do not see the looting, then I do not know about it, she laughed inside her mind. Her men and the residents of Vindobona had more than earned the right to “liberate” the Selkowaki portable treasury. Lauri, you truly are a fool. I’ve been waiting ten years for this day. Condemn me to death by convent, would you? Godown be praised for your stubbornness.


  
Elizabeth, Lazlo, and a small guard trotted down the hill, turning a little north. They found the first dead Turkowi four kilometers from the walls and slowed, picking their way between clumps of dead bodies and collapsed tents. Moans and faint screams rose from some of the badly wounded Turkowi and Imperials. The smell of human and animal waste filled the air and she fought the urge to flee. Her usual post-battle nausea began to sour her stomach and she swallowed hard. No, she scolded herself. Not anymore. You can’t throw up in a corner yet. A few civilians appeared, staying well clear of the riders. The thin, ragged men carried knives and bags, and a few of the soldiers made sounds of disgust.



  
“Would you rather listen to Turkowi screams all night?” She snapped, irritated.



  
“No, my lady, but,” he subsided as the others glared at him. He looked young, unused to the misery of the battlefield.



  
Soon they came into the trenches, the lines dug for the sappers and the troops closer to the walls, within range of Archduke Lewis’s guns. More dead, some blasted to pieces, littered the muddy-bottomed ditches. The riders advanced with care, weaving their way between the trenches to reach the mostly-undamaged road.



  
They stopped at the edge of the Lander road. “Shit and damnation,” one of the men cursed with awe. The outer bastion wall sported a large hole, only part-refilled with rubble and timber cribbing. Bloated bodies and fly-covered body parts lay at the foot of the bastion, in the deep trench of the dry moat. A classic, textbook model for a zig-zag trench led back, away from the dry moat and into the Turkowi camp. Broken weapons lay here and there amid the rubble. The inner bastion, also damaged, looked better, but she could see where the city wall had suffered. A deep crack traced up from the foundations almost the full height of the grey stones, unneeded proof of the city’s near loss. Cold washed down her back and she shivered before making the sign of St. Gerald’s bridge.



  
They rode on, into a stream of civilian men pouring out to loot and scavenge. “Make way,” some of the soldiers called, pushing the cheering mass apart. “Make way for Colonel Sarmas.”



  
A familiar, irritated, voice called over the crowd, “About time you got here, Sarmas. You’ll be late to your own wedding,” Archduke Lewis grinned down from the wall above the battered gate. 



  
She and Lazlo burst into laughter. When she recovered, Elizabeth called up, “You’d better have left me some pfeaches. I warned you never, ever to touch those trees, your grace.”



  
“Woman, if that’s all you can bother to think about, Duke Starland is going to get an earful from my dear wife,” he called back. Now that she could see him, Elizabeth had to blink. Hunger and stress had tempered him, paring Lewis until he looked exactly like Emperor Rudolph’s dirty, scruffy twin. Lewis turned and said something to the soldier beside him, then disappeared. Elizabeth and the others waited and he reappeared, this time at the base of the wall. The growing crowd parted ahead of him and people cheered. 



  
“Welcome to Vindobona, Countess Sarmas,” he said, smiling up at her. “And you’re still late.” He reached up and they shook gauntleted hands.



  
After a few quick words, she left Lewis and rode out, back through the detritus of slaughter. Fighting continued near the river, and she sent word to Starland the Younger to go help with the clean up. She and her men took their time riding over the battlefield, watching for a surprise counterattack and wary of traps in the Turkowi camp. Momentarily confused by the chaotic mess, she turned to Lazlo, asking, “Major, where was Mukara?” They’d reached the remains of someone’s little garden manor and she stopped and looked around at the rich tapestries, brass and copper cookware, and ornate tents littering the ground.



  
“As I recall, his standard was here, my lady.” Lazlo peered around, looking back over his shoulder at their hill, then facing forward again. The soldiers exchanged puzzled glances as they took in the debris and he continued, “But there’s no sign of fighting here.” No bodies, no broken weapons, just a few dead Turkowi in what Elizabeth took to be servants’ clothes, all with saber cuts on their backs and heads as if cut down in flight. He gave a little headshake. “My lady, I think, Mukara bolted.”



  
“I think so too, Major.” As they rode a little farther, a foot soldier in Jones colors waved, catching their attention. 



  
“My lady Colonel!” The officers stopped and waited. Four infantrymen approached, three with muskets at their shoulders. The fourth carried an ornate, golden standard on a two-meter-long silvered pole. “My lady, we claim the reward.” Duke Starland had promised a hundred gold thalers to the men who captured the Rajtan’s standard.



  
“And you shall have it,” she assured them. “Well done, men. Guard your find carefully. His majesty will be very pleased.”



  
By early evening they knew without a doubt that they’d routed the Turkowi Army, although High Priest Mukara had managed to get across the river and escape. The Poloki claimed the lion’s share of the glory, according to rumor. Elizabeth concentrated on getting the army back into a semblance of order and making absolutely certain that the Frankonian gold and the Turkowi treasure remained intact and under guard until Emperor Rudolph could get the crown’s share. Although Lewis offered her a place in Donatello House, Elizabeth chose to camp back on the little ridge, above a stream. She’d read enough to know very well what the inside of the city would be like, and she’d just as soon not see it before she had to.



  
That night, when she finally had time to think, Elizabeth realized that something was wrong with her. She did not hurt, and had not for several weeks. That’s strange. Did I just miss it? Not very likely, not given her problems. And although stress could suppress a woman’s time, that never happened to her. She began counting days back. It had been almost nine weeks since she’d had her cycle. Her hand went to her belly as she looked at the tally. It couldn’t be, but it had to. Six weeks had passed since the night the storm hit Grantholm’s camp. Delight and sheer terror flashed through her, leaving her shaking. I’m pregnant, she thought. Oh no. That explained why she felt so good, why she’d not had any cramps or spasms. But now what?



  
“Stop that,” she scolded, drawing a curious look from one of the soldiers helping set up her field camp. “Ugh,” she waved a hand in front of her face, as if shooing away gnats and bloodbiters. He returned to his task, curiosity satisfied. Stress and hunger could also throw off a woman’s cycles, Elizabeth reminded herself, even if they had not affected her that way before. And she still had a month or two before she began showing, if she were indeed pregnant. She shoved her joy, excitement, pride, and fear aside. Pregnant or not she had a war to wage, and a meeting with his grace Duke Starland, his leg propped up and strapped to two bracing rods.



  
“It is a clean break,” he assured her. “Damn hole. Horse stepped square into it, flipped with me in the saddle, smashed my leg against a rock. Broke his neck, too, along with his leg.” Starland was lucky to be alive and they both knew it.



  
She nodded. “What are your orders, your grace?” He’d been briefed on the situation already.



  
He held up two calloused fingers. “Two days. Take two days to gather the dead and wounded, and find horses, and pursue. Drive the bastards as far as you can before it snows, Sarmas.” He leaned forward as best he could. “I want Esterburg.” He pounded the table beside his bed, knocking over a nearly empty pitcher of beer. “Get Esterburg if you can. Without that, they can’t hurt us as badly next season, can’t get the guns up the river. Keep Mukara running.”



  How? She asked silently. I need more details, Quill. Which units, how many men, how? Her mouth dried up as she realized what he’d just done. “Ah, the baton?”



  
“Get me Esterburg,” he repeated, enunciating clearly enough for everyone in the tent in Mukara’s former campsite to understand.



  
“I’ll do my best,” she promised, bowing.



  
    [image: -]
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  To Cross a Bridge


  
“I’m glad the screaming has stopped,” someone commented around a mouthful of sausage and bread. Elizabeth, chewing, nodded her agreement. The intermittent wails had made trying to plan and write difficult. Other sounds would drown them out for a little while, or they’d fade, and then start up again during a quiet moment, jarring her nerves.



  
“I must admit, I’m surprised he lasted two days,” acting Colonel Ivan Williams said.



  So am I. Maybe the Turkowi toughened him up? Or the Magvi are just that good? She really, truly did not want to know. She’d turned down an invitation to watch and participate, pleading other duties. Not that he deserved much better, given what he’d permitted the Turkowi to do in Tivolia, but she’d rather the Magvi’d just executed him, hanging, drawing, and quartering, or something similar. Well, Magvi judicial procedure was the least of her worries, not with an army to chase, a fortress to capture, and a diplomatic nightmare billowing up behind her like a storm off the mountains.



  
The day after the battle, Duke Starland ordered Matthew, Elizabeth, Prince Imre, and the War-chief to ride together at the head of the next day’s formal procession from the western gate of Vindobona to St. Gerald’s Cathedral, for the service of thanks. Instead, Crown Prince Imre and half his Poloki horsemen rode in ahead of the others by an hour, accepting the thanks of the citizens of the city and presenting several of the Turkowi military banners and some gold to the Archbishop. “Don’t you realize what he’s done?” Lewis had fumed after the service. “He’s made the people think that the Poloki and not Rudolph broke the siege! His Majesty will be furious with him, and with us for letting this happen.” He’d glared at Matthew Starland, who’d spread his hands and shrugged. Imre outranked Matthew, even though he was Matthew’s brother-in-law. And because Imre had seen no need to tell anyone else of his plans, once the Imperials realized what the Poloki Crown Prince was doing, they could not have stopped him short of using force, which would have been far worse than a diplomatic incident. War-chief Drago Karleskoo felt slighted as well, but he’d taken his anger out on Jan, or so rumor had it.



  
Lewis had sent a letter of protest to Rudolph and planned to send one to King Bogumil. Elizabeth, who needed the Poloki to keep fighting, wanted to dunk Lewis into a horse trough until he saw either sense or stars, whichever came first. Matthew Starland retreated to the safer semi-anonymity of acting as a courier for Elizabeth and his father.



  
Elizabeth shook herself back to the problem at hand. She swallowed the last of her breakfast and drained her new chokofee cup, a heavy silver one liberated from Mukara’s kitchen. “Finish eating while I talk, gentlemen,” she told the nobles and officers gathered at her tent. “The last report we have, three days old, claims that the bridge at Geraldspont is still passable. My plan, based on that, is as follows. Col. Williams, you and Count Jones will stay here until his majesty and the court return, as a guard force and to ensure that any Turkowi stragglers do not try something stupid.” She nodded to the round-faced, straw-haired colonel. “And to guard the spoils. I’d hate to lead a weak-souled person into temptation.”



  
Col. Williams, standing in for the late Col. Brody, nodded his agreement. Another follower of St. Mou, he and Count Jones seemed to get along, and this kept both of them out of Elizabeth’s hair. Since the Geraldspont Bridge and Esterburg included Lander-built material in their walls and piers, not having the count and colonel’s troops with her formed less of a problem than trying to get St. Mou’s followers across the river without using the bridge.



  
“Now that his more pressing business is taken care of, War-chief Karleskoo and the Magvi wish to return home before the snow flies. Karleskoo will stay with us as far as Geraldspont, then continue south along the Donau Novi on the west side.” She drew a map in the air. “They’ve promised to make as much mess and noise as the rest of the army combined, and will also sweep out any Turkowi on their side of the river. We will cross at Geraldspont, cut inland away from the river, and swing down on Esterburg before either Mukara or additional supplies can get to it.”



  
Count Eulenberg shook his head. “We can’t move that fast, Sarmas. Not and carry enough supplies.”



  
“That’s why we will bring our artillery and enough to get us across the river, but no more. I’ve sent the first supply wagons ahead, to start caching food and fodder. Once we cross the river, we’ll forage. The Turkowi have not raided that far from the river, as best anyone can tell, which is another reason to move away from the stream. We can move faster, have more food available, and I’m hoping Mukara will take the Magvi for the main army and try to stop them, not us.” She waited as the officers considered her plan, then she added almost as an afterthought, “and the Turkowi payroll is in Esterburg. With a small garrison.”



  
That news sparked an intense whispered discussion. She waited patiently for the talk to finish. She hated asking men who’d been on campaign since early summer to push on into the fall and possibly winter, if it came to a siege. And it well could. Esterberg had not fallen easily to Mukara’s forces. The Turkowi had savaged the city and garrison, then stripped every trace of Godown and the Tivolians out, while rebuilding the walls as best and as quickly as they could. They would not be eager to surrender their key to attacking the Empire.



  
“My lady,” Lazlo asked, “You said that you’ve already sent teamsters ahead?” 



  
She smiled, since he already knew the answer. “Yes, Major. We have to secure the river as far as possible, and to patrol for Turkowi survivors, so it made sense to send out teamsters with supplies. They will leave them with the mayors and estate managers. The patrols will have food and it will not have to come from the farmers and estates.” Winning friends for Emperor Rudolph and the Babenburgs seemed wise, after the depredations Rudolph had “allowed” to happen, or so rumor had it. “I assume the civilians will borrow some of the food, but I don’t intend on our leaving it unused long enough to become an irresistible temptation.”



