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  Prelude


  
“My Lady General, we need to call back the cavalry!”



  
Elizabeth von Sarmas shook her head. “No, not yet. We’ve pushed them almost to the river. That’s when they’ll panic and we will have the day. Trust Prince Imre’s judgment for once, Major Destefani.” She lowered her binoculars and studied the sprawl of carnage and chaos lapping against the walls of the city, and almost smiled. 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 he had made an error in judgment. 



  
She heard a horse puffing and blowing, and turned to see her second in command riding up the back of the hill. Maj. Lazlo Destefani shifted his mount sideways, allowing the other officer to stop even with Countess Sarmas. “Well, Elizabeth, I do believe that, barring the unforeseen, King Laurence is going to regret shipping all that gold overland,” Matthew Lord Starland observed before taking a long drink from his saddle flask. He slapped his gelding’s crest with his free hand. 



  
“Indeed, Matthew, indeed.” Elizabeth raised the binoculars to her eyes again, studying the scene with her usual methodical pattern. “The Poloki and the Magvi certainly compliment His Imperial majesty’s troops.”



  
Leather creaked as Matthew shifted, rising in the stirrups to get a better look at something. “They do. In fact—” A dull, rippling boom rolled towards the watchers as a dirty cloud boiled up from the last intact bridge over the Donau Novi River. “Was that planned?”



  
Elizabeth smiled, not lowering her binoculars. “Yes. King Laurence is going to be very unhappy. The Grand Priest of Selkow may be even unhappier, unless something truly bizarre happens in the next hour. Tayyip the Invincible could well share their disappointment.”



  
As the battle turned into a rout, Elizabeth stowed her binoculars and kneed Ricardo, her small stallion, turning him to the north. “Matthew, stay here until you are certain that the Grand Priest has not pulled a miracle out from under his veil. Lazlo, come with me. His Imperial Majesty needs to hear the news.” 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 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.
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  Chapter 1: Great Escape


  
On a rural estate well to the south of the Frankonian royal capitol, Elizabeth von Sarmas set aside the precious book and puffed on the damp ink of her latest set of notes. Lord Anthony Armstrong’s generosity in allowing her access to his library of ancient books still made her shake her head in wonder. Especially since he had the only surviving copy of Von Clausewitz outside a royal or imperial library! She handled the fragile tome with all the reverence she never gave the religious pamphlets that she was supposed to be studying. Godown be praised, she could spot memorize fast enough to keep Sister Amalthea satisfied with her charge’s progress. Elizabeth checked the page, tipping it in the waning light from the window to see if the ink had finished drying. It had, and she added the page to her growing stack of geography and military history notes. 



  
Elizabeth stood up and stretched, then bent as far forward as her stiff bodice and heavy headdress permitted. She hated the wimple with a ferocious passion and dreamed of burning the complicated, uncomfortable, and unsanitary contraption. But it let her conceal her immodestly short hair. The headdress also concealed the young woman’s improper thoughts and ambitions. Despite the red-brown wimple and plain black gown, Elizabeth’s heart held no trace of a religious vocation. She did not know precisely what she wanted to do, other than get married, but she knew that the life of a religious was not for her. Especially now that King Laurence had begun making noises about funding religious houses on the frontiers! 



  
“Godown’s Peace does not extend to the worshippers of Selkow, in case you had not noticed,” she whispered to the omnipresent royal portrait. At least, the goddess Selkow’s followers never chose to recognize the Peace. For that matter, if the rumors were true, King Laurence himself planned on breaking the Peace as soon as he dared. Elizabeth twisted left and right, loosening up her stiff back. She paced across the room a few times, trying to get the blood moving again. Her fingers automatically dropped to the chain hanging from her cord belt, fingering the pieces of polished metal. Instead of prayer beads, she carried her late father’s collection of gears and crystals, bits of the technology that had failed in the Great Fires. He’d died on the frontier, leaving a very merry widow with an unwanted daughter. Elizabeth sighed, stretched again, and returned to her task. 



  
The young woman had barely finished taking notes from another chapter when the heavy door behind her opened. “Lady Elizabeth,” Anthony Armstrong’s valet hissed.



  
“Yes?” She got to her feet, skirts in hand.



  
Her heart plunged as he warned, “The king is sending orders for your confinement. St. Verna of the Marshes.” 



  
She felt the blood rushing from her face and for a moment she thought she might faint. It was a death sentence, or might as well have been. The only sisters who lived more than a few years were those native to the region, who’d had malaria as children and who carried the protections in their blood. She took a deep breath and told her hands to stop shaking. 



  
“I see. Thank you for informing me.” 



  
He nodded and turned to go, adding, “Lady Orrosco will receive official word with the sunrise messages.” Elizabeth almost missed his next words, as he whispered, “If you wish to visit a shrine tomorrow, be careful, in case your mule gets loose again tonight.”



  
After he left she began pacing, calming her nerves and forcing herself to think instead of panic. As she walked back and forth across the worn wooden floor, determination replaced fear. She would not go to the convent without at least trying to escape. The weather looked clear at the moment, but this time of year nocturnal storms often rolled over the land. Rain would wash away scent and tracks. Elizabeth knew the land around Lord Armstrong’s holdings, and had memorized the locations of royal way stations and alert posts on the main roads. If she could avoid those long enough to cross the eastern border and reach the Freistaadter…



  
Elizabeth collected her notes, slipped them into the watertight bag that Sister Amalthea assumed held the Disciplines of Godown and other proper, devotional literature. She returned the copy of Von Clausewitz to its place on the shelf, and then schooled herself into a calm, meditative demeanor. She could not reveal that anything had upset her, lest Lady Orrosco or Sister Amalthea decide that she needed additional supervised meditation time. Elizabeth walked neither fast nor slow, her head bent in a modest fashion so that she could just see enough to avoid crashing into people and walls but not be distracted by “worldly” matters. It was the proper attitude of a woman religious. It also concealed a great deal, as Elizabeth had learned over the years. As she returned to her chamber, she thought about what she could take with her. 



  
Elizabeth needed provisions and funds, but not enough of either to arouse unwanted interest. She had a stash of silver and copper, and two gold pieces that her mother had tossed at her during a fit of temper some years ago. Lord Armstrong kept journey food in the larder because of the ever-present risk of military deployment or, Godown forefend, flight or siege. King Laurence’s agreements with Selkow’s Own supposedly kept them from raiding this far inland, but from what she’d read Elizabeth doubted that the agreement meant much when a priest called for a ferengrazia. She felt her lip curling and stopped the expression. One never knew who might come in or what bit of the old technology might be working somewhere. After food and funds, what next?



  
Clothing she had in plenty, most of which was utterly unsuited for hard night riding across country. Mother, you have the strangest ideas about proper garments, Elizabeth thought once again, half-closing the door to her room. Well, given that her mother depended on her “charms” for her subsistence and income, Lady Sarmas-to’s gifts to her daughter made a sort of sense. Elizabeth sat at the small desk in her chamber, pretending to read an evening devotional. Instead she took mental inventory of her clothes and decided on her heaviest linen and wools, plus her fur-lined mitts. She’d have to cross the mountains and spring storms came up without warning. The heavy clothes also let her pass as a commoner. 



  
A quiet bell chimed, interrupting her plans and marking the arrival of the evening meal. Elizabeth ate with Sister Amalthea. This let the good sister both tutor and monitor her charge without requiring time away from her own devotions. Elizabeth took her seat in silence, as befitted a pre-novice in the company of a professed sister. After blessing the food, Sister Amalthea began, “What is the Rule of the Second?”



  
“The Rule of the Second is that all are creations of Godown. Male and female, human and animal He created them, all for His service in their differing abilities and gifts.”



  
“Correct.” The nun sipped her vegetable broth as her charge ate a piece of bread. “What gifts are given to the female?”



  
“In His gracious generosity, Godown gave to the female obedience and patience, strength of spirit and of faith, quietness of heart and mildness of temper.” Once again Elizabeth wondered if Godown really divided people up like that, or if His followers had misinterpreted His will. 



  
“Does this make the female inferior to the male?”



  
“This does not make the female inferior to the male, for Godown makes nothing inferior.”



  
“And blessed is He for that wisdom,” the old nun agreed. She let her charge finish more of her meal before asking, “Who is today’s patron?”



  
It took Elizabeth a moment to remember. “Today is the feast of St. Gerald of the Bridge. On this day Godown took him to His rest, after years of dedicated service following the Great Fires. St. Gerald is the patron of travelers, of those who seek to bridge differences between peoples, of the Eastern Empire and the Babenburg—”



  
“That is enough!” It took the nun a few breaths to recover her composure after her charge’s gross political error. “Godown loves all, and we are to pray for those who live in error unknowingly, just as we pray for his gracious Majesty’s efforts to bring their leaders back to the proper way,” Sister Amalthea reminded Elizabeth. 



  
“Yes Sister, your pardon. I learned from a pre-reform Lives of the Saints,” Elizabeth murmured, sounding properly penitent. But as she spoke, something stirred inside her. Was this the sign from Godown? She’d planned to travel east, to try and find sanctuary in the Freistaadter, but maybe Godown wanted her to go to the Empire. The idea felt right in her heart. 



  
“It would be good for you to reread the life of St. François. The sins of the Eastern Empire inspired some of his greatest homilies,” the gray-habited sister murmured, only the glint in her pale eyes revealing her lingering anger. 



  
“Thank you for the correction, Sister. Again, your disciplines guide me to Godown’s path.” 



  
“As it should be. Godown’s grace this night.”



  
“And His blessing on the rising,” Elizabeth recited. She waited until her superior left before returning to her room. She had perhaps three hours before she could make her escape. Just in case someone looked in on her, she found her copy of the homilies of St. François and read the first two. His later writings, after he’d joined the Frankonian court as Queen Leona’s confessor, never appealed to her. Elizabeth harbored a suspicion that his complaints against the Eastern Empire had stemmed as much from King Peter the Strong’s foreign policies as they had from the Easterners actual sins. She also dug out a tract about the evils of the Landers and the sins that led to the Great Fires. Strange, she thought for the hundredth time at least, reading about massacres, rapes, and warfare is improper and unsuitable for a woman’s delicate mind. But reading about the murders, rapes, and torments of the Great Fires is educational and fit for a sheltered sister. I do not understand this world.


  
Elizabeth told herself to wake up at an hour before midnight, depending on her internal clock to work as it usually did. She took off her wimple for what she hoped would be the last time and napped. At the time she’d set, she fought off the cobwebs and yawned, battling the desire to go back to sleep. Not if you want to live more than a year, she reminded herself. Not unless you want King Laurence to win. That was enough to propel her out of bed. She stripped off her habit and stuffed it under the covers, adding other garments and tucking the blanket around the pillow just like she usually pulled the blanket around her head. Elizabeth found the note that she’d written earlier and left it on the desk, another bit of misdirection. She pulled her heaviest clothes out of the chest, layering petticoats, skirts, two blouses, and a riding coat. Her heavy hat stayed down in the stables with her tack. Elizabeth divided her coins and a few pieces of jewelry into three pouches. She grabbed the small portrait of her father that she’d saved from her mother’s wrath and added it to her sack of notes, along with his relic chain, and after tucking a spare pair of heavy socks into the sack, she eased out the door, carrying her boots in one hand and the sack in another. 



  
Once clear of the private wing of Lord Armstrong’s manor, she pulled on her boots. She eased down to the kitchen and tried the larder door. It slid open and she loaded one of the waiting saddlebags with jerky, road bread, and three dried fruit bars. She could always use them as bait to try and catch something, or trade them for more bread. Elizabeth crept out of the kitchen through the servants’ door and trotted to the tack shed. There she grabbed her sidesaddle and largest panniers, along with her hat and oiled-leather cape. A compass, saddle knife, small packet of horse liniment, and bandages always stayed in the panniers, so she had everything she thought she could carry. Should she grab a bedroll as well? No, proper women did not carry bedrolls. Plus it would be one more thing someone might want to steal. Elizabeth assumed that common bandits and thieves found their prey the same way that noble bandits did. I doubt that Mama’s romances were anything close to the truth. The men Elizabeth had seen hanged for theft and murder did not look like the dashing, noble brigands of the tales. 



  
Elizabeth waited several minutes until she heard the night watch’s steps come and go. She had a quarter hour before he’d be back. This was it. If she ran now, there would be no return. Had she lost her mind? She was a woman on her own, no family, no skills, and hated by King Laurence. She’d be prey for every predator. She could stop now, accept her fate, and at least she’d have regular meals, shelter, and die in a state of grace. No. I will not die of overwork and fever just because King Laurence has tired of playing games with my cousin and because my mother thought that King Laurence the Fourth was immortal. I am Elizabeth von Sarmas and I have a different calling. Her hands shook and it took her two tries to hoist the heavy saddle, bridle, and loaded panniers onto her shoulder. The young woman staggered under the load and almost dropped it. Once balanced, she walked as quietly as she could to the far pasture. A pale shape snorted and scooted away as Elizabeth opened the gate.



  
She’d planned for this. Snowy never did like being caught unless bribed. Elizabeth clucked, her hand out, holding two of the dried-up apples that the cook had given to the hostlers for the animals. Snowy snorted again, then walked up to his rider. She kept her fingers flat as the mule chomped down on the treat. Homage paid, the riding mule permitted himself to be saddled and bridled. She led him to the mounting block and found a surprise waiting.



  
A coil of rope, a fire-striker and tinder, a note, and what looked very much like a small book in a leather travel case sat on top of the block. Elizabeth blushed. Tom, the Armstrong riding master, was forever berating her for forgetting to carry a length of rope with her. “You never know when you will need it.” She tucked the items away into her panniers, mounted, and rode out. She closed the pasture gate and turned south, riding along the track through the woods. Once the misdirection in her note wore off, pursuers would assume that she’d go along the road, hiding her tracks and trying to reach her uncle and cousin, the Dukes of Sarmas. Instead she walked Snowy through the woods. Once they reached the open fields by the river, she urged him into a long trot. The mule snorted but complied without trying to shed his rider, for once. Like his rider, the mule was a failure: nice to look at, compact like a lady’s riding mule should be, but with an extra helping of mulish temper and too smart for anyone’s good. Because of that temper, no one but Elizabeth and Tom had ever discovered Snowy’s secret: he had a fifth gait, a glassy-smooth and mile-eating running walk. 



  
For now, however, Elizabeth rode the trot. Dark clouds hid the stars and she and Snowy both kept close watch for obstacles. She needed to reach cover by dawn, at least until she crossed the frontier. She had an idea of where she and the mule could hide, assuming they made it that far, and assuming that no large animals had moved into the caves, and that the caves remained open, and… At least she did not have to worry about humans there. Sane, normal people shunned the relics of the Landers, including their ruined buildings. Elizabeth ducked a branch, then scolded herself for not paying attention to the path. 



  
After a few more kilometers she slowed the mule, letting him cool down. She found a place where she could dismount and let him drink. She guessed that they were two-thirds of the way to her first stop. Everything was going so well that Elizabeth began to worry. Why was no one chasing them? Why had no one come out of their dwellings to see who trotted past in the darkness? She’d heard a few dogs in the distance but nothing closer. And Snowy had not lost a shoe yet, or stumbled. She watched him drink, reeling in the lead rope as he came back up the bank to graze on the grass beside the path. “Path?” She crouched down and felt the soil. “Oh you idiot.” She’d been riding on the towpath. A flash to the west caught her eye and she stood up. She counted to three hundred and saw another flash illuminate a mountain of cloud.



  
“Godown be praised,” she whispered. “Come on, Snowy.” The mule balked but settled and allowed her to lead him to a kilometer post. She used the stone block to mount again and turned the mule to face the river. “Good mule.” And she smacked his rump with all her strength.



  
The startled mule lunged forward into the river, his rider urging him to keep swimming. The water ran low and slow and they crossed safely, although Elizabeth knew she’d be miserable for the next few hours. Well, miserable beat the other alternatives. Another flash of light showed her a game track leading the direction she wanted to go, and she kneed the irritated Snowy forward. The flashes of light came faster and faster, and now Snowy required no encouragement to keep going. The trail faded but Elizabeth pushed on, uphill. At least, it felt uphill. And her compass showed that they were going the right direction. 



  
She smelled the storm before the first wind reached them. “Snowy, we need to find shelter.” He ignored her in favor of picking his way along a narrow ledge. She’d never been in a lightning storm in the mountains, but she’d heard stories about hunters finding the scorched remains of unwary travellers and unlucky animals. Elizabeth made herself as small and low as she could possibly get without pushing Snowy off balance. The track continued up the slope. She heard the thunder echoing off the stony hills around them and began to pray. 



  
As the rain started, mule and rider found an abandoned mine. The wooden door had rotted away, and Elizabeth managed to shoulder the remaining frame out of the opening. Snowy hung back, pulling against her, but a blast of cold air and a close flash of lightning spooked him. He decided that he’d rather face the cave than the storm, and almost flattened Elizabeth as he lunged into the tunnel’s mouth. Elizabeth sniffed for animal scent but only smelled dank, like the leaky cellar of the second house that she remembered living in. She tied Snowy to a rock, rummaged in a pannier until she found a way candle, and lit it on the third try. She needed to rub Snowy down, light a fire, and then find out where they were. 



  
Most of the water had drained from her panniers, leaving the contents damp to the touch but not ruined. Well, that was why she’d always carried things in oiled leather, no matter how much the other ladies pinched their noses at the smell. She checked her notes and the book. They remained dry, as were her fur-lined mitts. “Godown be thanked,” she sighed, relieved. Elizabeth stripped all her tack except the halter off the mule, then combed him with her own hairbrush. Not that she needed such a big brush, given her short mop, she thought. 



  
Even taking her time, lighting the fire proved harder than she’d anticipated. She found enough bits of wood from the ruined door and some other things to make a small but reasonable fire pile. But reading about starting a fire, and lighting her fireplace or a cooking-fire that the servants had already prepared, were very different from trying to light a fire in the wild. In the end she coaxed two small kindling piles to ignite, then the end of a stick, then nursed and prayed the little pile of wood alight. She sat back, pleased with herself, and almost lost the fire to a gust of wind. Elizabeth found rocks and built a windbreak behind the campfire. She took the way candle and ventured farther into the cave, looking for more fuel and for a place to relieve herself. 



  
In the process she found water. She debated trying to lead Snowy into the cavern, but settled for filling the crown of her hat and carrying the water back to the mule. Snowy drank four hat-fulls before seeming satisfied. Elizabeth realized that she had nothing to heat water in, and after scolding herself, shrugged. She did not have anything to brew, either, or soap to wash with. She gnawed on a stick of jerky and thought about the next day. Then she drank more water, banked the fire, and dozed off. Snowy would hear pursuit long before she did. 



  
She woke up with a rock in the small of her back, aches in places she hadn’t known could ache, and the smell of mule in her nose. Snowy had pulled his rope loose and was now sniffing her for crumbs. Elizabeth sat up slowly in order not to spook him. “And the blessing of Godown to you too this… afternoon?” Yes, the cave faced south, so the sun was on the afternoon side of the zenith. “I wager you are hungry.” She saw a pile of fresh mule dung not far from her saddle. “And I lose the wager.” He’d found grass and mountain apple outside the cave. She re-tethered him, brushed him again, then retreated into the ancient mine to relieve herself and get more water. 



  
What she found left her dumbstruck. She forgot her bruises and aching muscles, staring as the light of the sun bounced off mica and a piece of polished metal framework to illuminate crates and machines. She’d discovered a cache of equipment, all from the time of the Great Fires. Elizabeth approached with great care, not wanting to trigger a trap. The crates looked like the scraps of “plaztik” that she’d seen in the royal collection of curiosities. Oh, she could do so much with these things! Could that be a mining machine? The beautiful, smooth seams on the metal fascinated her and she wondered how it had been done. Was it a casting? And what coated the metal to keep it so shiny and well preserved? Could the cases hold writings, explaining how to run the machine, or maps to the mine, or something more? 



  
None of which mattered. She could not take anything that big with her. However, she noticed shiny, glittery bits on the cave floor. Elizabeth crouched and brushed her hand over one, revealing a gear wheel with a missing tooth. Just past the gear she found a polished cylinder that had loops in the ends. The entire thing couldn’t be more than the length of her index finger. She licked her finger and rubbed the cylinder but its pretty blue-gray color did not change. Elizabeth decided to take both pieces with her. “This is not getting me past the frontier,” she reminded herself. 



  
She washed the dust off her face and hands in the seep of water and drank as much as she could hold. After drying her hands on her skirt, she unfolded her maps. Elizabeth compared where she’d planned to go with the landmarks outside the mouth of the mine. Although not where she thought it was, the mine sat only one valley north of her original goal. “How many abandoned mines are there in these hills?” she asked Snowy. He ignored her in favor of dozing, hip-shot, in the last of the afternoon sun. She returned to the map. If both her copy and the original were correct, the pass at the head of the valley led into the province of Chateauneuf. If she left before sundown, rode hard, and if Snowy did not have a problem, she could cross the small province before sunrise. Or she could detour north, into the foothills of the Triangle Range, staying farther away from civilization. Elizabeth chewed a hangnail as she thought. “Not if the weather gets worse. I’d better go through Chateauneuf.”
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Elizabeth found what seemed to be an abandoned hut just before dawn. She’d had two narrow scrapes during the night and could not push Snowy any farther. He’d started acting a little sore, as if he’d gotten a bruise, and if she had to run from someone, well, lame mules knew better than to run. That and she didn’t want to hurt him if she could avoid it. Elizabeth had watered him well before entering the woods, and after tying him up and taking off his tack, she pulled grass for him to nibble. Not far from the hut she found a thicket of sweet bramble bushes, their branches loaded with green fruit, and she realized that she’d found a gathering shelter. Lord Armstrong’s people also had them, for mushroom hunting and deer hunting in the fall and for watching the shahma in the summer.



  
She quickly discovered why this one had been abandoned. She’d barely set one foot inside the hut when she heard a hoarse hiss and a terrible stench filled the hut. “Ugh!” She backed out, her hand clamped over her nose and mouth. The stink-snake stayed in the hut and Elizabeth decided that camping out for one day wouldn’t kill her. Snowy tugged at his rope, eyes rolling as he tried to escape the reek. “No argument here,” she assured him, leading him into the sweet bramble thicket. Tom had once warned her that big clumps of sweet bramble were often hollow, and tuskers sometimes shaded up there. She was never to go berry picking on her own, just in case. Not that she’d ever been allowed to do anything short of going to the privy by herself. Luckily, no tuskers lurked in this thicket, just a swarm of gnats that ignored Snowy in favor of harassing his rider. 



  
Elizabeth carried everything into the thicket without tearing her clothes, to her mild surprise. “Right. Let’s see that hind leg, Snowy.” The mule snorted at her, sidling until he bumped against the closest thorny branch. He sidled back, right into her waiting hands. She stroked his shin, feeling a warm spot. After some effort she got him to lift his hoof and she gave the hoof, frog, and shoe a close inspection. The frog remained soft and healthy looking, and he showed no reaction when she poked it with a gentle finger. Elizabeth smeared liniment on the warm place and then inspected the other three legs. “Well damn.” One front shoe acted as if it were trying to come loose. 



  
As the mule rested, Elizabeth tried to catch a quick nap. She managed to sleep until just before noon, at least judging by the sun. Then she hunted through the woods until she found a stream. She picked her way upstream far enough to make certain that nothing dead or decaying contaminated the water. Everything looked and smelled safe. She drank until her stomach ached. After leading Snowy to the stream and letting him drink his fill, she let him graze while she consulted her map again. She’d planned on avoiding towns and hamlets, but she could not afford to have Snowy go lame or lose a shoe. “This looks semi-safe,” she told him, tapping a location on the page. He ignored her.



  
Two hours later, she led Snowy to the smithy just outside the walls of Sarleau. Elizabeth did her best to act calm and unworried, as if she did not expect someone to arrest her on first sight. “Excuse me, sir,” she called, not venturing past the knee-high fence marking off the blacksmith’s domain. 



  
A wiry man wearing a leather apron and breeches peered out of the smithy. “Yes?”



  
“Godown’s blessing. Do you have time to repair a mule’s shoe? My father thinks it’s loose.” 



  
He studied Elizabeth and she could see him considering her dirty clothes and good but plain tack. “Lead it in. Does it kick?”



  
“No worse than most. Father says it is the off-side front shoe,” she offered, keeping a firm grip on Snowy’s headstall as the smith lifted the mule’s foot.



  
He tapped it, then pulled a small pry-bar out of his pouch and popped the shoe loose. “You father ride?”



  
“Yes, sir.”



  
“He needs to add a little something to the basket this coming holy day, then. Lost three nails. Bring him here and I’ll reset the shoe.” 



  
Elizabeth rubbed Snowy’s nose and scratched around his ears as the smith worked. The mule behaved himself, probably because he was tired. Two more nights, boy, Elizabeth thought at him. Two more nights, Godown willing, and we can rest. That was assuming that robbers, wild animals, bad weather, or something else horrible did not grab them. 



  
“Right, you’re set then,” the smith declared, straightening up. “I’ll just check the other three,” and he worked around the mule. “Others are good.” He gave Elizabeth a hard look. “Mighty good work on those shoes. Not often you see smithmarks on shoes.”



  
“Father just traded for him. He told mother that he’d gotten a good trade because the mule ate part of a lord’s lady’s hat and then kicked the lord’s son. They wanted to get rid— Ow! Quit!” 



  
Snowy lunged at a scrap of grass, stomping on Elizabeth’s booted foot and shouldering her out of his way. The smith smiled. “Glad I’m not breaking him to harness. That’ll be a quarter silver.” Elizabeth dug in her skirt pouch and found the right coin. As she did, the broken gear came out with the coin. “Where’d you find that?”



  
She’d already devised a story. “My uncle, father’s second brother, found it in a mine up in the Vorlau. Gave it to me for good luck.”



  
The smith spat over Elizabeth’s arm, warding off any bad luck. “Vorlau’s uncanny,” he explained. “Has the priest looked at it?”



  
“Yes, sir. He blessed it.” 



  
“Good. You’d best be on your way.” With that the smith returned to his fire and anvil. Elizabeth wasted no time leading Snowy out of the smithy. She checked his hind leg, but the swelling seemed better, or at least no worse. Since there wasn’t a mounting block of stump in sight, she lowered the stirrup, clambered up onto Snowy’s back, and then reached down, shortening the leather with one hand while keeping a firm grip on the mule’s reins with the other. He took two steps but did not bolt off or try to throw her. 



  
She urged him forward. They joined the flow of traffic away from Sarleau and Elizabeth pretended she had every right to be riding a mule away from the town. But as they began walking past the outer row of gardens, Elizabeth looked up, catching sight of a heliograph winking acknowledgment of a message. Her stomach dropped. Was it about her? It had to be. Was there daylight enough for Sarleau to forward the message? Yes, there was. Godown, lord of mercy, savior of the lost, help me. St. Gerald, lead me to safety, she prayed. A track branched off the main road and Elizabeth turned that way, to the north. If she could get to the Caapmartin, she could cross the border there. The woods thickened around her, and the track faded as mule and rider reached the edge of Sarleau’s timber reserve. 



  
“You, stop!” a man called. Elizabeth stopped, heart pounding. A man in forester’s brown walked up to her, frowning. “What do you think you are doing?”



  
“Ah, your pardon sir, it took longer than planned to get Father’s mule shod and I need to get home before dark. I thought it would be faster to come through the woods and I’m sorry I didn’t realize there would be trouble and forgive me, please,” she babbled, starting to cry. 



  
“Who’s your father?”



  
She blubbered something incomprehensible ending in “of St. Alberta by the Woods,” a village ten kilometers up the road. 



  
“The new family? From Vorlau?”



  
She sniffed. “Yes, sir. Please don’t, I didn’t mean to, Father will be unhappy…”



  
The woods guard waved his hand, spooking Snowy. “Stop whimpering. Go that way,” he pointed to the east, “and get back on the main road to St. Alberta. Godown bless, I hate weepy women.” 



  
“Thank you, good sir. Godown be with you, may His blessings…”



  
“Go!” 



  
Elizabeth went. Godown be blessed, St. Gerald be praised, thankyouthankyouthankyou.
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She reached Caapmartin just before dawn two nights later. She’d spent the previous day in the ruins of a Lander settlement. Snowy’s leg got no worse but Elizabeth did not push him, either. If word had reached the border fort south of Caapmartin, and she assumed that it had, she’d need every bit of Snowy’s speed and strength to get across to the Freistaadter. He’d been balky the night before, sulling up until she let him stand knee-deep in cold water and graze the cresses on the bank for what had felt like forever.



  
Elizabeth stopped in the cover of a copse of trees near the top of the last hill overlooking Caapmartin. She’d begun shaking as if she had summer fever. Once she crossed Martin’s River, she’d be much safer. But she would also be completely on her own. Could she do it? She was just a woman: weak, ugly, and fair prey for anyone wanting to please King Laurence, or themselves. “Godown makes nothing inferior,” she reminded herself. “Now or never.” She forced herself to relax before Snowy caught her nerves. She tapped him with her stick and he stepped out, picking his way down the deer trail that curved across the long slope. 



  
A false-deer flushed from the brush just below them, spooking the mule. He reared, snorted, and charged forward, catching her by surprise. Elizabeth ducked low on his neck, trying to steer him as best she could. She happened to glance back in time to see a flash of light on metal at the crest of the hill. The border guard! Oh shit, St. Gerald be with me across the border and I will give you a gold coin and pay for a ritual every year on this day should I live so long, she promised, turning her attention back to the track ahead of her. 



  
Snowy reached the base of the hill and slowed from a headlong gallop into his running walk. Elizabeth let him catch his breath as she peered into the lingering shadows. The sun still hid behind the ridge on the other side of the river. She saw motion around the ferry and at the ford upstream of the boat crossing. Elizabeth took a deep breath, then another, and turned Snowy downstream. Only a fool tried to cross the Caapmartin Narrows, everyone knew; only fools or the suicidal, or a desperate woman on a lame mule. 



  
“Stop! Stop in the name of the King!” Her whip hand slapped down, stinging the mule’s hip. He surged back into a run and she aimed him at the boiling water of the narrows. She thought she could hear hooves behind her but she didn’t look back. 



  
“Come on, Snowy, Godown will help us. Please obey this once,” she implored deity and beast both. Snowy jumped, plunging down into the frigid water. As she fought to stay on the mule and to keep from drowning, she heard screams, human and animal, behind her. Then the water’s roar covered everything and all she could do was hold on as Snowy swam to the opposite bank. The bitterly cold water churned, grabbing at them and trying to roll them under its white surface. Elizabeth held her breath as the mule sank, pulling her below the water for a horrible instant. He scrambled for purchase, slipping back into the water. He found a firm place a little farther downstream and clambered out of the river. Elizabeth slid off his back, leading him away from the water’s edge. Something whizzed past them, clattering against the rocks, and she sped up, all but dragging Snowy up the trail and behind the shelter of some trees. 



  
She slowed down but kept walking. Snowy limped behind her, exhausted and willing to be led. “I’m sorry, Snowy, but we need to get away from the border in case King Laurence’s men decide to risk an international incident.” Elizabeth did stop behind some rocks to let the mule rest for a few minutes, and so she could look at his hind leg. The hot spot had returned, and when she tipped up his foot, she found a nasty bruise on the frog. She rubbed liniment on the hot spot and once Snowy seemed rested, led him farther into the free lands. Godown had been with them. She felt sorry for the horse that had plunged in behind them and hoped that it had not drowned, or that its end had been swift. The man’s death, if he had died, failed to move her.



  
The watchers on the east side of the river had to have seen the commotion, but no one intercepted Elizabeth and Snowy or called to them. The town of Caapstaad lay in the valley to the east of the ridge, and she’d get help for Snowy there, if she could. And then? “We’ll decide once you’re better,” she told the mule. He brayed for the first time she’d ever heard, a harsh sound that rang on the rocks around them. “Me too.”
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  Chapter 2: Plans and Plodding


  
A day later, a footsore woman and her white mule waited outside the guest door of St. Brigid’s convent, an hour’s walk east of Martinstaad. They’d found no help in Caapstaadt and had continued on to the east. Elizabeth and Snowy both needed to rest, eat real food, and bathe. Well, Elizabeth smiled to herself, she needed a bath. All the perfumes on the planet wouldn’t make Snowy smell less like a mule. She stroked the grey-white nose and scratched around his ears and along his scruffy crest. “You need a trim.” He leaned on her and she poked him with the butt of her riding stick. “Get over.” He stopped leaning. 



  
The wooden door creaked open and a young woman in a novice’s maroon habit and small wimple appeared. “Lady Elizabeth, Reverend Mother Agatha says you may stay two days, Godown willing. Come,” and she disappeared inside the doorway.



  
“Godown be blessed,” Elizabeth sighed, tugging on Snowy’s rope. He balked. She waited and he subsided and followed her. His hooves thumped on hard-packed earth in the public courtyard and Elizabeth led the tired mule to a small stable. Two other mules, several donkeys, and an old horse studied him with some curiosity. 



  
“Here,” the novice pointed, and soon Snowy munched fresh hay as Elizabeth groomed him, then picked his hooves and slathered liniment on his shin and bruised hoof-frog. “You, ah, you can care for him yourself?”



  
“Yes, I can. Godown rewards those who serve the helpless and the servant, does He not?” Elizabeth finished and tried to remove some of the coating of mule-hair and dirt from her skirt and blouse. “I believe that I need to remove some road dust before I am presentable to the Sisters of St. Brigid’s calling,” she hinted.



  
“Um, ah,” the novice hesitated, stuttering in her confusion. Was she that gently reared, Elizabeth wondered? She heard firm footsteps and turned to see a green-clad professed sister gliding up to them. Relief washed over the novice like the waters of Martin’s River. “Sister Paul, guest Elizabeth needs a bath,” she blurted, then turned the same shade of maroon as her habit. 



  
“While that may be true, Noni, it is not in keeping with hospitality to point it out so bluntly,” the sister admonished, her words gentle but firm. “Be welcome to the house of St. Brigid,” she told Elizabeth. “Godown’s blessings be with you.”



  
“And may His grace shine on all who seek His truth,” Elizabeth replied, bowing. 



  
Sister Paul gave her guest a shrewd look but only said, “Follow me, please.” Elizabeth picked up her saddle panniers and trailed after the sister, crossing the courtyard and entering the cool dimness of the white-walled building. “You may leave your things here,” Sister Paul pointed to an open door. Elizabeth set the bags down and noted the plain, worn furnishings. No rope-mattress bed had ever looked as good as the one in the corner did, but she needed a bath first. “This way,” and Sister Paul opened a heavy door, glided down the corridor and nodded to a second door. “The bathing room is there. You will find suitable attire for your use until your current garments dry.” 



  
Elizabeth bowed as she would have to Sr. Amalthea, then all but dove into the bathing room. “Ahhhh,” she sighed, pouring lukewarm water over her grimy self. After getting the worst dirt and blood off, she stomped and rubbed the dirt out of her clothes. Just getting her hair clean felt so good! She spotted a discreet cabinet with the women’s sign on the door and helped herself to a handful of the lint and scrap padding. She’d been very, very lucky that her cycle had not started until that morning. The plain linen underrobe and rough, grey wool overgown seemed like pure luxury after spending a week in increasingly dirty clothes. I am too spoiled, she sighed. She gave her heavy socks a final rinse and wrung them out, pleased that the water no longer ran grey. Clothes washed and rinsed, she ran fingers through her short scut of hair, fluffing it dry.