  
After more mutters and discussion, Count Kornholt nodded. “That sounds workable. But no farther than Esterburg?”



  
“Correct, no farther than Esterburg.”



  
Albinez wiped his mouth. “Then we’ll start organizing to move day after tomorrow. Same order of march as before?”



  
“Yes, except the Poloki will be acting as a semi-independent command once we cross the Donau Novi.” Some of the men, notably Count Albinez, looked disappointed, but the others smiled and one or two relaxed tight shoulders and slumped a little in their chairs, relieved. She was inclined to agree with them. “Oh, and Count Irwin Kossuth and his men will be joining us once we cross the river. He was fighting off a ferengrazzia, as you know, but is now in a position to join us.”



  
“What’s his share?” Albinez demanded.



  
Lazlo jumped to the rescue. “One half of the general share, my lord.”



  
“That’s fair.” Albinez grunted. He sat back and sipped from his now-refilled chokofee. Elizabeth pointed to her empty cup and the servant hurried over, whispered an apology and refilled it. Elizabeth added a generous spoon of sucre before trying to drink the very dark brew. Even so, it threatened to curl what remained of her hair.



  
“Are you going to meet with Duke Starland before we go?” Lazlo asked that night. They were finishing up the latest round of letters and dispatches, many of which were polite refusals to attend victory feasts and celebrations. 



  
“I don’t know.” Quill’s furious reaction to the news of their marriage still hurt Elizabeth very much. “I suppose I should, just to reconfirm his official agreement to my retaining field command.” She was still carrying out his orders, after all, when it came down to it. She set down her pen, capped the inkbottle, and looked around, lifting papers and scooting back to try and find something. “Where did I put my seal kit?”



  
“You put it back in the field desk,” Lazlo reminded her. He got up and fetched the light brown wooden box from the portable desk and brought it to the table. He also brought a lamp closer, and took off the chimney so she could light the candle. Lazlo rubbed her shoulders, then kissed the back of her neck before returning to his seat.



  
Elizabeth wanted to kiss him. Her whole body wanted him, more now than she could ever remember. Every little bit of her craved him, and she could feel herself already responding to his touch, blood surging, heart speeding. But they dared not, not here. And she wanted to tell him her news, about the life inside her, but she could not. Not until the campaign ended. By then it would be nearly impossible for her uniforms to hide her condition. As she began sealing the various official and personal letters, Lazlo observed, “You are marrying Matthew Starland.”



  
She almost dropped the burning wax stick. “I’m what?”



  
“That is the latest rumor: that Emperor is going to order Matthew to set his fiancée aside and marry you.”



  
Elizabeth recovered from her shock and kept working. “Lord Matthew is charming,” she dripped wax, “rich,” she pressed the seal into the blob and, “and talented,” another drip, another stamp of the seal. “With a good eye for horses and an excellent sense of ambush and irregular tactics, and a knack for diplomacy,” she listed, dripping wax and sealing each letter in time with her words. “But I do not wish to marry him. We’d end up living in separate castles and only see eachother during campaigns.” Nor do I want to deal with his father.


  
“And if his majesty orders you to?”



  
“Then I’ll go south and fight alongside the Magvi.”



  
A mischievous smile bloomed on Lazlo’s face. “My lady, I’d love to see you on horse back wearing trousers and a vest.” She caught his implied, “and nothing else.”



  
She raised one eyebrow and ordered her body to settle down. You’re not helping here, Lazlo. “I don’t think I’d stay on horseback very long, dressed like that.” 



  
“No. All rumors and legends to the contrary, there are some things one cannot do while riding. Shaving comes to mind, among others.” 



  
She blew out the wax stick. “Do you have any more papers or documents for me?”



  
“No, my lady.”



  
Elizabeth smiled, caressing his hand as she reached across the table to corral the papers and ink. “Then you are dismissed. Thank you for your assistance, Major, and good night.”



  
He gave her a wistful look and she nodded very slightly as he stood to go. “Good night, my lady.” He bowed, then departed.
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The river saved her from meeting with Aquila Starland. Word arrived the next morning that it had started rising again at DonauPlaat and more rain seemed likely. “We can’t wait,” she told the others. “Infantry, cavalry, all start tomorrow at dawn.”



  
Two weeks of hard effort later they reached the bridges at Geraldspont. Both the damaged Lander-built bridge and the Turkowi pontoon bridge seemed intact, according to the spies who had ridden ahead of the main army. The Turkowi held the wooded hills above the bridges, as well as the bridges themselves, but no trace of Mukara and his army had been found on the west side of the Donau Novi. The cavalry had also outrun the infantry and artillery. Should she wait for them? Elizabeth peered at the map.



  
“Time is not our friend,” she decided. She called the counts and colonels in at noon, along with Crown Prince Imre and War-chief Karleskoo. “Your highness, War-chief, gentlemen, we attack as soon as everyone has rested and watered their horses. Neither time nor surprise will be on our side otherwise, and I do not want to lose what Godown appears to have so generously given us.



  
“War-chief, I would like you and your men to lead our attack by taking the Turkowi positions on the hill. Since you will be staying west of the river, you will be able to take your time securing this side.” She added silently, and searching for any loot, pay, or livestock the troops here have hidden away.



  
Karleskoo grunted, “Good.” He’d let it be known that he preferred to fight for glory and loot, now that the Magvi had taken their revenge. Sitting in water-filled holes for three months trying to starve the enemy out of a comfortable fortress did not appeal to them, even with the promise of loot if the Imperials won. They’d stay until the infantry caught up with them and then continue on to their homes.



  
“Our attack will come down the river road as soon as the Magvi gain the hill.” She raised a hand as four people took breaths to start protesting. “Yes, they are expecting to be attacked from the road. We can’t ride over the hill and attack that way. I talked with Lieutenants Taloe and Bonaventure, and some of the teamsters who’ve also been in this area before. The slope’s too steep, and the trees have been cut, leaving all sorts of stump and slash. If any of your men want to make a ‘forlorn hope’ over the hill, they can, but I for one do not care to imitate Duke Starland, at least not in that fashion.” Eulenberg and Imre muttered but did not challenge her.  



  
“Eulenberg, you and Kornholt will lead the charge against the forces at the old bridge. Don’t stop once you get this end cleared,” she warned. “I want you across and wreaking havoc before the Turkowi realize what hit them.” Theirs would be the greatest risk, but also the greatest glory if they survived. If the spies were right, Eulenberg and Kornholt should have minimal difficulty.



  
“How close behind me will you be?” Kornholt inquired.



  
“I’ll be with his Highness,” she nodded to Imre. “We’re coming five minutes behind you. His troops will finish securing this end of the old bridge, then cross and support you as you grab the pontoon bridge. I’ll be taking this end of the pontoon bridge. The reason being, if the Turkowi have mined one of the bridges I suspect it will be the pontoon bridge, since that one can carry the heavier loads, and destroying the pontoons and ropes takes less work than trying to blow up the piers of the old bridge.”



  
Eulenberg seemed satisfied with that. Prince Imre frowned and stroked his short brown beard. “And if the pontoon bridge is mined, Sarmas?”



  
She chuckled without humor. “Then you’ll get to see if Donatello horses fly as well as Archduke Lewis claims they do. I have my doubts, but don’t tell him that.”



  
Count Albinez winced. “Sarmas, that’s not funny. I saw the sea raiders mine the wall at Pierburg.”



  
“No, it’s not funny, not now. And you’ll be the follow-up and mop up, as well as reserve. Once we secure both ends of the bridges, we’ll camp until the infantry reaches the bridges, then we’ll start for Esterburg.”



  
The afternoon had turned misty and cloudy by the time everyone fed and watered their horses, checked weapons and reported to their NCOs and officers. Elizabeth met with the war-chief one last time. They clasped forearms. “Godown be with you, and thank you for your assistance,” she said. “We will help you regain your land from Selkow, I give you my word.”



  
He smiled, revealing the crooked teeth hiding behind his thick black and white beard. “Then I will see you again, Elizabeth von Sarmas, warrior and daughter of warriors. Perhaps my son will need a wife by then.”



  
They released each other and Karleskoo mounted his light, high-strung mare, turning her without using the reins and leading his men into the woods. Elizabeth watched them go. Then Lazlo gave her a lift as she mounted Ricardo. Imre Sobieski shook his head. “You should not need help, Sarmas.”



  
“I do not need it, your highness. I prefer it.” 



  
His expression darkened and he growled something she couldn’t quite hear. Then he stalked away to where another Poloki held his stallion and swung into the saddle with easy grace that made Elizabeth sigh with envy. Lazlo, now mounted, rode up beside her and watched Imre riding back to take his position at the rear of the group. “His highness will be pleased to fight on his own.”



  
She settled her saber and confirmed that she could reach both pistols without having to stretch. “Indeed, Major. His highness prefers not to deal with the complications of, what’s the word?” She thought for a moment, then sounded out the unfamiliar word, “Coalition warfare, I believe it is called.”



  
“So-ah lit-ion?” Lazlo repeated. “I’ll have to remember that, my lady.”



  
The bulk of the cavalry approached as close as they could without alerting the Turkowi to their presence. The bridges sat on one of the few wide places on this side of the river. Here the hills dropped almost straight down into the Donau Novi, leaving at best a kilometer of passable ground for roads and bridges. But at Geraldspont the west bank opened out, providing almost two kilometers of ground between the woods and the water. The eastern side of the fast-flowing river boasted water meadows and two gentle terraces before the hills, lower than on the west, began again. For that reason, the town sat on the east and only a small guard post covered the western edge, depending on the guns on the hilltop to protect the bridges. The Imperials had managed to carry off or spike the guns when they retreated, Godown be praised, and the Turkowi had burned, looted, and all-but leveled the town. They’d not replaced the guns, or so her spies swore. 



  
They heard gunshots, then faint, hair curling screams and yells. “Eulenberg, Kornholt, go,” she barked, backing Ricardo out of the way as the horses began thundering past. A courier followed the first wave, and the others began advancing at the walk. Five terribly long minutes later, as gunshots grew fainter and the battle cries quieter, the courier galloped back. “They’re across,” he called.



  
“Your highness?” She bowed in the saddle. Imre snapped his helmet visor down and kicked his big bay charger into a canter, saber drawn. The men behind him carried lances as well as pistols and other weapons. As soon as the last red-clad Poloki rushed past, Elizabeth and Lazlo nudged their mounts. Ricardo needed no encouragement and he lurched into a canter. 



  
They swept up the road and around the last curve, plunging into the heart of the fighting. Elizabeth drew her saber and before Lazlo could stop her she rode straight for the guards on the pontoon bridge, ignoring the fighting around the Lander bridge and at the guards’ shelters. “Godown!” she screamed, “Godown and Babenburg!” Ricardo called as well and she caught the first guard still raising his musket. She swept her saber down, almost cutting his head off, and continued past onto the pontoon bridge. Ricardo’s hoofs beat a hollow rhythm as they cantered across the soft, floating surface. She heard bullets go past. “Ping,” a bullet hit her shoulder armor. She could see Kornholt’s men fighting with the guards at the eastern end. Three of the Turkowi knelt, aiming muskets at her. “Godown and Babenburg,” she called again, riding straight for them.  



  
At the last instant Ricardo swerved hard to the left and she pushed him into a jump, cutting across the edge of the bridge and landing on the bank. She heard a horse scream behind her and hoped it wasn’t Lazlo’s. Then Ricardo was turning and she urged him back into the fray, slashing at the Turkowi soldiers. She counted for two more before forcing herself out of the battle, riding clear so she could see more. 



  
The land climbed just a little on the eastern end of the bridges and she pushed Ricardo up the slope, then stopped. Albinez and his men seemed to have the western side secure, and the flashes of bright color among the riders told her that the Magvi had descended from the hill to help. Now the fighting concentrated at the eastern end of the bridges, more so around the pontoon bridge, as she’d suspected. Several Poloki rode past her, joining the fight at the pontoon bridge. All at once the surviving Turkowi, trapped, tried to surrender but the Imperials and Poloki showed no mercy. They couldn’t really, and no one wanted to wake up with a slit throat when a prisoner got free. A riderless Turkowi horse trotted up to Ricardo and Elizabeth managed to catch the beast.  



  
It was good that she had. Lazlo, very much worse for wear, his armor dented at the shoulder and his arm dripping blood, limped up to her not long after. He saluted and sat down where he stood. “I hate firearms.”