  
As she finished, someone knocked on the door and Sr. Paul reappeared. She blinked to find Elizabeth already clean and dry. “I see that you do not require assistance.”



  
“No, Sister, but thank you. Where should I put these so that they can dry without causing a nuisance or mess?” She held out the armload of wet linen and wool. 



  
Sr. Paul picked up the hem of one skirt and sniffed it. “You can put them in that basket and our laundress sisters will take care of them.” 



  
Elizabeth felt a faint blush rising at the criticism. She’d done her best!



  
The nun smiled. “Lady Elizabeth, our bath soap is not strong enough to get animal sweat out of that sort of fabric, no matter how skilled you are. Now, come. Reverend Mother Agatha is waiting for you in her parlor.”



  
Elizabeth curtsied low to Reverend Mother Agatha and kissed the seated woman’s ring of office. The prioress radiated competence and serenity both, giving her guest the impression that nothing could ever be too complicated for the Reverend Mother to solve. “Sit, please,” she commanded, nodding towards a comfortable looking chair. Elizabeth sat, trying to hide her wince as saddle sores met firm wood. “When did you last eat?”



  
“Yesterday afternoon, Reverend Mother.”



  
Dark eyes narrowed as the older woman studied the newcomer. “What did you last eat, my child?”



  
“Some black berries and a handful of wet journey bread,” Elizabeth confessed. She’d had to eat it before it ruined the saddlebag. At least the jerky and her precious books and miniature painting had stayed dry. 



  
“I see.” Reverend Mother Agatha raised her voice ever so slightly. “Sister Gerald?” Elizabeth heard the door open behind her. “Food for one. I will take tea.” The door closed. When the door reopened, Sr. Gerald set a platter with a bowl of soup, fresh bread, and a slab of cheese on a small table, then moved the table in front of the convent’s guest. Two cups and a teapot appeared moments later. Elizabeth bowed her head as the prioress blessed the food. Elizabeth tried to take only small bites, as was proper for a lady.



  
“You are starving. Eat.”



  
“Yes, Reverend Mother,” she murmured, devouring the thick vegetable soup, dark bread, and sharp cheese.



  
“Now. What brings you to our gates? Do you seek sanctuary?”



  
Elizabeth cradled the teacup in her hands. “No, Reverend Mother, I seek shelter, not sanctuary. I am Elizabeth von Sarmas, acknowledged child of Count Anthony and Lady Olympia von Sarmas, very distant cousin of King Laurence V of Frankonia and niece of his Grace the Duke of Sarmas. I am traveling east, to the Empire, and seek only shelter for my beast and myself. And I owe a vow to St. Gerald.”



  
“The gate keeper says that your mule is lame.” 



  
“He is, Reverend Mother, or at least he is sore. I hope that, if Godown wills, rest and care will keep soreness from becoming lameness.” She couldn’t bear to part with Snowy.



  
Two bells chimed the hour and both women bowed their heads, whispering the afternoon prayers. When they finished Reverend Mother Agatha inquired, “Do you go east on a task from King Laurence?”



  
“No, Reverend Mother. He ordered me confined against my calling. I go east because that is where Godown calls me to go. I have no religious vocation, despite my prayers and entreaties.” Which was true: she’d prayed for months, for hours at a time, but Godown had not changed her temper, her mind, or her heart.



  
The prioress pursed her lips, then frowned, black eyebrows coming together. “So that rumor is true, that the new king looks on holy houses as a dumping ground for the inconvenient just as his father did, may his soul rest,” and both women made the sign of blessing for the dead. “It is a sin to claim a calling one does not have as much as it is to deny a true vocation, my child.” Her frown relaxed and a serene expression returned. “You may stay until the morning after tomorrow. Our farrier will look at your mule. We have a memory chapel dedicated to St. Gerald where you may begin making good on your vow. And I shall write two letters for you. One to open doors at other houses, and one for Duke Aquila of Starland, should your calling take you that far.”



  
Elizabeth pushed herself out of the chair and knelt on the floor before the Reverend Mother. “Thank you, Reverend Mother, for your guidance and your hospitality.”



  
Warm hands rested on Elizabeth’s head. “Godown blesses those of His servants who the world persecutes, Elizabeth von Sarmas. May you find rest, peace, and discernment in this, His house, and may St. Brigit shine her light on your way. Selah.”



  
“Selah,” the younger woman whispered. She needed the nun’s help to get off her knees as her muscles locked up. 



  
“Perhaps you would be so kind as to explain to Sr. Harmonia that riding can be a form of penance,” a dry voice said, hiding a smile.



  
Elizabeth bowed. “I would be delighted to do so, your Reverence.”
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The next day Elizabeth spent in prayer and contemplation, and reading. Her knees ached after a two-hour vigil in St. Gerald’s chapel, where she left a gold piece at his feet. She visited Snowy and found that the swelling on his leg had shrunk. He blew slobber all over her, just to remind her of her proper place. And she read the note that had been left with the rope and other supplies. 



  Lady Elizabeth, it began, should you reach the Empire, seek out his Grace the Duke of Starland. He is fair, has use for your knowledge, and is a master of translating ideas into deeds, if the rumors are true. Even if they are not, he knows how to find a place for you without forcing you to compromise your oaths. And if other rumors are true, his Grace will need every advantage he can obtain. A new Rajtan heads the Turkowi Protectorate and the priests of Selkow will undoubtedly urge him to show his thanks for his accession by bringing more souls under their dominion. And you must learn to fight from horseback and ride astride! You’ve been lazy for long enough. Godown be with you and tell his Grace to speak with you for the sake of the debt his family owes your great-grandfather’s name. It was signed, “a friend.” 



  
“Written by a man who never rode sidesaddle if he thinks it is lazy,” Elizabeth sniffed before smiling. She memorized the letter and then burned it, mixing the ashes in with those of the wood so that there could be no trace of the words left. The small book made her smile even more, because hidden behind the ornately carved and colored leather covers of a lady’s devotional she found a commentary on Clausewitz and a copy of the mysteries of Sun Tzu. 



  
Later that afternoon, while the sisters took recreation in the cloister, Elizabeth studied a map in the convent’s small library. She could not stay in the Staadtlander. The free cities, Freistaadter, kept their independence by playing the larger powers against each other and someone would decide to trade her to Frankonia. At least, she assumed that they would. If she had a reputation or a better name, Elizabeth might have been able to bargain her way out of a corner, but no one in the Empire knew anything about her. Although they might very soon, given the speed of heliographs and rumors both.


  
That evening, between the meal and the twilight worship service, Sr. Paul pulled her aside. “My Lady, there have been inquiries about you in the city. Sr. George did not linger to hear if it is a general search or if someone seeks to capture you for gain, but you need to leave before dawn.” 



  Snowy and I will look as pale as the cave creepers of legend before we reach the Donau Novi, Elizabeth sighed. She nodded. “Very well, Sister. I will leave as soon as the twilight prayers conclude.”



  
“No. Reverend Mother says wait until the midnight peace.”



  
“I shall do as she commands,” and she bowed her agreement. She’d already planned her route and darkness posed no problem.



  
When she returned to her chamber, Elizabeth discovered that someone had packed her saddle panniers and added a small back-bag for her. A quick sniff revealed the presence of soap and she smiled, shaking her head. Fresh journey bread, two blocks of dried fruit, a portable mending kit, a bag of material for her woman’s time, along with a refilled liniment container and a real horse brush, made the bag very plump. She removed her borrowed clothes and pulled on her own clean and dry garments, noticing that they fit more loosely than before. After wearing sandals for two days, Elizabeth’s socks and boots felt stiff and hard. 



  
Just before midnight she eased out to the small stable and prepared to leave. She put Snowy’s blanket, saddle, and bridle on him. He tried to puff up but a knee to his stomach deflated the mule and she tightened the girth. “You will need these,” a voice cautioned, and the veterinary sister held out a better crupper and a breast strap. “They were left some time ago and we do not use tack of that kind.” They fit and Elizabeth took it as another sign of Godown’s will. “I added a hoof pad and more liniment to your left pannier. Do not try to ride over the Splinter Hills. Dismount and walk; it will be safer for both of you. Godown guide and protect you,” and the sister turned, fading into the darkness.



  
Reverend Mother Agatha met Elizabeth at the gate. “Thank you, your Reverence,” Elizabeth whispered, curtsying low. 



  
“Rise, my child,” the prioress ordered. “Godown and St. Gerald be with you, watch over you, and lead you to grace. Take this.” Elizabeth lowered her head as the woman hung a medallion and chain around her neck. “St. Brigit’s light shine on your path and Godown bless you. We shall pray for your safety.”



  
“Thank you, Reverend Mother. I covet your prayers, and I shall send word when I reach the place Godown sends me, if that is His will.”



  
She led Snowy out the gate to the mounting block. She did not look back as she rode out under glittering stars.



  
Elizabeth turned north, along a minor trade route leading from Martinstaad to Nairo Nuovi. Snowy walked at a steady pace, his hoof beats and the night wind the only sounds. The road guaranteed good footing and after an hour without a sign of lameness, Elizabeth urged Snowy into his running walk. The kilometers disappeared behind them. As soon as the road began to leave the lowlands, climbing up into the foothills of the Triangle Mountains, she slowed him back to a brisk walk. Twice they stopped for water and once so Elizabeth could replace soaked padding. As she remounted and the pair returned to the road, she wondered if the stories were true about an herb found in the East that could block the onset of a woman’s time. If so, she wanted to try it! Even if the herb only stopped the flow, leaving the pain, she’d give thanks to Godown.



  
False dawn brought them to a ferry over the Nairo River. Nervous and tired, Elizabeth joined the group waiting to cross. A man complained to the ferryman, “River’s up late this year. Probably be drought this summer.”



  
The ferryman spat. “No, can’t be drought. The Patricians haven’t raised prices yet. Fodder and food are the same as last month.”



  
A woman wearing sturdy, dark-colored clothes added, “I heard that the storms are strong to the north, and that’s why the rivers are up. Or so one of the shepherds said when he brought the flock down for shearing and marking.” As she spoke she calmed a donkey half-hidden by bales of shahma fleeces. 



  
The heavyset ferryman just grunted, too busy lowering the bars around the end of the boat so that the people with animals could lead them aboard. Moments after Elizabeth finished coaxing Snowy onto the flat deck, the ferryman turned and looked towards a cloud of dust. “Always one,” and he stepped well out of the way as a young man on one of the best horses Elizabeth had seen cantered up to the water. She ducked her head and pushed a very unhappy Snowy two steps closer to the edge of the ferry’s deck, making plenty of room for the high-bred horse and rider. She kept her eyes down, hoping that her broad hat and plain-looking clothes would deflect attention. 



  
“Perfect timing,” the young man called, riding his horse onto the ferry instead of leading it. At least he dismounted afterwards, Elizabeth sniffed. Even she knew better than to ride into the middle of a crowded place with unsure footing. She eased closer to her mule, mindful to keep her hat brim out of reach of his teeth. “Let’s be off, then, shall we,” the young man half-commanded. 



  
The ferryman ignored the order, but the ferry pushed off not long after. Elizabeth braced, trying not to lean on Snowy. He began making nervous noises and she petted and murmured to him to keep him calm. She was not happy either. The ferry seemed to buck and twist, rolling side to side as it crossed the river. Three of the male passengers helped pull the rope, drawing the ferry over the water, as the ferryman steered, trying to ease the load on the guide ropes. St. Gerald, hear my prayer, blessed Godown, keep us safe and in your keeping, Elizabeth recited. She heard the faint “click” of prayer beads close by as another passenger joined in the silent supplications.



  
Despite the passengers’ worries, nothing happened until after the ferry touched the shore. As the bow touched land, the young man’s horse spooked and bolted, smashing into the fleece-laden donkey and knocking two passengers off their feet before leaping over the ferry’s bow rail and onto the riverbank. Snowy also spooked and his rider held onto his lead rope for dear life, doing her best to stay calm and to settle the unhappy mule before disaster ensued. The noble began swearing at the farm wife and her donkey until the ferryman brought him up short. “My lord, your horse is going to run loose unless you stop him.”



  
The other passengers turned their backs to the young man, who swore again, then hurried off up the grassy riverbank to try and catch his mount. “Think he’ll make it?” one of the foot passengers asked.



  
“Humpf,” the farm wife snorted. “Not before city gates close he won’t, I wager.” 



  
Elizabeth kept her attention on Snowy as the others disembarked, then led him onto blessedly solid ground. Noble or not, the young man had been terribly rude, even if he was talking to commoners, she thought, then dismissed him from her mind.



  
 Nairo Nuovi sat on a hill above the river, well protected from flood and attack both. Elizabeth peered up at the walls from under her hat brim and wondered what the city inside looked like. Supposedly one of the first churches built after the Landing still stood behind the grey and yellow stone walls and she wanted to visit it. But she also needed food and a place to rest out of the way of searchers. I am not crossing another large body of water in the near future, she promised herself. She decided to get food at a small market town spilling out of the city’s northern walls. 



  
One meat pie and a bucket of grain later, mule and rider continued on their way. Elizabeth intended to stop at the convent of St. Kiara, a few kilometers east of Nairo Nuovi. As she and Snowy plodded along, she began reciting her bead prayers, followed by what she could remember of the Litany of St. Gerald. She’d memorized part of it just to spite Laurence V after he “requested” that the saint be replaced by St. François, purported founder of the kingdom. Not that there are anything more than legends about St. François, while documents and images remain of St. Gerald, Elizabeth sniffed. The warm morning sun made her sleepy and she pinched herself. 



  
Fast hoof beats behind her jarred Elizabeth completely awake. Snowy half-brayed and Elizabeth kneed him to the very edge of the dirt road, out of the way of whoever approached. Couriers had the right of way over everyone. Only then did she turn and look. Farm woman lost her wager, she noted, catching sight of the young noble as he galloped up the road. She wondered what his hurry was, and bit her tongue as several uncharitable but likely ideas came to mind. Then she went cold—what if he was a courier with a message about her? No, surely not, not here in the free lands. But something made the hair on her neck rise and she kept her eyes down. He rushed so close to her that she felt the wind of his passage and Snowy snapped at the departing horse. “Easy,” she ordered, patting his cream-colored neck. As she watched, the rider took the fork leading to the town of Markoli and St. Kiara. Her heart sank at the confirmation of her fear. “Well, pfoo.”



  
She pushed on under the hot sun. The road climbed up, into the hills, and the trees began changing as a few evergreens appeared among the blacknut and oak stands. Instead of maize, arruzi nodded in the breeze. Very thirsty and tired, the woman noticed a small sign pointing to a shrine of St. Donn, the patron of springs. She and Snowy turned that way and plodded into the shade of more evergreens. The needles muffled the sound of his hooves and the cooler air perked up both mule and rider. Not long after they reached a small, well-loved shrine. Elizabeth dismounted by sliding down Snowy’s flank, landing in a graceless pile in the pine duff. For his part the mule picked his way to a watering trough and waited impatiently for his rider to limp her stiff and sore self over and pump him something to drink. He drank a little, waited, then drank more, too smart to guzzle the water and make himself sick. 



  
On a whim, after Snowy finished drinking, Elizabeth led him into the woods behind the shrine. As she’d hoped, she found a crude corral. There she stripped off his tack and brushed him. She ducked behind some bushes and changed her padding, digging a hole in the soft ground and burying the old, soaked lint. She returned to the watering trough and rinsed her hands and face. The light reflected off the water and she used it to get the worst of the smudges and dust off her face. Too bad the legends about the effects of washing with holy water aren’t true. Or maybe it’s just as well, given how far I have to go. The impromptu mirror confirmed that she still had average eyes, a nose that on a man would have been called “noble” or “prominent,” thin lips, and no chin. Her unattractive and out-of-proportion face just fell away into her neck. But that face was now clean.



  
Only after washing did she enter the shrine, bowing to the figure of St. Donn. Water bubbled up from the image’s feet, then flowed into a small fountain. After offering her thanks, the woman drank, waited, and drank again. The water’s mineral flavor attested to the purity of the spring and the holiness of the site. 



  
Elizabeth found Snowy dozing in a beam of sun in the corral and decided to follow his example. She hauled the saddle just out of sight of the corral, beside some bushes, and used it as a pillow. She could just see the mule’s legs from where she lay, but thought that she’d be out of sight herself. She’d just relax a little, not sleep but let her eyes rest…



  
Birdsong in her ear startled her awake. Elizabeth blinked and groaned at the cramp in her neck. “Oooohhh,” she tried to sit up and failed. Instead she rolled onto her side, then eased herself into a seated position. From there she rocked onto her knees and then managed to get to her feet. The shade seemed much darker than it had been when she shut her eyes. “Oops.” Snowy heard her move and brayed, bringing her running to the corral to shut him up. “Shhhh,” she hissed. “Quiet.” He swished his tail and gave her a look of equine disgust. She heard women’s voices and wondered if she should try to hide him. The voices came no nearer. Elizabeth heard the sound of the pump at the trough and a donkey’s call. The voices retreated and she relaxed: just a traveller watering an animal. She waited a little to allow the visitors to depart before she led Snowy to the trough and watered him. She found some grass and sweet-rush growing not far from where she’d napped and let him graze, trying to spare the kilo of grain that she’d bought earlier. Maybe her neck would not have been as stiff if she’d slept on the grain sack, she speculated. 



  
As the light faded, Elizabeth tried to decide what to do. She needed to continue due east, at least as far as the Duchy of Tivolia, but she’d reached the edge of the details on her map. And once she crossed the southern part of the Triangle Mountains, she could no longer travel at night, not without a very good map and armaments; especially if the rumors about the political and military situation in that area were true. She watered Snowy one more time, changed her padding again, and tacked him up. One last night on the road, Godown willing, and she would be far enough from the border to be safe from Frankonian pursuit. Which just left wild animals, wild humans, horse thieves, and others to worry about. She mounted with a wince. If I ever meet someone who writes those romances about women eloping overland, I’m going to thrash them until they hurt as much as I do.


  
Three weeks later Elizabeth passed safely over the Barnhard Pass and she spent the next day in prayer at the monastery there, giving thanks and letting Snowy rest. The brothers had a separate, small shelter for women and Elizabeth washed in the cold water, then dried as she recited the first of her prayers. She left half of her remaining gold piece there as a thanks offering and took the rest in silver and copper coins. She’d traded a cheap but fancy scarf pin for food for Snowy two days before. As she prepared to leave the monastery, the brother on guard puffed his breath out in a long stream of steam. “Be careful, my child. The road is very dangerous for pilgrims right now. Do you have a saddle blade?” 



  
“Yes, Brother,” she assured him. “And Snowy is faster than he looks.”



  
“Travel carefully, then, and remember: Godown forgives that which is done to preserve the soul. May His grace be with you and His protection overshadow you.” 



  
“Blessed be Godown,” she murmured in reply, hiding a shudder of fear. So the rumors and the letter’s warning were true: Selkow’s priests had begun raiding again, this time with the support of the Turkowi Protectorate and the new Rajtan. As the mule clopped his way down the mountain trail, Elizabeth pulled her coat tighter around her and wondered if the Turkowi followed the same pattern they had under Slovan the Haughty. Then they’d raided the same area several times, until the natives fled, and then planted their own settlers. Men they caught could convert, or lived as slaves on their former lands, or died. The Turkowi, according to one author, did not permit women to convert. Just then Elizabeth wished that she’d not read that particular book. She should not even have had access to it, since she was a woman of gentle birth and sheltered, but Lord Armstrong had not locked anything out of her reach except for estate records and his personal correspondence. 



  
A finger of wind touched her neck and she shivered despite the bright sun. So, how would one fight off Turkowi incursions? She snugged up the straps on her furry mitts and tucked the back of her skirt around her legs as Snowy walked on. Elizabeth knew that with a strong enough army, you could station soldiers on the border and fight off the raiders. But what would the troops eat and how would they feed their animals, she asked herself. And how many soldiers could stay in the field for how long? As she and the mule descended into the Tivolia Foreland, Elizabeth ran through different scenarios based on what little she knew about the topography and economy of the area, lost in thought. Snowy stopped after an especially narrow and steep bit of trail, bracing and relieving himself. She blinked, looked around, and noticed the lowlands for the first time.



  
“Oh, that’s beautiful!” On her left side, the bulk of the Triangle Range loomed to the north and east, forming a blue wall draped in glittering white that stretched across the horizon as far as she could see. Ahead, the dark green of the mountains faded into paler green in the hills, and then the lush, misty plain of the Tivolia Foreland. She squinted against the morning sun and imagined that she could see the Donau Novi River, the huge waterway that marked to road to the Eastern Empire’s heartland. The rich soil in Tivolia, Scheel, and Morloke produced some of the best grain crops known and lush pastures supported shahma, horses, and other livestock. Those blessings, along with the lack of natural borders to the east and south, made the area one of the most fought-over pieces of geography outside the Turkowi Protectorate. As Snowy began walking again, Elizabeth’s mouth twisted into a bitter version of a grin. “Rough lands and ugly women are both safe from invasion,” she’d been assured more than once.



  
    [image: * * *]
  


  
Five days later Elizabeth led Snowy over the Tivolian border into the domains of the Dukes of Starland. Snowy’d started favoring his hind leg again and she decided to dismount and walk. Without her weight the mule seemed better, and Elizabeth needed to keep her blood flowing anyway. They’d been caught in rain that morning and she’d gotten soaked before she could pull on her coat and oiled hat. She’d traded the last of her least-valuable jewelry for food for both of them that morning. “Don’t waste time with coin,” she’d heard a merchant telling another traveler as she waited for her turn at the well a little before dawn. “People want small, light, and valuable. Town coin’s still good but gold and jewelry are better, especially close to the border.” It had been the start of a rough, long day.



  
They’d left earlier than planned, to get ahead of a pack train, and had stumbled into a robbers’ ambush. Elizabeth had taken to riding with her saddle knife tucked into her belt, and she’d slashed the hand of the man who grabbed for her reins, as Snowy kicked the fool who grabbed for his crupper. She smiled at the memory of the wet, smacking thud of the mule’s hooves pulping the man’s head. A proper woman would have been horrified. A proper woman would have fainted, or fled, or begged for mercy. Instead Elizabeth fought as best she could, startling the men into letting her and Snowy escape. She scratched his crest again and thumped his neck, smiling. Except the man’s head must have been harder than it sounded, because the mule had started favoring his leg a few kilometers later. Well, they were safe, so she’d dismounted and walked.



  
Some sense or instinct warned her to freeze. She stopped Snowy, listening. A few breaths later, three armed men appeared from the sides of the road. They wore matching grey-green jackets and heavy brown trousers, and their hats had a badge on them. “Halt,” one of the men barked, and she remained halted. 



  
The man approached her with great caution and one of his companions pointed a crossbow at her. “Who are you and what is your business?” the border guard demanded.



  
She mustered what dignity she could. “I am Lady Elizabeth von Sarmas and I seek an audience with His Grace the Duke of Starland. I ask this for the sake of the debt owed my great grandfather.”



  
The man laughed at her claim. “Right. And I’m the Protector of the Eastern Empire. Who are you and who did you steal that mule from?” 



  
He advanced on her and Elizabeth’s heart began racing. Damn it, this was not supposed to happen. Then she realized that he’d gotten close enough that he stood between her and the crossbowman. She turned her hand on Snowy’s lead rope and shifted her weight back for better leverage. She had not traveled six weeks and hundreds of kilometers to be turned back by a tree guard. 



  
The guard lunged forward, trying to grab Elizabeth and Snowy both. Instead he caught a hard kick just below his kneecap and a handful of air as the mule jerked his head up. “Damn!” The guard staggered forward and Snowy sank his teeth into the man’s shoulder. “Ow! Ow, turn loose you,” and he flailed at the mule, who released him. Elizabeth beat him with the butt of her riding stick and the end of the rope, landing a few hard blows on his head and bleeding shoulder. Then she pulled Snowy back before the irate mule could do more damage. 



  
In her sweetest, most lady-like voice she repeated, “I am Lady Elizabeth von Sarmas and I seek audience with His Grace in the name of my ancestor, Lord Edward Ironhand.” She did not want to fight. She could not defend herself against trained soldiers: the only reason she’d won this skirmish was that she’d caught the man completely by surprise. That would not happen the next time. “I have letters of introduction,” she remembered to add. 



  
As their leader staggered to his feet, the border guards tried to decide what to do. “Right. Come with us and keep that dangerous animal under control,” the lead guard growled, trying to regain his dignity and authority. “Witch,” he hissed under his breath. 



  
Elizabeth pulled on her best court manners and pretended that she had not heard the comment. “This way,” the one with the crossbow ordered, pointing up the road. She smiled graciously and walked as directed. Behind her she heard the men talking in low voices, and she suddenly realized that she’d put herself in a terrible position. They could shoot her in the back before she knew what happened. Damn, damn, damn, she thought. Never again. 



  
The odd group halted at a guard post. Elizabeth did not try to stop Snowy as he gobbled mouthfuls of grass from the verge of the road. Instead she kept him between her and the men. As fond as she was of the mule, if she needed to run, well, she’d miss him but survival came first. She also loosened the straps on the closest pannier and extracted her last pouch of coins and jewelry, the small book, and her father’s portrait, hiding them in her skirt pockets and inside her coat. From the books she could recreate her notes, Godown forbid. And the coins might buy her entrance to a convent, especially of a laboring order. 



  
“Right.” A fourth man, this one wearing tabs on his shoulders along with the Starland badge, stomped up to Elizabeth. Snowy jerked his head up and bared his teeth, making the man stop. He glared at the mule.



  
“You must pardon my friend,” Elizabeth murmured, stroking the thick neck. “He can be overprotective.”



  
“Right,” the man repeated, keeping a safe distance from Snowy. “We’re taking you to his Grace’s current residence. From there you are on your own to prove that you are not bait, an assassin, or a spy.” 



  
His jaw dropped as Elizabeth started laughing so hard that she had to gasp for breath and leaned on Snowy’s shoulder for support. “A… spy? For Laurence of Frankonia?” She laughed again, tears rolling down her cheeks and leaving stripes in the dust. “I’m sorry,” she wheezed when she finally got herself under control. “The thought that I’d be working for Laurence of Frankonia,” and she fought to keep another gust of laughter from exploding. “I’m sorry. You are not familiar with the history of the Duchy of Sarmas and the Frankonian kings.”



  
“No, we have more important things to worry about,” he snapped. “Mount up and follow me.”



  
The sun brushed the western horizon just before Elizabeth and her escort reached a newly fortified hunting lodge. She covered a shiver by adjusting her seat, trying to take some weight off Snowy’s hind leg. So the stories are true, she whispered to herself. Godown help the lowlanders and anyone in the way of Selkow’s priests.


  
“Wait here,” the guardsman ordered. Elizabeth dismounted with as much grace as she could manage without a proper mounting block or assistant. She loosened Snowy’s girth one notch, frowning at the wear on the leather as she did. Well, this was supposed to be a fine lady’s saddle, not a heavy journey saddle. She smelled cooking food and her stomach grumbled, reminding her that she’d not eaten since before dawn.



  
One thing about the past six-weeks exertions: they’d made her much more fashionable, assuming that Imperial styles favored the lean look just like those of Frankonia. She’d lost her hourglass figure, however, and Elizabeth sighed. She missed having padding on her rump, too. You’re a thousand kilometers from home, you smell worse than Snowy, you could be executed out of hand at any moment, your mule is limping again, and you are worried about fashion? She scolded herself. 



  
She’d started dozing on her feet before the guard returned. “Come,” he ordered, spinning on his heel and striding into the darkness. She shook herself and led Snowy through the gate, noticing as she did the thickness of the wood and how it had been reinforced with stone and covered with hides. Leather did not burn, at least not as fast as dry wood, she recalled. Then she blinked as a woman and a torch-bearing man walked up to her. Snowy spooked and Elizabeth tried to hold him, calming the mule before he kicked or bit anyone. 



  
“You didn’t say that you had brought in a woman,” a shrill voice accused someone. “You idiot, you left her standing for an hour?” The voice’s owner curtsied to Elizabeth, and grumbled more quietly, “Men. They have no manners some times.”



  
“I’d like to see to my mount, if I may. He needs water and rest,” Elizabeth informed everyone in ear shot. 



  
“My lady, I will see to it,” a leather-clad youth promised. “His Grace asks that you join him for the evening meal, if you feel so disposed.”



  
“I am at his Grace’s service,” she replied. She whispered to the mule, “Do not eat him, please. I’ll come check on you, promise.” Only after claiming her bags did she allow the youth to lead Snowy away. Then she followed the other woman into the building. 



  
A quick wash with tepid water helped, but Elizabeth knew that she smelled as well as itched. At least she’d been able to avoid getting lice, St. Sylvia be thanked. Elizabeth followed the female servant into a long room with a very large fireplace. Her stomach growled again and she told it to hush. She left her bags but kept the portrait and the small book with her, along with the prioress’s letter for the duke.



  
“Your grace, this woman claims to be Elizabeth von Sarmas and claims shelter in the name of an ancestor,” the guardsman announced.



  
A scratchy, gravelly voice replied with a hint of laughter, “Does she? Bring her here.” As she walked towards the fireplace, a tall, stooping man stood up from his heavy wooden chair. Scars seamed his face, and his nose bent at the midpoint, as if he’d been in a tavern fight or barracks brawl (not that she knew of such things, of course). “So this is the woman with the vicious, man-eating mule.”



  
She curtsied as befit her station, and his. “Your grace,” she murmured.



  
“And you are?”



  
“I am Elizabeth von Sarmas, acknowledged daughter of Count Anthony and Lady Olympia von Sarmas, great-granddaughter of Edward Ironhand.” She took a deep breath and met the duke’s eyes. “I bear greetings from Her Reverence the Prioress of St. Brigit by Martinstaad and I seek sanctuary. I am hunted by King Laurence of Frankonia.”



  
“Prove it.” 



  
She held out the portrait and the letter. A servant took them and handed them to the duke, who stepped closer to the fire so he could read the letter. Elizabeth shifted a little, trying to keep her balance. The heat made her light-headed. After he finished, he strode to where Elizabeth stood and grabbed her arm, pulling her to the fire and holding the portrait beside her face. “Damn, you are his daughter.” Duke Aquila released his grip and stepped back, shaking his head. “And you rode all this way alone?” 



  
“Yes, your grace. I am not a spy.”



  
He sat down, shaking his head again. “No, you couldn’t be. A fool or a genius, perhaps, but not a spy. Even out here we’ve heard stories about Laurence and his father and their ‘minor disagreement’ with the Dukes of Sarmas. Since Laurence is not on the Emperor’s blessing list at the moment, you are welcome to stay, Lady Elizabeth.” 



  
She started to curtsy and reply, but everything roared and went black. When she awoke, she saw a whitewashed ceiling that flickered in candlelight. She felt damp, and moved a hand to touch her hair. 



  
“Ah, you are awake at last, Lady Sarmas. Please forgive my brother for not thinking that you might be at least slightly tired and hungry, as well as anxious,” a warm voice said, and a woman in a simple but rich headdress and gown waved to a servant. “We took the liberty of washing you. I’m afraid your clothes are fit for nothing but stable work or hunting.” 



  
Elizabeth struggled to sit up. The scent of food teased her, pulling her out of the bed. “Oh heavens, put this on,” and the woman shoved a pile of cloth into her arms. Elizabeth pulled a heavy bed dress on over her head. “Eat.” She ate, forcing herself not to inhale the rich soup, the venison sausage, bread, and fresh berries in cream. “I’m Lady Ann, Aquila’s youngest sister and his chatelaine. Is short hair in fashion in Frankonia?”



  
“No, my lady, fancy wigs are. Or so I last heard.” She yawned. “I’m sorry, my lady,” she began. 



  
“Back to bed with you, Lady Sarmas. We can sort everything out in the morning.”
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  Chapter 3: Defending Starland


  
The next few days passed quickly as Elizabeth and Snowy recovered from their exertions. Despite Lady Ann’s initial assessment, two petticoats, the heavy skirt, and one of Elizabeth’s blouses remained presentable so she wasn’t forced to stay abed. One of Aquila’s men showed Elizabeth how to repair Snowy’s girth and helped her patch the saddle pad, replacing some of the stuffing that had leaked out and shifting the other padding. The flatter pad fit the mule better, making him and Elizabeth both happier. When she was not sleeping, eating, or caring for her mount, Elizabeth met with Duke Aquila to discuss what she had seen en route and to plan for her future.



  
“I don’t suppose his Grace your cousin will help you in any way,” Aquila stated during their first long talk.



  
“No, your grace. When my father took service with the late king, his father and brother disinherited him in order to prevent Frankonia from having a claim on Sarmas. As I understand it, his grace and my father remained friends until father’s death.” She stared past the duke, trying to recall anything about her father. His laugh she could still hear, if she tried, and she remembered how his beard had tickled her when he picked her up and held her. But those were her only memories of him.



  
Aquila half-shrugged “Well, that matters little at the moment, since I currently have no eligible men for you to marry. Come here,” and he walked over to a heavy table with a large map spread out over the top. He rolled slightly as he walked, either from too many injuries or from spending so much time in the saddle. Starland was a sword noble, not a courtier, and his face and body told Elizabeth just how hard that life could be. “Show me your route.”



  
She tried to find Frankonia, failed, and then realized that the map was upside down to her. “If I might come around, your grace?” He nodded and she walked to his side and picked up a burnished metal rod. “I crossed the border here.” She pointed with the rod to Caapmartin, “Three? No, four nights after the feast of St. Gerald. From there I went to Martinstaad, then north,” and she traced out her route. Aquila listened in silence, occasionally rubbing his hand over his chin.



  
“After crossing the Triangle Range at Barnhard’s Pass, I skirted the Duchy of Tivolia up here, because of the raids.” She looked up from the map, adding, “I’d intended to cross through the lowlands and rest Snowy, but,” she swallowed hard. “I found the remains of a raid and decided to stay as close to the mountains as I could. From there I met a caravan and tried to get ahead of it. I did, and triggered an ambush, oh, probably here,” and she leaned forward, peering at the map.



  
Aquila pulled a different map from under the table and spread it out for her. “Thank you, your grace. The caravan was, here,” and she pointed to the small town of Engelplatz. “Snowy walks fast, so we’d gotten to, ah, here! Yes, I could see those peaks from the top of the hill and the ambush was on the curve on the upslope just past the pack-train ford.”



  
“How did you know it was an ambush?” His expression and tone revealed nothing.



  
She stuck her tongue out a little as she thought about it. “Well, your grace, they were hiding behind brush and some fallen trees and a rock outcrop. I know there were at least four, probably more men, three of whom attacked Snowy and me. I blooded one with my saddle knife and Snowy killed one, kicked his head in.” She smiled at the memory. “Then we ran as if Selkow herself were on our heels. I did not stop to look back and see if there were other ambush elements in the valley, or just at that one point. It was a good location for a trap because of the blind curve, the ford, and the need to escape uphill either direction,” she mused. 



  
Aquila leaned back and folded his arms. “Did you read that somewhere?”