  
Prince Imre, also battered, stalked up, grabbed the Turkowi horse’s reins from Elizabeth, and mounted, returning to the battle. Another Imperial soldier came out of the battle, his horse limping, and joined Elizabeth. Soon a Donatello soldier found them, and another, and the Imperials reformed. A man from Peilovna rode up and saluted. “My lady, we captured their remuda intact.”



  
“Very well done!” Lazlo used Ricardo’s leg as a prop and got back to his feet. She inquired, hiding her fear, “Are you going to survive, Major?”



  
“Yes. I hate firearms, my lady.”
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The low clouds blew out just before sundown and the night turned cold. Elizabeth decided to sleep out of the wind, in the ruins of Geraldspont town. The men had stripped every bit of Turkowi religious material out of the enemy’s quick-built barracks, making a bonfire of the altar, scrolls, and image of Selkow. Elizabeth recited the Liturgy of Purification and invoked Godown’s blessing on the buildings after the idol and “holy books” had been burned. The wounded stayed in the now-clean barracks, while the others camped or stood watch. Out of five hundred cavalry, not counting the Magvi, she’d lost four dead and thirty-seven wounded, ten of those badly enough that they could not ride. 



  
The horses fared worse and the Turkowi animals just barely made up for the lost Imperial and Poloki mounts. Prince Imre found a spirited grey gelding that suited his temper and claimed it. Lazlo opted for the quiet, unremarkable brown gelding he discovered scratching its rear against a shed. It fit his tack. “A beast’s a beast, my lady.” His own mount had been shot out from under him, taking two of the three musket rounds that Elizabeth and Ricardo had dodged. 



  
Lazlo’s arm wound proved to be shallow but long, and he cleaned it well before putting a bandage on it. They found a moment to cuddle in the ruins, glad of each other’s survival. Then they returned to their duties. He volunteered to take the first watch over the wounded. Elizabeth would take the last watch, and so she now lay on her back, staring up at the cloud-faded stars. One man would die, she knew. He’d taken a hard blow to the helmet that had pushed metal into bone and bone into brain. No churigon could do anything once that happened. Godown be with him, please. Make his passing easy and have mercy. He was a good man. Then she dozed off, too tired to feel the rocks and bits of wood under her.



  
    [image: -]
  


  9


  The Siege of Esterburg


  
When he finished reciting the latest information, Lt. Nicholson half-whined, “So, where is Mukara and the army?”



  
Elizabeth did not know and that ignorance irritated her almost beyond measure. If she had not been so tired, she’d have bitten Lt. Nicholson’s head off for using that tone of voice. Instead she thanked him and dismissed him once he’d given the outriders’ report. Fists on hips, she glared down at her maps, trying to force the Turkowi army to appear through sheer force of her will. The imperial army had ridden halfway to Esterburg and still found no sign of High Priest Mukara or his men. Perhaps by a miracle of Godown the ground had opened and swallowed him? Alas, no; the period of true miracles had ended, or so the priests averred, because Godown’s children had grown strong and wise enough to care for themselves. A little help would still be appreciated, though, Elizabeth thought towards Godown.



  
Captain Will Krehbiel’s hand appeared in her view as he traced the route to Esterburg with one finger. “At least we do not have to worry about things going too smoothly, my lady Colonel.”



  
The other officers and even the guards outside the farmhouse door laughed. It broke the tension that had built since Nicholson’s arrival, and Elizabeth straightened up, smiling. “An excellent point, Captain.” They’d suffered from a sudden rash of bad food, wet nights, horses going lame or colicking, and yesterday both a supply wagon and an artillery carriage had broken axels within minutes of each other. “Although I suspect the horses are laming themselves out of spite.”



  
“We are keeping them out of winter pasture, my lady,” Krehbiel replied, deadpan. “And you sent the mares away.”



  
That brought even more laughter and she rolled her eyes, looking to the ceiling. Godown bless men and stallions. “Are you suggesting that we’ll find Mukara hiding in a herd of mares, Captain?” After a few moments she raised her hand, quieting the laughter and rude comments. “Enough. Given that we have found no trace of the Turkowi’s main force, we will continue as planned. Sparli, Martin, Black, Han, we’re going to outpace you again. I’m leaving couriers with you, so if you find our missing High Priest, you can send word.” They’d also forage more effectively out from under her eyes.



  
Captain Hans Sparli nodded. “Yes, my lady Colonel. Do we keep the supply wagons, too?”



  
“Most of them.” She turned back to Krehbiel. “I want you to get five of your fastest teamsters, and I mean fast without flogging the horses to death. They will go with the artillery, behind the cavalry. We are going to push as hard and fast as we can to get to Esterburg while we still have momentum and before Mukara can regain his wind or his nerve.”



  
A voice from the back of the group added, “Or before he’s pushed aside by someone with more experience. The Rajtan doesn’t like failure.”



  
“An excellent observation.” That seemed to have covered the foreseeable problems. “Anything anyone can add to this discussion?”



  
Count Irwin Kossuth, Duke Jan’s cousin and heir, raised a finger. “Yes. Before I left the highlands, there were rumors that rinderpest, a sheep version, had appeared in Tivolia along with the Turkowi, Colonel. It could just be a rumor, Godown willing, but it might be wise to leave the sheep alone, and to keep away from any cattle that act or look odd.”



  
Elizabeth shivered and several of the men made signs of St. Gerald, St. Michael-Herdsman, and St. Basil Pastor. “Thank you, my lord. I think that is a very good idea indeed.” She met everyone’s eyes. “Tell your men, and remind them that they will be walking and carrying their own kit and supplies, and pulling the guns, if our beasts get sick.” Not that it would make much difference to a hungry soldier, but there was always hope.



  
    [image: * * *]
  


  
The next day Elizabeth rode out at the head of the cavalry. She liked the looks of the landscape around them, neither too flat nor too rugged, with just enough roll and slope that it drained well. Thick patches of still-green grass covered the unplowed pastures, and rows of trees, a few sporting the last flush of autumn’s crimson and gold, marked the streams. A bluish line on the eastern horizon hinted at the presence of the Dividing Range, now looming just out of sight. The gray, dusty road could have been wider, and not so rutted, but Count Kossuth had warned her that it was in prime condition at the moment. Once the winter set in, they’d do better to travel overland. The soil turned to slick, thick, clinging mud, even worse than to the north, and the wet roads transformed into long, straight morasses.



  
That soil explained the low population, or at least lower than Elizabeth thought there should be, even allowing for the refugees and people now hiding from both armies. “Takes too much effort to break out a field, my lady, and then the raw land only gives good wheat. Anything else sours the soil, or drowns in it,” Kossuth had explained. “And wheat needs a fallow every fourth year. If you add sand, lots of it, and manure, then you can grow other things, but that takes time. So we raise wheat, sheep, and good mudder horses,” with thick necks, strong legs, and stamina instead of speed. Elizabeth had made a note to inquire about crossing a few of Archduke Lewis’s jacks with some of the mares, to see what the results might be for draft mules. She could never get enough good draft mules.



  
Thinking of mules and other stubborn individuals… She looked east again, trying to see through the rolling hills. She had not heard from the Poloki for almost ten days. Which, she assumed, meant that Crown Prince Imre had not run into the Turkowi Army. Don’t assume anything, she scolded herself, you know what happened to that patrol in the Hunter Hills that never returned. She shuddered a little at the memory of what the Turkowi had left for the Starland men to find. It had been several days before any of them could bear to watch meat roasting again. Braun, her spare horse, shifted under her and she checked him without thinking. He sidled the other way and she finally took notice of her surroundings.



  Ugh. She made St. Gerald’s bridge across her chest, warding off the Turkowi’s evil, before pulling her binoculars out of their pouch and looking down the road. Ahead of her, grey tracks and large, thorny trees stretched east and west, marking a cross roads with some houses or a house-inn. A light breeze carried an all-too familiar burnt, sour smell. The stench of decay cut through the smoky scent. Black soot and char marred what had been whitewashed walls, now roofless, with empty windows that gaped even in daylight. Of the barn and stables or cowshed only a pile of burnt timber remained, although at least part the haystacks seemed salvageable, Elizabeth decided. Unless the Turkowi had fouled them with bodies and dung, as they’d been known to do, like they fouled the wells.



  
Count Kossuth trotted up to ride beside her. “We’ll find bodies,” he warned. “You might want to stop here, my lady, until we can clear the remains.”



  
“I’ve probably seen as bad or worse,” she growled. “I rode with Starland when the fanatics were crossing the mountains, ten years ago.”



  
Irwin Kossuth shrugged before gesturing to the men behind to ride with him. They sped to a trot before slowing again as they got within sight of the south side of the buildings. Two of their horses shied, unwilling to go any closer to something. Thus warned, Elizabeth steeled herself for what they’d found.



  
She took a long, hard look at the remains, found a semi-private corner, and vomited until her nose ran and she could hardly see for the tears. Then she wiped her face, rinsed her mouth with some of the water she carried with her, and began inspecting the site for any information about how long ago the Turkowi had passed through. She found tracks, but only old ones, and those muddled by rain. “My lady, the cellar looks intact,” someone called. 



  
“Look, but be careful.”



  
Count Kossuth rejoined her, where she waited on the far side of the crossroads. “This is why we don’t kill Turkowi quickly,” he snarled. “Make them pay for what they do to us.”



  
“The Magvi share your habits, my lord.” But I’m not sure I could do it. I can kill, but torture? Perhaps I’ve been too well trained that Godown is to take revenge for me, she sighed.



  
“And no quarter if the garrison won’t surrender,” he warned.



  
“Of course not,” she snapped. “That’s the law: no quarter for any soldier or civilian within the walls and three days free rein for the soldiers unless a counterattack is sighted.” As if anyone could prevent the soldiers from looting, murder, and rapine after a long siege, she snorted. Too long pent up and having to sit around being rained on, bombarded with shot from the fortress or city, on short rations, and with disease in camp, once their commanders turned the men loose, no force short of Godown could stop them.



  
The cellar held only two barrels of whiteroots, hidden behind the remains of several bales of fleeces. The whiteroots, baked in the campfires, tasted fine and no one took sick. Just to be safe, the men had discarded the layer on the top of the barrels and washed the roots in the stream before cooking them.



  
The next day the weather began turning. The fall equinox had passed before the Imperials relieved Vindobona, and the grey clouds that appeared in the northern sky around mid-day came as no surprise. The blue-black wall of stinging cold rain under the heavy clouds did catch them unprepared, however. The wind and water found every bare spot, weak patch, hole, and crevice in the soldiers’ clothes and armor. Their horses moped along, tails and manes dripping. “I’m reminded again why it is called campaign season, my lady,” Lazlo observed that night, toasting his hands as close to the open fire as he dared.



  
“The more we do now, the less we do next year, or at the solstice,” she reminded him. They’d found another burnt out farm, this one without bodies, and made a bonfire in a corner out of the wind. The rain slackened to a miserable drizzle. “I would like to know how the Poloki are faring.”



  
“Or if they are even still in the field. My lady.” He sounded sour.



  
“Oh, I’m sure they are. Otherwise our couriers would have found us, no matter what the stories claim about the charms of Poloki women.”
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The Poloki, worse for wear, their wounded and dead strapped to their horses, found the Imperials two days ride from the walls of Esterburg. “The bastard fought from cover!” Prince Imre spat, sounding and looking completely disgusted as well as battered. “We found the creatures and tracked them to their camp, near a stream, the Barly your map calls it. They saw us and began retreating down the stream. No wonder, it looked like support troops, scavengers, lightly armed. We formed up and attacked.” He took a long drink of wine.



  
“Bagh, the bastards. We closed in with them and poof,” he threw his empty hand up. “Light infantry, irregulars or close to it, sprang out of the brush and woods. Cut our horses before we could react. Cut my men as well, before we fought into the open and got away. Godown be praised, we saw their cavalry before it saw us and we got away.” He shook his finger at the listening Imperial officers, “There’s no point fighting superior numbers.”



  
“Indeed, your highness,” Elizabeth agreed gravely. She wanted to shake him for riding so blindly into such a typical Turkowi trap, but then she’d done almost the same thing four years ago. She’d been lucky. The Turkowi had triggered their trap too soon, and the main body of her troops had broken the ambush, saving her rump (and everything else attached to it). Not so Prince Imre. “You’ll get a chance for revenge once we reach Esterburg.”



  
“No. We need rest. You’ve pushed us too far, too fast. We will stay here and recover, then join you. Or return home. The year is late.”



  Damn it, I need your soldiers. But I don’t need to give you an excuse to break the treaty, either, and I can’t force you to stay. And right now is not the moment to try and persuade you, either, even I can tell that. Seething, she kept her expression and voice calm and sympathetic. “I quite understand, your highness. Good commanders always take care of their troops first, and you know your men and their condition much better than I do.” 