  
“If you mean am I making up the attack to gain sympathy, no, your grace, and you can look at Snowy’s near side hind hoof for proof.” Now it was her turn to fold her arms and she looked the border lord straight in the eye. “I’ve read Kirkpatrick’s small-unit manual, and what I could find of the pre-Landing irregular warfare guides, although given how often ambushes, night attacks, and raids occur, I’m not sure why they called it irregular warfare,” she snapped, then added, “your grace.”



  
“Compared to armies in the field, it is irregular.”



  
She looked back at the map. “Not if you extrapolate from Clausewitz’ first dictum, your grace. But to finish, from the ambush I came this way,” and she used the pointer to trace her last few hours’ travel. Elizabeth looked back up and found Aquila staring at her, his eyes wide. “Your grace?”



  
“You’ve read Clausewitz?”



  
She nodded. “Yes, and I brought my notes, along with a gloss and a small condensed version. And a copy of Sun Tzu in translation.”



  
“You have read Clausewitz. No,” he corrected himself, “you have studied Clausewitz.”



  
“And others, yes, your grace. Arms—” she stopped, changing words mid-thought, “a friend and I used to discuss tactics and strategy. He gave me access to his library, including his collection of ancient military texts.” She smiled. “We made a mess of his desk and tables by playing map games and plotting attacks and defenses against his and other local properties.” She hoped Lord Armstrong and his people had not suffered for her escape. St. Gerald, be with them, Godown protect them.


  
Aquila gave her another hard look and rolled up the second, more detailed map. “Where was the raided village?”



  
It took her a moment to sort out the location. “It is, or rather, it was here, forty kilometers from the foot of the pass. I noticed the stench first, your grace. There was no smoke, but it had rained the night before,” and she shrugged. “Snowy did not want to approach the place. I insisted and your grace, he was right.” She felt her stomach turning again at the memory and she swallowed against rising bile. “I counted at least twelve bodies of adults out in the open, by the chapel. I did not go farther into the town. Some of the bodies had been burned, all had been mutilated.” 



  
Her voice and composure both cracked. “I’ve never seen dead people like that, your grace.” Her eyes filled with tears and she sniffed hard. “Forgive me, your grace, but I wanted to kill whoever murdered those poor souls, may Godown’s peace and mercy be with them.”



  
He ignored her distress. “You say you could smell them? But not see any smoke? How warm was it?”



  
“Yes, I smelled them once I got within half a kilometer or so of the village edge, your grace. I saw no smoke, but I could see charred buildings. This was just before noon by sun, and it was not yet hot, but I’d taken off my coat and jacket, your grace.”



  
“Any sign of soldiers? Of Tivolian soldiers, I mean.”



  
“None, your grace. I encountered none until that evening, and then they were riding this way,” she pointed southeast. 



  
“Damn. That was eight days ago. I just learned that on the same day, Karlovi-ban was attacked,” and he pointed to an area on the opposite side of the Donau Novi. “The Protector is moving again, blast it.”



  
“This is campaign season, your grace,” she ventured. “And the passes were well open when I came through. Not just Barnhard but Gilosh,” she pointed, “Marchand, and Three Peaks as well. At least four caravans have come through Gilosh, according to talk I overheard in Upper Tivo’s market.”



  
Aquila studied his guest closely, his eyes narrow. “You are very unusual for a gently-reared woman, Lady Elizabeth.”



  
“Your pardon your grace, but may I speak plainly?”



  
He tried to conceal a grin behind his hand. “Yes.”



  
She took a deep breath. “Your grace, I am, or was, too tall, too round, and too ill-favored to live as a proper gentle woman. My father’s passing, Godown be with him, and my mother’s behavior all but ensured that an honorable marriage remained outside my grasp. If I had not found something to study, I would have gone mad from the uncertainty while waiting for the king to decide my fate.”



  
Aquila gave up trying to hide his smile. “Lady Elizabeth, I am not a religious man, but I truly believe that Godown sent you here, at this time, for a reason. And I think I just discovered that reason. However, you need to learn to defend yourself, at least on horseback. And you need to learn to apply what you’ve read to the real world.”



  
“Your grace, you mean I can stay?” She sounded tremulous even to her own ears and tried to settle herself so that she sounded like a proper lady.



  
He laughed, throwing his head back and braying very much like Snowy. “Oh yes, Lady Elizabeth. I have no intention of letting the first good mind I’ve met in years escape. Hell, I’d keep you if you smelled like a mule and looked like a pseudo-boar! But you have a lot to learn, staring with riding astride and fighting from any saddle.”



  
Which meant getting clothes, proper clothes, because Elizabeth discovered that riding astride in her usual garments caused more problems than it cured. “What do you do?” she asked Lady Ann.



  
“Split skirt, or a riding apron over trousers,” came the instant reply. “I prefer the apron, because if someone grabs it, you can slash the laces and escape. It also makes a good blanket if you are caught out.”



  
Fighting also meant learning to ride a horse, because the noise of pistols anywhere near him sent Snowy into paroxysms of real or feigned terror, including bucking, rolling, and trying to flee. Crossbows he tolerated with ill grace, but he seemed to enjoy saber work. “That is the strangest mule I’ve ever seen,” George, Duke Aquila’s riding master, repeated at least once every other day. Elizabeth decided she preferred, in order, mules, geldings, stallions, and mares. After spending too many hours coping with a mare in heat, the woman almost swore off riding forever. “Blessed St. Brigit, no wonder no one rides these things,” she hissed as she finished grooming the utterly-incorrectly named “Sweet Stuff.”



  
“Her Grace the Lady Marie prefers mares for their gentleness and predictability, and better conformation,” George corrected her from the other stall. 



  
“Her grace possesses much greater patience and empathy than I do.” Not that it stopped Elizabeth from learning how to cope with mare-ish mischief, however. She also came to appreciate Sweet Stuff’s enthusiasm when the time came to learn how to fight with the saber and knife. As hard as she tried, Elizabeth just could not coordinate her movements on the ground well enough to fight with any finesse. But put her on beast-back and…



  
“Your grace, are there any stories about Magvi clansmen straying as far north and west as Sarmas?” George inquired under his breath as the men watched Elizabeth killing a wooden dummy.



  
“Not that I’ve ever heard, but that doesn’t mean none did. She has their determination, doesn’t she?”



  
“With all respect, my lord, put her in a red skirt and vest and turn her loose on some Turkowi raiders and no one would know that she’d been born off the plains.”



  
Having reduced the soft wood of the practice dummy to kindling, Elizabeth turned her horse and rode to where the men watched. “Your grace,” she bowed from the saddle. “Master George.” After four months, she’d become comfortable around the Starlanders, even picking up their accent and some of their dialect.



  
“Are you ready for a change of scenery, Lady Elizabeth?” Aquila tipped his head to the north and east. “As much as I would like to stay for hunting season, this is no place to be in deep winter. Especially not when Emperor Rudolph has called for us.”



  
She felt her blood draining from her face. “He has, your grace?”



  
“Yes, to come to his late-year court. But first we must return to Starland proper. I will explain at supper.” He turned and walked away, his rolling gait more marked than usual. Elizabeth wondered if the cold weather made his injuries worse. The spear point still embedded in his hipbone could not help. She’d learned about that by overhearing two of the foresters joke about their lord’s fear of lightning storms. Elizabeth thought it had more to do with Starland’s having been caught on the Poloki plains near a tornado once, many years before, but held her tongue. 



  
That night they ate venison and boar. This was real venison, from the descendants of the deer the Landers had brought from the home world. As she thought about matters, Elizabeth realized that this might be her chance to learn as much as she wanted about the Landers and what came after. Vindobona held the largest collection of manuscripts, writings, and artifacts from and about the long-dead founders of the world. I wonder if they brought Selkow with them, as the priests claim, or if that developed from the Fires just as Godown’s Revelation did? Their books must say, she mused as she chewed, not listening to the light conversation around her. Oh, I hope I can read about them, see what their legends said. And see how much of their technology has been salvaged and what remains beyond our grasp.


  
“And so I think it would be best for you, Elizabeth, to go ahead with George and an advanced party,” Duke Aquila stated, interrupting the wool gathering. “I need someone to observe before I arrive. Ann will also travel with you, if only because any trouble makers will assume that she is with me.”



  
“Are you dividing us evenly, Quill?” Ann inquired from her place at the foot of the table.



  
“No. You, Elizabeth, George and five or six others will go ahead with the best horses and the light pack. The rest of us will follow a day behind with the heavy pack and the rest of the animals.”



  
Elizabeth raised an eyebrow but stayed silent. The duke noticed the lack of comment. “Yes?”



  
“I trust your grace intends for us to run away from trouble if, Godown forbid, we run into it?”



  
“In the highly unlikely event that you meet anything worse than an angry boar, yes, I do.” 



  
“Very good, your grace.” It made sense, she decided, since people who ran away could warn others, who could come back and kill the predators. People who tried to control a horse herd while fighting probably did not often live to explain just how they managed the trick. She made a mental note to see if she could find someone who had and to ask them.



  
Elizabeth opted to ride sidesaddle, to Lady Ann’s surprise. “Astride is more comfortable and safer over rough ground,” Ann pointed out.



  
“Yes, my lady, if you are used to it. But Snowy is not used to my riding astride, and no one has found a saddle that fits both of us. We can adjust later, my lady.” She’d already packed her panniers. She was not as happy with the fancy trim and new saddle cover. They made her tack too gaudy, in her opinion, and provided one more thing to have to deal with by covering her access to her panniers, and partly fouling the hilt of her saber. Nor did she care for the coat Ann insisted on giving her. It bound her arms when she stretched. Elizabeth decided that she would save it for special occasions and when they were near other people. She was used to being cold, and her old waxed coat served just fine. 



  
Lady Ann, George, Lady Elizabeth, five guards and servants, and two packers departed the former hunting lodge three days later. As Elizabeth had guessed, keeping track of the small horse herd occupied George and three of the guards at all times. One guard rode ahead, scouting the route. The pack train followed behind Ann and Elizabeth. The weather held for several days, allowing them to get across the Starping Hills (low mountains to Elizabeth’s way of thinking) and down into the rolling foreland in good time. Then the autumn rains began, making each day’s ride a cold misery of mist and mud. 



  I am so glad I’m not in a lady’s carriage, Elizabeth thought, the occasional trickle of rain down her neck notwithstanding. They’d passed a farm wagon, bogged to its axels, the oxen straining to move it out of a low place in what had been the road. The wet murk did keep the horses quieter, allowing the men to relax. Elizabeth worried about Snowy losing a shoe to the sticky mud and wondered if she should just ask George to pull all four off. The group made less progress than planned and late that afternoon George called a halt. 



  
“My ladies, we are not going to reach Hungerford before dark. Unless you know of a good reason to continue, I suggest that we turn around and shelter in that grove back there.” He pointed with his whip to a copse of trees a kilometer behind them. “There’s an old trade corral and we can be under way early.” 



  
“I have no objection. Elizabeth?”



  
She shook her head. “Camping cold is fine. Better than risking a fall in the dark.”



  
Something bothered her that night. Elizabeth gnawed on the worry, trying to sort out just what kept her restless and unhappy. It was something about the farm wagon and what lay beyond Hungerford, a combination that made no sense at all. She told herself to quit fretting and go to sleep. She might have been gentleborn, but she could sleep anywhere, at almost any time, in any weather. The sense of trouble awoke when she did, and although she kept quiet, she shifted her equipment so that both her saddle knife and saber were within easy reach. She also rolled up Ann’s coat and tied it to the back of her saddle, between the panniers. 



  
The rain had stopped during the night but the mud remained. The group skirted Hungerford, crossed the bridge over the Ungar River, and began climbing again. “This is the edge of the Hunting Hills,” Ann explained. “That’s not their original name, but we hunt deer and laygom in this area, so that’s what everyone calls them.”



  
“I see, my lady,” Elizabeth replied. “Are those Lander ruins?” She pointed to a stony pile barely visible through the trees.



  
“No, just rocks. The area has some strange rock formations. There are Lander remains, but the roads stay well clear of them,” and Ann made a sign of blessing. Elizabeth decided that Ann belonged to those who considered the Landers and their artifacts to be cursed, and so she did not ask any more questions on the topic, despite her own curiosity.



  
As they crossed the hills, Elizabeth’s unease continued to grow. She didn’t know why. The woods sounded like woods always sounded, she did not smell smoke or dead things, and the weather had started clearing. She undid the safety tie on her saber and pulled her gloves snug, feeling a little foolish as she did. 



  
An hour later, metal scraped across metal and a horse screamed. “Shit,” Elizabeth and George swore in chorus. 



  
“Ride!” George ordered. The women crouched in their saddles and kicked their mounts into gallops, charging through the horse herd and past a cluster of yellow-clad attackers. They’d almost reached a small rise and could see the top of yet another brown rock formation. Elizabeth suddenly realized what was about to happen. She kneed Snowy over, forcing Ann’s mare to slow and get off the road, turning onto a faint animal trail.



  
“What?” Ann demanded, scared and furious both.



  
“Trap. Behind hill. Follow me,” and she drew her saber. She guided Snowy with neck rein and leg, slowing and ducking under a few low branches as they skirted the hill. Sure enough, they could see four more riders in yellow waiting near the rocks for whoever escaped the forest. 



  
Ann’s mouth tightened and she reached into her saddlebag, pulling out a heavy pistol. “Not around Snowy you don’t,” Elizabeth warned, urging the mule away. 



  
“The horses are stampeding this way. We can use that to take at least two of these ukask.” Ann kneed her mare along the track, trying to stay out of sight and hearing of the would-be ambushers. The women heard hoof beats and tensed. 



  
The four attackers rushed out of hiding in time to meet the Starland horse herd at full gallop. Two of the men found themselves swept up in the chaos. Elizabeth charged the third, hacking at him and his panicking mount both. 



  
“Bang!” Elizabeth couldn’t tell if Ann’s shot hit because Snowy bolted, running hell for leather back up the road. She kept her seat and regained control just in time to ride into a melee. Find target, attack target, she recited, picking out a yellow back and slashing down on it, then slashing at the horse under the man. He tried to turn but Snowy bumped the smaller horse, giving Elizabeth time to slash again. Then she pivoted Snowy and pushed him forward, giving him room to kick. His hooves connected with a familiar wet “thud.” She ignored the results and circled around looking for another target. 



  
The target found her. “Selkow,” a high voice screamed and a sword swished down. Elizabeth ducked and Snowy danced to the right, taking the blow on the rolled-up coat. The coat snagged her attacker’s sword and he tried to pull free. She reached with her left hand, dropping the reins to jerk loose the strap holding the coat before twisting and swinging as hard as she could. Her blade struck armor and she pulled up, squealing as she felt muscles trying to tear. Her blade slipped, then caught an unarmored throat and she pulled back again with her weight. Blood sprayed over her and Snowy both and the mule shied, braying in protest. Somehow she kept her seat and her saber, and even managed to stretch forward far enough to recapture the reins. “Back to Ann,” she told Snowy, turning the mule and leaving the men to their battle. She had her orders.



  
She found Ann and the two trotted after the horses. “Elizabeth, what happened?”



  
“Snowy galloped into the fight. I got at least one. He killed your coat. Sorry. You?” Elizabeth panted. 



  
“Got one and trampled yours. Guards and horses went that way,” and she pointed with her whip. 



  
“Have you reloaded?”



  
“No.” Elizabeth drew rein, watching the road behind them until Ann had checked the flint and reloaded her pistol. “We go.”



  
They went. They found the Starland horses and one guard a few kilometers farther down the road. He was pale and kept one hand on his thigh. “My ladies, are you well?”



  
“Yes, but you are not,” Ann informed him. “Elizabeth, watch the horses.” She stopped. “First clean your sabre, then watch the horses. You know the signals?”



  
“Yes, my lady.” Elizabeth wiped the drying blood, hair, and other things off her blade with her skirt, then sheathed the saber and began walking Snowy around the horses. He blew and puffed, proud of himself, and she scratched his crest. “Yes, you are a good boy,” she murmured. The horses seemed content to graze and rest after their wild run from the woods. 



  
Ann bandaged the guard’s leg before rejoining Elizabeth. “We wait an hour, then take the horses on. We’re two days from Starheart.”



  
“That close, my lady?” Elizabeth’s eyes bulged. They’d been ambushed by Turkowi this far within the borders? She twisted in the saddle, looking back up the road.



  
Motion caught her eye and Snowy pivoted, responding to her knee and hand. Ann also saw the movement and she tensed, backing her mare. “Michael, you need to,” she called, then stopped as the guard rode up, swaying a little in the saddle. 



  
A pack mule brayed and Snowy replied. Elizabeth kneed him forward to meet the approaching riders, her hand on her saber, ready to spin Snowy and run as fast as she could. George raised his hand and called, “Stand down.”



  
“You’re sure?”



  
“By St. Gerald and St. Petri I’m sure. Are you injured?”



  
She glanced down, then back up, her teeth bared. “None of this is mine. Lady Ann got at least one.”



  
The group rounded up the horses and continued to an inn. More accurately, the owner of the large farm sometimes allowed people to stay the night, and George and Lady Ann informed him that the group would be remaining for at least a day. They’d lost one guard and one packer killed, along with two wounded. George had a slash on one arm and Elizabeth’s second attacker had not missed. “My lady, you have a hard head,” one of the guards observed. The slash had ruined her hat and cut her head, but it could have been much, much worse. She and Ann could have been captured alive. Two horses were also dead, one ridden by a guard and one killed by the crossbow Elizabeth had heard at the start of the ambush. The Starland men had managed to capture four of the attackers’ animals. 



  
Elizabeth studied the new additions to the herd. They looked smaller and leaner than the Starland beasts, but just as intelligent. “Once they fill out with enough food, they’ll be good fresh blood for our herd,” George told her. “Pick what you want from their tack,” and he pointed to the stack of captured gear.



  
She looked at a blood-soaked saddle and lost what remained of her breakfast. Sweet St. Kiara, I killed three men. I killed three men. I— Killed— People! She threw up beside the dung heap, then burst into tears, revolted by what she’d done. Women didn’t kill people, nice people didn’t kill people, her mind insisted in Sr. Amalthea’s voice. The rest of her mind replayed the ambush in slow motion, showing her what she could have done better, how the enemy could have done better. Elizabeth clutched her head and wept, then vomited again and wept some more. 



  
“Your first kill?” It was the farmer’s wife. She handed Elizabeth a bit of worn sacking to use to wipe her face. “Rinse and spit.” It was mint water and it tasted better than any fine white bread or wine.



  
Elizabeth whispered, “Yes. Snowy has killed before, but I havn’t.”



  
“I got mine with a pole arm. Never, ever attack a woman carrying a scythe.” The woman gave Elizabeth a grim and satisfied look. “We know how to use them. Swept him out of the saddle and almost cut him in half.” Then she sighed, “And sicked all over myself afterwards. They tried to burn our crops, thought a bunch of women alone would be easy prey. Not here, not on the borders. Although Godown willing, these won’t be borders for much longer.”



  
“Selah,” Elizabeth agreed. She staggered to her feet and followed the farm wife back to the others. “George? I’ll accept what ever tack my lord Starland allots me.” She had no desire to look at the blood-soaked saddles again.



  
Duke Starland rode in just after dawn. Elizabeth, already up and mounted, watched the road approach to the farm. One of the uninjured guards watched the woods-side of the farm, just in case someone decided to try again. Elizabeth saw the riders first and passed word to George and Ann before returning to her post by the gate. 



  
“We found the bodies,” Aquila began. “What happened?”



  
“Turkowi in the woods, more on the back of the hill. Lady Ann and I ran, found the second ambush, waited until the horse herd came through and killed two of the ambushers. Snowy panicked and ran back into the main fight. We got two as I tried to turn him, then we ran again. Ann found the herd and took care of them and Michael, who was wounded, and we were about to move on when George and the others caught up to us. Stayed here last night to settle mounts and care for wounded.”



  
Aquila and his guards stared at her. Elizabeth fought off a yawn. She’d been up until midnight helping sew shrouds for the dead Starlanders, and had not slept well after that. “Where are Lady Ann and the others?” The duke asked.



  
Elizabeth pointed to the farmhouse with her riding stick. “There, your grace. We’d planned to leave just after sunrise.”  



  
He rode into the farm, leaving Elizabeth to observe the road and the rest of the duke’s party. After a while Elizabeth shrugged and asked the Starland men, “Are you watching the road?”



  
“Yes, my lady,” one of them nodded.



  
“I’m going in. Thank you,” she added as she turned Snowy back to the farm.



  
There she found Starland glaring at his sister. “I told you to flee if you were attacked,” he growled.



  
Ann, hands planted on hips, glared right back at her older brother. “We did. There were more raiders in the way, so we used the horses to clear the route, then we fled.”



  I don’t think I need to hear the rest of this, Elizabeth decided and guided Snowy back out of the farmyard. She dismounted and led the mule over to an ungrazed bit of grass by the road, hooked her lead rope to his bridle, removed the bit, and let him graze as she leaned against an odd grey-green stone. She stared up at a bit of cloud, watching it turn from blue to gray, then pink, and finally white as the sun rose.



  
She’d caught herself falling asleep twice before one of the guards called quietly, “Lady Elizabeth?”



  
“Yes?”



  
“His Grace has orders for you.”



  
She led Snowy back to the courtyard. Aquila studied her and Snowy, walking around them. “That’s dried blood.”



  
“Yes, your grace. I apologize for my appearance; I rinsed as much out as I could.”



  
He laughed. “Lady Elizabeth, you are… only a woman would apologize for having survived a fight and rescuing my horse herd. In light of the raid, plans have changed. You, the pack trains and horses, and George will continue on. Get to Granholm tonight, and then continue to Starheart tomorrow. Ann is staying with me for the moment. I will send messages for Lady Marie and Captain Destefani.” He stepped so close that Elizabeth could smell his breath. “If you are attacked again, run to Starhart, get the troops, and bring them back. Do not fight. You have a map?”



  
“Yes, your grace.”



  
“Take this.” He pulled a round piece of metal out of his belt bag and pressed it into her hand. “Show it to Destefani and tell him that you are acting as my lieutenant and to follow you.” He stepped back, adding, “If you are not attacked, give it to Lady Marie upon your arrival.”



  
Elizabeth repeated his instructions. 



  
“Good. You are packed?”



  
“Yes, your grace. My panniers are with the other baggage.”



  
Aquila stopped, blinked, and looked from his charge to her mount. “Where’s your hat?”



  
“It died in the fight, your grace.” Not really, but she was not going to admit that one of the farm goats had eaten half the brim because she had left the hat with her tack overnight!



  
He stared at her. “You were injured?”



  
“Not really, your grace. The hat took the blow and you lady sister’s coat took the rest.” She thought for a moment. “It was odd, your grace. The attacker’s sword stuck in the coat, as if the blade had barbs or something on it. He tried shaking the fabric loose and that allowed me to get away.”



  
“She got away after killing him, your grace,” George corrected from behind the duke. “Damn near cut his head off in the process. He was one of the Sworn Acolytes, judging by his gear.”



  
The duke’s face became unreadable as he looked from George to Elizabeth and back. He turned and stalked off.



  
An hour later Elizabeth, George, and most of the baggage and horses set off once more. By the time they reached the town of Granholm, she was fighting off waves of sleep. The day had turned dark overcast despite dawn’s promise, and the dim light made her exhaustion even harder to deny. The party stopped outside the town, near the water-meadows. Elizabeth watered, fed, and groomed Snowy, then approached George to see which watch she would have. 



  
“None, my lady,” he told her. “You are sleeping. I’ve called in some of the town watch to back us up. They get to do their patrol duty at home and we get more rest, which makes everyone happy.”



  
Since she was swaying on her feet, Elizabeth did not argue. She found Snowy’s saddle in the tack pile, pulled on her coat, and fell asleep as soon as she rested her head on the saddle, propriety and lady-like behavior be damned.



  
She woke up under a blanket. Her neck ached from the strange position and her mouth tasted like, well, like something she’d just as soon not admit that she’d read about. She muffled a groan and sat up, stretched a little, then got up and stretched some more. “Tea, my lady?” a man called, his voice quiet in the darkness.



  
“Yes!” She caught herself. “Yes, please, that would be delightful.” Manners, she scolded herself. She needed to start acting like a proper woman before she scandalized the Starlanders into tossing her out. Clothes will help, Elizabeth sighed, thinking about how good it would feel to wear something clean again. I wonder if they have any wool flannel I could use to make winter petticoats?


  
They reached Starheart late the next afternoon in the middle of a dripping rain. Elizabeth swore that she’d never be without a riding hat again. The light, slow rain managed to get in her collar, under her skirt hem, and ran down her sleeve when she raised her hand to wipe mud off her face after a horse spooked and kicked, spattering everyone around it. Elizabeth was not sure if she’d ever been so happy to see a place as she was to spot the towers of Starheart keep looming over the valley. George called a halt so everyone could get sorted, and so they would not be mistaken for a raiding party. “Is that hill man-made?” She asked him.



  
He shook his head, sending drips of water in all directions. “No, my lady. It’s one of those dead fire mountains. There is a string of them, from Starland to the edge of the Tongue Sea on the northern border of the Empire. You can tell by the shape,” and he pointed to the cone-shaped sides. “See that black there, like a wall?”



  
She peered through the murk until she saw what he meant. “That dark line behind the fields, extending,” she had to think, “northwest?”



  
“Yes. That’s all native rock, part of the mountain.” He rose in his stirrups, looking for something. “We have company. I’ll take lead. Drop back to the baggage, please, my lady. You may have to chase a horse or two.”



  
She did as ordered, rubbing Snowy’s neck as they walked to the rear of the party. “You need a trim,” she told the mule. He’d started growing a winter coat and her hand came up with a layer of hair stuck to it. She wiped it on her skirt and sighed. Why was George worried about a horse or two bolting? 



  
She discovered the reason for his concern as they rode closer to the keep. Two flagpoles stood along the road, each with a different flag. What she could see of one looked like the banner of the House of Babenburg, so the other must be the ducal flag, she decided. The rain made the fabric heavy enough that the flags barely moved in the light wind. Even so, Elizabeth noticed a few horses acting nervous as they passed between the two poles. 



  
As soon as the lead riders crossed through the invisible border, a rider cantered down the road towards them. He carried a lance with a banner on it, and the fabric flapped. The sound spooked one of the pack donkeys and it kicked, then lunged, trying to get away. That set off one of the raiders’ mounts, and the red horse surged out of the herd, fleeing east. “Tsaa,” she urged Snowy. The mule lurched into a run and Elizabeth curved out, intercepting the horse, forcing it back to the main bunch. One of the guards met her and between them they guided the runaway back into the herd. 



  
“We leave the horses here for now,” George called, pointing with his whip to an open gate. Elizabeth and two guards herded the beasts into the pasture. George counted them as they trotted past, then shut the gate. “Good. Now we can go home.”



  
Elizabeth blinked as her eyes filled with unwanted tears and a lump filled her throat. Home? I’m a thousand kilometers from home. She wiped her face and rejoined the procession, just ahead of the pack animals. 



  
She studied the approach as they rode into the keep. The cobbled road had rough spots to help the horses keep their footing on the stones. The grey surface matched the heavy gray of the fortress walls, and Elizabeth blinked as she realized that there were no seams in the stone. It was Lander technology! No, no, think. It is Lander made, not Lander technology. That or the wall had been fire fused in an attack, but that seemed very unlikely on a structure this massive. The group stopped and George guided his gelding off the road and onto a smaller track that led to a dead end. The “solid wall” opened for them and Elizabeth smiled at the deception, wondering what happened if you tried to continue up the road. She noted the murder holes in the roof of the concealed passage for defenders to pour boiling water and other nasty things onto any attackers who reached the passage.



  
They emerged to face another wall. George turned right and after traveling several hundred meters they found a second gate. This led to the main courtyard of the keep. Elizabeth stopped with the others and looked for a mounting block. She saw one off to the side and sent Snowy that way. She dismounted with more grace than usual, then led him back to stand with the pack animals.



  
By the time she finished, a dark man and smaller, well-dressed woman had walked up to meet George. He and those with him bowed. George announced, “My lady, I bring you greetings from his grace. He bids you be well and says that he and Lady Ann follow two days behind us, barring accident or ducal duty.”



  
“Thank you, George. Welcome home, and congratulations on the new arrival.”



  
“My lady?” He sounded both pleased and confused.



  
“You wife delivered early. Through Godown’s grace both she and your son are safe,” Lady Marie assured him.



  
“Godown be praised!” Elizabeth and the guards all smiled at the pure joy in George’s voice. 



  
Michael leaned over and whispered to Elizabeth, “Now they have a set — two of each.”



  
“Ah. Thank you.” George remembered himself enough to look back and gesture to Elizabeth. Not sure what to do about Snowy, she led him forward with her. 



  
“My lady, Captain Destefani, allow me to present Elizabeth von Sarmas, niece of the ruling Duke of Sarmas, cousin of the acting duke. She’s a tactician and a cavalry fighter of first rank, even untrained as she is.” Elizabeth blushed, first at the praise and then as she remembered how bad she looked. “She saved us from an ambush by Sworn Acolytes of Selkow.”



  
“What?” Captain Destefani stared at George and Lady Marie put one hand to her throat and went pale. “Where?”



  
“In the Hunter Hills. Caught us just as we were leaving the forest on this side of the range. We killed all of them but it was close. His grace is patrolling the area right now, Captain, my lady.”



  
“And you saved his grace’s men?” Destefani demanded of Elizabeth.



  
“No, Captain, I inadvertently found the second element of the ambush. Lady Ann and the horse herd broke it up.” She drew all her dignity and rank around her. “When my mule spooked and ran back into the main element, we had to fight our way out. It was not an action of my own choosing.” Yes, it was, and you liked beating them, a little voice reminded her. She hushed it. “Ah, his grace asked me to give this to you, Lady Marie. I apologize for the state of care,” and she retrieved the badge from her skirt pouch, holding the edge so Marie did not have to touch her dirty hand.



  
Marie took the badge, studying her guest from disheveled head to scuffed toe. “Thank you. I will speak with you later George, Elizabeth, Michael,” and she named each member of the group. Then she turned, already in conversation with Captain Destefani. Elizabeth throttled back anger at the rude treatment. The raid and defending against the Turkowi came before everything else.
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  Chapter 4: War and the Womanly Arts


  
Elizabeth wondered what she was supposed to do next. Snowy butted her shoulder and she rubbed his nose as she watched the men scattering. “My lady, the stables are this way,” George said, leading his horse to the left end of the courtyard. Elizabeth followed. They found a space for Snowy and she stripped off his tack, heaving the saddle onto the divider between the stalls before bending down to look at the mule’s front left foot.



  
“Don’t do that you idiot! Damn it, even an incompetent fool knows better. You’ll scare half the beasts in this place, tossing tack around like that. You are going to muck out—” The tirade stopped abruptly as Elizabeth straightened up and found herself face-to-face with a short, red-faced old man in worn leather and moleskin. 



  
“Then please show me the closest saddle stand or rack,” she told him, her voice as calm and polite as she could manage. “As you can tell, I am unfamiliar with the procedures of your stable.” She wanted to throw the saddle at him and see if he could catch it without landing flat on his rear.



  
“Martin, Lady Elizabeth is not going to muck out anything, not today at least,” George informed both of them. “Your pardon, my lady. Martin, Lady Elizabeth von Sarmas. Martin is head groom and stable supervisor for his Grace.”



  
“This way, Lady Elizabeth.” Martin showed her where she could put Snowy’s tack. She finished caring for the mule herself, picked up her bags and after warning a stable boy about Snowy’s tendency to bite, Elizabeth walked into the courtyard. Without thinking she washed her face and hands at the pump by the stable, eliciting a gasp of horror from a plump woman in servant’s clothes standing near the water trough.



  
“My lady, no! Please, this way. We have hot water and towels waiting.” Elizabeth hoisted the panniers over her shoulder and followed. The servant took one look and called, “Rowena!” A second servant appeared, eyes popping open as she beheld their guest. 



  
“Please, let me,” and she took the panniers, clucking as she saw Elizabeth’s clothes. “Those mud stains are terrible, miss.”



  
“They are blood, not mud,” Elizabeth corrected. “None of it mine or Snowy’s, Godown be praised.”



  
The servants left her at a small room, along with a large basin and a pitcher of steaming water. “Ahhh,” and Elizabeth scrubbed her face, glad to have gotten the worst grit off in the yard. The women returned not long after Elizabeth had managed to yank her boots off. 



  
“Oh dear, miss,” Rowena said, studying the battered and mucky footwear. “Ah, miss, would you like for us to clean your skirt and blouse?”



  
“Yes, thank you. And do you have any lint? My cycle has started.” Rowena disappeared and returned with a bag of the material. “Thank you.” The pair departed with Elizabeth’s outer clothes and, after taking care of the necessary matter, Elizabeth pulled back the blanket on the bed and lay down. She was fast asleep in an instant. 



  
When she awoke, someone had left clothes and a clean belt and band for her, along with a container for the used padding. Elizabeth found fresh, still-warm water in the pitcher, so she took the hint and washed herself better, then put on the “new” garments. The skirt seemed a little short, as did the petticoats, but everything else fit. She sighed happily as she pulled on the clean, dry, thick socks. No fine dress or jewelry could compete with warm socks, she decided.



  
She found a candle and lit it using the starter in her panniers. Then she sat down in the chair and pulled out her “prayer book,” intending to read more of Sun Tzu. Instead someone knocked on the door. “Yes?”



  
The door opened and Rowena came in. “Miss, her Grace, ah,” she looked around, puzzled, until she saw Elizabeth in the chair. “Her Grace wishes for you to dine with her. If you will follow me, please?”



  
“I will follow if you have a pair of slippers that I may borrow.”



  
“You did not bring luggage, miss?”



  
Elizabeth counted to three. “No, I did not. I left Frankonia with what you saw me wearing earlier. No slippers, no cosmetics, no court wig. I would be happy to come to the meal as I am but —”



  
A horrified expression appeared on Rowena’s face at the prospect of someone dining with the duchess in sock feet and a servant’s blouse. “Oh, miss! No, just a moment please,” and Elizabeth heard running footsteps. Not long after the servant returned with stockings, slippers, and a much nicer blouse, jacket, and overskirt. Elizabeth really did not want to take off the socks, but sighed and put on the thin stockings and slippers, along with the other clothes. She also told herself not to complain about the color of the jacket and overskirt. Nothing flatters you, so quit sighing! It was true: her hair was the ugliest shade that could be called blond, and no color flattered it. “I’m ready,” she told the much happier Rowena.



  
The middle-aged servant led Elizabeth up two flights of stairs, around a corner and down a long passage. “This is the family quarters,” she informed her guest. Elizabeth nodded, cataloging the route and making note of weapons, including two-shot crossbows, hanging from brackets at regular intervals. Several colored windows caught her eye and she wondered what the patterns depicted, and marveled at the luxury. Tapestries covered the parts of the wall free of weapons and she wished they could stop so she could see the pictures. They rounded another corner and paused at a side door. Rowena tapped on the wood, listened, and then opened it for Elizabeth. 



  
She took two steps in, stopped, and curtsied to her grace Marie Starland nee Peilov. Elizabeth would come to recognize the duchess’s coloring in her distant relations, the Babenburgs, but now she tried not to stare at the combination of wavy black hair, dark tan skin, and pale green eyes. The duchess wore a gown of unfamiliar cut and Elizabeth wondered if that were the current style in court. For her part Marie scrutinized Elizabeth, her dark eyebrows drawing together when she saw her guest’s shins and ankles. “I apologize for not greeting you properly earlier, Miss Elizabeth. I trust you understand the seriousness of the news Master George brought?”