  
Imre’s eyes narrowed as he looked over the rim of his cup at her, as if he suspected her thoughts. 



  
She turned to one of her couriers. “Sergeant, please let Maj. Destefani know that the Poloki will be remaining here, so he can arrange for any supplies or assistance they might need.”



  
The young man bowed a little. “Yes, my lady,” and he went to find Lazlo.



  
“Unless you need anything of me, your highness, I will excuse myself and see to my men.”



  
Imre seemed to consider her offer. He waved his hand. “Go, Sarmas. I will call you if I need you.”



  
She bowed low. “Thank you, your highness.” She pulled her jacket closer as she left the relatively warm confines of another abandoned farmhouse. The residents had fled only recently, she guessed, since the soldiers had found yard fowl when they rode up. Those fowl had made an excellent supper. Now the house served Crown Prince Imre and his men. Elizabeth shivered as she rounded the corner and the wind bit into her. Winter had arrived with teeth and claws. At least it did not smell like snow yet. Please, holy Godown, please may Krehbiel and the infantry catch up to us before it starts snowing. If the cold rain had been miserable, snow? She shuddered. They’d all be down with lung fever even before the siege began if they had to camp out in snow, and half the men would desert.



  
Two days later, the Imperial cavalry reached Esterburg, stopping two kilometers from the outer defenses. Elizabeth repeated to herself what she’d read about the place. One of the oldest post-Fire border posts, the city formed the border between Tivolia, Morloke, and the Babenburg lands, through tradition and treaty. South of the city, the Donau Novi flowed through a deep cut in a ridge called the Grey Gates, the only pass in the ridge for almost a hundred kilometers to either side of the defile, making the city a critical place for river traffic and trade. Because of the military importance of the town, all the people at Esterburg had lived inside the walls, leaving the outside open for livestock and gardens, and clear for the guns. Esterburg had been a border defense and trade toll city, with good and generally open relations with the Eastern Empire, at least until the last Duke of Tivolia had ordered the larger guns built into the walls.



  
Elizabeth studied the city, not pleased with what she saw. The tall, curving walls looked stouter than those at Vindobona, although the lower outer bastions did not seem as closely spaced, and the moat appeared dry, at least for the moment. For the first time since they’d left Vindobona she wondered if she had enough troops for the siege. She’d estimated that she’d need ten thousand soldiers, plus engineers, but the walls looked longer than her maps and diagrams suggested, and she’d had men killed, wounded, or abscond. The number of men required to seal the place skyrocketed once she added in the difficulty of blocking Turkowi relief via the river and attacks across it. It had taken the Turkowi almost five months to capture Esterburg. She might not have that long.



  
Of course she kept her thoughts to herself. Aloud she observed, “They did a good job repairing the wall.”



  
“Yes, my lady, they certainly did,” Lazlo agreed, and Count Albinez nodded as well. “I wonder what the range is?” Lazlo caught himself. “Never mind.” 



  
She grinned at the superstition. “We’ll find out soon enough.” She picked up the reins and Ricardo obediently turned. The men shifted, making way for her to ride between them and back to the camp. They’d formed a defensive laager instead of the usual arrangement, and she nodded with approval. The Turkowi garrison might sortie, trying to end the siege before it could begin.



  
Her troops started trickling into place late the next evening. As soon as she had artillery and enough men to protect it, she ordered them out to form a ring around the city. The gunners began sighting and digging in. At the same time, Elizabeth sent an invitation to the garrison commander to surrender. His reply came three hours later. “To Col. Sarmas. We will uphold the glorious crown of Rajtan Tayyip the Invincible, beloved of Selkow, and of the Turkowi. I invite you to accept the true faith and join us, sharing the riches of Righteousness.” The flowery language continued for another page. When she finished reading, she looked up at the men, puzzled. “Captain of Hundreds Nehket seems to believe that I am a man.”



  
Irwin Kossuth stroked his mustache and appeared to be thinking about the letter. “My lady, it might be in our best interest not to correct his impression.”



  
Eulenberg nodded, rocking forwards and backwards on his heels. “They might refuse to surrender to a woman.”



  
“Hmm. Good points both of those.” Elizabeth stuck out her tongue as she thought about it, weighing her pride against practicality. “We won’t disabuse him, then.” As long as they surrender or we break in before my pregnancy starts to show, I can hide in my armor. I’m certainly homely enough to pass if it comes to that.


  
Over the next three days she delegated most matters to Lazlo and her subordinate commanders as she rested and planned the details of her encirclement. On the third afternoon, as she sat at her camp desk and tried to decide if she needed to shift more artillery to the south side of the ring to cover the bridge, the familiar dull “boom, boom” of heavy cannon shook the air. Elizabeth jumped up, knocking her chair over, grabbed her cloak, and rushed for the door, almost forgetting to pick up her binoculars.



  
She started for the ridge but Lt. Howard Taylor caught her. “My lady, this way. The southern Turkowi batteries are firing.” She grabbed a waiting courier horse and hauled herself into the saddle. Taylor rode with her to the northern end of the hill, stopping just below the crest, still out of sight. Elizabeth dismounted and handed Taylor the reins, then stalked up so she could just see over the scrub remaining on the once-wooded hill. 



  
White smoke wreathed the top of two of the sections of Esterburg’s main wall. She swept her binoculars from the source of the smoke down and away, looking for damage to her lines. A swarm of men told here where the ball had hit. Or had it? She heard another boom and kept her glasses trained on that area. Nothing. The men didn’t seem to run or do more than continue whatever they had been doing. “Well that’s interesting.” Either the soldiers digging the protective trenches had a death wish, or they were cocking a snock at the Turkowi gunners, or they’d discovered the guns’ range and stayed just beyond it. “Boom,” more smoke floated up, drifting north on the light breeze: still no major action from the men outside the walls. She lowered her glasses. “Thank you, Lieutenant. That is most useful.”



  
Lt. Mitchell Francis, one of the artillery officers, explained things the next morning when she rode out to visit the lines and see for herself how the entrenching went. “Bagh, as well as you’d expect, my lady. Can’t dig too deep for the high water. When the river goes down, it will help.”



  
“Good to know. Have you ranged your guns yet?”



  
“Yes, my lady,” and he pointed to the fortress looming over the scene. “So have they, and they are short.”



  
Better that than the alternative, she thought. “What about the big river guns?”



  
He shook his head and scratched around under his grimy grey collar. “My lady, they can’t bring them around. I could be wrong, but we’ve been talking and doing some calculations,” he waved in the direction of the artillery mess tent. “The big guns can fire across the river, forty kilo shot. The cannon must weigh a ton, probably more. They’re not going to be able to move those easily across town or around the wall, and there’s no point, really, my lady. Those are in specially built positions. If they try to drag them around, they could damage the walls. 



  
“And if they do drag the river guns around and fire?” He set one hand on top of the other, angled like a cannon. “Boom,” and he slid the cannon back, tipping it off the wall. “Crash, my lady. They’d do better with mortars in the outer bastions, like we use, but it seems they have not brought them upriver yet. Or if they did, they’ve not been using them.” 



  
That clarified a great deal, and Elizabeth nodded as comprehension dawned. “Thank you, Lt. Francis. That answers several questions I’ve had. Well done and carry on.”



  
“Thank you, my lady,” and he saluted before returning to work.



  
By the end of the week, two lines of tents, pit trenches, and soldiers surrounded Esterburg. Elizabeth rode the lines, speaking with men, studying the layout and asking questions about supplies and sanitation. She sent a final offer of surrender, and got the exact same response. “Perhaps he has them pre-written, my lady,” Count Kornholt speculated over supper.



  
“That is certainly possible,” she sat back in her chair and used a bit of broken fowl bone to worry a sliver of meat out from between her front teeth. “It is beautifully written, especially the borders.”



  
“Have you ever seen one of their books, my lady?” Count Kossuth asked.



  
She shook her head as she reached for her tea. The wines in the latest load, all reds, turned her stomach even if heated and with spices in them, so she drank tea instead.



  
“They can be beautiful. I saw one once down in Tivolia. No idea where it came from, or how the trader got it. It was a history of the Turkowi and had decorations around every page, chains of flowers and vines, or elaborate lines and colors. The first page of each chapter had one letter, entirely decorated, as big as the page. It looked a great deal to their hangings and carpets, and I wonder if that’s where it came from. I mean,” Kossuth picked up his wine glass. “They probably had cloth before books, since we all need clothing to survive. Since they like ornate rugs and draperies so much, maybe they just used the same intricate patterns on their books and letters.”



  
“Fascinating, my lord. Their metal work can be beautiful, or at least what High Priest Mukara had was beautiful. Lots of engraving and punch work on the handles and rims,” she added.



  
“You noticed the embroidery on the Magvi vests?”



  
“Yes, although I did not look closely.”



  
Kossuth nodded. “Probably just as well, my lady, but that embroidery is based on Turkowi work. Ask the traders that specialize in cloth if you want to know more. My lady, Godown be with her soul, taught herself to imitate the Magvi work, and I have a Turkowi carpet. She took a design from the carpet and made it into decoration for a dress.”



  
“She must have been a very talented woman,” Elizabeth said with honest admiration. “Embroidery is a true gift.”



  
“She was.” He stared off, perhaps looking into the past. “Childbed fever took her a year and a half ago, after delivering our fourth child.”



  
Her mouth gone dry, Elizabeth rested one hand on her belly. She drank a large swallow of tea before she could reply, “My condolences, my lord.”



  
“Thank you.”



  
After a long silence, broken by a log popping in the portable fireplace, one of the other officers asked about the next wine shipment, and talk turned to safer topics.
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Six mornings after the siege lines finished encircling the city, a rider came from Esterburg under a flag of truce. After a quick consultation with Albinez and Destefani, Elizabeth arranged for Count Albinez, as the oldest of her field commanders, to meet with the Turkowi messenger and act in her place. Albinez rode back to her headquarters at a fast trot. “My lady, Captain of Hundreds Nehket wants to surrender, under the terms of the second letter.”



  
“What?!?” She rose half out of her chair, then flopped back. The light wooden frame creaked ominously but held. She repeated, “He wants to surrender.”



  
“Yes, my lady.” Albinez sounded suspicious and glanced over his shoulder. “I don’t trust him.”



  
“Where’s Count Kossuth? Find him,” she ordered, and three aids scrambled out the doorway, almost tripping eachother. One came back all but dragging the half-dressed nobleman. “Irwin, we’ve had a surrender offer. Can we trust it?”



  
“Yes.” 



  
She churned the air with her hand, encouraging Kossuth to give her more detail.



  
“Yes, my lady, because they gain nothing by feinting a surrender and then attacking. If he was counting on Mukara’s force coming to his aid, and Mukara can’t cross, then there is no honor in remaining. And from what little I understand of Turkowi thinking and policies, a Captain of Hundreds is roughly the same as our battle counts, so he knows what the politics are and may have decided not to back a losing commander, even if it is a High Priest.”



  
“Thank you, and I apologize for interrupting you so precipitously.” Elizabeth got to her feet. “Albinez, tell him we accept, per the terms of the second offer. And we will slaughter them to a man if they try anything stupid.” As soon as the men left, she dropped to her knees, eyes full of tears. “Oh holy Godown, thank you. Thank you, for this opportunity. Thank you, great Lord of all.” After several minutes of prayer, she got to her feet, pulled out a page of scrap, and began planning how to stop the Turkowi from turning the surrender into a massacre if Nehket lied.



  
The gates of Esterburg opened one day later, and the Turkowi garrison marched out, banners flying, trumpets and drums playing a slow march. Elizabeth, in armor and helmet, fully armed with pistols primed, sat on Ricardo and watched, impassive. Lazlo rode at her left side and Count Albinez on her right, with the other nobles to either side of them. The Turkowi men acted wary, as did the Imperials, and Elizabeth sensed that any fast motion could lead to disaster. The Turkowi officers halted fiver meters from the Imperial commanders. Elizabeth nodded and Albinez rode forward to meet Nehket.



  
A short, stocky man with a dark complexion, burning black eyes, and grey hair met the count. “You have come to surrender Esterburg?” Albinez asked, speaking slowly and loudly so all could hear.



  
“Yes. I gave my oath to one who is now foresworn. He will not abide and neither must I.”



  
“We accept your surrender. You and your men are free to go, unharmed, with supplies enough to reach Donaustrand. After forty-five days, if you have not crossed the hills, you will be declared once again to be at war with his majesty Rudolph of Babenburg.”



  
Nekara spat to the side of his horse. “Oh, no fear, speaker-for-armies. I and my men are no oath-breakers, as Selkow sees.” He lifted the sheathed saber resting across his thighs and handed it to Albinez hilt first.