  
“Of course, your grace,” she murmured. 



  
“Come.” Elizabeth followed Marie to a table set for five. “My eldest daughter, Lady Miranda,” and she pointed to a young woman with Aquila’s height and her mother’s coloring. And much of her father’s face, Elizabeth thought, feeling a pang of sympathy for the woman. “You have met Capt. Destefani,” and the man nodded. “And Lord Jan, my younger brother.” Elizabeth curtsied, her hackles rising at the appraising glitter in the round-faced man’s eyes. He looked like the sort who carved notches in his walking stick and not because of his prowess at deer hunting. 



  
Elizabeth managed to do nothing more than make small talk until the main course arrived. Then she inquired, “Lady Miranda, forgive my ignorance, since I am a foreigner, but is ‘miss’ a formal or courtesy title?”



  
“It is a courtesy title, Miss Elizabeth, for an unmarried woman.” She took a portion of the meat course, pausing mid-bite as she belatedly realized that Elizabeth wore a black ring on her left hand. “Father failed to say: are you a widow?”



  
“No, my lady. I inquire because in Frankonia I was called Lady von Sarmas. My father, Godown be with him,” and she raised her hand with the mourning ring, “was the brother of the senior duke of Sarmas and so father’s title carried to me.” 



  
Jan leaned back and made a sound of disgust. “You are Frankonian?”



  
“No, my lord,” she corrected, trying to stay polite. “I departed Frankonia and hope to find a place within the Empire.”



  
Lady Marie leaned forward, pale eyes avid. “Have you been to the royal court? Do you know their mode?”



  
“I attended court when I was younger, your grace, but it has been several years. All I recall of the mode is that wigs remain in fashion. I believe this year the women are weaving flowers into the upsweep.” The only reason she knew that much was Sr. Amalthea’s pointed comments about vanity, health, and the state of one’s soul. 



  
“Do you know what colors are popular this year?” Miranda continued, “I do hope it is darker shades.”



  
That explained the dark blue jacket and skirt, Elizabeth thought. “I do not know, my lady. I left shortly after the Feast of St. Gerald, so I was not present for the opening of the formal court.”



  
“Yet you say you seek a place here,” Marie observed. She sipped more wine. “What sort of place? Tutor, chaperone, lady’s companion, a place in a religious house?”



  
“Tactical advisor, your grace. I have studied military history and tactics for the last decade, along with works more commonly read by women. That is, in part, how I recognized the danger of the ambush we encountered in the Hunter Hills.”



  
Honesty had not been the best idea, Elizabeth realized the instant after the words left her mouth. Marie and Miranda both eased away from her, as did Jan. Elizabeth returned her attention to her meal and silence descended on the table, broken only by the sound of cutlery on china. After the end of the fish course, Marie noted, “You must be tired from the difficult journey, Miss Elizabeth.”



  
Elizabeth refused to rise to the bait. “Thank you, your grace. It has been a challenging day.”



  
“Captain Destefani, if you would see Miss Elizabeth to her quarters?”



  
“Of course, your grace,” he agreed. Elizabeth rose, curtsied, and followed the soldier out of the room. Once they reached the main hall, he turned. “Right. Tell me about the ambush.”



  
“Captain, I would be delighted to, especially if you have a map of the area. But I am exceedingly tired and, unless things are different here than in Frankonia, tongues will wag if you do not return to dinner and I do not go to my chamber.” She tried to stop a yawn and failed. She really was tired. 



  
“Very well, Lady Elizabeth. We will speak tomorrow.”



  
“I am at your service, Captain,” and she bowed slightly, then turned and retraced her earlier route. Elizabeth took off the borrowed clothes, put the socks back on, and fell into the first dreamless sleep she’d had in months.
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As soon as she woke up, Elizabeth dressed and to her delight found her boots outside her door, cleaned of the worst of the mud. She pulled them on and trotted outside, across the courtyard to the stables. Her place memory remained good, even without light to help, and she found Snowy’s stall. He started to bray and she clamped her hands on his muzzle, stifling the sound. “Shhhh! You’ll wake everyone in the county!”



  
“The term is ‘province,’ my lady,” George corrected, then yawned. “How is he?”



  
She eased open the stall door. “Get back,” she hissed at Snowy, then inspected his legs by touch. “The sore place is almost back to normal.” He had adequate water and seemed content, so she scratched his crest, shook the hair off, and rejoined George in the hall. 



  
“My lady, do you know anything about your beast’s pedigree?”



  
Elizabeth thought hard as she wiped her hand clean. “Yes. His full name is Sultan’s Snow, out of Sultana by Snowdrop. Sultana was a Brython out-cross and Snowdrop came from the Armstrong carriage stud.”



  
“That explains the running walk,” George nodded. “I may talk to Master Martin about trying a similar cross. And you need to pick one of the raiders’ horses for your use.”



  
“Assign me one, please, anything but the mare,” and she blushed at George’s chuckle.



  
“I believe that her grace has first claim to any mares, by her dower right, so I’ll have Martin look the others over.”



  
Satisfied with Snowy’s care, Elizabeth hesitated before asking, “George, where is the chapel?”



  
“First floor, the doors with the stars on them, my lady.”



  
“Thank you.” She returned to her room and changed boots for slippers before making her way to the chapel. She did not hear any sounds of worship, so she eased one door open just enough for her to slip inside. Unfamiliar incense, sharper than that used in Frankonia, stung her nose, but the calm quiet and the image representing Godown made her feel at home. Maybe You are my home? I have no country or family but Your grace. She gave a deep curtsey before the main altar, then glanced around the smaller side altars. “Ah!” St. Gerald, standing beside the remains of his bridge, caught her eye and she settled onto the kneeling bench to offer her morning devotions. 



  
She left before the official morning service, following her nose to the kitchen. Just like the hunting lodge, Starheart provided a small second hearth for people on night watch or who needed to be out at odd hours, and Elizabeth got bread, cheese, and a bowl of what looked like a grain soup. She inspected the mush in her spoon and nibbled carefully. Someone had cooked a flat grain with milk, dried fruit, and warm spices and Elizabeth devoured the sweet concoction, then helped herself to a second bowl. Some of the servants gave her curious looks but apparently word had spread that she was not to be harassed. After eating she went back to her room, where she found a note from Capt. Destefani “asking” her to come to the arms’ room. 



  
When she found it, Elizabeth thought she’d walked into paradise. Books and maps lined one wall, while arms, armor, and other tools of war covered two walls. “Captain Destefani?”



  
“Over here, Lady Elizabeth,” and she found him at a map table. “The Hunter Hills are here,” and he swept his hand over the area. “Here’s the trade road, and Starheart is here,” to the north and east. “Show me what happened, please, my lady.”



  
Yet again Elizabeth described the attack. Destefani frowned as she pointed to the rocks where the second group of attackers had been waiting. Before he could say anything, a young man bounced into the room. “Ho, Captain! What’s this about a raid inside the, oh. I beg your pardon,” the black-haired youth spluttered. “I did not know you were —”



  
“That I was debriefing a soldier? Yes, I am, and you need to listen, Lord Matthew,” Destefani told him, his voice ice cold. “Lady Sarmas, if you would continue, please?”



  
“Certainly, Captain,” and she finished her version of the story. 



  
After she finished, Matthew sauntered up to the map and studied it. “When did you know there would be an ambush, Lady Sarmas?”



  
She shook her head. “I did not know, but I began feeling concerned, oh, back here somewhere. There was no good reason why, since the woods sounded and smelled fine, but something bothered me. Then I heard a crossbow fire and a horse scream, here. Two hours later? I do not know precisely.”



  
“I’ve spoken with George and read his grace’s letter, my lady. My compliments on doing so well in your first battle,” Destefani told her, bowing slightly. “His grace says you need to continue working on riding astride and need to learn how to use firearms.”



  
Matthew choked at the captain’s words. “But she’s a woman!”



  
“So is Lady Ann, and without these women, his grace your father might well have ridden into the ambush as well, or worse. At best we would have lost the horses and a season’s worth of ingwer root and leather.” Destefani folded his arms and looked stern. “If you have no other plans, my lady, I think it best to begin in an hour. You and Lord Matthew are of a size and you can use his old tack.”



  
She also ended up borrowing two pairs of trousers, which she wore under one of Lady Ann’s worn-out riding aprons. By mid-afternoon, Elizabeth’s shoulders and arms ached, she had two pulled muscles, and had earned the acceptance of Starheart’s guardsmen. She also smelled of horse and sweat yet again. As she groomed the nondescript gelding that she’d been riding, Elizabeth wondered how she could adapt a sidesaddle for fighting. It came down to hands: she needed one hand for the riding stick, unless the horse or mule would respond to neck rein. Maybe she could find a longer riding stick, one that reached the horse’s hip without her needing to release the reins?



  
 Lost in thought, Elizabeth almost crashed into Rowena, who found Elizabeth just outside of her room, pitcher in hand. “Ah, perfect. Rowena, where can I get wash water?”



  
Rowena grabbed the pitcher and fled, returning with two pitchers of hot water. “Miss, do you have any other clothes?”



  
“No. I fled with what I could carry in my saddle bags.” Elizabeth took off her coat. “If you have material and someone who can cut it to pattern, I can do the sewing. As long as it is not leather or fancy pull-work,” she added quickly. The servant hesitated, upset by something, and Elizabeth asked, “What is the matter?”



  
“We were told that you were gentle born, miss, but no gentlewoman makes her own clothes or rides with the men.”



  
Elizabeth stopped unfastening her blouse and folded her arms. “Rowena, I am gentle born. My uncle is the Duke of Sarmas; my cousin is the acting duke. My mother was a member of King Laurence IV’s court after my father’s death. I was raised in a noble household. I was also a postulant of Godown, and as such made my own habits and tended my own needs. I ride with the men because I must,” and because that seems to be my vocation from Godown, she whispered silently. “I am not familiar with the customs and manners of Starland and the Empire, Rowena, and will need instruction in the eastern versions of the womanly arts.”



  
She thought the servant was going to faint. “Ah, miss, ah, yes miss. May I take these to use for size?”



  
“Yes, please do, but tell your cutter that I am thinner at the moment than I am accustomed to being.”



  
“Yes, miss,” and the woman hurried away, carrying Elizabeth’s old skirt and blouse. 



  
Elizabeth managed to keep her temper until she knew no one else was around. “Blast it!” She wanted to storm up to Lady Marie’s chambers and demand to be treated as her rank required. She outranked everyone but Starland’s family. She should have had her own lady’s maid, hot water waiting when she finished her work, a place at the duke’s table, and a much nicer chamber with a seamstress to make her clothing. “I am Elizabeth von Sarmas, not some bit of skirt that washed up in the spring flood.” However, she also needed to stay in the duke’s good graces. And if she made a scene, Lady Marie had every right to throw Elizabeth out on her ear, or at least she did if Imperial laws were at all similar to Frankonian laws. “Very well,” she growled under her breath as she washed. “I will stay out of sight, do my work, and act as if I am perfectly delighted to be treated like an unwanted stray.” Which was not exactly true, she forced herself to admit. An unwanted stray would not have a room to herself, no matter how small and dark that room was: unless that room happened to be a cell. 



  
The next day Elizabeth did as she had the day before. When she returned from learning how to fire a pistol and musket, she found a bundle of fabric and a sewing basket in her room. “Oh good!” The pile included wool flannel for an underskirt, along with other material for two blouses, a jacket, and a nightdress. She got supper from the small hearth again, then sewed until her head ached and the candle had almost burned out. 



  
The third and fourth days after her arrival followed the same pattern. The fifth day was Godown’s Day, and Elizabeth found a space at the back of the chapel, squeezing in with a few of the oldest servants. The ritual flowed as she remembered, even though the homily and some hymns were in a dialect Elizabeth had trouble following. Tears flowed as she watched the blessing of the sacraments. Oh, how she’d longed for Godown’s peace without even knowing it! The officiant treated her just as he treated all others, touching her forehead with blessed oil and allowing her to take the bread of fellowship. 



  
After the service, Elizabeth intended to do more sewing before reading and reviewing her notes. Instead Capt. Destefani stopped her. “Lady Sarmas, even though today is a day of rest, we study tactics and history after the noon meal. Would you please join us?”



  
“I’d be delighted to, Captain, provided it causes no offense.”



  
Matthew Starland, standing beside Destefani, laughed quietly. “Too late for that, Sarmas. I’ll explain later,” and he followed his mother and sister to the family quarters. Elizabeth shrugged to herself and retreated to her room to collect her book and notes. 



  
She spent a delightful afternoon poring over maps, listening to the soldiers discuss old battles, including several that she had never heard of, and soaking up information. By now the men treated her with respect but did not hold back their own thoughts. The conversations grew heated at times and Destefani or Matthew stepped in three times, calming things down and redirecting the topic.



  
“True, but how else could you break a siege,” one of the men snapped an hour later. “Rajtan Tayyip’s army is larger, they have artillery that we do not, and if there are enough priests and chosen acolytes, they will have stripped the entire region of men and supplies. The only way is to force a battle is from within the city walls.” 



  
Elizabeth leaned forward, frowning. “Please remind me where our forces are?” They used symbols that she had not quite memorized.



  
“Our main body of troops is here, my lady,” and he pointed to the blue square. “Our cavalry, such as is left of it, is up here, and we are supposed to have irregulars over here, but we all know how reliable the Magvi are.”



  
 “Why not use these hills, here?” She asked.



  
Matthew tipped his head to the side. “Use them for what?”



  
“Use them to cover our approach. Swing the troops around here, then use the irregulars to draw part of the Rajtan’s forces this way,” she moved half the orange game pieces west, away from the city. “Have the infantry come from the northern end of the hills, the cavalry from the south to form the hammer to the infantry anvil, and gunners in the woods or otherwise hidden on the hill. Then the troops in the city can attack with a prayer of success.”



  
“Because that’s not how the Rajtan’s troops fight,” Matthew told her.



  
“Then we find a way to use their style against them.” She frowned. “The very fact that they have set up a siege and pitched battle like this shows that they are using our techniques. If they’ve borrowed our siegecraft, what else of ours are they using and how can we make that an advantage for us?”



  
The soldiers, even Destefani and Matthew, had no good answer. The call for guard change and supper ended the discussion for the day, leaving Elizabeth with lots of questions. How did the Turkowi fight and why did they do it that way? What were their goals, besides conquest? And why were there no Poloki troops in the field, despite the alliance between the Babenburgs and the princes? Assuming that the alliance really existed and was not a figment of Laurence V’s paranoia, Elizabeth reminded herself as she checked on Snowy. “You need exercise,” she told him. He didn’t argue. Instead he dropped horse apples as she tried to look at his back legs. “You really are a mule,” she fumed.



  
Early the next morning, after checking with Martin and one of the guards, Elizabeth rode Snowy out. She did not go far, content to ride around the base of Starheart and look at the lay of the ground. The stone wall fascinated her. She could not imagine liquid rock coming out of the ground and making a wall as high and thick as those of the fortress. She also studied the town tucked against the northwest side of the natural stone. It made sense: the staff had to live somewhere, as did the people who farmed the land around Starheart. Snowy huffed and puffed, so she did not try and visit the settlement. Instead she rode along the roads and tracks through the field, working Snowy through his paces until he’d settled down.



  
Because she’d been on the behind the fortress hill, so to speak, Elizabeth missed his grace’s and Lady Ann’s arrival. She did not miss the results, however, although she heard them second hand. One of the stable men, Kaspar, noticed when she returned and helped her dismount. “You picked a good time to be gone, Lady Elizabeth,” he told her. “Her grace did not take kindly to Lady Ann asking after you and your training.”



  
“I’m sorry to hear that my presence caused a problem,” she replied, trying to be respectful and diplomatic. 



  
“Not a problem, quite, but then the storm has been a brewing ever since Lord Matthew came of age, Lady Elizabeth,” George explained from Snowy’s other side. The mule jerked his head and George thumped him. “Quit. You know better.” Snowy subsided and Elizabeth petted his nose. “I’m not at liberty to say more.”



  
“No, George, but thank you. I can guess her concerns. And thank you, Kaspar. If you’ll take care of my tack I’ll see to Snowy.”



  
Since he’d already made acquaintance with Snowy’s legendary teeth, Kaspar was delighted to clean and store Elizabeth’s saddle and other tack.



  
She returned to her room and found more clothing, along with a note from Lady Ann and one from Aquila. “Elizabeth, you need to be fitted for trousers and new boots. A—” The other requested her presence at breakfast the next morning, to dine with the family. Well, she decided, trousers came first. 



  
The woman in charge of the sewing rooms tutted as she measured Elizabeth. “My lady, have you never worn trousers?”



  
“No. Only men or,” she blushed faintly, “loose women wear trousers in Frankonia.”



  
“Oh, goodness, my lady. And I suppose the ladies of court still wear those backless slippers? Step sideways, please, my lady, so I can get your inseam. Thank you.”



  
“No, the last time I was at court or saw court fashion, the ladies had started wearing little boots on platforms. The bolder ones had the toes of the boot-lets cut off to show their stockings.” Sr. Amalthea had had very choice words for women who would be so daring. Elizabeth just thought they sounded uncomfortable. What was the point of boots if you cut the toes off? Why not wear sandals?



  
“That’s it, thank you, my lady. Your trousers will be ready in a few days. Would you like a pair of breeches?”



  
“Breeches?”



  
The seamstress held up a pair of pale, snug-fitting leather pants. “Like these, my lady.”



  
Elizabeth blushed so hard that her face hurt. “No, absolutely not!” She could not even imagine wearing tight trousers without a skirt over them.



  
Elizabeth wondered how she should behave at breakfast. She wanted to please both Aquila and Marie, and had no idea how to go about it. She wanted to be a proper woman, whatever that was here, but she needed to learn the art of arms. What was she supposed to do? Godown’s will, of course, but how could she tell quite what His will for her was? She highly doubted that an angel would appear and hand her a flaming sword or personal letter. Although, she smiled, if one did appear, it would answer the question once and for all. Yes, and you’d become St. Elizabeth of Starland, patroness of mules. She stopped the thought before it could press any closer to blasphemy.



  
The next morning she presented herself at the door to the dining room. “Come,” Aquila barked when she knocked. She walked in, stopped, and curtsied to the duke and his lady. Aquila pointed to a chair close to the end of the table, beside Ann. “Sit.” Marie frowned but made no comment, and Elizabeth wondered what she’d done wrong. Was it wearing her newly-made skirt and blouse without the jacket? She had not finished setting the sleeves. Or was it just her presence? She found out after Aquila offered up thanks for the meal. 



  
“Lady Elizabeth, do you have any intentions towards my son?”



  
She almost choked on her grain soup. “Your grace?”



  
Aquila repeated the question. “Do you have any intentions towards my son?”



  
“No, your grace. Should I?”



  
Now Ann began choking, while Marie stared, her eyes wide and white against her tan skin. “Miss, are you implying that there is fault with my son?” the duchess demanded.



  
“No, your grace, not at all. He seems like a fine young man.” Elizabeth realized that she was digging herself into a very deep hole and stopped before saying anything that could make matters worse.



  
“Marie, Lady Elizabeth has answered your question. That should end your concerns for Matthew.” Aquila resumed eating and Elizabeth followed suit. 



  
Elizabeth managed to finish the grain soup and half of her bread before Marie inquired in poisonous tones, “What are your thoughts about my husband, Miss Elizabeth?”



  
“Marie,” Aquila warned.



  
“I think he is a good leader and he seems to take proper care of his people and lands, your grace. I pray that others might learn from his example.” Marie sat back, unhappy and suspicious, and Elizabeth realized what the question had actually been. You think I, that your lord husband…? As beautiful as you are, and as competent as you are? You’ve given him at least one son—why are you worried about something like me?


  
“That is enough, Marie,” Aquila told her. He sounded tired. “Godown has sent Lady Elizabeth to us, to the Empire, and I am not going to question Him. Has she shown the least sign of impropriety?”



  
Marie’s lips pursed. “No, my lord husband, she has not, thus far.” 



  
“My lady, I do not intend to sully your generous hospitality by causing discord or difficulty,” Elizabeth cut in. “Your pardon, my lord.”



  
“The matter is ended.” Aquila glared at his wife and guest impartially. 



  
Half and hour later Michael, the guard who had been wounded in the raid, intercepted her as she went to the stable. “My lady, his grace wishes to speak to you in the arms room.”



  
Not the least bit reluctant to put off riding in the snow and cold, she trotted to the arms room and found Aquila, Matthew, and Captain Kemal Destefani studying a map. “Good. Come here, please, Elizabeth.”



  
She dipped a curtsey and joined the men looking at the map on the table. “Elizabeth, my wife does not approve of your presence here. I ask that you show her the utmost courtesy and respect, and ignore her complaints.” He looked up at the smoke-darkened ceiling. “Ours is a marriage of duty and politics, and she feels threatened by younger women, no matter how much I tell her that I have no interest in straying from the marriage bed. I must ask again, do you have any interest in my son?”



  
“Your grace, I’d be a fool to pursue him, even if I were in love with him, which I am not. I have no status, no rank, and no prospects. Matthew is your heir.” Her forthright analysis surprised the men but they did not argue.



  
“Thank you. She is a refreshing blast of common sense, is she not?” Aquila asked Destefani.



  
“Very refreshing, your grace.”



  
“Before we start discussing the current situation, Elizabeth, you need to go to the armorer tomorrow so he can fit you with a cuirass and back plate, and armored boots and arm guards. If you are going to learn the arts of war, you are going to ride out with me, to learn the land and the language. I know you can defend yourself, but armor will help.” He grinned, adding, “Nothing like in the painting over there.”



  
“Good, your grace, because she looks very cold,” Elizabeth replied. Wear armor on bare skin, cut like a stomacher? Her breasts shrank at the very thought. 



  
“Now,” he pulled her attention back. “Here is what we face…”
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  Chapter 5: Riding and Raids


  
“These are the Empire’s official boundaries.” Aquila spread a large hand over the map. “These are the problems. Here is the capitol,” and he tapped Vindobona, on the curve of the Donau Novi River. 



  
Elizabeth already knew about the contested land in the west, on the northern edge of the Triangle Mountains. The Babenburgs claimed the land by inheritance, since they came from that area, but Laurence the IV had claimed them by his grandfather’s marriage to a distant cousin of the Babenburgs. That Frankonia showed no interest in the lands until the discovery of deposits of sulfur and coal had no bearing on the Frankonian claims, of course. But the northern and eastern border, that was different. “Ah, your grace, I thought the Turkowi raiders were active here.” She tapped the southern part of the empire and the Tivola lowlands with a metal rod.



  
“They are, and I expect to hear about an army coming through the pass at Peili any day.” Capt. Destefani shook his head at the thought as Aquila pointed. “But you forget that the center of Turkowi power is here,” he pointed to the grasslands east of the Tongue Sea and Dividing Range. “Matthew, tell me about the history of the Turkowi, from the arrival of the priests of Selkow.”



  
The young man took a deep breath. “The worship of Selkow began, nah, no one knows when it began because none of us have seen the records of that part of the world and lived to tell the tale. Two hundred years or so ago, the first rumors began, not long after the creation of a single inter-tribal government among the horse nomads in this area,” he pointed to the grasslands far to the east of the Dividing Range. “Then the grain shipments from that area stopped and people, farmers, began fleeing west through the Dividing Range with stories of massacres and raids.”



  
“Did anyone investigate the rumors, my lord?” Elizabeth wondered.



  
“No. That required manpower no one had at the time. The Babenburgs had just put an end to the last of the Colour Wars and, according to the records,” Matthew stopped, giving his father a questioning look.



  
“Stay with the records,” Aquila told him.



  
He nodded. “According to the records, the people were too concerned with reclaiming the land along the Donau Novi and expanding the food supply to do more than make note of the rumors of war. Then, a hundred years ago, the first raid came, from between the Sea and the mountains.” Elizabeth nodded as Matthew swept his pointer around the northern end of the range, through the low gap between the long inlet of the Ocean of Storms, called the Tongue Sea, and the Dividing Range. That’s the route she would take if she did not have a way to cross the Tongue Sea and outflank the defenses that she assumed were already there. “Most of the raids ended in failure. But that is when people first noticed that the Turkowi had started killing all the women they could not carry off. Pursuits and scouting forays discovered that they’d killed the women they did capture, as well.” The men turned to Elizabeth.



  
“Because Selkow is a jealous goddess who tolerates no female to be her rival, except those born into her worship. Or so it is said. Which is why pregnant women try to move away from the borders, even in Frankonia.”



  
Destefani blinked. “Even in Frankonia? I thought Laurence’s agreements kept the Selkowi out of the borders.”



  
She shook her head. “They do, but not if a priest decides to call a ferengrazia. And the Rajtan, being new, will not try and stop the priests. I doubt that he can, truth be told. The Sisters of Service established four delivery houses for women who wanted to be well inside the borders. Laurence IV encouraged donations to those houses,” she added, raising one eyebrow.



  
Aquila and Destefani exchanged worried looks but kept silent. Matthew continued, “The Babenburgs managed to beat off the raids, but they also pulled back the pioneers that had been moving into the hills between the sea and the mountains. It appeared that the Turkowi had given up, because several decades passed before the next raid. And that was here,” he pointed to the southern end of the range. “We, that is, the Empire, underestimated the Protectorate and the priests.”



  
“Indeed. And we thought that we westerners were the only ones to have rediscovered explosives and gunpowder,” Aquila sighed. “I suspect the Turkowi also have artillery of some kind, just as we do now that we can cast and bore large pieces again.” He pulled a second map out of the pile. “And that is how they came through the mountains. They took their time, blasting and even paving a three-season road through the Keeshon Valley. Up to this year, the raids always stopped after the first snows.”



  
“That road lets them come and go with ease. Or it did at first, since no one expected any sort of attack, despite warnings from foresters and hunters that something was going on in the mountains,” Destefani said, looking gloomy. “We lost thousands in your grace’s grandfather’s day, if the records were correct.”



  
“Which I doubt they were, since the governors tend to inflate population just as they undercount harvest for taxes,” Aquila snorted. “But we still lost far too many people. Which brings us to today, Lady Elizabeth, or rather to early summer, shortly before you arrived. The Rajtan, Tayyip the Invincible, sent a message to his Majesty Emperor Rudolph, inviting him to convert and worship Selkow, or leave, or die.” Aquila rubbed the back of his neck as he straightened up from the maps. “I understand that his majesty’s reply was firm.”



  
Matthew ran a hand through his hair. “He’s the guardian of the relics of St. Gerald and protector of the last Lander wisdom and archives, Father, so how could he convert?”



  
“He couldn’t. Not without killing his wife, sisters, and two daughters,” Aquila snapped. 



  
Elizabeth looked at the maps and felt a cold chill. If they take only male prisoners, and kill captive women after giving birth, how do the Turkowi keep their population up? Even if every Turkowi woman had six children and all lived to adulthood, the numbers… Could they have Lander reproductive technology? Surely not. She shivered and hugged herself. It was such abominations that had brought down the Fires, or so Sr. Amalthea always said.



  
“So, Tayyip intends to prove his name by conquering us,” Aquila stated. “And plans to do it how?”



  
Matthew answered, “Until two years ago, everyone thought it would be by increased raiding, with larger bands and heavier armament, trying to bleed us to death slowly. Then a few traders and refugees brought rumors of an army.”



  
 “And two months ago the rumors proved true, my lord, when we captured correspondence between Laurence V and Tayyip,” Destefani added



  
“His majesty Laurence V is an idiot if he thinks he can play the Turkowi off the Empire without being raided himself,” Elizabeth snapped. “But then he is young and impulsive, and probably thinks his father did the same thing so he could do it too.” 



  
“You would know better than we do, Lady Elizabeth,” Aquila reminded her. He pulled yet another map out of the pile, this one of Starland and of the lands surrounding the province’s borders. “Here are the latest raids.” He set bits of red glass down at four points, including one in the Hunter Hills. “Pattern?”



  
Elizabeth studied the map, as did Matthew. “They are all along water?” The young man guessed.



  
That did not seem right to Elizabeth. “They are, my lord, but,” she stuck her tongue out as she thought hard. “Except for the Hunter Hills, they are all in the grain belt, in the flat lands that funnel… Are these scouts and subsistence raids to prepare the way for the main army to come through after spring planting? The army could march from here,” she pointed off the map’s edge, “and drive the population to the north, trapping them against the Donau Novi or the Dividing Range, or even these hills here, and have crops to see them through the summer and fall already in the ground. If these are hills?”



  
“Those are marshes. The land slopes down, into a basin,” Destefani corrected. “She’s fast, your grace.”



  
“Duke Grantholm, the acting commander of the Imperial Forces, thinks they are feints and that the main army would come over the north, but that is a very good guess, Elizabeth.” Aquila smiled. “And you are also right, Matthew, but the raids could be coincidence at this point. We need to know more about other raids, which is one reason to go to Vindobona and court, so all of us can pool our knowledge.” He looked off into the distance before turning to Elizabeth. “Do not make patterns where there are none. Four raids are not enough for us to determine anything, especially with the presence of Selkow priests.”



  
“Yes, your grace,” she murmured, embarrassed by her failure.



  
Aquila stepped back from the table. “That’s enough for the moment. Elizabeth, go get measured for armor, then meet me, on horseback, in the courtyard after the noon meal. And put up these maps. Matthew, show Elizabeth where they go, find that history of Starland for her to read, and then go see what your mother wants. You’re coming out with me this afternoon as well, unless your lady mother has more pressing plans.”



  
Matthew grumbled but complied.



  
Elizabeth was also grumbling by the time she finished getting measured for armor. Godown be praised that a cuirass is not anatomically correct, she fumed as she dressed to ride astride. She’d need padding to go under the armor, which meant she’d need to devise a different sort of breast support. Thank you, St. Philomela, that I do not take after my mother! Olympia von Sarmas boasted a most magnificent endowment, one that had gained her first spouse and then lovers. Elizabeth preferred her own less stunning superstructure, especially now, as she thought about taking a hard blow to the chest. Ow, ow, ow, I think I am going to be glad that breasts are less sensitive than ‘jewels’. She did not like the way some of the smith’s apprentices looked at her, either. Well, they’d not said anything, just looked, so she would ignore the behavior for the nonce.



  
The ride proved educational. Snow squalls blew through the lowlands and plain, pelting Matthew, Aquila, and Elizabeth with stinging bits of ice. Elizabeth made herself ignore the discomfort just as she ignored her knees when she prayed or the itch from the rough fabric of her neck wrap. “Have you named your horse yet?” Matthew inquired.



  
She glanced down at the mouse-colored gelding. “Brown, my lord.”



  
“Brown? I’d think you’d pick something more, I don’t know, like ‘Sweetie’ or ‘Lightfoot’.”



  
“He’s brownish grey, so why not Brown, my lord? Horses are somewhat interchangeable.” Snowy was, of course, a magnificent exception on all counts. 



  
Aquila stopped, gesturing for the two younger riders to draw abreast of him. “Can you see the river?”



  
Elizabeth peered through the snow. “Yes, my lord. The dark strip, just this side of a darker strip with a break in it?”



  
“Yes. What do you not see?”



  
“Trees, father,” Matthew chimed in. “At least, trees on this bank, because they’ve been cut down for better visibility.”



  
“Close. There never were many large trees because of the fires on this side of the river. Elizabeth, we still burn the grass in some pastures, but not often and only under certain conditions.”



  
As they set off again, she asked, “Your grace, would not burning the pastures behind you be an effective technique to deter pursuit?”



  
“Yes, it is, if the wind and your direction of flight are favorable. That book that Matthew found for you has a chapter on the dangers of grassfires, and how a large fire changed the inheritance line several generations ago.” 



  
Elizabeth did not like the sound of that. Brown the horse did not care for snow and he shook his head, throwing it back and almost bashing her in the face. “Your grace, might I ride ahead a little way?” 



  
“Yes, and be careful. He does not have caulks on his shoes, does he?”



  
“Not yet, your grace, and I will be careful,” she promised. At Aquila’s nod she touched Brown with her heels and the gelding lurched forward, regained his footing, and trotted off, still shaking his head. She rode with one eye on the road ahead and another on the terrain and settlements around the road. It felt and looked as if the road rose slightly, tracking up the slope of a long, gentle hill. Or did it? Elizabeth squinted again, trying to separate the snow-covered ground from the white-grey snow clouds. Brown’s pace slowed as he crested the low ridge and Elizabeth stopped him. She’d seen a Lander ruin. 



  
She turned Brown to the ruin, mindful of danger under the knee-deep snow off the well-trod road. But the surface remained firm. She stopped, looking at the sharp edged walls and empty doorway. 



  
“There’s nothing of value left,” Matthew called. He and Aquila rode up beside her. “My ancestors stripped it of everything useful or decorative.”



  
“Why not turn it into an observation or way station, my lord, since the walls are intact?”



  
Matthew’s eyes went wide and he backed his horse a pace. “Ugh! Spend the night in a Lander ruin? That’s madness.”



  
“It is better than freezing to death, my lord,” she opined. “And no one ever bothers you.”



  
“You’ve slept in Lander ruins?” He retreated farther, only to lunge forward in the saddle as his mare lost her footing in the rear and sat abruptly. 



  
Aquila waited until Matthew had the mare on her feet, under control, and calm before telling him, “I’ve slept in Lander ruins. You sleep on Lander work every night that you spend in Starheart, Matthew.”



  
“So the walls are Lander-made?” Elizabeth smiled, pleased that she’d guessed correctly.



  
“Not entirely. The outer walls are Lander made, but the Great Fires interrupted the work, as best the stories say.” Aquila shrugged and turned back to the road. “Come.”



  
Father and son talked quietly as Elizabeth tried to learn the landscape and memorize the routes and landmarks. She wondered why Matthew had not known that Starheart sat on Lander foundations. Wasn’t it obvious from the walls? Maybe he’d assumed that his ancestors were just that skilled with stonework. Brown jigged and Elizabeth sat more firmly, trying to settle him. 



  
Instead he bolted, aiming for a fence. Elizabeth kicked her stirrups loose and dove off the horse, landing and rolling in the soft snow. Brown jumped the fence, staggered, and fell, screaming. No, oh no. She scrambled to her feet and clambered over the wooden rails, hurrying to check on the gelding. He’d caught one of his hind legs in more wood and kicked, panicking. She laid down on his neck and head. “Easy, easy,” she murmured, trying to calm him. 



  
“Do you have his head?”



  
“Yes, my lord.”



  
Matthew dismounted, climbed over the fence, and looked at the wood. “I’ll free his leg. Keep him from bolting, if you can.”



  
“Don’t try to be a hero, Elizabeth,” Aquila warned.



  
She just nodded, taking a firm grip on the heavy cheekpiece of Brown’s bridle. Matthew grunted as he lifted the wood, releasing the trapped ankle and hoof. Brown flailed, rolled onto his belly, managed to get footing, and surged to his feet, dragging Elizabeth with him. A rope sailed over her head and she ducked as Aquila lassoed the horse before he could take more than a few steps. “Matthew, hold him. Elizabeth, mount.” Once she was settled, Aquila ordered, “Take the rope off, Matthew.” The young man stayed well clear of the horse, in case Brown lunged forward, but the gelding remained still. Elizabeth had to tap him with her heels to get him to take a step. He felt sound, and she walked him along the fence until they found a gate. She’d started leaning down to open the gate when Matthew called, “Come look at this.”