  
Albinez took it, nodded, and backed his horse. “Go in peace.” That was the signal and the Imperial troops parted, forming a wide corridor for the Turkowi to ride and march through. Once the officers seemed well on their way, Albinez rode back to Elizabeth and handed her the saber. 



  
They watched the Turkowi procession for quite a while, and then Elizabeth, Lazlo, and a few others returned to the Imperial field headquarters, leaving Kossuth, Albinez and Kornholt to make certain that the Turkowi departed without doing anything stupid. The Imperial officers had already decided to wait at least a day before entering the citadel, in case Nekara had left a surprise of some kind, like putting a slow-fuse on a barrel of explosives in the powder magazine. Only after they’d secured the citadel would Elizabeth relax.



  
She sent a messenger to the Poloki, giving them the news. He returned at the second hour after noon, carrying letters from Imre for her, Emperor Rudolph, and Duke Starland. She set the others’ messages aside and read her own, her mouth crooking up into a tired half-smile as she did. “Well, Godown be with them as they travel and that solves a touchy problem.”



  
“My Lady?”



  
She smiled at Lazlo. “His highness and the Poloki troops are returning to Lvarna now, lest they be caught in the winter storms and snows. Their share of the Vindobona loot has already been sent north.”



  
Kornholt sighed with relief, a sentiment Elizabeth heartily seconded. She’d dreaded trying to figure out how to let the Poloki into Esterburg without giving them any credit or glory, or more likely, having Imre claim credit he did not deserve. He wasn’t a bad man, and he was a very good heavy cavalry commander, but working with him was like trying to eat a thorny cherry with the spines still on it. Not impossible, but it required more delicacy than she felt capable of. 



  
She wrote a formal letter of thanks, sending her blessings and gratitude to the Poloki and praising their contribution to the late campaign, and complimenting Imre’s wisdom and nobility at putting his men’s health and welfare above his own desire for renown. After the courier departed, she leaned her head back, resting it against the top of the chair. “We have the citadel, we have a diplomatic challenge averted, we have more Turkowi gold and treasure, but where is High Priest Mukara?”



  
No one had an answer for her. She expected none. Elizabeth returned to work, drafting reports and a question for the imperial council. Now that they had Esterburg, what should they do with it? The Tivolian border sat north of the fortress, and it should be returned to the duke, but Tivolia no longer had a ruling duke. “Thank you, Godown, that this is not my problem,” she whispered as she sealed the letter. Another courier would go out at dawn, riding for Vindobona.



  
Count Albinez appeared in the doorway of the tent. “My lady colonel?”



  
“Yes, my lord?”



  
“The volunteers have finished searching, and can find no signs of traps or tricks. And my men have secured the gold.” 



  
That solved one problem right there. “Excellent work. Once we finish securing the fortress, I want you and your men to escort the gold and the Emperor’s share back to Vindobona.” He was the farthest from home, and his men deserved to leave first. They’d ridden with her from the western border.



  
That night she spoke with each commander and their senior officers in turn, asking them to let her know how many men they could leave, at least until his majesty sent word what was to be done with the fortress. She also thanked them again for their efforts. “We are well underway with the inventory of the valuables inside the citadel, and we will be setting out shares as soon as we can,” she assured them. “But do not, at risk of your souls, steal anything of Selkow until it can be inspected and blessed. Especially ritual implements, the knives and incense burners. Those may very well have shed and held the blood of Godown’s followers,” she reminded the men.



  
A small pile of brass bowls, bone-handled knives, platters with verses about Selkow on them, and other items appeared overnight outside the command tent. She asked no questions, simply praying over the items and then having them added to one of the warming fires. It helped that, according to what Elizabeth could find out, Selkow did not want her priests using ornate or elaborate things at her rituals. Treasures and gold were to go to those who worshipped and fought for the goddess, not to fill her temples with “useless” decorations. As much as she personally approved of charity, Elizabeth preferred Godown’s ruling on the matter, according to His Holy Writ. 



  
One item proved very problematic. She read the note Captain of Hundreds Nekara had left with it and felt torn between bursting into tears of rage or vomiting as a wave of disgust and horror flowed over her. The only decorations or markings on the simple aromatic yellowwood box consisted of delicate and tasteful brass fittings at the corners and hinges. If it had been almost anything other than what it was, Elizabeth would have claimed the casket to keep her head-covers and some delicate shawls in. Instead she folded her arms and stared at the thing, wishing it and its contents would vanish. She turned to Lazlo and the other men. “Who has read the message or knows what is inside this box?”



  
Only four raised their hands, including Lazlo. “The rest of you are dismissed for the moment. Go, please, and we’ll join you in a little while.” After they left, Elizabeth rubbed her face with her hand. “There is nothing in my training or reading about dealing with this. Since we do not have a priest with us at the moment, I believe that the best thing to do is destroy the message, and send the ossuary to Major Delaney’s family with a letter explaining that his remains had been found and are being returned for proper burial in consecrated ground. And none of us will speak of what we read or heard, ever again. Any objections?”



  
Lt. Nicholson bristled, “His family needs to know just how impure and evil these monsters are. They can’t just bury the bones and go on without having them exorcized and anointed.”



  
Count Kossuth glared at him. “Lieutenant, everyone within the Empire knows what Selkow’s followers are capable of. I’ve dealt with similar… discoveries, my lady Colonel,” he told Elizabeth. “The family does not need to know what happened to their father, husband. His soul is with Godown, where nothing can harm him. You have the right of it, my lady Colonel.”



  
No one else had any objection, and so it was done. Elizabeth shooed them out and prayed over the box, asking for mercy on any who had been wronged and thanking Godown that Maj. Delaney’s family would not know what had happened to him. She also sent a little blessing to Nekara, for not taking Delaney’s bones back to be desecrated further. His had been a hard enough death.



  
But the ossuary proved to be the worst item the imperial soldiers found. “High Priest Mukara wanted Vindobona more than Esterburg, so why leave his junior priests here, when they already had the fortress and the river, and could come back at their leisure,” Count Kornholt theorized. It made perfect sense to Elizabeth, although the very idea of sharing an idea with High Priest Mukara made her skin crawl. 



  
Three weeks after her messenger reached Vindobona, Matthew Starland arrived at Esterburg with a detachment of soldiers and several priests. “Greetings, and I am so glad to be out of that wind,” he said. “Do you want the personal news or the Imperial news first?”



  
“Imperial,” she decided.



  
“Until a family member can be found to take up the ducal throne in Tivolia, his majesty Emperor Rudolph Babenburg has graciously agreed to take on Tivolia as a protectorate within the Empire. With High Priest Mukara’s death, the Rajtan let it be known that the Turkowi will remain in their current lands for the time being.”



  
Elizabeth nodded, unsurprised and somewhat pleased, although she knew the declaration would irritate Laurence of Frankonia beyond measure and probably cause consternation among the Freistaadter and in the Bergenlands. Then she caught what else Matthew had said. “Mukara’s dead?”



  
Starland’s smile spread from ear to ear. “Very, exceedingly, utterly, deceased. At the Rajtan’s command, since Selkow tolerates no failures, especially not failures that cost her so many worshippers and such repute.”



  
Elizabeth, who never danced, found herself swept into Lazlo’s arms, twirling around the room as the others cheered. “Your pardon, my lady,” he whispered with a wink before releasing her.



  
“As I was saying,” Matthew coughed, once things quieted down. “There are some changes, now that this area is part of the empire for the foreseeable future. His majesty is creating a new county of Esterburg, to border on the Kossuth and Starland lands to the north.” Once the hubbub died again, he forestalled the next questions with, “No, my lords, I do not know who will be lifted to the title. The men with me are to hold the fortress and surrounding area until spring, if not longer. There are settlers interested in coming here, and there may be heirs from Tivolia who come forward with claims.”



  And please, Godown, may he not give it to me! Ugh, I’d go mad trying to deal with the fortress and the lands around it. I hate managing property. She highly doubted Rudolph would do any such thing, but he was the emperor, and had the right. He also knew of her aversion, thanks to his brother. Just give me a little more room in Donatello House and Donatello Bend and I’ll be perfectly happy. Or she could buy such from Archduke Lewis. 



  
“Elizabeth von Sarmas, are you interested in your personal news?”



  
She shook out of her woolgathering. “Oh, yes, sorry, my lord.”



  
“You and Colonel Lazlo Destefani, along with your troops, are relieved and are free to return to your homes. Except His Majesty, and Duke Starland, desire your presence in Vindobona.” Matthew winked. “And my honored father says that as a penalty for your insubordination and lack of concern for his plans for his dependents’ futures, you are to stay there until you and Colonel Destefani finish the campaign report. The full report,” he emphasized. “And Col. Destefani?”



  
Lazlo seemed very wary as he said, “Yes, my lord?”



  
“Kemal sends his congratulations and asked me to remind you that he’s still older, wiser, and better looking.”



  
The nobles burst into laughter, and Lazlo joined them.
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When they reached Donatello House, after slogging through some of the worst winter weather Elizabeth could remember, she and Lazlo found Mina and the other personal staff there, along with a handful of Archduke Lewis’s servants. They also found a note, from Lewis, informing them that he and Ann were moving into a newer residence and “the pile” was hers, per his brother’s orders. “And your damn trees are safe,” the message concluded. Not trusting Lewis farther than she could throw Snowy the Killer Mule, Elizabeth rushed to the solar to find the pfeach trees alive and well in their pots. Lazlo leaned against the doorframe and laughed at her.



  
Irritated, she spun around and stalked up to him, ready to give him a piece of her mind for making fun of her. She opened her mouth but before a sound came out, the baby kicked. She squeaked, grabbing her belly. It kicked again and tears filled her eyes.



  
“My lady, what’s wrong?”



  
She shook her head, not trusting herself to speak. She grabbed his hand and put it where she’d felt the motion. The child kicked once more, and his eyes sprang open so wide they looked white against his tan skin. “You’re?”



  
She nodded, smiling and crying at the same time. “We’re.” She whispered. They heard someone walking up behind Lazlo and Elizabeth cursed under her breath, wiping her eyes. He bowed very low, took her hand, and kissed it.
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  10


  Body and Soul


  
Only in those books she was not supposed to have read did everyone live happily ever after, Elizabeth kept reminding herself. Otherwise she’d have thrown herself into a convent, or thrown courtiers into the Donau Novi River. As it was she spent long hours late at night locked in her workroom, tinkering with her Lander antiquities and hiding from the world. 



  
By some twist of life and fortune, Donatello House had remained undamaged during the bombardment of Vindobona. Most people were not so blessed, and rebuilding began as soon as it was safe to do so. Townsfolk and farmers salvaged materials from destroyed buildings, or from the houses, fences, and other structures that had been outside the walls. The sounds of hammering, sawing, and cursing filled the short winter days. Elizabeth picked her routes carefully, trying to avoid the worst of the construction when she had to go out. 



  
The selection of food remained limited. The royal farms, including Donatello Bend, supplied some flours and staples for sale to the public, but most of the meat and grain went to replenish the emergency stores and palace stocks. The peasant farms and estates closest to Vindobona had been stripped bare by the defenders or by the Turkowi, and almost the only thing left untouched had been root vegetables. Elizabeth grew very tired of bluebeets and groundnuts, almost as tired as she was of campbread. She nearly kissed Captain Kemal Destefani when he appeared at Donatello House with a late solstice gift. “Two chickens, two pseudo-boar, and berry butter? Thank you! These are perfect, and his grace is so generous.”



  
Kemal looked a little uncomfortable as Elizabeth gushed over the gift meat. “Ay, my lady, these are from Ali Destefani, Lazlo’s and my father.”



  
“Then I am even more grateful for the gift and the generosity, and am even further in your debt, Captain Destefani. Is there anything I can do for you, other than invite you to come in out of this cold air?”



  
 Once inside Elizabeth’s office, with hot chokofee inside him, Kemal admitted, “There is something, my lady, but,” and he shifted in his seat, as uncomfortable as a lizard on the lip of a fire pit.



  
Lazlo, standing behind Elizabeth’s chair, refused to help ease his older brother’s discomfort. He stayed quiet as Elizabeth inquired, “What do you want?”



  
“I want one of your warhorse’s get,” Kemal blurted.



  
“If you don’t mind waiting, there should be two colts ready for training next spring, both out of Oberland mares. Neither has been spoken for, so you can pick, or I’ll choose one for you and bring it back to Vindobona for you to collect. Unless you would like it sent on to Starheart?”



  
Kemal blinked, caught by surprise. “Ah, my lady, Starheart would be easier, but I don’t want you to go to any trouble, my lady.”