  
Someone had turned and polished the wood in the pile. Matthew and Aquila brushed the snow off as Elizabeth held their horses. Aquila frowned as they uncovered more poles and what looked like spear shafts. Matthew picked up one, looking at the wood’s grain. “Father, no one stores finished wood out like this, do they?”



  
 “No, especially not such carefully worked wood.” Aquila lifted one piece, sticking the butt of the shaft into the snow. “This is the size of a Turkowi banner staff. We’ve captured a few over the years.” Elizabeth and the two men exchanged grim looks. “There’s nothing we can do right now.” He climbed back over the fence and Elizabeth handed him his reins. Matthew eased his mare away from the wood and the fence both before mounting, giving Elizabeth time to open the gate. Matthew and his mare crossed through, then Brown followed, fidgeting as his rider closed the gate once more.



  
The farmer who rented that land knew nothing about the poles and shafts. “No, your grace, I’ve not been out that way since three weeks past. Ax slipped when I was splitting firewood, cut my leg to the bone, and this is the first I’ve been able to get up and about. Besides, I keep my wood here, by the house. Some light-fingered folk travel the roads, not meaning any offense your grace.” Aquila just nodded as the man told him, “Leuko, across the way, might have seen something. Could be his wood. He’s left cuttings on this land before.”



  
“Thank you, Mr. Wei. Just leave it where it is, in case it does belong to Leuko.” The three riders departed, turning back to the keep. Elizabeth wondered if Aquila would set up a watch post to see who came for the poles, or if he’d send someone to bring them to the keep. The hair on her neck seemed to crawl and she wanted to gallop back to the stout walls of Starhart, away from whoever left the weapons.



  
Duke Aquila turned off the road to another farm. He rode into the farmyard, sending yard birds and gooi fowl clucking and blatting. A stout man emerged from the wooden farmhouse. “Your grace?” He bowed a little.



  
“Mr. Kim, call out the parish militia. We,” and he pointed to Matthew and Elizabeth, “found something odd in Wei’s south pasture. I want an active watch, and runners ready if you see any sign of bandits or raiders.”



  
The farmer nodded, his expression hard and grim. “I can call twenty, and we’re due to meet with the watch from St. Sabrina’s, so I’ll let them know, your grace.”



  
“Good. I do not know how many or when they were by Wei’s, but it was before the most recent snowstorm. Do not try and fight if it is raiders, Mr. Kim,” Aquila warned him. “Just call and watch. There have been at least one raid with Sworn Acolytes of Selkow in the group,” and he stopped as Mr. Kim kissed the blue medallion hanging around his neck and then spat over his right shoulder. 



  
“We’ll watch and call, unless there’s an attack on us, your grace. I’m not running again and neither are Kyle or Mrs. Falk.” Elizabeth wondered how long a Turkowi would survive if the farmers caught him. Probably a few seconds at most. 



  
“Thank you, Mr. Kim. We’ll let you get out of the cold and wet.” The three riders left the way they’d come. Elizabeth felt better, and wondered what Lord Armstrong would do in a similar situation. He did not have a militia, only the small household guard. The royal army guarded the borders of Frankonia so well that no noble needed to arm his people, or so the Laurences maintained.
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Brown began acting lame a few kilometers before they reached Starheart. Elizabeth dismounted and walked him the rest of the way. By the time horse and rider reached the courtyard she silently cursed every cobbler who had ever made a pair of riding boots. She handed the reins to one of the stablemen and felt Brown’s legs. He flinched when she ran her hand down the left hind leg. Matthew saw her and came over to see what the matter was. “A bruise at least, my lord,” she told him. 



  
“Take your time. Mother does not wish to have guests at dinner,” he told her, mimicking Lady Marie’s chilly tones. 



  
“Thank you, my lord.” Well, she had her own bruises to nurse anyway. 



  
“Why did you throw yourself off him?”



  
She blushed. “I’ve never jumped anything while riding astride, and I did not know what might be on the other side of the fence, under the snow.”



  
Someone must have heard her, because she spent the next day under George and then Destefani’s eyes jumping another horse over higher and higher obstacles. Then she tried doing it with a sword or stick in hand. She fell off several times and felt as if she’d been trampled by every equine in the Starheart stables before the guard commander decided she’d suffered enough. 



  
As she washed off some of the dirt and trimmed her shaggy hair, Elizabeth wondered what the duke intended to do about the cache they’d found. She thought that if she were in charge, she would post watchers in the Landers’ ruin. Then she remembered that anyone with common sense would use the ruin for shelter and cover, including Turkowi raiders. Did the Turkowi have the same dread of Lander artifacts that some Westerners did? Maybe she should have gone into the ruin, despite Matthew’s protests. She turned the problem over and over in her mind. So lost in speculation was she that when Rowena knocked on the door, Elizabeth jumped, closing the hand with the shears in it. “Oh, carp.” She looked at the clump of hair on the floor. “Come in.”



  
“Miss Elizabeth, Lady Ann, oh!” She put her hands to her mouth, a horrified look in her eyes. “Oh, miss, what are you doing?”



  
“I was trimming my hair. I think now I will be cutting it short,” Elizabeth sighed as she picked up the clump. “You were saying about Lady Ann?”



  
“Lady Ann sent me to tell you that you will be dining with her tonight, in her quarters.” Rowena stared at Elizabeth’s ragged hair. “Miss, are you, will you be needing fabric for a headcover?”



  
Elizabeth thought about it. “Yes, I believe I will. Some of the light brown linen such as my skirt is made of would be good, if there is any to spare. Thank you for thinking of that.”



  
“You are welcome, miss,” and Rowena departed. Elizabeth had given up growling about the maids calling her miss instead of lady. She couldn’t really blame them for trying to stay in their mistress’s good graces. 



  
 Elizabeth finished returning her hair to its customary cropped length. As she gathered the trimmings and tossed them into the small fireplace a thought struck her. She no longer had to wear a cloth head cover. She could wear a wig. Not one of the fancy court monstrosities, but perhaps a smaller one in a color less ugly than her natural shade. She’d heard that one could buy almost anything in Vindobona. Maybe, just maybe, she had enough coin left for a wig. Well, wigs and vanity were the least of her concerns, she reminded herself.
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“There,” one of the guards hissed the three days later. Elizabeth and Matthew peered through the mist, straining to catch a glimpse of the raiders.



  
“Yes! Yellow coat, two yellow coats, just below the edge of the hill,” she hissed back. By Godown Himself, she could hardly believe that the Turkowi could be so brazen, attacking in broad daylight with so few people. Or were there few? This could be the probe ahead of a heavy raid-in-force, she reminded herself. She wanted to go after the raiders, but Duke Aquila’s orders were clear: stay put and watch, fight if attacked or if Aquila’s main body of troops needed assistance. Since he had twenty heavily armed cavalrymen with him, plus the infantry militia, they were all chin deep in horse apples if Aquila needed help.  



  
So Matthew Starland, Elizabeth, and their dozen soldiers watched and waited. The raiders continued past their position, crossing the flank of the hill a few kilometers from Starhart itself. She had to give them credit: the raiders had made magnificent use of the bad weather to cover their incursion, even bypassing farmhouses and a small settlement to get this far into Starland. But one of the militia watchers had seen them, and had sent word to the duke. And now the Starland troops waited, tempers taut, eager to kill or capture the Turkowi raiders. Elizabeth could almost smell their burning desire to avenge so many earlier attacks. 



  
“Smell?” She did not realize that she’d spoken aloud until Matthew glared at her. She sniffed again. “My lord, what’s burning?” she whispered.



  
“Nothing.”



  
She inhaled, pulling the cold, wet air into her nose and lungs. “Something is burning. Something nasty,” she whispered. Beside her Michael twisted, trying to look back into the wind. He had the only binoculars in the group and he searched the horizon. 



  
“The farmstead!” He pointed to a faint area of lighter fog. Now she could see black where black should not be and Elizabeth gulped. Did Aquila see it too? 



  
“Starland!” A distant voice yelled. Her head snapped around as the main body of Aquila’s men attacked the raiders at the base of the hill. 



  
Matthew turned and twisted, then got to his feet and began moving in a crouch. “We have to stop them,” and he pointed to the burning farmhouse.



  
“My lord, your father’s orders,” Michael protested. 



  
“They will flank my lord father if we do not stop them,” the young noble snapped. “Come.” Elizabeth got up, hurrying through the drifted snow after Matthew. The soldiers followed. 



  
It was almost a kilometer to the farmhouse, but the two groups collided sooner. Elizabeth saw movement on the other side of a stone wall and tackled Matthew, dragging him down into cover. He snarled, “What the…?”



  
She clamped a hand over his mouth and just pointed. A voice muttered in a strange language and Matthew nodded, eyes narrowing. She lifted her hand and scooted away, pulling her crossbow around from her back and drawing a handful of crossbow bolts from the case on her belt. The men could fight hand-to-hand. She could not. 



  
Matthew muttered, “We need to draw their attention.”



  
She looked back at the grey-clad soldiers behind them, then smiled and took a deep breath. “Aiiiieeeee!” she shrieked. “St. Sabrina save me! Aiiiieeeeeeee!”



  
“Selkow korre ta!” A man yelled from the other side of the wall and the fight was on. Elizabeth fell back behind Starland’s men, loading her small crossbow as she did. She braced on one knee, waiting until she had an absolutely clear shot. A man wearing a strange helmet with white fabric swirled around it broke clear of the melee and Elizabeth fired. He staggered back, giving her a better target. She pulled the second trigger and a burst of red appeared on his chest. He sank out of sight. Elizabeth cranked as fast as she could and reloaded. 



  
A hand in a yellow glove grabbed her shoulder and hauled her backwards. She twisted and fired at the shape looming over her. “Ungh!” He collapsed onto her and the crossbow. She fired again before fighting clear of the writhing body. She managed to get her long knife free and waited, watching for movement in case she needed to finish him. Oh damn, oh, Godown help me, oh damn, she panted, once more alert for motion behind her. 



  
“Starl—argh!” One of the guards lurched back from his fight, clutching his throat. His attacker turned to Matthew, already overmatched by the raider he grappled with. Elizabeth jumped up and ran towards the fight, shifting her grip on the knife like Michael had taught her. She didn’t think she could get through the other man’s armor, but if she could buy time…



  
There! She saw her chance and ducked, then dove, slashing at the back of the Turkowi’s leg. She caught him just above the top of his boot, near the knee, and hamstrung him. As he staggered, another Starland soldier attacked. Elizabeth scrambled clear of the fight again, finding two bodies in the process. Godown be with you, may Kiara’s light guide your soul to safety, she prayed, still ducking for cover. She hid behind a haystack and threw up, then forced herself to peer around the snow-covered mound.



  
The fight ended with a Starland victory. Matthew and eight Starland soldiers captured two Turkowi. As four of the men secured the prisoners, the others began searching the bodies of the dead enemy. Elizabeth helped the two injured Starlanders as best she could. Lou had dislocated his shoulder, and Elizabeth warned him, “I can put it back but it will hurt.”



  
“Do it, my lady,” the short man told her through gritted teeth. She put her hands on his arm and shoulder and pulled it back into place. “Damn it. I though women were supposed to have a gentle touch.”



  
“Not when we’re dealing with tough men like you,” she ventured to tease him. “Can you stand?”



  
“Yes. Most of the blood belongs to someone else.” 



  
She found Matthew. “My Lord, do we need to look for the people from the farm?”



  
“What?” She pointed, directing him to the smoking building. “Oh shit, yes. Stay here with Michael, Lou, and,” he looked around. “And Joachim. If the prisoners move, kill them.”



  
“Yes, my lord.” Elizabeth wiped her crossbow dry as best she could, cocked and reloaded it. 



  
Matthew Starland and the others returned, their faces pale and grim. “The house and barn are fine. What we saw was a burning haystack and the snow kept the fire contained. But the monsters caught the farmer and his family in the poultry house. Do not go in the farmyard, Elizabeth. That is an order.” The other soldiers nodded their agreement and Elizabeth gulped. She could guess what they’d found.



  
“Yes, my lord.” She turned away, facing “her” haystack, and de-cocked the crossbow, reciting the litany for the dead in her mind.



  
Elizabeth spent that evening in the chapel at Starhart, praying for the dead and begging forgiveness for having killed two more men. 
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The next afternoon Duke Aquila called in all the men who’d been on the raid, and Elizabeth. Exhaustion deepened the lines around his eyes and mouth and Elizabeth suddenly wondered how old he was. He had to be at least forty, riding and fighting as if he were twenty. He’d begun limping heavily and she suspected the cold and tiredness aggravated the pain from the spear point in his hip. “Well done.” He smiled. “Very well done, men. We captured or killed every raider. Unless they had scouts that evaded the militia and the weather both, no one will return to tell the priests or Protector what happened to them.”



  
He let the cheers and whistles die before continuing, “We lost the Montre family, all but the two daughters who had gone to help Mrs. Wa with her new twins. After the mourning period ends, I will assign a guardian for the girls, and they will have a marriage portion and inheritance from the farm when the time comes.” Several of the men fingered prayer beads and Elizabeth whispered part of the litany again. She was glad that she had not been one of the ones to tell the girls that their parents, two brothers, and a sister were dead. Duke Aquila had insisted that Matthew go with him to break the news while some of the men and a neighbor woman took care of the bodies. The poor girls did not need to see how their family died.



  
“Now the good news.” The duke beckoned George, who dragged a small table and chair over to the side of where Aquila stood, and Lady Ann, who carried a stack of papers and a large book. “The raiders’ weapons, horses, armor, and goods belong to Starland and will be distributed as usual.” His smile grew very broad as he added, “And the Crown’s bounty on Sworn Acolytes will also be distributed. A gold thaler goes to everyone with Matthew’s party, and three thalers to Lady von Sarmas, who sent the Sworn Acolyte to his warm reward.” A few men cheered but Elizabeth shook her head and pointed to Lord Matthew. It had been his idea.



  
The smile vanished. “However, because of their disobedience of orders, I am fining Lord Matthew and Lady von Sarmas half a thaler each.” Elizabeth suspected that there would be other punishment as well. Still, two and a half gold thalers meant she could replace her clothes and perhaps get a small wig.



  
One of the men raised his hand and called, “Your grace, how many Sworn Acolytes does that make that we’ve killed?”



  
“It makes two that I can prove, and I suspect there was a third. There was not enough of him left to identify.” He let the mutters and oaths die down before continuing. “Lady Ann has your share pages. If you think your share is too small, talk to Captain Destefani. If you think it is too large, see me; I will be delighted to correct the error.” 



  
Everyone laughed and several voices called, “Needing a dowry, your grace?” and “Is she pretty, Lord Matthew?” Matthew flushed and the good-natured cat-calls continued. Elizabeth coughed to hide a smile of her own and wondered if Matthew truly had found a possible bride. She did not envision Lady Marie stepping aside gracefully, or Lady Ann for that matter, and she felt a faint pang for the girl who married into the Starland family. Capt. Destefani caught her eye and gestured for her to follow him and the duke. She gathered her skirts and walked as quickly as was decent, following them to the duke’s private office. 



  
Aquila von Starland sat heavily and Elizabeth caught the flicker of pain on his face. Destefani stood at the duke’s shoulder and both men studied Elizabeth. She wondered which of her mistakes they were going to reprimand her for. Several came to mind, including tackling Matthew and not paying attention and letting the Turkowi soldier come behind her. If he’d had a knife she’d have died, and she shivered again. 



  
“Elizabeth von Sarmas, in a perfect world I would be concluding marriage negotiations with your father, Godown rest his soul,” Aquila told her. “This is not that world. I received word from Vindobona yesterday, asking that I bring you to court. Lady Marie will not be pleased.”



  
There was nothing she could say, so Elizabeth just nodded. She’d taken to avoiding all contact with Matthew, Aquila, and Lady Ann. Perhaps that was why Godown had made her without social skills, she thought. She couldn’t cause offense at a party or court event if she stayed out with the army or in the riding ring.



  
“For that reason, among others, I am sending you ahead with George and a group of servants. They will help the staff in residence at Starland House open and prepare things for the rest of us. You will have a letter of introduction to the Archivist of the Imperial Military Library.” Elizabeth all but bounced on her toes and she felt an enormous smile spreading across her face. Aquila smiled back. “I believe that will keep you out of mischief until the larger party arrives.”



  
“And since you seem to be a magnet for Turkowi, Lady von Sarmas, I’m sending extra weapons and a letter to the head of the Imperial Stud. You need to learn to ride a warhorse,” Destefani said. 



  
“Warhorse?” The word came out in a squeak.



  
“Yes,” Aquila informed her. “Think of it as your punishment for disobeying my orders.”



  
“Yes, your grace.” Her thighs and stomach hurt at the very thought. She’d have terrible bruises from falling off in armor, too. 



  
Destefani chuckled, “My lady, it’s not that bad. Warhorses only kick what’s around them, not what’s on them.”
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  Chapter 6: Vindobona


  What a huge city, Elizabeth gasped, exhaustion and bruises forgotten for the moment. They’d stopped at the crest of the last hill, facing the city. Vindobona, surrounded by high walls of red and gray stone, sat at the bend of the Donau Novi River. The low winter sun’s light caught the roof of the tower on St. Gerald’s cathedral, making the copper shine like fire. The cathedral dominated the central part of the city, its one mighty tower rising well above the other churches and buildings within the walls. Elizabeth imagined that she could see chunks of ice on the dark river, along with the bright-colored boats still dotting the water. From where she stood, the land sloped down to the Donau Novi, then spread out into the northern plains, the vast lowland between the Dividing Range and the Triangle Mountains and the Northern Ocean. More bits of roof gleamed in the afternoon sun and Elizabeth asked, “What are those?”



  
“That’s the Imperial Palace and the churches of St. Kiara, St. Michael, and St. Brigit.” George nodded before nudging his horse back into a steady walk. “Day is almost gone, my lady,” he reminded her.



  
“Indeed.” She tapped Snowy and the mule began walking down hill, his hooves making a dull “clop, clop” on the smooth, black surface of the road. More Lander technology, or so George had told her. The road dated to just before the Great Fires, and the survivors had been able to patch it using a secret material, keeping the smooth, easily cleared way intact. She wondered if there were any such relics in Frankonia. She could not recall reading or hearing about any, but then Sr. Amalthea had taken great pains to protect her charge from being contaminated by such impure knowledge and the books in Lord Armstrong’s library could only fill in so many holes.



  
She tried not to gawk or stare as they approached Vindobona. The Frankonian kings, or at least the last two Laurences, preferred to keep court and city separate. Not the Babenburg family, who lived in the middle of the largest city in their empire. The gray walls stood as tall as the great walls at Starheart, but thicker, with more gates. Foot, beast, and wagon traffic moved in and out. Soldiers in Babenburg blue and cream uniforms watched the people coming and going, and one guard stepped into the road. “What is your business in the city?” he demanded of George.



  
 “We are the advanced party for his grace Aquila, Duke of Starland, here on Starland business.” George and Elizabeth showed the gate guard their badges with the Starland crest on them. “Lady Elizabeth, me, eight guards, and two carriages, plus the three baggage wagons,” George counted off, turning and pointing to the rest of the caravan. 



  
The guard’s associate took notes, counting the group. The senior guard returned the badges. “All weapons are to be peace-tied within the city walls. No vehicles or mounted riders are permitted within the palace quarter unless you are on imperial business. There is a curfew in place. The outer gates close one hour after dark and open one hour before dawn.” 



  
“Very good,” George replied. Elizabeth made a mental note of the rules, then nudged Snowy to follow George’s horse. Given the tension between Frankonia and the Eastern Empire, she’d decided to speak only when spoken to, at least until she could get rid of the last of her accent. When she was tired, even Aquila had trouble understanding her. Snowy snorted at a new smell and she leaned forward, patting his neck. He’d grown quite a thick winter coat, to her surprise. I hate to think what you will look like come spring, she mused, imagining clouds of white hair. Maybe I should get a riding apron in natural linen or unbleached wool, so the hair won’t show as much.


  
The group took a roundabout way to the Starland town palace, following the curve of the ancient walls until they reached one of the few straight streets leading to the heart of the city. Traffic grew lighter and Elizabeth relaxed some of her guard. She noticed most of the women walking along the street wore cloaks and coats shorter than her own well-worn garment and decided that she would have to get one for herself. George snorted, “Shift change at the houses of pleasure,” he said in a low voice, nodding towards one of the women. Elizabeth flushed a little, glad that her hat and scarves hid her blush. 



  
The Starland town palace dominated a small square, its yellow and blue walls and cream-colored trim breaking up the grey of the cobbles and the sky. George banged on the vehicle entrance with his riding stick and a boy peered out the small peephole, then hauled the wooden doors open. George and Elizabeth rode in, followed by the two carriages. “Over here, my lady,” George directed and she followed the horse master to the stable doors. 



  
Snowy stopped beside a mounting block on his own and she laughed. “Glad to be rid of me, are you?” She scratched around his ears and along his crest. She’d trimmed his mane so at least that much of him was presentable. A groom came up and held out his hand for Snowy’s reins. Snowy bared his teeth and snapped. “Snowy bites.” When the young man failed to register the warning, Elizabeth repeated carefully, “Snowy bites very hard and does not like strangers standing in front of him. He is a fighting mule.”



  
“Very well, my lady. We can solve that problem.”



  
“No, you will not ‘solve that problem’,” she snapped, imitating her mount. “You will be careful around him. He is very valuable as he is.”



  
The groom opened his mouth to protest when George appeared. “You are the new groom?”



  
“Yes.”



  
“I am Master George. Treat Lady Elizabeth’s mounts with care, because they are all trained to defend her. At his grace’s orders,” and George gave the young man a firm look. 



  
“Ah, yes, sir.”



  
“I’ll see to Snowy, my lady. You need to go find your quarters before one of the maids finds your luggage,” and he smiled at her long-suffering sigh. 



  
“An excellent point, Master George. Thank you.” She located one of the servants, who showed her a snug room with a stove in the corner. A weapons rack occupied the other corner and the maid began apologizing. “No, it’s no problem at all,” Elizabeth assured the young woman. “If you could bring hot water so I can remove some of this road dust, I would be grateful.” As soon as the girl left, Elizabeth stripped off her armor and saber, hanging them on the stand. She was pulling off her boots when the servant returned, with a second maid in tow. 



  
“I will help my lady with her hair,” the older woman stated. Rather than protest, Elizabeth removed her scarf and head cover. The servants both backed up and the younger maid brought a corner of her apron to her nose and mouth. 



  
“I am not ill, nor am I mad,” Elizabeth assured them. “I simply prefer to wear headscarves and wigs. Now, if I could have some hot water, please.”



  
Hot water arrived with commendable speed. A hearty meal appeared not long after. The long day plus the heavy stew and bread proved too much for her, and rather than explore, Elizabeth fell into bed after saying her evening prayers. She did remember to drape her coat over her weapons, hiding them for the moment.



  
The next day Elizabeth ventured out to the Cathedral of St. Gerald. “Follow the road to the center of the city,” Master George told her. “And come back along the same road, starting at the Sign of the Pine.” Elizabeth memorized the different shops and palaces as she walked but did not look in the windows or at the displays on tables along the street. Instead she hurried through the cold morning, determined to attend the second service at the cathedral. She reached St. Gerald’s Square and stopped, awestruck. She’d never seen anything so magnificent!



  
Creamy white walls, topped with a copper roof and single golden spire, rose to the sky. Brilliantly colored mosaics depicting the mercy of Godown and the life of St. Gerald and other early saints covered the doorways, above huge metal portals that gleamed with touches of gold. The bell began tolling and Elizabeth rushed across the square, barely slipping into the enormous cathedral through a side door before the introit and procession began. 



  This is what paradise is like, Elizabeth knew, breathing deep and letting the chanting and incense carry her spirit into proper worship. It was the feast of St. Thomas and she recited the litany along with the hundreds of other worshipers, their voices forming a solid chorus, supporting the magnificent bass of the chief priest. Elizabeth joined the long line of congregants as they filed up to the main altar to receive the peace and elements. A tall, dark-haired layman in plain brown velvet and moleskin, with a small silver circlet on his head, held out the bread while a brown-clad priest touched the faithful with the holy oil. 



  
After the service ended, Elizabeth lingered to meditate before the high altar. Brown, amber, and gold paraments covered the altar and the pulpit, and matched the curtains that shielded the tabernacle from the laity. The figure of St. Gerald stood under the beautiful carved and inlaid symbol of Godown, one hand holding a model of a broken bridge, the other raised in blessing. The sculptor had captured what Elizabeth had always loved the most about St. Gerald, his warm smile and kind eyes. She knelt in prayer, feeling as if after long searching, she had come home.



  
Elizabeth studied the shops on her way back to the Starland town palace. It appeared that fashion favored dark colors this season, along with very long skirts, strange necklines, and little embroidered slippers. She puzzled over a dress in one window, wondering if anyone could look even presentable in the layered, dark blue confection. The heavy cloaks and coats caught her eye and she decided to come back with her purse and see if she could find something stylish that would not turn her into a dark lump of fabric. She sighed over a necklace and rings at a jewel dealer, tried not to laugh at the latest in hats, and stared at the bits of Lander technology in an antiquarian’s display. 



  
She returned to the Starland residence even more aware of her worn and shabby state. But she did not have time to mope. Master George found her checking on Snowy. “In case you are curious, my lady, he attempted to eat a stable boy this morning.”



  
“Did you?” she asked the mule. Snowy refused to admit even a possibility of guilt. She shrugged, “Well, we did warn them.”



  
“Yes, my lady, we did. And you are to meet with the training master of the Imperial Stud tomorrow at seven in the morning.” George smiled at Elizabeth’s wince of anticipated pain. “And to visit the Imperial Military Archive this afternoon at your convenience.”



  
Several hours later, Elizabeth decided that she must have died during the night, because now she stood in Godown’s blessed realm. Light trickled in through high clerestory windows, revealing paintings of battle scenes, a mosaic floor, antique weapons, and more books than Elizabeth could imagine. “Now, my lady, not all of these are military history per se,” Master Leopold cautioned his awe-struck charge. “War is simply one facet of statecraft, and many of these are accounts of the Eastern Empire and other states, their histories, economies, and geography. And biographies of great military and political leaders.” He walked over to one shelf, unlocked it, and pulled out a small, yellowed volume. “The Desert Fox, the biography of Erwin Rommel,” he told her, smiling. He took another out. “This is Col. Lee Tse-pin’s autobiography and the best account of the human-Dorlo war.”



  
“May, ah, may I read one? And take notes? I brought pen, ink, and paper.” 



  
The black-skinned archivist nodded. “Yes. From what his grace Duke Starland writes, I believe you would be best served by Maersk’s history of the conflict called the Thirty Years’ War. And this is a second reproduction, so you do not need a dust mask or gloves.” Elizabeth felt a little like a puppy following a butcher through the meat market as she trailed behind Master Leopold. “Here,” he set the book on a table by the window. “I will tell you when you need to leave.”



  
“Thank you,” she managed, voice and hands all trembling. She sat, tucked her skirts around her, and opened the ancient cover. For the next few hours she marched through a continent called Europe on the planet Earth, following the armies of the Catholic League. It was only when the archivist called her name for the second time that Elizabeth realized the light was fading and that she’d spent so long without moving that her back and neck hurt. Her mind still wrapped up in the first military-industrial war in Earth’s history, she drifted back to Starland House. No one stopped or robbed her, although she realized later that evening that she would not have noticed anything odd unless Godown Himself appeared in front of her and hit her on the head.



  
She hurt again the next morning, not from reading too long but because she’d fallen off the tallest equine she’d ever seen that was not hooked to a cart or plow. The heavy, dappled gray beast nosed her as she picked herself out of the sand. The gelding snorted, reminded her too much of Snowy. For the third time in an hour she caught the horse, checked his girth, and hauled herself back into the saddle, arms and shoulders aching from the effort. “Figure Four again,” the riding master barked. He raised his long whip and Elizabeth nudged the gelding with her lower legs, urging him forward. This time she kept in the rhythm and managed the transition from trot to battle kick without falling off. “Good. Long trot, then figure five.” The gelding trotted, gathered himself, surged onto his hind legs, kicked with his forefeet, and left Elizabeth flat on her back in the sand behind him. 



  
“Enough,” Major Antonio Wyler decreed. Elizabeth fought to get her breath back, rolled onto her stomach and then got to her feet. She caught the gelding and led him over to where Maj. Wyler stood, his long whip at rest, tip in the sand. “Not bad,” the tall man grunted. “Especially for a woman. You ride side-saddle?”



  
“Yes, Major.”



  
“You’ll learn both, then. But not on Gray. Aquila is right, you’ll never have enough strength for the heavy cavalry. Come back at the same time tomorrow.” He turned away, adding over his shoulder, “There is a soaking room for women behind the curtain with the leaves on it.”



  
As she soaked, Elizabeth wondered if she could even walk back to Starland House, she hurt so much. Maybe a smaller horse would be easier for her to ride. But he’ll probably find one just as broad as Gray, she moaned to herself. Elizabeth ducked under the water, rinsed her hair, and dragged her sore self out of the warm water. She returned to Starland House at a far slower pace than how she had left it.



  
On the way back she caught sight of a small church tucked into a little square behind a professional scribe’s office, roughly halfway between the stables and Starland House. Elizabeth knew which saint the church honored the moment she glimpsed part of the east wall. She shuddered even as she admired the skill of the artist who had created the long mosaic.



  
Why anyone devoted so much time and effort to such a hideous image Elizabeth could well guess. The church belonged to St. Mou, and St. Mou’s followers preached the most terrifying version of the Great Fires that she’d ever heard. For half the length of the building, men and women in the close-fitting clothes of the Landers struggled to escape raging flames that poured down from a ferocious sky and leaped out of shattered buildings and cracks in the ground. Burnt children littered the ground and Elizabeth locked her jaws against a wave of nausea as she thought of the remains she’d seen in the gutted village. St. Mou glared down on the fallen, pointing to symbols of test tubes, nuclear power, wind turbines, and other elements of the evil that had forced Godown to send the cleansing Fires. 



  
Or so the saint’s followers proclaimed. Even Sister Amalthea, as traditional as she was, insisted that the flames never touched the ground or burned people’s bodies. Elizabeth turned away from the mosaic. She couldn’t bear to look at the second panel, the one depicting the details of the Landers’ fate. A larger panel featured St. Mou’s faithful watching and gloating over the scene: pious gloating, to be sure, but still gloating. Elizabeth felt certain that St. Gerald had never rejoiced over the suffering of anyone. 



  
That afternoon she returned to the Military Archive and spent more hours lost in the past. To her mild dismay, part of that past intruded itself into her return to Starland House. As she came around a corner near the High Street, she discovered a ring of onlookers surrounding two women in red and black dresses and black coats who stood in the road, yelling and waving sheets of paper. Just past a small cross-alley, a fat man in red and black shouted, “You dare deny the truth? Heretics! Godown and St. Mou have turned their faces away from the Babenburgs. Why else would Godown permit the Turkowi to rampage? This is punishment! Repent, return to the true, pure way,” he demanded at the top of his lungs. 



  
Elizabeth stopped beside a cluster of passers-by, all watching the ranter. Some of the people shook their heads, their displeasure obvious. She ventured, “Is this common in Vindobona?”



  
“If you mean lunatics standing in the street, often enough,” one man laughed. “Especially when the Imperial council meets.”



  
An elderly woman frowned. “I don’t hold to all the tales of St. Mou, but the raids and murders must be punishment for something.”



  
“According to Selkow’s so-called chosen acolytes, they are punishment for not bowing to Selkow,” Elizabeth countered. “But then they hold everything to be a punishment for not worshipping their goddess.”



  
“True enough, miss,” the woman agreed. “But we still need to stop sinning.”



  
“Yes, we do,” someone else concurred, and Elizabeth nodded. For did the scriptures not say that all sinned? Godown gave all people free choice. The knot of onlookers broke up and Elizabeth hurried back to Starland House, her stomach reminding her that many hours had passed since breakfast.



  
The next afternoon Elizabeth stayed at Starland House. After looking for a quiet, semi-private place with good light, she perched on a window seat in the long upstairs hall, writing down her thoughts on the current military and political situation. She wished she knew more about what Emperor Rudolph planned to do once campaign season truly got underway. From all the probes and raids, she had to think that the Turkowi intended to launch a major offensive once the passes re-opened in the spring. The last year’s relative calm had given the Empire time to recover and re-arm, but it had also done the same for the Turkowi.



  
She heard running feet and saw Elsa, one of the maids, rushing down the hallway. “Lord Starland is here and we had no warning,” she called as she sprinted past. 



  
Elizabeth bit her tongue. Master George had told the staff that the rest of the Starland people would arrive by the end of the week. Was that not enough warning? Apparently Elsa did not think so. Elizabeth shrugged and retreated to “her” room in order to be out from under foot, especially if Lady Marie was tired and cross. 



  
Elizabeth emerged at suppertime and walked headlong into chaos. She heard a commotion and peered around a large wardrobe in the hallway to find Lady Miranda and her younger sister, Lady Annie, yelling at eachother as their brother tried to calm them. “It does matter and it’s not fair! Why should you be allowed to marry whoever you wish when I have to marry a smelly horse prince and go live in the bogs and forests?” Miranda’s voice climbed into a piercing shriek, “It’s not fair!”



  
“You look like a horse, so why should it bother you,” Annie hissed. Elizabeth winced at the painfully accurate jab. Annie continued, “You get a full dower and more, you get to be a princess, you get to live where it is safe, and you might just become queen. So quit whining because Count Kossuth’s son asked father’s permission to court me.”



  
“Annie, that was not kind,” Matthew injected. “And Miranda, nothing is fair.”



  
Both sisters turned on him. “What would you know? You’re a man. Men have it easy,” Annie snarled.



  
Miranda agreed, hissing, “You won’t get sent away. You don’t die in childbed. You can order people around without pretending to like them and you don’t have to be nice to women you hate.”



  Yes, and you charming ladies will not put your lives at risk for strangers over and over again, Elizabeth snapped silently. Nor will you be marrying anything more than a hitching post if you keep shrieking. Since the loud trio blocked the fastest route to the kitchen and dining room, Elizabeth staged a tactical retreat to her room. She grabbed her coat and coin pouch, changed house shoes for boots, and eased out of the residence. She skirted the edge of the still-busy courtyard and strode off into the twilight shadows to find an inn.



  
The dining room waiter gave her a curious look but made no comment as he showed her to a back table. Hot bread, beaten potatoes with bacon, marinated pork chunks, and pickled greenroot arrived with commendable speed and Elizabeth ate, then nursed a half-bottle of the inn’s white wine and tried to sort out what Lady Miranda had meant by “smelly horse prince.”



  Surely not, she wondered. I thought… but it makes good sense to marry a Starland daughter to a Sobieski son or brother. The Poloki often provided horse troops, mostly scouts and light cavalry, to the Empire. Prince Bogumil, no, she reminded herself, he was now King Bogumil Sobieski, had considered Laurence of Frankonia as a possible match for one of his daughters. Laurence IV had rejected the query without so much as a moment’s hesitation. Or so rumor had it, according to Lord Armstrong. Armstrong had shaken his head, wondering if the offer had been nothing more than a way to push the Babenburgs into making a better dower offer or alliance. A Poloki-Frankonian alliance made no political sense. Well, it made sense if Laurence IV had intended to keep encouraging the Turkowi to attack the Empire, Elizabeth mused, finishing the last of her wine. But it will not happen now. And it was possible that Lady Miranda had meant one of the minor kingdoms-by-courtesy up on the northern end of the Tongue Sea. Elizabeth paid for her supper, flinching a little inside at the cost, and returned to Starland House.



  
She found Aquila Starland and a new horse both waiting for her at the imperial stables the next morning. She heard him before she saw him, as he laughed, “Only fell off four times? Would that I were so lucky!”



  
“Lady Elizabeth listens to direction. You, your grace, did not,” Major Wyler’s voice replied. 



  
Elizabeth hesitated, wanting to eavesdrop and learn more about the duke’s adventures. No, then she’d be late and that only made the lessons harder, or so she’d been told. She walked around the corner, into the row of stalls for training horses. Duke Aquila and Major Wyler stood at a stall three down from where Gray loomed. The men turned when they heard boots on brick.



  
“There you are,” Aquila grunted.



  
“Your grace,” and she curtsied. “Major Wyler.”



  
Wyler ordered, “Tack up Mancusa and warm up, then come to the ring.” The men walked off, leaving her to introduce herself to the beast. 



  
She learned that Mancusa did not like having her hooves examined and knew several ways to evade the bit and bridle. Mancusa learned that Elizabeth possessed patience, determination, and a willingness to use dirty tricks in order to get what she wanted. The mare sidled, puffed, ducked, tossed her head, and generally acted like a right sod. Elizabeth tolerated none of it and kept the bay mare on a tight rein during their warm up. 



  
Aquila watched Elizabeth’s lesson from behind the ring wall. It proved to be a wise precaution: when Maj. Wyler flicked the long whip into the sand behind Mancusa, urging her into a canter, the mare jumped and began bucking and twisting. Somehow Elizabeth managed to stay in the saddle. She fought both the horse and herself, trying to keep relaxed and balanced, anticipating the mare’s next move as best she could. She lost one stirrup but held onto the reins and her riding crop. After what felt like hours Mancusa ran out of energy and settled into a bone-shaking trot. Elizabeth looked to Maj. Wyler, took a deep breath, and watched as the long whip hit the sand again. Mancusa lurched into a gallop that Elizabeth brought back to a canter, then a trot. “Good.” Elizabeth let Mancusa walk once around the ring. “You are dismissed.”



  
Aquila met her after she turned Mancusa over to a groom. “Right size but wrong horse, I think.”



  
“Your grace?” Elizabeth panted. She’d cracked ribs, if the pain in her back was anything to go by.



  
“That ball of temper and hooves is the correct size, perhaps just a little small, but you do not need to be retraining the horse as you learn. Both horse and rider come out the worse when that happens.” He shook his head. “Mancusa was a fine lady’s spirited mount, or so she was advertised.”



  
“I must respectfully disagree with the seller’s description,” Elizabeth replied, her tone as dry as dust.



  
Aquila chuckled. “As did the poor lady who first tried to ride her. The mare is a spoiled brat.” He sighed. “And I have been informed that you need new clothes. Ignorant male that I am, I think that is a matter for you to sort out on your own.” He handed her a leather pouch. “You’d better wash up first, unless you want to part the peeresses like Moses parted the Red Sea.” She caught the glint in his eye and wondered just how much he’d enjoy the sight of court ladies fleeing in fear. A great deal, she thought. 



  
She curtsied. “Thank you, your grace. I will do as you suggest.”



  
Elizabeth returned to Starland House with a new coat and gloves, and receipts for the rest of her clothes and shoes. They would be finished by the end of the next week, or so the clothier and cobbler had assured her. She also carried more paper and ink, a blank book for her most important notes, and a white, woven straw box tied with green ribbon. Godown had smiled on her when she ventured into the wig shop. 



  
Elizabeth was not smiling after supper, as she listened to Count Bierski warn Aquila and Matthew, “The talks with Frankonia have failed. We are alone against the Turkowi.”



  
Aquila blew a long stream of smoke before setting his nicotiana stick aside. “I trust his majesty was not surprised by the rejection.”



  
“Not at all, your grace. Painfully disappointed, but not surprised. Do the Frankonians really believe that the Turkowi would stop if they could conquer us?”



  
“I don’t know.” He turned to Elizabeth. “Do they?”



  
She considered the question and how best to answer it. “Your grace, my lords, I do not think that King Laurence looks that far ahead. He believes that he does, but from what I understand, he believes that he can play the Empire against the Turkowi, which allows Frankonia to move against the trading cities and the southern Confederation. Or against the Bergenlander.”



  
“But the Turkowi raid Frankonia, do they not?”



  
She nodded. “Yes, your grace, to the point that houses of refuge have been built for gravid women, well inside the borders.” He knew that already because she’d told him. 



  
Apparently this was news to Count Bierski. “What? He does not protect his own people?”



  
“He does, my lord,” she ventured to correct him. “But through strategic defense instead of strategic offense. Because the raiders have only committed hit and run raids and murder, Laurence IV and V both provided defensive points through the houses of refuge. The Frankonian army is not organized to counter ferengrazias, or at least, to my knowledge it is not so organized.” 



  
Matthew Starland looked up from the nuts he was shelling and snorted. “Well, the empire is on the strategic defensive but we prefer a tactical offense.”



  
Elizabeth pretended to ignore Count Bierski as he studied her with more than just friendly interest. Instead she sipped a little more of the sweet red wine, trying to decide if she liked it. The flavor struck her as too cloying, like the violet sweets that Sr. Amalthea had insisted that she make for Lady Orrosco. White wines were much more to her taste, another discovery she would not have made if she’d accepted Laurence’s plans for her. 



  
The conversation strayed away from military to political gossip, and Elizabeth lost interest. The terms and names made no sense to her. I really need to learn the history of the Eastern Empire, she decided. Given that Empire seems to be an overstatement of the situation. Why was Rudolph of Babenburg negotiating with the Poloki and the Duke of Tivolia if he was the emperor? Emperors gave orders; they did not negotiate. And why did Count Eric Windthorst seem to dominate foreign policy? Laurence IV and V had not tolerated any attempt to manage their foreign policy.



  
She got to find out two days later. Elizabeth was putting Malcom, her new battle horse, through his paces under Major Wyler’s watchful eye. She and the gelding had reached a truce and she let him circle the ring in an extended trot, cooling off after a series of charges and self-defense drills. A tall, skeletal man appeared in the viewing area. She noted his presence but ignored him as Malcom tried to take advantage of her distraction and throw her. She kept him in hand and worked him in a tight serpentine between the poles. Only when she finished did she realize that Maj. Wyler had removed his hat and bowed low to the stranger. She walked Malcom until he cooled down, then rode over to the newcomer and dismounted, bowing. 



  
“A fascinating adaptation, Major. Did you teach her that?”



  
The riding master shook his head. “No, your majesty. Duke Starland’s men provided her initial training.”



  
“And does it work?” He turned his gaze to Elizabeth.



  
Her heart pounded with more than just the morning’s exercise. “Yes, your majesty. At least, it worked on two Turkowi, your majesty, but they may not have been expecting resistance from a woman.”



  
Black eyes narrowed and his royal majesty Rudolph I of Babenburg inquired, “What were you doing fighting Turkowi, and where?”



  
“The first time I was trying to regain control of a scared mule, your majesty, and the second time I let my guard down and nearly lost my head as a result. Within the borders of the Starland lands, your majesty.”



  
“His grace reports that the ‘scared mule’ fights as well as the mule’s rider does, your majesty,” Maj. Wyler added. Elizabeth felt herself blushing under the men’s gaze. 



  
Rudolph of Babenburg continued studying her. “Interesting. I begin to see why Aquila finds you so intriguing, Lady Sarmas.” She curtsied again as he turned and walked out. 



  
“You are done for the day,” Wyland told her. “Tomorrow you begin working outdoors. Sidesaddle. And Malcom does not like coats or blankets or banners.”



  
“Thank you for warning me, Major, and thank you for the day’s teaching.” She touched her forehead with her riding stick in a salute. Malcom tried to hit her with his head and she poked him in the chest. “Quit,” she hissed. The hairy black gelding behaved himself after that.



  
Elizabeth returned to Starland House to find a command invitation and Lady Marie both waiting for her. “You have nothing suitable for this occasion,” the older woman informed her. “You were to remedy this.” Marie waved a graceful hand, indicating Elizabeth’s state of dress.



  
“Your pardon, your grace. I was not aware that I would need gowns suitable for formal court so soon, or I would have sought out a seamstress who could make them on short notice.”



  
“Unless you wish to make Starland the laughingstock of the ladies at court, remedy the lack at once, miss.” 



  
“Yes, your grace,” Elizabeth agreed, curtsying as Lady Marie bustled off on other business. Well, now what? She tried to recall what she’d seen and where. No seamstress, no matter how clever and efficient, could have a court gown ready by the sixth hour after the noon bells. It was too bad she could not buy gowns in parts and stitch them together. Or could she? “Oh, yes, that would work,” she whispered as an idea struck her. 



  
Even Lady Marie found nothing to disapprove of when Elizabeth appeared at five that evening. Instead of a gown, she wore a heavy skirt in dark blue and a heavily embroidered and beaded light blue jacket over a brown blouse. Her new boots peeped out from under her skirt and lace-edged wool petticoat. Elizabeth also wore her new wig, replacing her ugly, mousy blond hair with a light ginger-blond upsweep. She wished she could change her muddy hazel eye color as easily, but she’d been praying for that miracle for years without result. 



  
She and Snowy followed the Starland coach. The mule acted happy to leave his stall and she decided that both of them needed to get outside the city walls. The little procession passed increasingly fancy houses, most with coats of arms or other paintings along the front. Suddenly the buildings changed. Seamless walls decorated with large windows rose tens of meters into the air. Elizabeth boggled and wanted to stop and stare at so much Lander work in such a small area. Instead Snowy accelerated, coming abreast of the carriage as they reached the palace gates. 



  
The ornate metal panels slid open, allowing the Starland party to enter the royal district. Elizabeth noted the Lander buildings and the later additions, as well as the thick stone and concrete walls. The walls dated to the first Turkowi War, a hundred years ago. After losing part of the outer city wall to miners, the Babenburgs had taken no more chances. Elizabeth recalled reading that parts of the surviving city had been torn down and rebuilt, removing the old straight roads through Vindobona. Only within the royal precinct and around St. Gerald’s could one still find a grid. Elizabeth thought it was a sensible precaution. She also thought that tying her wig down had been a very good idea, as a cold east wind whipped between the fifteen-meter-tall buildings. She noticed hints of decoration despite the darkness and wondered what the paintings and carvings looked like. Then the group passed through a final gateway and entered a bulb-lit courtyard.



  
The display of wealth took her breath away. To have one lightning bulb powered by a tiny generator was a mark of prosperity and royal favor in Frankonia. At least two-dozen bulbs glowed around the walls, providing steady light for the lords and ladies as they stepped out of the carriage. Elizabeth opted to dismount without a block, landing lightly on her toes. Her thick socks helped cushion the shock. “Be careful,” she warned the groom who appeared. “He bites.”



  
The young man bowed his head. “We were warned about your battle mule, Lady Sarmas.”



  
She handed him her reins and followed the Starland family into the royal palace. The Babenburg family took its name from the structure. Baben had been the name of one of the survivors of the Great Fires, and “burg” supposedly meant “spring” in an ancient Earth dialect. Even at the time of the Landing, no one with any sense drank out of the Donau Novi, and Baben had used his control of the spring and sewage system to create the beginnings of the family’s power. That explained the wave-like patterns on the walls, Elizabeth decided. The group walked into a room with a beautiful fountain in the center, and the Starlands stopped, bowing and curtsying to the simple basin and pedestal of swirling, colored rock. Fragments of mirrors, now surrounded by plasterwork and mosaic, remained on the walls as a legacy of the Lander years. The group continued on, into a high-ceilinged hall decorated with paintings of the first Babenburg successes and victories. Elizabeth stayed behind the Starlands as they approached a cadaverously thin, dark-skinned man in dark blue clothes and a smaller, plump woman clad in dark green. The couple stood on a dais, armed soldiers on either side of the platform. As the Starlands bowed, Elizabeth curtsied deeper than she’d ever done for either Laurence. 



  
“Well met, Aquila, Marie, Matthew, Miranda, Annie,” Rudolph declared. “And you, Lady von Sarmas, welcome to our empire.”



  
“Well met indeed,” Empress Margaretha agreed.



  
Aquila spoke for his family. “Thank you, your majesties. The honor is ours.” He turned, looking at Elizabeth.



  
“Thank you, your majesties, for such an unexpected honor and for the hospitality you show a wanderer such as I.” That seemed to be the right words, because Aquila nodded just a fraction of a hair and their majesties also nodded.



  
“It is a poor host who keeps his guests standing, especially guests as valuable as the defender of our borders,” Rudolph replied. Elizabeth wondered why he emphasized “valuable.” She had no value, unless… If he thinks I have a dower he’s in for a very unhappy surprise.


  
The imperial couple left the room. After a few moments servants appeared and indicated for the Starlands to follow. Elizabeth trailed along in their wake, not sure what else to do. As best she knew, Laurence V of Frankonia never held individual audiences, unless they were with select ladies, in which case the audience was very individual indeed; or so rumor maintained. She forgot to worry about protocol as she realized that the pictures on the walls dated to the Landing! Some had faded with the centuries, and a few showed what looked like patched holes, but to have such a priceless collection just hanging in a back hallway? The Babenburgs must be unimaginably wealthy, Elizabeth decided. 



  
The table setting confirmed her guess. Beautiful glass and porcelain sat at the table, dozens of lightning bulbs provided smokeless and steady light that gleamed off of polished silver and brass, and bowls made of priceless plaztik held fresh fruit and flowers. “Lady Elizabeth, his majesty wishes to honor your uncle. If you would be so kind,” a footman in a dark brown and blue livery intoned, pulling out a seat near the head of the table. Too surprised to speak, she nodded and took her place, standing beside the heavy chair. Marie had told Elizabeth that Rudolph might use a different title, if he chose to speak to them privately, and indeed, once everyone found their seats, a voice announced, “Their graces the Duke and Duchess of Courtland, Lord Thomas, Lord Alois, Lady Aranka, and Count Gerald Kazmer.” The younger Babenburgs looked much like their mother, but with their father’s coloring, and Elizabeth suddenly saw the connection between Lady Marie and Rudolph. Rudolph’s brother Gerald Kazmer sat beside Elizabeth. He shared his brother’s coloring and height, although not the unhealthy thinness.



  
She did not remember much of the meal. What Elizabeth remembered was Marie’s angry look when Emperor Rudolph insisted that Elizabeth join the men after supper, and the subsequent discussion. She followed the men to a dark, warm, book-lined library. On one wall hung an enormous map of the crown lands and Poloki holdings, dating to just after the Great Fires, or so she guessed. The men took seats in front of a huge, tiled fireplace. The servants set out wine, beers, and juices to go with the cheese and nuts, then retired, leaving the men and Elizabeth alone.



  
“Lady Sarmas, you will find a map on the table,” Emperor Rudolph began without preamble. “Tell us what you see and how you would respond if you had command of the blue forces.”



  
“Yes, your maj— you grace,” she caught herself.



  
Elizabeth studied the elaborate display. The base map showed rolling terrain interrupted by an east-west flowing river and three steep hills. A castle or other defense point capped the northernmost hill. The more southerly hills faced each other across the river; the one farthest to the south held by the red forces while the blues controlled the northern point and one end of a bridge. Lander ruins extended along and up the southern flank of “her” hill. The numbers of markers seemed even, although the blue forces had more artillery and the red more cavalry. Was she defending or attacking? She caught herself sticking her tongue out and blushed. As she studied the riverbanks she noted an unfamiliar symbol. Right, she decided, since I don’t see a legend, I’m going to have to guess, and I guess that is a ford. She took a deep breath.



  
Rudolph took up a position across the table from her and she began, “You grace, the first thing I would do is look into the possibility of moving mortars and a light cannon up onto the hill, concealing them in the ruins if possible. If that can be done, then under cover of darkness I would send the cavalry out, here.” She found a small rake and pulled the markers into the wooded areas to either side of the bridge. “I’d pull as much of my infantry as is safe back here, behind the hill, and spread some of the rest to the west. My heavy cavalry and a squad of rangers,” she paused. “Ah, your grace, what is your term for specially trained infantry?”



  
“Wandertruppen is the formal word. Some use ‘rovers’.”



  
“Thank you, your grace. I would send some heavy cavalry and the Wandertruppen east, to this point.”



  
Rudolph snorted. “Night maneuvers are an invitation to disaster.”



  
“They can be, yes, your grace. But with this many good landmarks, and the fires from the red encampments to show where the other side of the river is, I believe that it could be done safely with troops of the right quality.”



  
He folded his arms and nodded, “Very well. Now what?” Elizabeth noticed that Aquila, Matthew, and Gerald Kazmer had joined their liege as he studied the map table.



  
“As soon as it is light, my troops break camp. If the red commander takes the bait, he’ll send his forces across the bridge. At that point I have two options. I can wait until he is fully involved and attack, or I can…”



  
Matthew Starland interrupted, “No you can’t. You’ve made a deathground and his troops will fight even harder.”



  
“Not as long as the bridge is intact, which might not be too long, depending on where I’ve sighted my mortars, my lord.” She gave him a nasty smile, “Or if I’ve mined the bridge.”



  
“And if he defeats your infantry, then what?” Rudolph leaned forward, studying the map as Elizabeth moved the pieces.



  
“Then I pull back, send the cavalry to harass him, regroup for a counterattack, and bring in the heavy cavalry.” She reached over and pushed the Wandertruppen across the river and back along the south bank of the river. “And see how much of a mess I can make behind his lines.” She met the men’s eyes in turn, adding, “Assuming that I am not simply a delaying force. In that case I would begin a slow retreat by numbers, and not send the Wandertrupped behind the lines, but use them to harass red’s advance and to gather information.”



  
Rudolph picked up a rake and moved the pieces back to their earlier positions. “And what if he does this?” Red pivoted and marched to the symbol that Elizabeth had guessed at. “And crosses here, at the ford? Your assets are useless.”



  
“Only those that are fixed, such as the cannon and bridge guards. I already have a watch and delaying force at the ford, your grace,” she reminded him. “And with artillery sighted on the bridge, if he tries to catch me from two sides after I pivot, he’s penned himself in, based on what the map shows. And he can’t attack from the north unless he takes time to build pontoon bridges, which my scouts should have seen and reported.” She stepped back and set down her rake. 



  
The men looked at eachother, then back at Elizabeth. “Lady Sarmas,” Aquila asked, “what is war?”



  
“War is a continuation of policy by other means, your grace.”



  
Gerald Kazmer seemed to be trying to hide a smile as he inquired, “What are the grounds for waging war?”



  
“My lord, they are to defend your country, to gain land, to interrupt a hostile alliance, and to assist an ally.”



  
“What is a just war?” Rudolph demanded, arms folded again.



  
She gulped, trying to remember, “Ah, your grace, a just war is one that is fought for self-defense, using the minimum amount of force necessary to win, with consideration for the safety of non-combatants, and that is initiated only after all other diplomatic and economic possibilities have been exhausted.” Had she left one out? She could not remember and she started panicking.



  
“Is the Empire’s war with the Rajtan just?”



  Oh, crap, I, how did it start? St. Gerald, give me inspiration, please? “Your grace, based on what I have read and heard, I believe that it is, but I do not know enough to be certain.”



  
Rudolph frowned. “So you don’t know.”



  
“No, your grace, I do not.” She took a deep breath, making herself stay calm as the men exchanged more glances.



  
“That is enough, Lady Sarmas,” Rudolph declared. He turned to Duke Starland. “You are right. She has the theories, and you say that she’s already been under fire?”



  
Aquila and Matthew both nodded. “Yes, your grace, and she did better than I would have,” the elder Starland admitted. “Even if she gives her mule the credit.” The men chuckled and Elizabeth felt her face burning. 



  
Rudolph smiled at her discomfort. “Lady Sarmas, it has been many years since a woman has served in the imperial armies. There are good reasons for that, but only a complete fool would turn down a gift such as you seem to have the potential of being. You will have a small allowance to help you with your studies and training. When campaign season begins again, you will remain under Duke Starland’s command but as an officer with the duties and privileges so associated. Gerald, see that she gets appropriate weapons to go with her new horse.”



  
“Yes, sir.”



  
Rudolph’s demeanor changed and the others stepped back, away from him. “Elizabeth von Sarmas, are you under any oaths or contracts that prohibit you from serving the empire and us?”



  
“No, your majesty, I am not. I swore one oath to Laurence IV, and that was given under coercion. His death and the fact that it was forced negate that oath.”



  
Aquila rubbed his chin as if trying to recall something. “Elizabeth, what about your vows as a postulant?”



  
“They only bind me to Godown’s service, not to a monarch in the world, your grace.” She thought for a moment. “If necessary, arrangements can be made for a partial or full release, depending on what the archbishop of Vindobona feels is appropriate.”



  
“She lives like a sworn sister as it is, your majesty,” Aquila chuckled.



  
Rudolph studied her. “Kneel, Elizabeth.” After she settled on the floor in front of him, he asked, “Elizabeth von Sarmas, will you serve the Eastern Empire and the Babenburg family, obeying the laws of the empire, as Godown wills?”



  
“I, Elizabeth von Sarmas, will serve the Eastern Empire and the Babenburg family, obeying the laws of the empire, as Godown wills.”



  
“Give me your hands.” 



  
Her hands shook as hard as if she’d been in battle. Rudolph took them between his own.



  
“I, Rudolph Babenburg, second of that name, swear to protect my servant Elizabeth, to grant her justice and to provide her shelter, as Godown wills.” Still holding her hands, he leaned forward and kissed the top of Elizabeth’s head. Then he released her and stepped back. “You may rise, Elizabeth von Sarmas. Gentlemen, let us discuss other topics.” Two servants whisked away the footstool that had been beside Aquila’s chair, replacing it with a proper chair for Elizabeth.



  
She had no idea what she said, if anything, as the men talked about politics, someone’s heir, and the previous season’s harvest. Elizabeth did remember enough to stop after one glass of strong, rich pfort wine. She had no desire to fall off of Snowy on the way home. I can stay! Yes, I have a place to stay! And she had not made a fool of herself, or offended anyone, or made the Starlands look bad, or spilled food on her blouse. The men rejoined the ladies after another half hour or so, and then the Babenburgs dismissed their guests. Elizabeth was glad to be able to follow the Starland coach, because as dazed and exhausted as she suddenly felt, she’d never have made it back to Starland House without help. She handed Snowy to a groom, bowed to the Starlands, and somehow found her room. As she fell asleep, she realized that Lady Marie had called her “lady” instead of “miss.”
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  Chapter 7: Lessons and Tests


  
“I would rather fight a battle against three Sworn Acolytes while armed with a wooden spoon and riding a mare in heat than have to endure another ladies’ salon,” Elizabeth snarled under her breath. She inspected the edge of her saber and wiped the last of the sharpening grit off, rubbed a few drops of oil onto the steel, and then sheathed the sword.  



  
Matthew Starland had explained it to her. “The Babenburg court is very traditional, especially the women’s side. It gives them stability and something to hold on to. Rank matters to us too,” and his hand sweep took in all males, “but, at least on the military side, skill matters more. No one is going to challenge my lord father’s judgment, especially not after his majesty confirmed it. The ladies are another matter.”



  
Elizabeth thought back to the previous morning’s confrontation and decided that some ladies were a different life form. She’d been excused from the morning cavalry exercises in order to attend a function hosted by Princess Aranka and Countess Lyra Margoulis in honor of Miranda von Starland’s official betrothal to Ryszard Sobieski-Pilza. Elizabeth had not attended the betrothal ceremony and several of the ladies of court had noted her absence. As a result, Lady Clarie Margoulis, Countess Pibrod, and Lady Helen Begay had taken it upon themselves to inform Elizabeth of her failure to do her proper womanly duty.



  
 “Countess Pibrod, my ladies, was I to attend without an invitation?” She’d protested. 



  
Even now Elizabeth cringed as she heard the countess’s smooth and sweet voice in her mind’s ear. “Miss Sarmas, it is unlikely in the extreme that you failed to receive an invitation. A lady never denies the pleasure of her company to her family and friends, even if she is ill-favored or indisposed.”



  
Before she could reply, Elizabeth had caught Lady Helen’s sniff of, “Perhaps, my lady, it is the Frankonian upbringing.” Lady Clarie’s tittering laugh had raised Elizabeth’s hackles.



  I wonder how mother managed to navigate the Frankonian court? She probably kept a set of matching daggers in her wig and used stilettos for stays, Elizabeth mused, half-cringing, half-growling at the memories. Oh, how she’d wanted to cut the “ladies” down to size. But such would not be proper or wise, she sighed as she collected her notes and set off for another tutorial session. If she attacked the ladies, they would get back at her, either directly or through their husbands, fathers, and brothers. St. Kiara, may your light guide me out of this thicket of manners, she prayed. Blessed Kateri, lend me some of your patience.


  
All thoughts of court vanished when she saw what Wisdom Lawrence, her history teacher, had found for her. “You wondered if any copies of this still existed, my child? A very few do.” He pulled the protective wrapper off an illustrated history of the Landing and Founding. “Read if you wish, and take notes if you desire, but keep your ink well clear of the book.” 



  
“Yes, Wisdom. Thank you,” Elizabeth murmured, setting her paper and ink on the lower level of the worktable, where a spill would not reach the priceless volume. Then she put on cloth gloves and began turning the pages. Parts of the story were as familiar as her own name: how the Colplat Corporation added certain plants, animals, and bacteria to the then unnamed planet, changing it so that humans could live here. Next came pictures of the first ships and people of Colplat XI, or Colplatshki as their descendants called it. Elizabeth stared at the pictures of the men and women and of their machines and buildings. All that metal and plaztik, exotic glass, clothes that kept the people warm without requiring multiple layers, and flying machines that Elizabeth could hardly believe had really existed. 



  
But they had, and now Elizabeth marveled at what the Landers’ cities and villages had looked like, and how far they spread, at least one on each of the world’s landmasses. They looked strange to her eyes. None sported protections and barriers other than walls, and even those seemed more decorative than defensive. Straight roads within the cities formed neat, orderly grids of buildings. The picture on one page in particular stopped her, and she couldn’t help but stare in amazement at all the lights dotting the world, marking the cities, the mines, and the spaceport. “Space pfort Collpflaht” she sounded out in a whisper. How much energy had it taken to light such a large area of… nothing? Maybe the legends were true, that the Landers had possessed the secret of capturing both the sun and fire in bottles, the ones that some scholars called re-actors. The people in the pictures looked healthy and happy, with perfect teeth, and Elizabeth sighed, envious. How did the women keep their men’s shining white trousers and their own skirts so clean? And even more marvelous, the old people stood up straight; no one in the pictures had the bent backs or crippling injuries Elizabeth associated with hard work and age. But the book did not reveal the Landers’ secret, and she turned the page.



  
The next chapter answered a question that had puzzled her for several years. She turned a page and gasped to see a military crest. On a background of stars, silver, a spaceship, blue, rested below a pair of what had to be crossed weapons, surrounded by gold rope. Under the crest she read, “Peer hardua ahd assperah eat simper fee?” That must be their motto, she decided, but what could it mean? The next pages told her that indeed, it had been the crest of a group of soldiers who served on board space ships, fighting off pirates, Volp’gr raiders, and the Rorgil Waves. “Space mahrreenes” she breathed, amazed that people who had fought and survived for at least twenty years would then take land on a colony rather than going home. And they had brought the books of war with them, in case they might be needed: Patton and Jomini, Klellend and Pei Tsung, and of course the greatest thinker of all, Clausewitz. Godown keep their souls safe and grant them rest, Elizabeth prayed. The book warned that the Volp’gr in particular might still be raiding, so the soldiers had been encouraged to keep their arms and training current, within the limits of Colplat Corporation policy. The book ended with charts and tables in a strange language. “An-noo-ey-tee? Dee-pfree-kee-ah-tsee-uhn? Pfee ‘ee ray-tsee-oh?” She closed the book, amazed that it had survived and that Rudolph trusted her enough to read it.



  
Because the ancient volume contained nothing less than heresy, or so some believed. The Landers in the book bore no resemblance to the depraved, sinful monsters of St. Mou’s followers’ sermons. Colplatshki had not been settled by saints, but neither had it been a prison planet or a nest of heinous sinners. Elizabeth stared into the distance, trying to imagine what it would be like to travel the stars and visit other worlds, wherever they were.



  
“Finished?” She turned to see Wisdom Lawrence standing beside her, holding another, smaller but thicker bundle.



  
“Yes, Wisdom. It is a fascinating tale.”



  
The bald man nodded, his expression sad. “That it is, and one that theologians still debate. Were the Landers guilty of arrogance, turning too much to their own powers and away from Godown’s wisdom? Did Godown permit the Fires in order to turn them back to the true way before they damned themselves beyond even His salvation? Or were the Fires always present around Colplatshki, part of Godown’s creation just as we are? It is a hard question. Perhaps you might find an answer here.” He set down the bundle, unwrapping another book. He opened it and turned several pages, then pointed. “Begin here. The earlier pages are a list of dead cities, nothing of great interest to you just now.”



  
“Yes, Wisdom,” she murmured, straining to read the faded print of one of the last books printed before the Long Silence. The writer spoke of the Great Fires, except he, or perhaps she, called them “ah-roar-ahs.” At first the bright, dancing lights had looked no different than earlier sky fires. But then, one fatal day, the sky turned red as far south as the Belt Sea. As bright as the sun, the flames danced without burning any living thing. But all the precious technology failed. Or perhaps not all, Elizabeth read, but during the next winter, the Fires returned, ruining more machines and interrupting life. One of the worst losses came with the failure of the mechanical harvesters, giant machines that planted and then reaped the grain. The Landers sent to Colplat for help, requesting parts and food.



  
No help ever came. The author wondered why the colonists’ requests went unanswered. The remaining equipment, overused, wore out and could not be repaired without parts made by other machines that no longer functioned, using plans that could not be “ak-sess-ed.” People died from hunger and cold, from a lack of medical care, and at the hands of their fellow men and women. Many people gave up and quit trying to survive, while other people continued hoping and waiting for Colplat to return and save them. The author belonged to the last group. But, and Elizabeth leaned forward, fascinated by the next words, some people turned inward. A group of the military veterans organized towns, or founded new ones closer to secure sources of water and firewood. Other people, who the author called “ch-risst-ee-ahns” and “cat-ho-licks,” along with a group named the “meen-noh-nights,” began raising large numbers of horses and donkeys, and cattle, sheep, and shahmas for food. The writer had wondered if they could raise enough animals to feed everyone. 



  
“That’s enough, Lady Elizabeth,” the Wisdom interrupted as she turned to the next chapter. “The rest is lists of wonderful goods and machines that Pedro hoped the company would provide.”



  
She sat back as he removed the two books and put them back in their special cases. When he returned, Elizabeth paged back through her notes. He sat down across from her and waited. “Wisdom, the books say nothing about the worship of Selkow.” 



  
He smiled a little. “No, because Pedro wrote about people that he knew.”



  
“Ah, does that mean that Selkow is… from beyond the sky? Was brought by aliens?”



  
“We do not know, Lady Elizabeth. It is possible that aliens came during the chaos following the final collapse during the third and final visitation of the Great Fires, but no record or rumor survives if they did. No,” he sighed, his sorrow plain. “It is more likely that Selkow came with the colonists just as Godown did.”



  
Elizabeth frowned and paged through her notes, pointing to a quotation from a chronicle of the Babenburg family. “But this says that Selkow first appeared two hundred years after the Great Fires.”



  
Wisdom Lawrence nodded. “That is true. The first known worship of Selkow appeared then, well to the east, beyond the Golgow Sea, in the wet forests. A few old texts refer to an earlier work by Brendan, a student of St. Gerald, who claimed that the religion came from a combination of old Earth religions, including ‘Hindoo’ or ‘Hinduh,’ but he was killed by one of the first known Sworn Acolytes.” The Wisdom sighed again, “None of Brendan’s works survived the sack of Golden Plains, so all we have are later references by people who had seen the original writings, or heard of them from their teachers.”



  If the followers of Selkow are so terrified of people who speculate about their religion, what does that say about their religion? Elizabeth snorted. But then St. Mou’s followers would burn several of the books and manuscripts here, she reminded herself. The difference is that the rest of Godown’s followers keep the fanatics in check, unlike the Turkowi and Selkow. “Wisdom, does anyone other than the Turkowi worship Selkow?”



  
He spread his hands and shrugged. “We do not know. They block all contact with anyone who might live to the east of the Turkowi lands, and we do not have the population yet to build ships to cross the seas far enough to contact them by circumnavigating Colpatshki.” He got to his feet. “And it is past the noon hour.”



  
Elizabeth curtsied and bowed her head. Wisdom Lawrence rested his hand on her head. “Godown bless you in your strivings,” he offered.



  
“Godown be praised for His wisdom,” she replied.



  
She packed her material and hurried back to Starland House. She’d forgotten the time, and now had just a few moments to change and collect Snowy before meeting Archduke Gerald Kazmer of Babenburg. He’d offered to take her out riding and to show her the military areas outside the walls. One of her new riding habits should do, she thought, especially since the trim’s color was only one or two shades lighter than the Babenburg blue. She also picked up a hat, one that fit her real hair instead of her wig. She finished dressing and then tacking up Snowy just in time. As she led him out into the main courtyard, the outer gates slid open and Archduke Gerald rode in, accompanied by a groom on a rather dull-looking horse. The groom had Malcom on a lead rope and Elizabeth suddenly wondered what message she’d missed. She curtsied. “You grace.”



  
“Mount up, Lady Sarmas, and let’s be on our way before the weather changes,” he ordered. She settled into the saddle, arranged her skirt, and turned Snowy out of the gates, following the emperor’s brother. He stayed quite as they wound their way through the busy streets. Three days before, heavy snow had kept people indoors and made cart traffic questionable at best. Now that the main streets had been more or less cleared, people bustled about shopping, running errands, delivering goods, and visiting. Elizabeth felt confined by the buildings and the pedestrian traffic, always watching out of the corner of her eyes for threats and possible attackers. It came as pure relief when the guards at the northern gate saluted the archduke, allowing the three riders free passage through the thick wall. Gerald accelerated to a trot and Snowy followed, tossing his head a little. 



  
Elizabeth slapped his neck. “Agreed.” The nobleman turned and smiled at her, then led the way off the main road and between some low fences into a seemingly endless snow covered field. 



  
“This is the primary cavalry drill area,” he informed her. “Let the killer mule run.”