  
She just smiled, “It is no trouble. After all,” and she turned so she could see Lazlo, “Colonel Destefani is long overdue a family visit, and he can certainly take the horse with him when he goes home.”



  
Now it was Lazlo’s turn to look uncomfortable. “Ah, my lady, I’d not planned on traveling next spring.”



  
She really wanted to make both brothers blush, but Elizabeth stopped herself. “Then I will let you gentlemen decide how to get the horse from Donatello Bend to Starheart. If you will excuse me, I have something to see to. Lazlo, why don’t you show Capt. Destefani around and get his opinion on what to do with that big room over the stable? I’d like to use it for fencing and other exercises, but it might not be suitable.”



  
“Yes, my lady,” Lazlo agreed. His look warned that he would get even with her. At that moment, she worried more about making it to the garderobe. The baby kicked her bladder again and Elizabeth hurried out of the office before something mortifying happened.



  
Lazlo left for Donatello Bend three days later with Lewis and Ann, after making good on his promise of revenge. How he’d snuck into her bedchamber Elizabeth had no idea, and he refused to tell her, but she found his arms around her, and then discovered that he could undo laces by touch surprisingly well. “How did you?” A few moments later, she no longer cared how. After they’d taken their pleasure, she said, “You don’t have to visit your family if you really do not want to.”



  
He stroked her arm before resting a hand on her belly so he could feel their baby. “No, I need to. But I do not want to leave you alone when your time comes, love.” He chuckled quietly, “And I need to come up with a way to tell my father of our marriage that won’t leave him either dead of shock or demanding to know what he gets from your bride portion.”



  
“Um,” she snuggled closer to him. The room had a draft and he was warm. “Could he use work mules? His grace said that he does not like the Poloki-cross mules. They’re too grey, even though they are sound.”



  
“Too gray?”



  
“Too gray.” 



  
They sighed in unison. A few minutes later Lazlo decided. “I think a pair of grey work mules would be more than adequate.” 
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Despite his threats, Duke Starland decided that Elizabeth needed to stop working on her campaign report, and “invited” her to come riding. She politely declined the invitation, citing the desire to get everything down while she still remembered it. Aquila, unused to refusals, ignored her protests and invoked rank and seniority. He even offered to bring a suitable horse. “Take Marie’s mare, Ember. She won’t mind, and you need the fresh air. You do not have to write the entire report before winter court ends, you know.” Marie, as it turned out, did not mind lending her new saddle mare at all. As a result, on a cold, overcast early morning Elizabeth walked into the courtyard to find him waiting, along with a light bay and black mare that danced at the end of the lead rope. “Thank you, your grace,” she forced herself to say. “She is a beautiful creature.” And the mare was indeed a lovely horse, with delicate features and fox ears. Elizabeth still detested mares, and as she mounted the frisky horse she wondered what mischief the beast would get into.



  
She joined Duke Starland, Prince Alois, and Princess Aranka as they rode out in the brisk winter air. The mare pranced and posed, drawing appreciative looks from other riders and passers-by. A few delivery wagons creaked along, slowing traffic and blocking parts of the street. A flour merchant’s dray stopped in front of a bakery and Elizabeth slowed the mare, dropping back behind Quill Starland and easing the mare to the side to give the vehicle and the men unloading flour barrels plenty of room. Just as Ember drew even with the horses pulling the wagon, a voice beside Elizabeth called, “Beware!” Icy cold water poured down onto her and she gasped. Ember spooked, running for the cart horses. One of the men tried to grab her bridle and before Elizabeth could stop her, Ember shied again, rearing. She slipped on the damp cobbles, falling backwards. Elizabeth tried to kick free of the stirrups and fall away, but her boot caught and the horse landed on her. The impact knocked the air and water out of Elizabeth and she screamed, or tried to. Someone caught Ember as she scrambled to her feet and another man cut Elizabeth free before the mare could drag her. Elizabeth tried to move and couldn’t. It hurt too much.



  
She gasped for air, each breath hurting more. “My,” she reached down, hand on her belly. Something felt horribly wrong. The baby should be kicking but nothing moved. She moved her arms and legs, but her torso felt smashed and her ribs ached.



  
“Elizabeth, are you,” Quill began. “Oh, holy Godown.” His face went pale. “Don’t move. You’re bleeding.”



  
“The pommel caught me.” She whispered, “My lord, I’m pregnant.” Her reputation meant nothing any more; saving the child meant everything.



  
“I’ll tell the churigon. Just stay still.” As Quill took her hand, Elizabeth heard Prince Alois cursing, then sending Aranka for help. Soon, but not soon enough, it seemed to her, Elizabeth was back at Donatello House. Mina helped her into bed and sent for an herb-wife. 



  
“You need a churigon,” Quill insisted.



  
“No,” she panted, sweating and gasping as a wave of fire rippled down her body. “Need herb-wife. Thank you, your grace.”



  
He hung his head. “This is my fault.”



  
“No. Not yours, my lord. Accident,” and another ripple of pain struck. She clenched her teeth and tried not to cry out. No, little one, you’re too small. Please, St. Sabrina, help me, help us save the little one.


  
Mina returned with two women who shooed Duke Starland out of the room. “Sally is a herb-wife, and Lois is a midwife,” Mina said. 



  
“I’m just past four— aaaagh.” Mina grabbed her icy hand and squeezed as the pain made her cry. “Four months.”



  
The midwife looked at Elizabeth, then consulted with the herbalist. A few minutes later the herbalist held up a cup and two maids stuffed pillows behind Elizabeth so she could drink. “My lady, this will ease the contractions and help you relax.”



  
“Will that save the child?”



  
“It will start the process,” Sally assured her. 



  
Elizabeth, with Sally’s help, drank the sweet brew. She felt herself floating. And cold. She felt terribly cold. “Mina,” she whispered. “Cold.”



  
The woman bit her lip, nodding, and took Elizabeth’s hand again. “You’re bleeding inside, my lady. The saddle hit your belt buckle and drove it into your womb.”



  
“No!” The room started fading and she whispered, “Destefani. Need Colonel Destefani.”



  
She heard faint whispers, and Mina’s voice, from a far distance, said, “He’s coming, my lady.” Then the cold and black won.



  
Elizabeth woke again as a man said, “His highness Prince Alois sent me. I’m his churigon and he asked me to come look at Lady Elizabeth.”



  
An older woman replied, “She’s not stopped bleeding, and the not-born is dead in her womb. We need to restart the labor, but her muscles seem damaged.”



  
“Ah. His highness said that he feared there might be internal injuries. May I examine her?”



  
“Of course.” Elizabeth drifted away again, returning to consciousness as someone waved hartshorn under her nose.



  
She coughed, shaking her head weakly. The world spun, then steadied. “Wha? Lazlo?”



  
Hands lifted her head and shoulders. A man, the one she’d heard earlier, told her, “I apologize for waking you, my lady, but we must restart your labor. You need to drink this. It will taste sour at first, then sweet.”



  
“Th’ child?” 



  
“Drink, please.” She swallowed the warm, thick liquid, trying not to choke. The effort exhausted her and as she finished, the hands let her lay back down. She grew cold again, and she shivered. She felt her belly move. Or did she? The room seemed to swirl and spin, changing into a sun-dappled forest glade as she watched. She smelled violets and something dead. The duff felt soft under her feet and Elizabeth began walking, enjoying the cool of the day. 



  
All at once the forest floor lifted, heaving and boiling. She put her hands to her mouth as the bitter stench of death and rot surged over her. The dirt churned and rose up to become a man and a horse, both long dead, with flaming eyes and hair made of the worms of corruption. Terrified, she tried to run, screaming. The forest turned into black ice and her feet slipped. She scrambled, regained her balance, and slipped again to plunge into freezing water.



  
The nightmares surged and faded until they blurred together into one long terror. She’d almost wake, hearing voices and tasting something safe, only to find another monster, or demon, or flood, or fire waiting for her. Once she saw Snowy, and Lazlo with a child in his arms. But when she reached for them, man and mule turned their backs on her and walked away. She raced to catch them, to stop them from abandoning her, but the figures grew smaller and smaller until she ran alone in featureless, clinging grey mist that stung her skin and burned her eyes and lungs. When silent blackness finely enwrapped her, she surrendered with a feeling of pure relief.



  
At long last, a fire crackled and a log popped open. Someone held her hand, rubbing it along with a bunch of hard and round things. Beads. The hand held beads. Prayer beads? The strand moved and she heard a man’s voice murmuring. Prayer beads, then. She touched the next bead and began reciting, “Godown, Lord of life, hear my prayer. Godown, lord of living, hear my prayer.” The other hand tightened its grip and she felt a rider’s callouses on the fingers and warm, dry palm. 



  
“You’re alive,” a rough, harsh voice whispered. “Oh holy Godown, you’re alive.”



  
Her lips felt like cracked wood, and she could hardly speak for her dry and aching throat. Eyes too sore and dry to open, she begged, “Lazlo?”



  
“Yes.” He released her, then returned. “I’m going to lift you. Mina will help. It will hurt but not for long.” She felt hands behind her, and a stabbing pain in her guts. She whimpered. Then the pain stopped. “Your muscles are still weak, my lady.” She smelled bitter herbs and meat. “This is shahma broth, my lady. I’ve already had some, so we know it’s sound.” She trusted him, and she drank. He gave her thin tea after first sipping from the cup himself, and she drank that as well. A warm, damp bit of cloth rubbed over her eyelids, removing the tight crust from the edges. At last she opened her eyes, barely able to focus on the fireplace wall and on the posts holding the bed curtains.



  
“The child?”



  
The bed shifted as he sat where she could see him. He’d lost weight and his eyes were red. His hair looked oily and lank. She heard Mina sniffing. Lazlo took her hand in his again and shook his head, his face terribly sad. “He died. The blow from the pommel killed him. It wasn’t your fault, my lady.”



  
“They couldn’t save..?”



  
“No. The midwife,” his voice caught. “He likely died instantly. No pain, my lady.”



  
She closed her eyes again. A few tears burned down her face and she felt his rough finger wiping them away. “How long?”



  
“If you mean how long ago did you lose the child, two, almost three weeks.”



  
Something in his voice made her nervous and she looked up at him. “Love, what’s wrong?”



  
Mina hissed and Lazlo shook his head again. “I’ll tell you after you rest.” She fell asleep not long after, her hand still in his.



  
She woke again to the smell of roasting meat. “Food?”



  
Three serving women moved into her view, and the herbwife replied, “Yes, my lady, but first,” and strong hands helped her sit, then move to a chair. Two women stripped and cleaned the bed, replacing the sheets. Two more cleaned Elizabeth and helped her into a fresh nightgown. She wanted to protest but couldn’t find the energy. 



  
Only once she was back in bed, and fed with more very thick broth and a bit of soft bread, did she ask, “Col. Destefani?”



  
The herbwife sighed. She adjusted her cap, tucking away stray threads of grey hair. “He is bathing at last, after wearing himself out with work and finally getting some sleep. I’ll tell him you are awake.” She sighed again. “We assured him that you are fine, but men never listen.”



  
Lazlo came in as she drank more broth. He vibrated with pent-up nervous energy. “Please leave us,” Elizabeth told Mina.



  
“My lady, your reputation,” she protested.



  
“I have none, not now. Go, please, and I’ll send Col. Destefani when you may return.” Once the door shut, she lifted her arms, or tried to. Lazlo grabbed her, holding her as tightly as he could. Her broken ribs burned and stabbed like fire but she made no sound, not wanting him to let go ever again.



  
“Oh, love, oh, Godown be praised, we thought we’d lost you,” he whispered into her ear. “You were so sick for so long.”



  
“The miscarriage. Child bed fever.” That explained the hideous fever dreams.



  
He released her and sat back, still holding her hand. “Worse. Do you remember a strange man coming, while you were in labor?”



  
“Um, I think so,” she answered slowly. The whole period from returning to Donatello House until her first waking seemed a blur of pain and nightmares, interspersed with bits of voices.



  
Lazlo got up and poured two cups of tea. He drank part of one cup and set it down, then helped her drink the other. “He told the midwife and servants that he was a churigon, sent by Prince Alois. He lied.” Lazlo set her now-empty cup aside and took Elizabeth’s hand again. Bitter hatred snarled through his voice and burned in his eyes. “He was the Frankonian ambassador’s servant. Oh, he was a churigon, but not one of ours.”



  
She stared at him, mouth open. “Laurence?”



  
“We don’t know. The ambassador swears he knows nothing, or he so swore before he was sent home with Duke Starland’s boot print on his ass and Archduke Gerald Kazmer’s curses ringing in his ears.”