  
She bowed in the saddle. “Your grace.” She sank deep into the saddle and touched Snowy with the riding stick. He shot forward, lurching into a canter and kicking up a spray of snow. Elizabeth gave him his head and they charged across the field, curving around to return to where Gerald and his servant waited. Mule and rider swung around behind the others, and as they passed, Gerald turned his bay stallion’s head and joined Elizabeth in her romp. After another lap, the Archduke’s horse accelerated and turned, aiming for a low jump, only knee-high at most. Snowy snapped at the horse and followed. Elizabeth checked his speed just enough to ensure that Gerald had cleared the fence safely before turning Snowy to it. He surged again, leaping the low obstacle with as much energy as if it were a two-meter wall. Elizabeth laughed at his enthusiasm, then brought him back to a trot and returned to the starting point. 



  
Gerald followed, his horse snorting and blowing. “Have you fought in the open with Malcom?”



  
“No, your grace,” Elizabeth told him. “The opportunity has not arisen…” and she realized what he wanted from her. “With you grace’s permission?”



  
“Yes. Terry, mind the mule’s teeth.”



  
“Yes, your grace.” The servant waited until Elizabeth had dismounted and handed him the mule’s reins before releasing Malcom’s lead rope. “My lady, his bridle is in the bag behind his saddle.”



  A saddle that is under a blanket. On a horse that spooks at pictures of blankets, she groaned. I really do not want to have to walk back to Vindobona. With great care she folded back the blanket, revealing the bag. The gelding did not fuss as she replaced his halter with the bridle, even accepting the bit without the usual evasion. She left the halter around his neck and kept a firm grip on both the reins and the lead rope as Malcom began sidling and swishing his tail. “You might move to the side, your grace, in case he lunges.”



  
Gerald and Terry got well clear of the fidgeting horse. Elizabeth undid the buckle on the blanket and waited. Malcom snorted and pawed but did not react. Then she folded the blanket back. The instant Malcom realized that an evil, ferocious, horse-eating blanket sat on his back, he came unglued, rearing and kicking. Elizabeth hung on to the rope and stood still, letting the gelding shed the terrifying thing. As soon as the fabric fell off, he calmed down and walked up to her. “You are an idiot,” she told the horse. Snowy brayed. “See, even he agrees with me.” Elizabeth confirmed the saddle girth’s tightness and hauled herself aboard before undoing the buckle on the halter. “Thank you.” She handed the halter to Terry. “Right.”



  
“Follow me,” Gerald commanded, and Elizabeth pushed Malcom with her knee. He sidled, and she repeated the command with stick and knee. He obeyed. Archduke Gerald led the way to a series of obstacles. “Repeat the pattern once I’ve cleared the course.” The red-brown stallion leapt forward and Elizabeth watched him flying over the snow, jumping two low obstacles, cantering over a bridge, weaving between poles, and then charging down a wooden figure that looked vaguely human. The archduke passed Elizabeth and raised his sword in salute. 



  
Blood racing, she turned Malcom to the side. “Tsa!” she yelled, sending the horse into a scrambling canter. He charged forward and she ducked, keeping low over his neck as he curved around towards the first obstacle. She checked him a little, then released him to sail over the poles. He stumbled but she rode through it and pushed him on, over the second barricade and the bridge. Malcom balked at the serpentine and she circled him, and then worked him through the poles. As he ran at the human figure, she jammed her riding stick into her belt and drew her sword, managing the reins with one hand and the blade with the other. She leaned and swung, as if beheading the manikin. Malcom turned away and she sat up, slowing the excited gelding to a fast walk before stopping in front of the two men. 



  
“Well, Terry,” Gerald inquired. He’d swung one leg over the pommel and looked too relaxed for Elizabeth’s taste. If she did that, Snowy would leave her sitting in the dirt.



  
“She rides better than most young my lords, your grace.” The servant shifted on his placid gelding. “Can she fight that well?”



  
She backed Malcom one step, then another, as a slow smile crossed Gerald’s face. He drew his own saber again. Terry led Snowy away from the riders as Gerald began circling Elizabeth. Then he bore down, using his stallion’s mass to try and knock her off her horse. She raised her own blade, blocking his swing as she tried to guide Malcom out of the way with just the reins. Malcom squealed and dodged the stallion’s charge, losing his hind footing. She rode through the stagger, then urged the gelding to evade Gerald’s next move. 



  
The opponents passed eachother and she managed to get a stinging blow on Gerald’s shoulder with the flat of her saber, then ducked as he swung. Malcom squealed at the blow to his rump. Elizabeth kicked him, turning him away from the archduke. Gerald pushed his mount to meet them but they evaded, turning wider to avoid his next attack. All at once she hauled back, bringing Malcom to a sliding stop. Without letting the noble guess what she intended, Elizabeth squeezed her leg against the Malcom’s flank, sending him into a trot and passing the archduke. She shifted her weight back in the saddle and he rose on his hind legs, as if trying to throw her. Gerald misread the horse’s rear and rushed forward, intending to take advantage of her distress and either hit her or dump her into the snow. Instead Malcom dropped onto all fours and kicked out, sending a load of snow into Gerald’s and the stallion’s faces. 



  
As the males regrouped from the surprise attack, they slowed and turned to the side, now ahead of Elizabeth. Malcom surged forward and she leaned over, betting everything on Gerald’s confusion. “Sarmas!” she screamed, dropping the reins and grabbing the archduke’s leg, using his surprise and her momentum to rip his leg out of the stirrup and almost throw him from the saddle. He lost his seat as his horse twisted under him, trying to bite Malcom’s hip. But the black gelding had cantered well clear and Elizabeth let him keep running as she picked up the reins again. After a hundred meters or so she eased him back to a walk and sheathed her saber. She slapped Malcom’s neck and walked him to where Gerald sat, both legs back where they were supposed to be.



  
“You nasty minx,” he hissed, face as pale as the snow, breathing hard as she rode up beside him. 



  
“You started it, your grace,” she panted, telling her hands to quit shaking. He was a lot harder to tip than she’d thought. “With all due respect.” She took a few more breaths before adding, “And you did not specify if I was to attack, evade, or fight in the classical style.”



  
He snarled something she could not quite catch, but that probably did not flatter her ancestry. Malcom reared, then dropped hard onto all four legs and shook his head, ripping the reins out of her loose grip. As she reached forward, Gerald slapped the flat of his hand onto the gelding’s hip. Malcom lurched forward and ran. Shit! Elizabeth tried to keep her seat, but Malcom aimed for a tree with a low branch. She swung her leg clear of the leaping horn, kicked off the stirrup, and launched in a controlled fall into the snow, landing on her hip, knee, and shoulder, rolling to take more of the energy. 



  
“Ha, ha, ha!” Gerald’s laugh rang through the cold air. 



  
Elizabeth got up and checked herself for sprains and breaks. She found none and planted her hands on her hips until she calmed down. Right, your grace. My turn to play dirty. Then she took off her left glove and stuck her two fingers into her mouth. “Fweeeeeee!”  



  
Snowy jerked the reins out of Terry’s hand and trotted to where she stood. Elizabeth caught him and mounted, staying astride in the saddle for the moment. The pair stalked off, cornering Malcom against the fence at the far end of the drill ground. Elizabeth grabbed the horse’s reins as Snowy kept him penned. “Come on you bastard,” she hissed, still astride. She led the intimidated gelding back to Terry. “Here,” she ordered. He took the reins and she backed Snowy, then set her left leg around the leaping horn and found the stirrup. “Congratulations, your grace,” she hissed through clenched teeth. “You win.”



  
“Hold Terry’s horse while he puts Malcom’s halter back on,” Gerald ordered. She complied with ill grace but held her tongue. “Can you fight on the ground?”



  
“Only with a crossbow, your grace. And with a knife if it comes to that, your grace.”



  
He nodded, leaning forward, reaching down, and checking his girth again. “You’re a little old to retrain, Lady Elizabeth. But you certainly do justice to Aquila’s training, and to whoever taught you to ride.”



  
She bowed in the saddle. “Thank you, your grace.” 



  
“Do you ever ride astride?”



  
“Yes, your grace, and Major Wyler has been teaching me to fight astride, but I prefer sidesaddle, either side.”



  
He tipped his head to the side. “Why?”



  
“Because if feels safer and more secure, your grace.”



  
Archduke Gerald gave her a dumbfounded look. “Are all Frankonian women odd?”



  
She looked away. “I would not know, your grace. I was not permitted to be a normal Frankonian woman.”



  
“A good point. We need to return to the city before Terry freezes to death or I am late for yet another longwinded speech by Count Windthorst about the state of the borders.” Gerald led the way back to the main road into Vindobona.



  
“I’d think the state of the borders could be summed up in the word ‘porous,’ if I might be so bold, your grace,” she observed wryly.



  
“Indeed, which makes one wonder why the good count holds forth in such painfully repetitive detail on the topic,” Gerald replied. “But you did not hear me say that.”



  
“No, your grace,” she agreed. 



  
None of the riders spoke until they reached the gates of Starland House. “You fight well, Lady Elizabeth. My brother will be most pleased to hear that his investment is reaping such dividends. Good night.” 



  
“Good night, your grace,” she bowed in the saddle. “Thank you, Terry,” and she slipped him a silver coin. 



  
“You are most welcome, Lady Sarmas,” the young man said, saluting her.



  
Aquila Starland summoned her to his office before she could do more than pull her boots off. “I trust you passed his grace’s tests?”



  
“If you mean did we both return home in one piece and without broken bones, yes, your grace, I believe that I did.” She would have some impressive bruises, despite the snow cushioning her fall. 



  
“Good. I want you to sleep in tomorrow, then go enjoy yourself in High Street, within reason,” and he slid two gold coins to her. “That is to pay for your new riding suit and uniform from Franco’s. He is expecting you after noon.” Aquila looked down at a paper on his desk. “Oh, and he’ll take your measure for new shoes as well as boots.”



  
“I don’t have to get embroidery or sparklies on them, do I, your grace?”



  
He leaned back and brayed a laugh. “Oh, blessed Godown, to send me the only female who does not want fancy shoes!” He caught his breath. “No, you do not.”



  
“Thank you, your grace,” she curtsied. He shooed her off and she fled to the bathing room while she could still move.
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  Chapter 8: Spring on the Marches


  
“That’s it,” Aquila Starland fumed. “Pull the other three. He won’t need them for a few weeks anyway, not with this weather.” The thick mud had sucked off yet another of his big gelding’s shoes.



  
Elizabeth had already given up and had assisted the farriers as they removed both Malcom and Snowy’s shoes. She’d been riding patrols well away from any cobbled or paved roads, and even cleats didn’t help in the black muck of the soil near the Dividing Range’s foothills. As she waited for Aquila to mount again, she gnawed a bit of field bread and studied the land around them. Low clouds hid the distant mountains and masked the tops of the foothills. Lush green extended as far as she could see, the abandoned fields shading into the darker green of forests and feral woodlots. 



  
“A pfennig for your thoughts, my lady,” Lazlo Destefani ventured. 



  
“Just wondering how much food could be growing here. Human food,” she amended with a nod to the horses and mules around her. 



  
Lazlo, Captain Kemal Destefani’s much younger half-brother, spat. “A goodly amount, my lady, if the soil permitted.”



  
“It does,” Matthew Starland told them. “Not just grain, but potatoes, beets, and other root crops. There are still potato fields in this area, and muckroots.”



  
“Thank you, my lord,” Elizabeth nodded. She saw Aquila starting to mount and heaved herself onto Malcom’s back with a silent groan. Silent, because she did not want her men or the Starlands to think that she was as tired as she was. The hard riding and patrols made her monthly times even worse, leaving her drained of all surplus energy. St. Sabrina, show me a solution, she whispered yet again to the patron of women in distress. Only a few more days and she’d be fine, or as fine as any of them were. She nudged Malcom into motion. 



  
They found evidence of another Turkowi scouting party later that afternoon. Aquila studied the remains of the observation blind for several minutes before turning to Elizabeth. “Sarmas, back-track as far as you can. Standard procedures apply. Take three birds.” The homing doves worked when heliographs couldn’t, like in the pending rain. 



  
“Yes, your grace.” She watched as the soldiers hung two bird boxes on the pack-mule’s frame. “Let’s go.” The ten soldiers assigned to her command sorted themselves out under her and Lazlo’s watchful eyes. The men no longer grumbled about obeying her, at least within her and Lazlo’s earshot. 



  
A tracker led the way along the Turkowi back trail, but even Elizabeth could have followed found the route: the interlopers had made no effort to hide their path and presence. As she rode, Elizabeth loosened the safety straps on her pistols and saber by touch, not taking her eyes off the land around the squad. “Spread out,” she ordered.



  
“You sense it too, my lady,” Lazlo observed, coming up beside her for a moment. 



  
“Yes. Are the Turkowi this overconfident, or are we riding into a trap?” Or was it both? 



  
“Or are they trying to wear us down and hit us later, once we start ignoring the little signs and hints?” Lazlo continued scanning the old fields and collapsed houses. 



  
They followed the Turkowi’s route well into the foothills. Finally Elizabeth called a halt. “We’re not going to find anything in the dark. Let’s,” and she caught herself. “We are returning to the flat area two kilometers back and making camp there.” Lazlo and several of the men gave her strange looks, then started moving in order to resume their march positions. “No,” she stopped them. “Simple reversal as we are.” 



  
That saved her. No sooner had the lead rider begun moving when a net dropped. The heavy cording fell onto his horse’s rump and the beast spooked, lurching forward. Elizabeth kneed Malcom to the side of the trail and drew her saber before urging him forward as three Turkowi sprang out of hiding and a horse screamed. One of the attackers grabbed Malcom’s bridle. Elizabeth smashed his arm with her saber, forcing him to let go. As he did, the gelding kicked out behind him. She heard a grunt of pain and swung down at the man beside her, inflicting a deep slash to his face. He backed away and she forced Malcom to pivot so she could finish off the attacker. As she did, a flash of fire appeared and the gelding screamed, staggering as a musket ball hit him. “Lateral advance,” Elizabeth called, turning the injured horse across the road and riding into the woods. As soon as they got off the trail, the underbrush and trees opened up, giving the Imperials room to maneuver and eliminating half of their attackers, at least for the moment. 



  
Two Turkowi horsemen followed Elizabeth and she turned to face them, dropping the reins before firing her pistol at one as he came into range. St. Gerald was with her, because the ball hit his face and he dropped his sword to clutch his head. The other rider screamed a challenge and rode straight into Malcom as Elizabeth slid the pistol into its holster. The gelding staggered at the impact and Elizabeth almost lost her sword. Something skidded off her chest armor and she stabbed, aiming at gap under the man’s arm. She missed and he grabbed her, intending to pull her out of the saddle, but the leaping horn held her in place. She drew her saddle knife, jamming it into his groin and sawing away at him. He screamed and relaxed his grip enough for her to break her sword-arm loose. Malcom shifted sideways, giving her space to swing at the man’s arm again. This time she got a hit; severing muscle and making him drop his sword. He tried to keep fighting even as he swayed in the saddle but Malcom moved again and the Turkowi’s horse, ignoring his rider’s commands, disengaged from the injured gelding. 



  
Someone pounded up and she wrenched Malcom around, ready to fight both foes or flee. It was Gary, one of her men, and she relaxed a fraction. The Turkowi leaned to the side, sagging onto his horse’s neck and dropping his weapons. Gary sliced the man’s throat open to ensure that he’d remain harmless. She nodded grimly. Only a dismembered Turkowi was truly dead, she’d learned this bitter month. She pulled a whistle from her collar and blew a trilling call. “Bring the horse if you can. I think I’m going to need it.” 



  
“If not you, someone else.” Gary panted, catching the smaller horse’s reins and leading it beside his fighting mare. 



  
Malcom’s limp grew worse, forcing Elizabeth to walk the last kilometer as the Imperials regrouped at the flat spot. A few minutes later the last stray walked in, leading the pack mule, as Gary got a small, shielded fire started. “Who’s missing?” Elizabeth growled, throat parched, her guts and back aching.



  
“Lew’s dead, Lazlo’s got a dislocated shoulder, everyone’s got scratches, but all are accounted for,” Pedro told her. “One Turkowi may have escaped, the one that got Lew. Hit him and then fled into the woods.”



  Ah, damn. That meant he was probably reporting to someone. “Right. We rest for two hours, then we’re moving off the trail.” Several of the men glared at her but no one argued. They would later, she knew, but right now survival trumped bad leadership. “How many horses have we got?”



  
Lazlo’s beast had died by crossbow, Malcom had a nasty but shallow gash in his right hock thanks to the musket ball, and two others had been wounded to the point of lameness. The pack mule remained uninjured and seemed to regard the adventure as nothing more than one final imposition on his already bad day. Godown bless mules, Elizabeth giggled to herself. They’d captured four Turkowi horses. Elizabeth claimed the one her attacker had been riding, assigned a second to Lazlo, and let the men with lamed beasts take the others. 



  
Two hours later they picked their way through the dark woods. Through the grace of Godown, a forest fire the previous summer had cleared out the underbrush. Elizabeth’s new mount seemed to be a good night horse, calm and steady despite the darkness. Or was it hearing something familiar? A horrible thought crossed Elizabeth’s mind and she slowed the stud, then stopped. The men also stopped and she listened as hard as she could, trying to identify any out-of-place noises.



  
She heard nothing and neither did any of the men, so they resumed their downhill trek. Just before they reached the plain, as the woods thinned out into brush, a dull “crack” followed by a low, rumbling boom shook the air and the very ground seemed to tremble. The horses reared, panic-stricken, and the mule tried to bolt. Elizabeth sat hard in the unfamiliar saddle, holding her beast’s head down to keep him from rearing again. Several minutes passed before everyone settled down, and as soon as they found a decent camping area, Elizabeth called a halt. She made certain that everyone was OK, got Lazlo settled, saw to Malcom and the other horse, and then, at long last, slipped away behind a tree to empty her bladder and change her padding and band.



  
As she rinsed the old band and padding, well downstream of where her troopers gathered water and watered their beasts, she found herself swallowing hysterical laughter. She’d been using scraps and strips of cloth cut from the clothes of dead Turkowi to hold the lint and other material. Godown have mercy, this must be the ultimate insult to a follower of Selkow, she giggled. And we’re alive and they’re not. The giggles threatened to escape and she clamped a hand over her mouth, forcing herself to stay silent. But that may change at any time. Cold reality and a mouthful of the frigid water from the stream sobered her. Lew is not alive.


  
Elizabeth returned to camp and accepted a mug of hot tea. “Any idea what that boom was, my lady?” Gary asked. 



  
 “Not thunder, and probably not the opening of the Final Days.” She drank more tea. “There are Lander sites in the Dividing Range, and some old mines. I’ve heard about people accidentally setting off Lander devices that blew up, killing them.”



  
The tracker, Chan Michael, shook his head. “Don’t think it was that, my lady. Turkowi like Lander things even less than St. Mou’s followers do. Wonder if they had a trap at the head of the trail and something tripped it.”



  
“Head of the trail, or that nice flat camping area?” Lazlo added from where he reclined against his saddle. 



  
“Well, we’re not going to go find out until well after sunrise,” she stated. “I’ll take first watch. Chan, as soon as there’s enough light, release a bird so his Grace knows what we’ve found.” Her cramps would make sleep impossible anyway, at least for the moment. She dug her short string of prayer beads out of Malcom’s saddlebag and recited the office for the dead for Lew and for the dead Turkowi as she stood her watch. It might not help Selkow’s followers, but it gave her a little peace of mind.



  
She managed to sleep for an hour or so during the second watch. It helped. The cramps stopping helped even more. After she emptied her bladder again, she gnawed more trail bread. The hard, twice-baked meat and bread plank absorbed every drop of tea that she tried to soften it with. “You’d think, as much rain as we’ve been enjoying, these would be at least a little bit easier to chew,” she told the air. 



  
“Nah, my lady, I’ve seen ‘em moldy from the wet but still hard under the fur,” Chan Michael laughed. The other troopers snorted and nodded their agreement. “Do the Frankonians have anything like it?”



  
She tried to recall. “Yes, but they add maize grindings to the flour instead of meat, so it is just as hard and twice as scratchy and gritty.” She blinked, staring at the ration in her hand. I just called Frankonia ‘they’. Interesting.


  
Even more interesting was what they found at the campsite up the trail, past where they’d ben surprised. “For someone who does not like Lander technology, the Turkowi certainly tried to use a lot of it,” Lazlo noted. Two mugs of salibark tea had dulled the pain of his shoulder enough for him to ride. 



  
“It is a hell of a hole,” Chan Michael observed, brushing coarse, straight black hair out of his eyes. 



  
“Indeed.” Elizabeth paced around the crater. In a way, it made no sense. Why go to such an effort to kill a small patrol? 



  
Gary burst out laughing. “Well I’ll be shot for a pseudo-deer! Selkow’s acolytes can fly!” She turned, saw Gary pointing up, and peered into the top of a broken tree. As used to dead bodies as she was becoming, the sight still turned her stomach. Another voice laughed, “Fly, yes, but he sure as hell couldn’t land.”



  
Pedro and Lazlo both frowned. “My lady, for something to go up like that, the explosion had to be beneath it,” Pedro explained, lowering his voice. “Why was he standing on the explosives when they triggered?”



  
“And why the explosives at all?” Lazlo, also very quiet, continued the thought as he looked around the clearing. 



  
Elizabeth risked taking off her helmet and scratching her head. She beckoned the men to come closer so they could hear her. “One, they had them cached here and an accident happened.” The men gave her skeptical looks. “Two, this was a trap for us, if we did not ride into the ambush, or if we fled here after the ambush.” Several of the troopers nodded their agreement, but she continued, “or it was not for us at all. It is part of something larger, meant to trap a bigger force. Remember, there was a loud boom after the crack last night.” The itchy feeling between her shoulder blades made her increasingly nervous, and she walked over to a large rock, putting her back to it. “How far would his grace’s forces have gotten on this trail, assuming they made the same time we did, but did not run into the ambush?” Grim looks answered her question.



  
She and Lazlo exchanged frowns. “I don’t like it, my lady,” he admitted.



  
“Me either, my lady,” Chan Michael agreed. 



  And what if it were not for Aquila at all, but for an even larger force, one notled by a suspicious stranger and a local scout? Which means… she did not want to think about what that meant, if it were true. “Mount up,” she hissed. She grabbed Chan Michael’s arm as he turned to go. “Is there a different trail?” Elizabeth pointed upslope.



  
He nodded. She raised her eyebrows in a question and he pointed north and east. She nodded. He tapped his forehead in salute before turning to get his horse. As they set out, she could tell that the troopers were wondering what the hell the crazy foreign woman wanted. She wanted information and confirmation, one way or another, of her fears. 



  
The trail paralleled the one the Turkowi had followed. She could see why they preferred the other. Only the mule acted comfortable with the rocky, washed-out goat path. Actually, she decided after ducking another branch, anything as smart as goats would shun the area too, so this must be a sheep or shahma trail. The trees began thinning out and Chan stopped so quickly that she almost collided with him. “Ah,” he breathed.



  
“Indeed,” she hissed, eyes bulging. “A quick look around, but no lingering or collecting,” she ordered the others. “Unless you can collect an uninjured horse or mule that seems tractable. Otherwise kill the beast.”



  
“Don’t touch any metal or Lander gear,” Pedro murmured. No one else spoke as they studied the remains of what had been a large camp or depot. What happened? Nothing explodes on its own, does it? She saw a convenient rock and slid out of the Turkowi horse’s saddle, handed the reins to Gary to hold, and went around the back of the reddish-black boulder to take care of her needs. 



  
“Oh, oh St. Sabrina,” she gagged, backing up at the double. “Oh holy Godown,” and she burst into tears. 



  
Chan Michael took one look at what she’d found and turned as white as she was. “My lady, go over there, please.” She found Malcom and leaned against the horse’s shoulder, sobbing as quietly as she could. Once she got herself under control, she wrote a coded message to Aquila and launched a dove. 



  
Fury replaced shock and she stalked back to the grisly remains. “If she was not alone, I wager we won’t find the other women.”



  
Lazlo started to challenge her, then caught himself as he realized her meaning. The others looked from the remains to the wreckage behind them. “She’s not Starland, my lady,” Lazlo told her. “Her clothing looks more northern, Windthorst colors and weight.”



  
Elizabeth wanted to ride straight back to Aquila and warn him. But the men would refuse to go without burying the remains of the eastern woman, whoever she had been, and Elizabeth wasn’t in a position to force the matter. “Gary, find a soft spot where we can dig. Ted, Aaron, collect rocks.” She gave her orders and took her turn digging the shallow grave. They’d cover it with rocks to discourage scavengers. As the men dug and explored, Elizabeth cut the embroidered strip of cloth from the dead woman’s skirt, what was left of it, to use to identify her or her family. 



  
Once they finished with the brief internment service, the patrol did not linger in the foothills. They reached the plains at sunset, located an abandoned house and made camp there. Elizabeth tried to decide what was worse: finding the town that had been raided, or seeing what became of women captured by Selkow’s followers. She prayed that the girl had died quickly, as unlikely as that was. Then she shook herself and began writing a full report for Aquila. She left a great deal out, including her suppositions about how a woman who seemed to be from Windthorst ended up on the far edge of Starland’s holdings. Well, not holdings, not at the moment, but much closer to Starland than to Windthorst. She did not recall reading or hearing anything about a raid that far into Imperial territory, and if anyone had grounds for knowing, it was Aquila von Starland and his officers. 



  
The next day, a dry day, they rejoined the main body of Aquila’s troops. “That saddle needs some soap,” one of the camp guards sneered at her.



  
“Killing’s a messy business,” she snapped. “Especially when it’s a Turkowi.” Once inside the perimeter, she led her men to their usual section of the camp. After they got settled, she took the looted horse and Malcom over to the picket line and without thinking about it, tied them there, loosened their girths a little, and turned to see to her men. Matthew Starland caught her. 



  
“Where are you going?”



  
“To take care of my troopers, my lord.”



  
He smiled a little. “No need. Strip your beasts, then report to his grace.”



  
“Yes, my lord.” She did as ordered, rubbing more liniment on Malcom’s healing bullet wound. “You are almost fit for duty again,” she warned him. He dropped a load of horse apples and swished his tail at her. “Snowy is a bad example, I can tell.”



  
One of the wranglers came up as she heaved the heavy Turkowi saddle off the other horse. “Who’s this, my lady?”



  
She stared at him blankly. “He doesn’t have a name.” She turned back to the stallion. He was a very dark gray, with paler grey mane and tail and one white sock on the left rear. “Call him Grau. He’s loot, for his grace to apportion.”



  
“Grau. Very good, my lady.” He waited until she finished removing the last of the tack before watering and feeding the two horses. Elizabeth found a place to wash off the worst of the visible dirt, shook her hands dry, and went to find Duke Aquila.



  
“His grace is meeting with a guest,” the guard at the tent warned her. “You’ll need to wait.”



  
“Very well.” She stepped out of the way and began pacing, walking back and forth, trying to get the blood flowing again. The warm spring sun made her sleepy and she fought off a yawn. Another thing that’s not in the tales of glorious warfare: bone-deep exhaustion, sore feet, blisters, and itchy hair. At least she’d managed to avoid lice and fleas, so far. Another yawn threatened to split her head in two.



  
At last Aquila appeared, looking around for her. “Here, your grace,” and she bowed. 



  
“Good. Come in. I need you to show me exactly what you found, and where.” He stopped and sniffed as she passed him. A broad grin appeared on his face. “Lady Sarmas, do you ever wear any perfume other than horse?”



  
“Not when I’m traveling, your grace.” It had become a joke between them. As her eyes adjusted to the dimmer light, she noticed a pale man standing beside the all-purpose table in Aquila’s tent. She bowed a little, acknowledging his presence. He nodded back, then returned to studying the maps spread out on the table. “Your pardon, your grace, but do you have any drinking water?”



  
His aid poured her a large leather tankard of diluted wine and juice. “Thank you.” She downed half of it in one long chug. When she finished, Aquila pointed to the maps. 



  
“We followed the tracks to here,” she began. It felt as if she’d stepped back a year, to her first encounter with Aquila Starland, recounting her escape from Frankonia. The men listened without interrupting until she reached the part about her squad’s discovery on the bald. “Your grace, to be honest, I have not the faintest idea what happened, other than either Godown’s hand reached down and smote the heathen, or someone carried fire into a gunpowder storage building.” In truth, she highly suspected the latter. 



  
“Building?” Aquila frowned at the map. 



  
“Yes, your grace. We found splinters,” and she made a ball with her hands, then pulled them apart, “scattered out from the middle of what might have been the camp or outpost. Along with at least two dozen Turkowi bodies, and,” she stopped, forcing herself to swallow the gorge rising in her throat. She clenched her fists so tightly that her nails cut into her palms. The pain helped her stay in control of her voice as she continued, “An altar. And the remains of at least one woman from the Empire; possibly two more, but one I can swear to.”



  
The pale man leaned forward, his light green eyes intense as they met hers. “At least two dozen Turkowi,” he repeated, enunciating carefully so she could understand despite his accent.



  
“Yes, at least. We could identify two dozen sets of more or less complete remains, and enough tack for ten mules or pack horses and twenty riding beasts.” She looked down at the map, then to Aquila. “We were able to capture, or recapture, five more horses and a mule. We spiked a small cannon as a precaution, even though the blast quite likely rendered it useless.” She glanced back to the map, a grim smile on her face. “So is the priest it landed on.”



  
“That makes three and ten Sworn Acolytes found in the empire within eight weeks,” the pale man observed. 



  
Aquila leaned forward until he was almost nose-to-nose with her. “Wait. Elizabeth, you said priest, not acolyte, did you not?”



  
“Priest, your grace. All yellow clothes, what we could see of them, and this.” She leaned back and pulled a cloth-wrapped bundle out of the bag hanging from her belt, along with a pair of gloves. She put the gloves on and removed the stained fabric, revealing a knife in a black leather and silver metal sheath. Silver stars adorned the hilt and a stylized woman’s face, in black wood, capped the pommel. “I have not drawn it and I am not going to, not until a priest has blessed and exorcized it, your grace.” The two men leaned away. Aquila made the breast-to-breast arc of St. Gerald and the stranger tapped his heart twice and opposite shoulder once.



  
“Rewrap that and hide it. If word gets out that there’s a star knife in camp, only Godown knows what sort of trouble we might have with the troops.” Aquila shook his head as he sagged into a camp chair. “Did your men see it?”



  
“Chan Michael and Lazlo, and they both know better than to talk.” She had no desire to touch the terrible thing, if the stories about their use were true. Even if they were not, just the fact that a priest of Selkow had owned the thing was enough to make her nauseated. 



  
The pale man watched as she re-wrapped it. “You should keep it. Ultimate insult to Turkowi, eastern woman carrying star knife.”



  
Aquila and Elizabeth both stared at him, and Aquila began protesting. “That is the…” he began. He made a cutting motion with his hand. “Too dangerous until a priest has cleansed it.”



  
As the aid refilled Elizabeth’s camp tankard again, she realized that she was swaying. “Your grace, pardon, but might I be seated?”



  
“Of course.” She all but flopped into the closest camp chair, closing her eyes until things stopped swirling. “You look paler than usual.”



  
She prevaricated. “I’m just tired, your grace.”



  
The stranger remained at the map. He tapped a place. “Why a depot there? Pass is here.”



  
Elizabeth drank more of her watered wine. “Because they could see us coming. Because they wanted to set a trap? Because Selkow is a goddess of high places, or so I read somewhere.” She shrugged. 



  
“Elizabeth, that is not the way to address Prince Ryszard Sobieski-Pilza,” Aquila growled. “Apologize and you are dismissed.”



  
She struggled to her feet. “You pardon, your highness. I forgot myself. By your leave, your grace,” she bowed deeply to both men and departed. She stopped at the picket line to check on Malcom, who ignored her in favor of devouring a pile of fresh grass that someone had mown for the beasts. Elizabeth located her men, confirmed that they had eaten and didn’t need anything, and then all but fell onto a cot in the corner of the tiny tent assigned to her. She covered her eyes with one arm and fell asleep in an instant.



  
Late afternoon sun shining through the open tent flap woke her up. Her mouth tasted foul, she itched all over, and her stomach growled. She could feel the star knife in her belt and winced at the bruise it must have left, even through her heavy clothing. Elizabeth sat up, undoing her jacket as she did. She’d sweated through her shirt into the jacket. “Ugh.” She needed to wash. She took off her boots and socks, padding around the tent bare footed. Someone coughed outside the flap. “Yes?”



  
“Are you clad, my lady?” Lazlo inquired. 



  
She glanced down. “Yes, I am.” The other flap opened and two servants brought in a large bucket of warm water, towels, and her luggage packs. “Thank you.”



  
“Supper is ready when you finish, my lady, and then his grace wishes you to join him at the morning meal. We will remain here one more day,” Lazlo informed her. “And there’s another bucket of water out here.”



  
“Bring it in here, please.” She caught herself. “Has Lew been taken care of?”



  
“Yes, my lady. Tomorrow, before noon, there will be a full memorial, with burial at the old grounds near here.” 



  
That was a relief. She nodded gravely. “Thank you Lazlo. Have you gotten something to eat?”



  
“Yes, my lady, thank you. Do you need anything more?”



  
She glanced at the cot and smiled. “Ten hours sleep more, but otherwise no, thank you.” He smiled in return, dropping the tent flap behind the servants as they departed. She tied the flaps shut, did a quick automatic check for anyone trying to peek in, and stripped to the waist. “Ahhhhhh,” she sighed, scrubbing as hard as she could. Then she pulled on a shimmy and washed her lower half before rinsing her socks in the second bucket, after she washed her hair. Instead of horse, she now smelled like floor soap. I can live with smelling like a clean house, she decided. Clean clothes made her feel even more civilized, and she jammed her feet into fleece-lined camp shoes. They were her one luxury. Well, that and having her boots made large enough to take good, thick socks. She and the cobbler had gone two rounds before he’d given in.



  
Servants removed the dirty water and her dirty clothes when they brought supper. She ate whatever it was, drank more water, tied the tent shut again and fell asleep. She stirred sometime before dawn and stretched, sat up, and stretched more. Oh, it felt so good not to be having cramps. She untied the bottom of the tent flap and carefully set the nightsoil box outside to be collected. After some thought, she dressed in her skirted uniform, in case breakfast was to be a working meal. Plus she would not have to change before the memorial service. What to do with the blasted star knife? She made a space under her rain cloak in one bag and hid the blade, now double wrapped. 



  
Elizabeth found her way to the officers’ dining tent. Matthew Starland, too awake and tidy by half, waved to her. “Another lark of the morning?”



  
“No, my lord. Just awake.” She rolled her shoulders. “And a touch stiff.”



  
“Come,” and he led her to a table away from the entry. A steward brought a large camp pot of tea, along with fresh bread and reheated minced meat. “I have no idea what my lord father wants to discuss,” he warned, before stuffing an entire roll in his mouth. She smeared some of the meat on a torn-open roll and chewed, enjoying the heat in the meat.



  
“I suspect it has something to do with some of what my squad found, my lord,” she guessed. He reached for another roll, then sprang to his feet. Elizabeth twisted in her seat, then also rose, before curtsying to the Poloki prince. 



  
“Relax Matthew,” Ryszard ordered. “And sit, please. You as well, Lady Sarmas,” he added when she hesitated. He pulled up a third stool, stabbed a roll with his knife and helped himself to the minced meat. A servant brought more hot tea and filled Ryszard’s cup. “Needs more spices,” he grunted after swallowing the first bite of breakfast. Elizabeth waited until he got a second roll before finishing her own, and drinking more tea. “Eat, eat,” he ordered. “Duke Aquila will talk until breakfast is cold.”