  
“Wish I could have seen that.” But she could imagine it, and she smiled a little. Then she remembered Lazlo’s words. “You said worse?”



  
“The bastard claimed that he only gave you something to induce labor. At the time the midwife assumed it was rippleroot.” His eyes brimmed with tears. “It was golden horn smut. When Archduke Gerald Kazmer’s men searched the chruigon’s belongings, they found the rest of the vial.”



  
Her free hand went to her stomach and she felt pain like an icy dagger piercing her heart. “No.” She shook her head, trying to deny the words. “No, please, no.”



  
“I’m sorry love. Your guards didn’t think to check him against the palace records, and the midwife deferred to him, since Prince Alois sent him, and because she agreed with his diagnosis. Even a real churigon would not have tried to repair or stop the bleeding until after,” he caught himself and said, “after your womb was empty. By the time you started hallucinating, all they could do was wrap you in wet sheets and snow to try and slow the bleeding and cool the fever.”



  
She reached for him and he moved so he sat beside her, cradling her as she wept. His tears mixed with hers. “You only survived because you were too weak to fight the hallucinations. And because you’d lost so much of your womb when you miscarried, the drug had almost nothing to work with. Or so the midwife and herbwife believe.” He laughed, a harsh cawing sound. “In a warped way, he may have saved your life despite himself.”



  
“But I’m barren,” she whispered.



  
He stroked her head, rocking her. “You are alive, thanks to Godown and your women. That’s what matters most.”



  
She wanted to believe him, but she couldn’t, not then, and not in the long, slow days that followed. It was another week before Elizabeth could get out of bed on her own, and then she sat in her chair panting, drenched with sweat. After a second week she could, just barely and with a great deal of assistance, walk down to the solar. At Lazlo’s orders, her staff moved her entire office, aside from the heaviest books, to the solar. She began answering correspondence and returned to the seeming-endless task of writing up her account of the campaign season, from the first call to go west to her return to Vindobona. The work distracted her from the pain in her heart and body, allowing both to heal and rest.



  
Three weeks to the day after she woke from her sickness, she ventured out into the courtyard. Mina fussed, protested, wailed, and finally wrapped Elizabeth in as many clothes as she could tolerate. Feeling horribly much like a toddler in a bumper vest, Elizabeth picked her way across the cobbles, intending to go to the stables. “Hee haw! Hee Haw!” Hoofbeats rang out as shouts of “Get him! Grab his rope,” arose. Elizabeth stopped beside the mounting block and braced as Snowy muscled out of the grooms’ grasp and trotted up to her, snorting and slobbering. 



  
“That’s my Snowy,” she told him, hugging his neck and scratching his crest. He insisted on sniffing her from cap to boot-toe before letting her scratch him some more.



  
“My lady,” Lazlo said, appearing at her shoulder and presenting her with two apples.



  
“He really does not need any more treats,” she reminded him as she took both pieces of fruit and presented them to the mule. He sniffed once and then crunched away at the fruit, leaving little crumbs on her gloved palm that he then licked up.



  
“Perhaps not, my lady.” Lazlo stepped back and walked around the white mule, giving his hindquarters a very respectful berth. “He does need exercise, if I might be so bold.”



  
She studied Snowy’s hay-belly with a critical eye. “That he does.” She gave the mounting block a wistful glance and started turning back to speak to Lazlo, when she felt strong hands boosting her up. “What? What are you doing?” She squeaked. All at once she found herself sitting on Snowy’s back. The two grooms who’d lifted her beat a hasty retreat, leaving Lazlo to bear their mistress’s wrath. He took Snowy’s rope and led the mule around the courtyard several times, making slow circles. They stopped beside the mounting block.



  
“I believe that is enough exercise for the day, my lady,” Lazlo informed her. “His grace Duke Starland’s orders, with his Highness Prince Alois’s agreement.”



  
Mina fussed at Elizabeth and scolded Lazlo, until he repeated that the orders came from Prince Alois and showed her Aquila Starland’s message. 



  
One afternoon not long after, Mina tapped on the solar door. “My lady, Duchess Starland.”



  
Elizabeth got to her feet as Marie Starland came in, hesitant and nervous. Elizabeth curtsied, “Welcome, your grace.”



  
Before she could say anything more, Marie rushed forward and hugged Elizabeth, bursting into tears and babbling, “Elizabeth, I am so, so, sorry. I didn’t mean for you to get hurt, I had no idea Ember would cause such horrible trouble. Please forgive me,” she begged. “I just wanted you to see what a wonderful mare I’d persuaded Aquila to get for me. I didn’t want you to be hurt.”



  
Elizabeth held the smaller woman. “I know, my lady. It was an accident and accidents happen. Master Moreland’s servant knew never to toss slops after the first bell, and he’s been disciplined. Ember fell, Marie, it was an accident.”



  
“But your child,” Marie sniffed.



  
Swallowing hard, Elizabeth fingered the prayer beads hanging from her belt. “Godown took him. And accidents happen. How many women have lost children from riding accidents, or carriage accidents?”



  
“Too many.” Marie calmed down and a servant brought tea for them. Marie asked about the solar and Elizabeth showed her how the panels slid down over the top of the glass to keep out the worst weather and late summer’s sun. Duchess Starland left after half an hour. They would never be friends, but the two women had reached a peace accord, at least.



  
When a royal invitation came for Elizabeth to accompany Prince Alois on a ride, Mina sulked, fretting over Elizabeth’s health until Elizabeth threatened to replace her. “Mina, I am not made of spun glass or sucre. I am going riding and that is that.”



  
“On Snowy, my lady?” the older woman ventured after helping Elizabeth finish dressing in her warmest riding habit.



  
“Yes, with Col. Destefani, his grace Duke Starland, and his highness.” 



  
Mina’s shoulders lost their tightness and she relaxed. “Very good, my lady,” and she handed Elizabeth her new winter riding hat, curtsied, and bustled off. 



  Well that’s a relief, Elizabeth thought as she walked down to the courtyard. Especially considering that half of the staff seem to think that the accident was Quill’s fault, and the rumor’s going around that he wanted me hurt because he’s jealous of me. She’d never realized how protective some of her servants could be. She’d mentioned it to Lazlo, who’d pointed out that she did not scream or throw things at them, she made very few extraordinary demands, she did not try to micro-manage Donatello House, and she usually paid their wages on time and in full. Given the still high price of food and the shortage of habitable space in Vindobona due to the Turkowi bombardments, along with the number of nobles who had yet to return to the city, having a steady position that paid on time was the dream of many servants.



  
As always, she found Lazlo inspecting his horse. Braun needed to get out, so Lazlo would be riding the brown gelding while Elizabeth exercised Snowy. The chilly air made both equines impatient but the riders took their time. Elizabeth mounted without help, adjusting her skirts carefully after making certain that she was well settled in her sidesaddle. Lazlo swung onto Braun’s back and waited as the horse got used to his greater mass. Despite her cook’s best efforts, Elizabeth had yet to regain all the weight she’d lost during her illness and recovery. “My lady?” Lazlo bowed in the saddle and she led the way out of the courtyard.



  
They rode out the same direction she’d gone before. This time she stayed well clear of the edge of the road. Her hands shook and she concentrated on staying relaxed. You’re on Snowy. Trust Snowy, he won’t surprise you, she chanted to herself. You’re on Snowy. Snowy is safe. They passed the scene of her accident and nothing happened—no flying water, no spooks, nothing. All the tension flowed out of her like water and she slumped for a moment, as much as her corseting and healing ribs would allow. 



  
She and Lazlo rode out of the western gate, past the snow-covered bastions, and found Duke Starland and Prince Alois waiting, along with a third horseman. Layers of scarves concealed the man’s identity. After watching him move, Elizabeth decided that he was probably a guard, assigned to keep an eye on Prince Alois.



  
“Good,” the prince declared, his breath steaming in the cold, sunny morning air. “This way.” The tall rider followed him, and Elizabeth held Snowy back to allow Duke Starland to ride ahead of her.



  
“No, beside me, please,” Aquila ordered. She shrugged and let Snowy catch up. Lazlo rode behind. “And you on my other side,” Starland called back. “To still the slanderous tongues,” he explained after a moment. 



  
Elizabeth nodded. They rode across empty fields, picking a route that paralleled the Turkowi trench lines. Although a great deal of work had been done filling in the trenches and removing every last bit of scrap, timber, tool, and treasure, the shallow depressions remained visible in the snow, warning of the dangers. The slanting blue shadows kept the riders alert for holes and for the few low walls hiding under the knee-deep snow. It would be gone in a few days, but for now the white blanket hid the remains of the summer and fall’s fear and destruction. They group rode in silence for several kilometers, enjoying the peace and stillness outside the city walls. The winter fair had been delayed until the next full moon, which suited Elizabeth just fine. She wanted to be healthy for the nighttime masked festivities, when she and Lazlo could go out without anyone commenting.



  
She dreaded the gossip even as much as she pretended to ignore it. At least riding accidents were common enough that all of her injuries could be explained by that. Lazlo and her other staff officers, and her few court acquaintances, had been keeping very quiet. Were they trying to let her rest? Elizabeth doubted it, and suspected that someone was shielding her from the rumors, or that no one wanted to admit just how bad the rumors and whispered smears were. 



  Stop that, she scolded. Enjoy being outside Donatello House and quit worrying. The gossip will be there tomorrow. This lovely weather and good company won’t. They rode a few kilometers more, to the edge of the first slope of the western hills, stopping on a small rise. If she squinted, Elizabeth could just pick out the little ridge where she’d watched the battle. The distance hid the damage to the vineyards on the western hills. Instead, the bare trees and evergreens stood out, black and deep green against the snow, drawing the eye away from the gaps in what had been neat rows of grape vines. Smoke rose from some of the folds and valleys, threads of life escaping from farmhouse and manor house chimneys. Elizabeth breathed as deeply as she could, savoring the clean, familiar scents of snow and wood smoke.



  
Prince Alois turned his horse to face the east. Elizabeth did the same. Their world seemed peaceful beneath its clean white blanket. There wasn’t enough waste and manure piled up outside the walls yet to show from this distance. Instead, Vindobona looked like a city from a legend, aside from the telltale damage to the northern walls, just barely visible from where they stood. Snowy pawed the snow, sniffed it, and snorted; his tail flicking back and forth. Elizabeth scratched his crest and patted the hairy neck. A few high clouds dimmed the bright winter sun, and she could see the two ends of St. Gerald’s bridge on either side of the sun. “A good sign, your highness,” the tall, thin man beside the prince observed, pointing to the tiny rainbow spots.



  
“Indeed.” Prince Alois shifted in the saddle. “So, Duchess von Sarmas, how do you like your new property?”



  
“Your highness? Forgive me, but I am unaware of any new property.” Had Lewis given her more animals without telling her? That would be like him.



  
Alois pointed down with his riding whip. “This property. You own the land from here east one kilometer, including the little stream there, and down both sides of this ridge. This is yours, a gift from my father. Although you may not sell it except back to the crown, you are free to build on it as you wish. But no cannon foundries this far from the river, please.” Before she could respond, he added, “And all of Donatello House is yours, as long as you agree to let my mule-mad uncle stay there if my honored mother throws him out of the palace again.”



  
Aquila backed his horse a little and asked, “Your highness, what did Lewis do this time?”



  
“He’s talking to Count Irwin Kossuth about crossing his mammoth jacks with some of the count’s mud horses. If he ends up with this planet’s largest, stubbornnest, hungriest mules, he has only himself to blame.”



  
Lazlo leaned forward and caught Elizabeth’s eye. “You win, my lady.”



  
“I told you he’d try it. Would you rather have him breeding leggers?”



  
“What do you mean, breeding leggers, Sarmas?” Alois demanded.



  
She pivoted Snowy a little toward the prince. “Last spring his grace the archduke asked Axel, the farm manager at Donatello Bend, and I to see what would be involved in crossing Hämäln leggers into the Oberland cross line he already has, in hopes of getting racing horses, your highness. We both thought he was daft to ruin a good line, especially since there is no market for light runners of that sort down here.”



  
“He is daft. There’s one in every generation and he seems determined to live up to tradition,” Alois leaned back and met Starland’s eyes. “No offence, Duke Starland.”



  
“None taken, your highness,” Quill replied. “My sister is equally daft, in her own orderly fashion. That’s why I sent her off with Lady Sarmas.”



  
Elizabeth had to defend Lewis. “Your highness, your grace, he is quite daft, and he is also a damn good commander. Vindobona would not have been able to hold out as long as it did without his leadership.” Snowy dipped his head as if agreeing with her.



  
“I did not say that he was incompetent, Duchess Sarmas, just that he was crazy,” Alois corrected. “And what do you plan on doing with your new property?”



  
“Your highness, his majesty’s generosity is far, far more than I could imagine or warrant. I was following orders, nothing more. His grace Duke Starland deserves the credit and the rewards.”



  
Alois and the man beside him laughed, almost identical sounds. Duke Starland smiled as well. “Your modesty is most becoming, but I have been very well rewarded, Elizabeth. I am the new governor of Tivolia. Matthew will see to the Starland lands, as will you. Marie is looking forward to a warmer climate, and I admit I have no objection to seeing less snow in winter.” He released a long plume of steaming breath. “I am not as young and hearty as I once was.”



  
“And before you panic, Elizabeth von Sarmas, and you, Col. Destefani,” the thin man said, reaching up and unwrapping his scarf. “My brother has decided against ordering you to divorce so that Elizabeth could marry Matthew Starland.” Elizabeth’s heart raced as Archduke Gerald Kazmer glared at her. “He was not pleased to learn of your marriage and neither was I, and we had discussed forcing you to end it. Given recent events, however, a Starland-Sarmas match would be unwise, for both domestic and international reasons. Since there is no longer any concern about Duchess Sarmas having children that might inherit her property and title, dynastic considerations are no longer in play. And having Matthew marry a woman known to be barren raises more problems than his majesty cares to deal with.”



  
Elizabeth stared at Snowy’s ears, reciting every saint’s name she could think of and trying not to cry. She risked a glance at Lazlo and saw his hands shaking with anger. She took a deep breath before trusting herself to say, “You are correct, your grace. The lack of dynastic and inheritance considerations does remove my private life from being of direct interest to the Crown.” She sounded amazingly calm to her own ears, even as she wanted to hug Snowy’s neck, or sob into Lazlo’s shoulder. Or slap Gerald Kazmer hard enough to wipe the smile off his lean face. Slapping you so hard you fall off into the snow, then letting Snowy drop a load on his head would be a treat, she growled to herself.



  
The archduke laughed again, a chilling sound. “I would not go that far, Duchess Sarmas, but it is apparent that King Laurence has given up attempting to recruit or turn you. I still do not trust you.”



  
“You trust no one, Uncle,” Prince Alois snapped.



  
“Quite true,” Gerald Kazmer replied, as calm as a pond on a windless day.



  
“Now, Duchess Sarmas, we need to get you back into the warm before every female in my life scolds me for letting you get a chill,” Alois said. “And before we go snow blind.” He and Gerald Kazmer led the way down the little hill, talking about some family business.



  
“Congratulations on your governorship, your grace,” Elizabeth told Quill.



  
“Thank you, and call me Quill.” 



  
Lazlo, features tight, asked, “Your grace, did you tell his majesty about our marriage?”



  
“Yes, Col. Destefani, I did.” He stared into the blue-white distance ahead of them. “I told him because I was angry with Elizabeth for ruining my plans. I wanted you free to act as Matthew’s captain of the guard and advisor as your brother does for me. Matthew needs someone level-headed, who can be properly respectful but still knowledgeable enough to tell him when he needs to soak his head in a horse trough.” Quill shook his head and looked very old and tired. “I’m sorry, Lazlo. I’m too used to thinking as Duke Starland and not as Aquila, who does remember what it felt like to fall in love, contrary to popular belief.”



  
After a long silence Lazlo dipped his head. “I forgive you, your grace. And I suppose it is better to have his majesty know.”



  
“I don’t know,” Starland said. “But I do know that the news was not truly mine to share, since I forced it from your wife. For which I apologize, Elizabeth. You are not my child and I was not fair to you. I owe you a great deal.”



  
Eyes stinging with tears, Elizabeth shook her head. “No, Quill, you owe me nothing. I accept your apology and forgive you. Ten years ago you believed in me and gave me a place to prove myself, and if anything I owe you.” She smiled a little. “Without your lending me Lazlo, I’d probably have pulled my hair out by now, assuming I could find where I’d left my hair.”



  
“Next to your marshal’s baton, on the draft of the report which my lady needs to file before something bad happens to it,” Lazlo reminded her.



  
“You mean Quill’s baton, which needs to go back to him.”



  
Quill interrupted, “Yes, it does, because you have your own now, or will as soon as you are fit for Court. Healthy fit, not, argh,” he stopped, realizing the hole he’d begun to dig. “And now you see why I prefer the life of a marcher lord to that of a courtier.”



  
Prince Alois and his uncle must have overheard the comment, because they laughed along with Elizabeth and Lazlo. Talk changed to safer subjects and the quintet rode back to the city, enjoying the bright cold day. Elizabeth felt much more tired than the short ride warranted, and caught Lazlo and Quill both watching her closely. “What?”



  
“I have been informed, in excruciating detail, what Marie will do to me if you get hurt or overtired,” Quill told her. “I do not care to test her.”



  
Archduke Gerald Kazmer said something to Prince Alois. The prince turned and called to Lazlo, “We’re coming in the northern gate, Colonel.”



  
“Ah. Thank you, your highness.” He dropped back, crossed behind Elizabeth and Quill, and then caught up, putting Elizabeth and Snowy between him and their mentor.



  
As they approached the gate, the city guards halted the outgoing and incoming traffic for them. Alois raised his hand and all five riders stopped. Gerald Kazmer pointed to something attached to the wall to the left of the top of the outer gate. Elizabeth glanced up, then stared. An eyeless head stared back, battered by weather but still visibly human. It hung in a metal cage suspended from one of the iron spikes. “The rest of him is feeding the birds at Traitors’ Flat.” Gerald Kazmer sounded horribly satisfied. “Your would-be assassin proved quite willing to talk, once a little persuasion had been applied, Duchess Sarmas.”



  
Elizabeth glared up at the Frankonian churigon’s head. “You failed. I’m still here,” she told it. After a long minute she looked back down. “Thank you, your highness, your grace. That is indeed a welcome sight.”



  
“You are welcome, Duchess Sarmas.” They rode on.



  
That night Lazlo joined her in her bed. They did nothing more than hold each other and kiss, but it was a promise and for the moment, it was enough.
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  The End of the Beginning


  
“You may rise, Elizabeth von Sarmas, Duchess of the Empire, Commander of the eastern forces,” Emperor Rudolph told her.



  Easy for you to say, your majesty, she thought as she struggled to get to her feet without dropping the marshal’s baton or overbalancing. The bodice of the formal court dress did not allow any motion, unlike her preferred styles, and the tight lacing made her breasts feel three times as large as usual. The bright orange color gave her skin a jaundiced hue. She hated the gown, had hated it the first time she tried it on, and swore she’d never, ever wear such foolishness again. But a formal court summons required a formal court gown. So now she struggled to get to her feet without falling on her nose.



  
A further month had passed since her ride with Prince Alois. She and Lazlo had returned to Donatello House to find additional gifts waiting for them, including the official grant of Donatello House, use of Donatello Bend, confirmation of Lazlo’s promotion and a special dispensation from having to raise troops, and bundles that contained several of the ornate tapestries that Mukara had left when he fled Vindobona. Close inspection of the patterns revealed nothing but flowers and birds in the designs, and the tapestries now hung on the walls of Donatello House. Because Lazlo’s promotion had been granted by the crown, it put him in the odd position of being neither commoner nor nobility. “Good,” he told Elizabeth. “I’m your husband, your chief aid, and the one who reminds you to eat.” A slightly lascivious grin appeared as he added, “and bathe.”



  
She’d blushed. Now she flushed again, this time from nerves, as she finally managed to get to her feet without falling. Emperor Rudolph, still weak but looking and sounding much healthier, nodded. “Congratulations, Duchess Elizabeth von Sarmas, and continue serving us as you have done so well.”



  
She took the heavy baton in one hand and curtsied. “As Godown wills and you command, your majesty, so may it be.”



  
He smiled. “Amen. You may go, Duchess Sarmas, and our thanks to you and your husband.”



  
She curtsied once more and backed two steps, far enough that she could kick the blasted train of her skirt out of the way so it wouldn’t kill her. Then she walked slowly away from the dais in the great mirror hall, every eye in court on her. She kept her chin up and head high. She’d earned her rank and no one could change that, no matter what they thought of her or her parentage.



  
She circulated among the other courtiers, avoiding Archduke Gerald Kazmer and Duke Charles Midland. It was too nice of a day to ruin by having to listen to Midland explain why Duke Grantholm needed her troops for the next year’s campaigns. Elizabeth made a point to speak with Marie Starland and smile at her. As she’d feared, vicious rumors had sprung up about why Marie had loaned Elizabeth her mare. At best they suggested that Marie wanted to make Elizabeth look bad, and the worst insinuated that Marie had wanted Elizabeth hurt in revenge for Jan Peilov’s death. Marie and Elizabeth agreed to ignore the rumors. They both knew better, as did their families and allies, and that was what mattered. 



  
Prince Alois found her standing near Duke Grantholm and watching the others. “So, have you decided what to do with your new property?”



  
“Yes, your highness. A small summer palace, with a terraced garden. Nothing too ornate,” she assured him, “because the lovely views deserve something that compliments them, not competes with them.”



  
He smiled. “A wise choice, Duchess Sarmas, although not many would call a battlefield a lovely view.”



  
“It is a field of victory surrounding the city of the Babenburgs, your highness. And, if I might venture to say, it is a field of hope that we will continue to grow and prosper, even if we never again reach out to touch the stars.”



  
“So young, and yet a philosopher,” he teased.



  
She shook her head. “No, your highness, I am no philosopher. Just a woman trying to do her duty and to make a little sense of her world.”



  
She curtsied and he left her. Once enough time had passed, she escaped the reception. As soon as she was safely back at Donatello House, Mina and her other ladies helped Elizabeth get out of the layers of gown. “Ahhh,” she sighed with delight, taking a deep breath. “Thank you. Put that away carefully, in case I need it again. And the corsetry with it.” She changed into her winter dress for the masked street party later that evening and went to her office to do a little work. Lazlo had gone out to the Imperial archives, looking for plans for one of the Lander palaces Elizabeth had read about.



  
At last Elizabeth had time to study her new marshal’s baton. Like Duke Starland’s baton, black wood formed the core of the fifty-centimeter-long staff. It looked smaller around than Quill’s baton, and felt a bit thinner when she gripped it. Polished silver metal capped the butt end and blackened silver capped the head. The blacking had been cut through with engravings, and when she peered at them closely, she could see her name, and depictions of Vindobona and Esterburg. Two blackened iron rings held the caps in place. She slapped the baton against the palm of her other hand. The impact stung. 



  
She sat back, still holding the baton, and smiled. Laurence had been given his chance, Godown had provided him opportunities, and the king had turned them down. Now she was here, where Godown wanted her to be. All she’d wanted had been a home and a good marriage. Instead she had command of an army, assuming she could keep it funded, fed, and supplied, and a marriage that, Godown willing, had a happy future ahead.



  
Lazlo returned a few hours later and clucked at finding her immersed in paperwork. “I found what I think you wanted, my lady, but may I suggest a compromise?”



  
“What kind of compromise?”



  
He unrolled a sketch. “This is the Lander building, much like the one at Crownpoint in Peilovna, as it turns out.” The structure, longer than it was high, had a wall of enormous windows.



  
“This might be better,” and he unrolled a second sketch. Still long and relatively low, two and a half levels, the building sported multiple smaller windows, each with simple trim around them. “The window tax is by square meter, my lady, and these can be opened,” he tapped the smaller windows before pointing to the Lander windows. “These cannot, assuming we can find a glassmaker capable of making such huge panes.” He dropped his voice, adding, “Do you really want these reflecting the dawn light at Vindobona? Certain people might take offense at the display.”



  
“Hmmm.” Certain people would indeed take offense. “An excellent point, Colonel.” She considered the Lander building, “And the morning light would fade everything terribly.” As much as she liked the design, the times were not right for it—maybe some day, but not now, not yet. She rolled up the Lander drawing. “This one,” and she tapped Lazlo’s plans.



  
She looked over her shoulder at the time candle. “Oh goodness. I lost track of time.”



  
Lazlo smiled, rolled his plans up and set them in the chair. He dodged out of the way as she rushed to finish getting ready for the evening’s fun. When they met at the foot of the stairs, masks in place, he’d changed into a warm shahma wool coat and scarf, both black, to go with his black and white mask. She wore dark brown, and a brown mask with long brown ears. The bottom of the mask faded into white and light brown.



  
She heard his smile as he warned, “Love, you can’t fool anyone with that mule mask.”



  
She smiled back. “Who said I’m trying to fool anyone?”



  
He tipped his mask up enough to kiss her gloved hand. After a moment they walked out into the evening twilight arm in arm, nothing more than two lovers joining the party.



  
To Be Continued…
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