  
Matthew winked at Elizabeth over the top of his metal cup, confirming her fears. She nodded a hair. “So is it true that you found some interesting things, Lady Elizabeth?” he inquired. Matthew spread meat on another roll, chewing like a civilized person this time.



  
“Yes, my lord. Trouble and horses, the same as usual.”



  
Ryszard finished his drink. “What think you of Turkowi horses?”



  
“They are horses, your highness. The one I rode seems well behaved, has good night vision, is sure footed, but lacks war training.” She thought for a moment, adding, “Or perhaps, your highness, I do not know the cues to get him to fight.”



  
“What of the size?”



  
She shrugged. “They are the same size as Starland horses, your highness. Perhaps a touch leaner in the flanks, but that could be hunger rather than breeding.”



  
“So they did not race them,” the prince told Matthew.



  
“No, your highness. They brought back a dead man. We do not race during the mourning days,” Matthew replied. Was he reminding him? Elizabeth could not tell. 



  
Ryszard gave the Imperials a curious look. “Then how will his spirit get home?”



  
She had no idea. Matthew struggled for a bit before saying, “Godown has taken him already, your highness.”



  
A coughed warning from one of the mess orderlies saved them from any theological disasters. Matthew and Elizabeth got to their feet as Aquila, his aid Andrew, Lazlo, and Father Jefferson walked in. “Bring your leftovers here,” Aquila ordered and Elizabeth collected the pot and tray, while the men carried their cups to the larger table. “Be seated. Nothing leaves this tent unless Father Jefferson or I say otherwise, do you understand?”



  
A murmured chorus of “yes your grace,” “yes, my lord,” and “understood,” followed his statement. As the group got settled, orderlies removed the other tables, taking them outside so the junior officers would neither starve nor wander into a privileged discussion. Once more meat, rolls, sliced sausages, and cheeses had been brought, along with juice and more tea, the orderlies departed. At Aquila’s nod the others served themselves.



  
“Very well. While you were gone Elizabeth, Lazlo, we found the raiding party. Or I should say, a raiding party. The group had split up, and as we tracked the one bunch, Matthew and his squad stumbled into the second set.” Matthew nodded and his father continued, “There were too many Sworn Acolytes. We lost four killed and twelve wounded, one of whom died. I’m sorry Lazlo, if you have not heard, it was Jerry Chow.”



  
Elizabeth gripped his good shoulder in silent sympathy as Lazlo nodded. “I had heard, your grace, thank you.”



  
“Matthew also found evidence of a kidnapping. The woman, Godown give her peace, killed herself before the Turkowi could. We have not identified her family yet.” 



  
Lazlo started to speak but Elizabeth squeezed his shoulder as tightly as she could, shaking her head a fraction to warn him off. He raised an eyebrow and she mouthed, “Later.”



  
Aquila missed the by-play as he devoured a meat-smeared roll. Matthew comes by it honestly, Elizabeth snorted to herself. After Aquila swallowed he continued, “The main force caught the other Turkowi just as they attacked one of the farmsteads. It’s one of the farm-forts, Godown be praised, or we’d have been too late. As it was they killed several cattle and two good draft horses.” Prince Ryszard cursed in Polowki. Aquila nodded. “My thoughts as well, your highness. There were four Sworn Acolytes in that bunch, for a total of eleven. Plus the priest you found, Elizabeth.”



  
“My lord, something strange is going on,” Matthew ventured as his father drank a large gulp of tea. “The past two years we’ve only found a handful of Sworn Acolytes on imperial lands, and never any priests.”



  
“Nor have we found Turkowi depots with cannon and explosives,” Aquila reminded everyone. “Not in the past decade, not this far south.” He leaned back. “Father Jefferson?”



  
“Thank you, your grace.” The priest reminded Elizabeth of the Poloki prince. Both shared a similar pale coloring and a horseman’s posture. Father Jefferson’s nose bent to the side, suggesting that perhaps he’d not always been a man of contemplation and peace. Not that Godown prohibited His servants from taking up arms if the need was dire. “I must say, Lady Sarmas, you seem to be a magnet for followers of Selkow. I’ve never read of a western woman alive who has encountered as many Sworn Acolytes, let alone a priest, and lived.”



  
“Godown has been gracious, Father, and I have spectacularly bad luck.” The men laughed at the rueful admission. 



  
“Bad luck, perhaps,” the priest repeated, “but also good or bad timing, depending on what you believe.” He looked around the group, meeting everyone’s eyes. “You see, it appears that the worship of Selkow has changed.”



  
“Changed how?” Ryszard snorted. “They are murdering bastards, just as they have been.”



  
“Until now, human sacrifice played no role in worship. Killing women who did not believe in Selkow, yes, but it appears that a rogue group of Turkowi and others have declared that Selkow has not granted Protector Tayyip his victories because the offerings to her are insufficient.” Father Jefferson stopped so that his words could sink in. 



  
“The good news is that most priests and Sworn Acolytes disagree, and there is infighting between the two groups within the Turkowi Empire. The bad news is that members of this new sect have begun acting on their own, as you,” he nodded to Matthew and Elizabeth, “have found. And they believe that by killing Imperial women on Imperial soil, they claim the land for Selkow. And that which is once dedicated to Selkow is hers forever. On that both factions agree.”



  
“Which means even the traditionalists will fight harder to re-conquer Selkow’s land,” Aquila reminded them. He leaned forward, moving the food out of his way. “What concerns me is that Tayyip will take advantage of our distraction with the radicals.” Aquila used his knife to draw an invisible map. “As we fight ‘minor’ incursions here, Tayyip gathers a larger force and comes in from the north so he can prove that Selkow supports the old tradition. We take care of his problem for him, and the radicals weaken us to his benefit.”



  
“Or, your grace,” Elizabeth ventured, “he does come at us from the south, after having let us wear ourselves out. He sends a distraction along the usual route.” She pointed to the northern end of Aquila’s pretend map, “And then hammers us from down here. If they were planning to make the track through the Dividing Range into a true road, it would explain the amount of gunpowder that exploded.”



  
“Possible but not likely, Lady Sarmas,” Father Jefferson corrected. “I cannot go into detail, but will simply say that Selkow’s followers will only take that route if no other option exists. They are more likely to blast a tunnel through the Dividing Range than to use that track.”



  
“Thank you, Father,” she murmured, bowing her head. I wonder why not? Could there be Lander ruins on the back side? Or is it one of those legendary death pits? She shivered and made a blessing sign under the table, just out of sight. She’d always thought those tales about Lander technology gone amuck had been devised to keep children out of ruins, but perhaps… She shivered again.



  
“The more likely short-term danger is that we will have more incursions, until the snows and after.” Everyone groaned at Aquila’s declaration. “Agreed. And we must be especially careful about erasing any signs of Turkowi worship that we might find. His majesty wants no grounds for any legal claim Tayyip might make that Frankonia could use as an excuse to do something—” He stopped, looking at Elizabeth.



  
“Your grace, I believe the phrase you wish to use is ‘foolish to the point of being suicidal.’ Or if you prefer, of questionable diplomatic value and dubious long-term outcome.” Which sounds like Laurence in spades, if not in baggage carts.


  
Ryszard made a very rude sound. “The enemy of my enemy could well be my enemy too.”



  
Aquila nodded, his mouth full of bread and cheese. After several minutes the duke sighed, adding, “And if my plate were not full enough, Count Windthorst claims that Count Peilov is encroaching on his farmland, and has sent armed men to defend his borders.” He shook his head. 



  And Starland is married into the Peilov family, Elizabeth remembered. Breakfast turned into a lump in her stomach. Was there something more in Count Windthorst’s timing? No, that is too far beyond belief. There is no way anyone within the empire would even consider such a thing seriously, no matter how nasty the family feuds might be. She scolded herself for even thinking such thoughts. 



  
The funeral for Lew Margi reminded Elizabeth again of Laurence of Frankonia’s blindness. She recited the service along with the others, grateful that Sister Amalthea had pounded it into her memory. The only difference between what she’d grown up with in Lord Armstrong’s household and what she saw on the plains came at the invocation, when Fr. Jefferson called on St. Gerald and St. Kiara instead of St. François and St. Sabrina. 



  
The bright spring sunshine brought out the best in the land around the ancient graveyard, and Elizabeth heard bird song on the soft, warm wind. “Rest in peace, Lew Margi, faithful servant of Godown and of Aquila Starland, and thy spirit find eternal rest and peace in the love of Godown,” Fr. Jefferson concluded.



  
“Selah,” the soldiers responded, making the signs of their patrons. Elizabeth mimicked Aquila’s Gerald’s bridge, then touched her forehead to St. Kiara. 



  
Elizabeth watched as the men filled in the hole, then set up the temporary marker. If his family desired it, Lew’s bones would be returned to them to inter in their parish grounds. “Have you composed your letter for his parents and wife?” Aquila asked as they walked back to the camp.



  
“No, your grace. I have words I wish to say, but have not taken the time to set them down.” 



  
“And what do you wish to say?”



  
“That he was a good man and a good soldier, that he did his duty, and he died in Godown’s grace defending his land and people.”



  
“Will you tell them about his fight?”



  
“I… I do not know, your grace. Is that traditional?”



  
Aquila looked eastwards. “I will lift up my eyes to the hills, where my refuge lies,” he recited. “No, and depending on what happens in the fight or battle, you might do well to spare them the details.”



  
“Thank you, your grace.”



  
“You will deliver it by hand, when the time comes.”



  
“As you command, your grace.”
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  Chapter 9: Trails and Recovery


  
Two months later, Elizabeth sighted from behind another farmstead wall and fired. “Zing!” The crossbow bolt struck home, piercing the raider’s armor. He glanced down, turned towards the low wall, and took a step before collapsing. Thank you, holy Lord, for stilling his voice, she prayed as she cranked as fast as she could. That made both scouts dead. Now all she and her men had to do was stay out of sight. Aquila, called to Starheart for the birth of a second son, had left Matthew and Elizabeth in the field with Ryszard Sobieski-Pilza. Ryszard had taken over the cavalry, running long patrols and scouting missions. Matthew oversaw the Starland troops, and Elizabeth remained one of his squad leaders.



  I wish we could take prisoners and interrogate or convert them, she sighed again, crossbow reloaded and the safety engaged. She patted her pistol holster as well. Inside the stone barn, Malcom waited with the other horses. They’d tried questioning one prisoner. Apparently only the truly devout, or insane, crossed into the Eastern Empire, because interrogations gained the Starland forces nothing but long rants about Selkow’s glory and her servant Tayyip. After that, Elizabeth and her men just killed the intruders. Which is a damn sight better than what they do to us, she thought with a large dose of self-righteousness. 



  
At that thought she patted the hidden pouch now sewn into her split-skirt. Two strips of embroidery, both almost identical in color and pattern, resided in that pouch. She did not know why she thought it was so important hold her silence about the second find, but she did. She’d caught Lazlo watching her as she inspected the dead woman’s clothes, but he’d also kept his thoughts to himself. He may have noticed the similarity to the material Aquila had kept. One woman from so far outside the Starland lands is strange. Three or four are a conspiracy or gross negligence at best. And why has no one told Duke Starland? Well, someone may have, but between the summer’s fighting and the possible birth of a second son, Aquila might not have passed the information on, she reminded herself. There was no point in seeing shadows where none existed.



  
Elizabeth took a sip from her water bottle and returned to watching for movement. The ground shimmered as heat rose from the summer-fallow fields, making the trees and building in the distance dance like rumors dancing through the Frankonian court. As best she could learn, the conspiracies and plots that throve in the divide-and-conquer atmosphere of the Frankonian court did not exist under the Babenburgs. She almost could not believe it, and had told Matthew Starland so. He’d laughed, as had his father. “Why should we? We have an enemy. We need more people to fill the land we already claim, and the Babenburgs know when to leave us alone and when to intervene before disputes become battles,” Aquila had informed her.



  
She wanted to believe them. But four dead Windthorst, or at least not Starland, women seemed to tell a different tale. In her heart of hearts, Elizabeth knew that a second woman had been at the Turkowi depot, and that she was the one who had brought the wrath of Godown onto the monsters. Elizabeth had no evidence but that did not stop her from believing. Which brought her back to the first question: why had Count Windthorst not notified the Babenburg court, and thus Aquila von Starland, about the kidnappings? He had to know, or to have heard rumors of missing women. Especially since he complained to anyone who would listen about the porosity of the borders and the need for stronger defenses. She had a few terrible ideas, and kept those ideas very close to her chest. 



  
Speaking of chest… She backed up on her hands and knees and dug her latest find out of the pouch she wore around her neck. The men joked that her father must have married a sparkseeker bird, because of her knack for finding sparkly things. She shook the round bit of glass and metal into her hand, admiring the sheen and how the colors in the glass changed as she turned it. Maybe a necklace, or perhaps a hair pin? Yes, I could have it set into a hair pin for my wig, she decided, tucking the bit away. 



  
Gary suddenly looked up, twisting to see over his shoulder. She froze, watching and listening. A faint “tweet twee—twee tweet” cut through the afternoon heat. The watchers waited until the whistle code repeated, then released held breaths and a few half-muttered curses. “About time,” Gary grumbled. 



  
“That’s the trouble with Turkowi,” Lazlo grinned, offering Elizabeth a hand to get to her feet. “They have no respect for other people’s holidays and observances.”



  
“Indeed. I’m adding that to my list of complaints for Tayyip the Inedible,” she replied. “Along with the declining quality of his horseflesh and his followers appalling taste in clothes. Yellow?”



  
“Perhaps Selkow is colorblind,” another soldier volunteered. He’d been examining the dead scouts, checking for any possible information or loot-able valuables. He shook something out of a pouch and she could see his eyebrows draw together under the brim of his helmet. “My lady, look at these.”



  
She clambered over the wall, Lazlo at her shoulder. The man held out two sets of insignia, the kind worn to show membership in a noble family’s household or guard. She picked one of the metal badges off his palm and held it so Lazlo could see. “This bothers me greatly, Lazlo.” She turned the badge over, revealing the maker’s mark. 



  
She heard his breath catch before he replied, “Very greatly, my lady.”



  
“How many badges did you find?”



  
The soldier shook the bag again, patting the leather. “Just two, both Windthorst.”



  
Lazlo backed up so that he was no longer breathing in her ear. “My lady, I do not like this one bit. With these, anyone could enter Windthorst lands without being challenged.”



  
“At least not if they had enough eastern equipment and could hide their accent.” She held her hand out. “I’ll take the other badge and the pouch, please.” The soldier dropped them into her palm, then wiped his hands on his trousers. 



  
As they walked back to the farmhouse to reclaim their horses, Lazlo observed, “Life would be easier if Turkowi did not look like us.”



  
“True. Maybe his majesty should ask the Turkowi to wear helmets with antlers on them, so we can be sure not to confuse them with followers of Godown.” Snorts of derision met her suggestion and she smiled a little despite being hot and itchy. 



  
Gary brought Malcom out into the sunlight. Elizabeth gave the gelding a quick inspection, tightened his girth, put his bridle back on and tightened the girth one last time. Lazlo gave her a boost into the saddle. Matthew and Prince Ryszard both complained about her insisting on riding sidesaddle, she knew, but only when they thought she and Duke Aquila couldn’t hear. Elizabeth and the four men with her rode back to meet Matthew. 



  
That evening, just after the night meal, one of the guards spotted a cloud of dust. “Courier?” Elizabeth inquired. Lazlo shrugged, returning his attention to reading the draft of her report, and she asked, “Anything I missed?”



  
“No, my lady,” and he stopped. The square-jawed, dark haired man bent over her writing table, as if pointing out something on the page. “What about Windthorst?” He asked under his breath.



  
Should she tell him? She made a snap decision. “Not in an open report. His grace needs to know, but…” She met his worried gaze. “I’ve put together everything that we’ve found.” She swept her left hand over the papers, as if in frustration. “I’m a foreigner. A Frankonian.” She left the rest of the thought unsaid. 



  
Lazlo straightened up. “Ah. Quite true, my lady. In that case there’s nothing I would add.”



  
“Thank you.” She began folding the now-dry page when the sound of a commotion reached her tent.



  
“Is it?”



  
“Yes, it is, but that’s not all.”



  
“Godown be praised!”



  
“Lord Matthew won’t be pleased.”



  
“Why not? I was thrilled when I got the news.”



  
“Yeah, but you’re not the heir.”



  
Elizabeth and Lazlo emerged into the evening to find the soldiers milling around. A few saw her and saluted or bowed. “What’s all this?”



  
The man closest to her explained, “Messenger from his Grace, my lady. It is a boy, to be named Roland.” 



  
“Godown be praised! Any word on Lady Starland?” Marie would never be Elizabeth’s best friend, but she hoped that the delivery had gone well.



  
“Yes, safe and strong, through the grace of St. Sabrina, my lady.”



  
Elizabeth skirted the happy chaos, cutting through the remuda to reach Matthew at the headquarters tent. She poked her head inside and found not just George but Kemal Destefani as well, both in courier’s vests. “My lord?”



  
Both men looked up at her voice. Captain Destefani nodded his greeting. “Good, Lady Elizabeth, your highness. I can tell this just once, then.” She ducked out of the way as Ryszard pushed in past her. “You have to go north, to the Garibey Hills. His grace will meet you at Castillo Nuevo, along with other Imperial troops.”



  
She peered at the map. The Garibey Hills lay on the north side of the Coulmain River, almost into the Dividing Range proper. Kemal told Ryszard, “Your highness, his grace sends his regards and strongly recommends that you contact Prince Imre, telling him everything you’ve seen this summer.”



  
Captain Destefani then turned to Elizabeth. “My lady, his grace apologizes, but you must stay with Lazlo and Lord Matthew at least until his grace meets you. He will explain then.”



  
She closed her eyes. “I hear and obey, and Laurence V is an idiot. No, I take that back. Even idiots can make places for themselves and help others. Laurence V is a selfish fool.”



  
“I doubt that my lord father will attempt to correct your opinion, Lady Elizabeth,” Matthew stated. “Pick your best troopers, the ones who can operate without you, and give me names.”



  
“Gary Sotomayor, Ted Rogers, and Mit. Lazlo, of course.”



  
Capt. Destefani smiled, flashing white teeth. “Glad to hear that the baby has made himself useful, my lady.” 



  
A hurt voice protested, “I am not a baby!” She twisted, looking over her shoulder to see Lazlo Destefani storming into the tent. “Your highness, my lord, lady, Captain,” he acknowledged.



  
“I said the baby, not a baby, Lolo.” Lazlo’s face darkened with embarrassment at the pet name. Elizabeth put her hand on his arm before he did anything foolish. “Send the men you named here, my lady,” the elder Destefani continued. “They will continue the patrols while the rest of you ride north.”



  
“And you, Captain?” Ryszard asked.



  
“His grace has left me in charge of Starheart and the Starland lands, at least until her grace recovers from the delivery.” 



  
After more discussion and a review of what needed to be done before morning, Matthew dismissed everyone to see to their men. Elizabeth caught Prince Ryszard. “Your highness, might I beg a favor of you?”



  
“What?” He radiated suspicion and she guessed that he’d been importuned once too often.



  
“Your highness, I have, let us say concerns, stemming from our observations this summer. With your permission, I would like to leave them in a letter with you, so that if I am unable to present my thoughts to the appropriate person myself, it will be known that someone noted potential troubles.”



  
Ryszard stared down at her. “What sort of concerns?”



  
“Your highness, I do not wish to say. It is probable that I am seeing shadows, in which case please destroy the letter and forget that it ever existed.”



  
He straightened up and looked into the distance over the top of her head. “You may not be alone in your concerns Lady Sarmas. I will take the letter and keep it until I hear from you or from Duke Starland.”



  
She curtsied very deeply indeed. “Thank you, your highness.” 



  
The next morning, Prince Ryszard Sobieski-Pilza rode north and west with his servants and guards, carrying her letter with him. Elizabeth watched him from her seat on Snowy, glad to be riding the steady mule. Her cramps had returned even worse and the infusion of salibark only dulled the pain. 



  
It took just over two weeks for the eighty soldiers and their equipment to reach Castillo Nuevo. Elizabeth had to force herself not to stare at the enormous number of men, horses, cannon and other artillery, and the even larger number of camp followers. As Lord Matthew’s party entered what was essentially a traveling city, she averted her eyes from the field brothel, even as she wondered if they had extra lint or rags that she could buy. The men mistook her expression for one of shyness. “My lady, my apologies,” Lazlo stammered. 



  
“It is part of army life, is it not?”



  
“Yes, my lady, but, ah—” 



  
Duke Aquila’s appearance saved him from trying to salvage the situation. “Good. Follow Rohan to your section of camp, then meet me at headquarters.” They rode past the duke and Elizabeth sat up straighter, biting her tongue against a whimper. The ache of overused muscles had replaced the cramps. Godown, holy lord, I think I begin to understand why women do not ride and fight with men. Show me what you would have me do, please. And make my leg stop hurting, please. She talked to Godown more now than she had as a postulant, Elizabeth realized. The thought amused her.



  
As soon as she’d seen to Snowy and Malcom, and her tent was up, she made use of the nightsoil box and hurried off to find the command tent. It sported the banners of Starland and the Babenburg family, making it a little easier to track down amidst the ordered rows of tents and shelters. “Hey, wench, get back to your quarter!” A voice called.



  
She ignored it. A second voice, laughing, called, “Can’t you see she’s in uniform? Must be the officers’ doxy.” Angry, Elizabeth kept walking. If she ignored them, they’d quit. 



  
Instead someone grabbed her arm and spun her around. “You too good for us?” She replied by breaking his grip and kicking him just under his kneecap. “Ow! Stupid bitch, I’ll show you,” and he lunged for her. She dodged and he overbalanced, falling into the dust. Elizabeth didn’t wait to see what happened next. She hoisted her skirts and ran for the command tent, her face burning. She’d heard stories about men like that, but to meet one? How dare he mistake her for a whore! How could he mistake her for a whore? She slowed to a trot, then walked, gasping for air, to the entrance of the command area. 



  
“Elizabeth,” she stopped to catch her breath. “Elizabeth von Sarmas reporting as ordered,” she panted. 



  
The youngster on orderly duty gave her a skeptical look, but went to announce her. Lord Matthew appeared and waved her in. Still breathing hard, she ran a hand through her hair to settle it before she ducked into the warm shadows. She peered around until her eyes adjusted. “Your grace.”



  
“There was no need to run,” he told her, amused. “We’re not under attack yet.”



  
“Yes, your grace.” He did not need to know about the little misunderstanding. She got out of the way of the “door” and waited as other officers arrived.



  
From outside she heard an angry, loud voice demanding, “You seen one of the whores run by? Dark coat and skirt, face like the back end of a dead mule?” She locked her eyes on one of the tent poles and felt her face blushing a painful crimson.



  
“No, why? She overcharge you?” Someone laughed.



  
“Acted too good for herself and kicked a sergeant, then tripped him and ran off. Probably stole something.”



  
To her horror, Duke Aquila broke off his conversation with Matthew and two other young nobles. He stalked over to where she stood, gave her a long look, and beckoned with one finger. She followed him into the bright sunlight, blinking and trying not to walk into his back. Aquila led her to the edge of the enclosure, where the men were talking. They snapped to attention at his arrival. “Is this the woman in question?” He pointed to a still-flushed Elizabeth.



  
“Ah, yes, your grace, that’s her.” The man, an officer cadet by the look of his uniform, darted glances from Aquila to Elizabeth. 



  
“For your information, Lady Elizabeth von Sarmas holds the rank of captain of a hundred. She has held a combat command from his majesty for the last nine months.” He spoke loud enough for everyone around to hear him. “She is no man’s whore or doxy, and Lady Elizabeth is not to be harassed or touched. Is that clear?”



  
“Yes, my lord.”



  
“Yes, your grace,” came a flurry of replies. 



  
“Good.” He spun on his heel and led her back into the welcoming shadows of the tent. “Where did you kick him?”



  
“In the knee, your grace, after he grabbed my arm.”



  
Aquila looked at the heavy boots peeping out from under her skirts. “Why the knee?”



  
“In case he was wearing a codpiece, your grace.” Actually, she’d not thought about it, had just reacted. She’d have stomped his instep except that he’d been wearing boots.



  
“Good choice. Now that everyone’s here,” he added as Lazlo skidded in, looking worried until he spotted Elizabeth. “A Turkowi army is on the march. They’ve already reached the Black Gate,” and his aid pointed to a pass in the Dividing Range, east and south of the Garibey Hills. “They have not crossed yet, Godown be praised. The mountain folk are delaying them, that and the weather. They seem to be reluctant to travel during storms.” He raised an eyebrow, looking at Matthew and Elizabeth, who nodded their understanding. “My goal is to meet them at the Kidron Valley.” The aid pointed to a broad area between the hills and the mouth of the pass. “I want to stop them before they can spread out, as I assume we are outnumbered, and possibly outgunned.”



  
“Outgunned, your grace?” A narrow-faced man in brown, with brown hair and skin, sounded and looked offended.



  
“Yes. Rumor has it that Tayyip bought several of the latest Frankonian artillery pieces, probably mortars and cannons.” Elizabeth’s face began burning again, this time with anger.



  
Aquila pushed on, “So. You, Thomas Kornholt, will be on the south, wherever you can get the best sighting for your long guns.” The brown man nodded. “Montoya, Albinez, between him and the center. Eulenberg, how many did you bring?”



  
A short, scrawny man Aquila’s age replied, “Four thousand. We were finishing summer training when the word came.”



  
“Excellent! You are the center, with Peilov and Jones to the north, your cavalry on the appropriate wings if you have any.” Aquila looked around and the officers nodded or otherwise gestured their assent. “This is what we’ve trained for, so there should not be more surprises than usual.” Grim laughter filled the tent. 



  
“Assuming Tayyip plays along, Quill,” Duke Theobald Peilov sniffed once the laughter faded.



  
“He may not want to, but unless he has discovered some of the flying machines of legend, he has to play by the terrain’s rules, at least until he gets out of the pass.” 



  
Elizabeth caught herself frowning as she studied the map. They have not played by the rules thus far. Even supposedly constrained by the topography. But she held her peace. 



  
Aquila looked around for further questions. “Ah, Sarmas. You and a group of Montoya’s Wandertruppen will secure the secondary route. Before you protest or ask why, the reason is the Convent of St. Sabrina. It is a refuge convent and must be evacuated.” Several of the men groaned.



  
Elizabeth bowed slightly. “I will do my best, your grace.” Oh, St. Kiara, may your light show me the clear way.


  
There were a few more questions, and then Aquila gave the marching orders. “You are dismissed, except for Sarmas.” As the others filed out, talking amongst themselves, Aquila beckoned her. “Sarmas, a word with you, then go to Count Montoya. You’re on detached duty with him until I say otherwise.”



  
“Yes, your grace.” She turned and hissed to Lazlo, “Wait outside, please.” He nodded and followed the nobles out.



  
Aquila sat down and gestured for her to come closer. “You have something to tell me?”



  
“Yes, your grace, and given the current situation, I did not feel confident putting it in the general reports.” She reached into her skirt and removed the bag with her finds in it. “These came from the bodies of two of the women killed this summer.” She unrolled the embroidered bands and draped them on the table. “And we found these in the pouch of a Turkowi scout a week and a day ago.” She set out the badges. “I suspect a third woman was also from the Windthorst area, or at the very least she was not Starland.”



  
“And?”



  
She took a deep breath and told her hands to quit shaking. “Your grace, can you tell me if there have been any reports of women kidnapped or otherwise missing from Windthorst or neighboring lands?”



  
“I cannot.”



  
She waited for him to elaborate. Aquila remained silent, the lines on his face deeper than she remembered, eyes dark and unreadable. She curtsied. “Thank you, your grace. Do you wish to keep these?”



  
“No. Hold them for the present, Lady Sarmas. But I need to have that star knife. Send Lazlo back with it, and have him give it to me, not to anyone else.”



  
“Send the star knife with Lazlo, to you,” she repeated back.



  
She could almost feel his eyes trying to look through her, searching for something. “Have you spoken of this to anyone else?”



  
“No, your grace. Given the delicate nature of the matter, I judged it best to keep my thoughts to myself.” She returned the items to their pouch and slid it back into the hidden bag under her skirt.



  
“A wise decision. Be warned—Franconia is not well thought of, especially now. Duke Grantholm is not here because at the moment he is staring at part of the Frankonian army, near the Bergenlands, forcing them to abide by the peace treaty.” Aquila frowned and pointed at her. “There are some who believe that any Frankonian is corrupt and untrustworthy.” 



  
She nodded. “I will bear that in mind, your grace. And allow me to offer congratulations on the newest addition to your family.”



  
A smile bloomed on Aquila’s face. “Thank you. Marie is doing well, as is Roland Rudolph. You may go, and may St. Gerald protect you.”



  
She curtsied again. “Godown guide your hand and grant you the victory.”



  
She found Lazlo not exactly hovering outside the door, but close. “My lady, you really should not go through camp without Gary or I with you,” he insisted. 



  
“I discovered that, Lazlo,” she sighed. “So, where do we find Count Montoya?”



  
A tenor voice called, “Over here.” The two Starlanders walked over and found Jeronimo Montoya studying a map. “What do you know about mountain fighting?”



  
“Take the high ground, mules trump horses, weather is your enemy, gravity is not your friend, and allow at least three times as much time as you think it will take to get anywhere, my lord,” she recited. “And camp above the remuda, not below it, especially if it looks like rain.”



  
The older man smiled. “That’s a good start. I’ll fill you in on the way to the Montoya encampment. And Lord Matthew already sent a messenger to have your gear relocated, Lady Sarmas.”



  
“Thank you, my lord.” After they walked through the inner part of the encampment, Elizabeth ventured, “Forgive my curiosity, my lord, but how old are you?”



  
“Thirty five.” He smiled again. “My hair turned gray when I was ten, after a fever, and I’ve been stoop-shouldered since a draft horse threw me when I was sixteen. In case you ever wondered, you cannot jump an Oberlander over a two-meter fence. He stopped, I kept going. Cleared the fence very well, or so I’m told, but I landed on my neck and shoulders. Woke up two weeks later and am damn lucky to be alive.”



  
Lazlo coughed. “My father tried crossing Oberlanders with a mammoth jack, my lord. He’ll never do it again.”



  
“Too smart?”



  
“Yes, my lord. As smart as the Oberlander, as stubborn as the donkey, and too strong for anyone’s good.”



  
Elizabeth considered the animal. “Sounds like the ideal heavy artillery mule, Lazlo.”



  
Both men stared at her. Lazlo shook his head. “My lady, this beast made Snowy seem like a handmaid of St. Guinnora.”



  
“Oh.” Even she might not be up to dealing with that much recalcitrant equine.



  
It took just under half an hour to walk to the Montoya camp. By the time they got there, Elizabeth’s long days caught up with her, and she started yawning. No, not if you are going to be around Wandertruppen, she snarled at herself.



  
“Sabino!” Count Montoya called. A handsome man with bright green eyes emerged from behind a dull-colored tent. “Sabino, Lady Elizabeth von Sarmas and her aid Lazlo Destefani.”



  
The stranger studied Elizabeth from scuffed boots to scraggly hair. “The Elizabeth von Sarmas who rode across the continent on a killer mule and killed a priest of Selkow?”



  
She shook her head. “No, the cannon killed the priest. I killed two Sworn Acolytes, and that’s only because the so-called killer mule panicked when a pistol went off a few meters from him.” 



  
“Close enough for the rumor tree, my lady,” Sabino bowed. “Your tent and beasts are in the corner, there, my lady.”



  
She started to ask a question, but stopped when someone yelled, “Ow! Damn mule, Godown blast you, what the fook is the matter with you, you white bastard.” Lazlo choked as he tried to smother a laugh. 



  
Elizabeth sighed, “By your leave, my lord?” Montoya, obviously curious, nodded. 



  
She led the group to where the voice continued, “Stupid fook of a mule. Stand still or I’ll turn you into camp stew.” Snowy sidled out of reach as far as his picket rope allowed, twisting so he could aim a kick at the man.



  
“Snowy, quit,” Elizabeth called. The mule stopped moving. She decided to have some fun, and she walked up and began petting Snowy’s nose, cooing like a little girl, “Oh, who’s a good little mule? You’re such a sweet little mule, aren’t you? Yes, yes, you are.” Snowy took the attention as if it were his due, slobbering on her jacket. After making sure she could keep a straight face, she looked up. “Is there a problem?” She fluttered her eyes, looking as young and harmless as she dared.



  
Lazlo couldn’t hold his laughter in any longer. Jeronimo Montoya covered his eyes with his hand, and Sabino looked from Lazlo to Elizabeth and Snowy, utterly confused. The farrier spat with disgust. 



  
“Right.” Elizabeth sobered. “Snowy will fight. Snowy bites. He kicks. If you need to examine him or work on his shoes, let me know and Lazlo or I will hold him. He is a sucker for pinkroot tops.” She bent down and picked up the right front hoof, showing the farrier. “I apologize for the disturbance, my lord.”



  
Count Montoya, eyes twinkling, nodded. “I’m glad to see part of the legends are true, at least concerning the mule. Do you ride him in battle?”



  
“Not intentionally, my lord. He is a mule, not a war horse.” The men all nodded. 



  
After finding their portion of the Montoya encampment, Elizabeth passed the star knife to Lazlo and sent him back to Duke Aquila. Jeronimo Montoya had told her to rest the next few hours. “I’ll introduce you to the men later. Sabino will have let them know that you are with us.” She dozed until Lazlo returned, then fell completely asleep.
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Three days later she caught the pommel of Malcom’s saddle as he staggered in the slippery mud. I’m never letting a good mud horse out of my grip ever again. Rain and storms the night before had made the trails in the Garibey Hills dangerously slick and the Imperials had already lost a packhorse down a cliff. The men of the Wandertruppen had cursed but time did not permit them to salvage the supplies. 



  
Tayyip’s general had declined to wait for Duke Aquila. The enemy had gotten at least one artillery piece up into the forest above the pass, forcing Montoya to divide his Wandertruppen, sending some after the cannon and the rest with Elizabeth to evacuate the convent. Malcom plodded around a small bend in the trail and Elizabeth spotted the wall of that convent ahead of them. Yes, it is a wonderful place to be left alone.


  
Except that neither the Turkowi nor the Imperials could leave the Retired Sisters of St. Sabrina alone. Sabino caught Elizabeth’s eye and she urged Malcom forward, weaving past trees and soldiers both to reach the head of the group. “Good defensive position,” the Wandertruppen captain observed.



  
“Indeed. Wonder if the walls are thick enough for cannon,” Lazlo half-asked. 



  
Elizabeth flinched, pained by the idea of using the buildings as artillery emplacements. She frowned as she dismounted, unhappy with the men’s disrespectful attitude. She brushed the dirt off as best she could and approached a small, narrow wooden door in the blank plaster wall. After brushing off again, she tapped on the portal with the end of her riding stick. 



  
“Who seeks entrance?” A woman’s muffled voice called through the wood.



  
“Elizabeth, a messenger.”



  
“Are you a sojourner or do you seek retirement?”



  
How best to answer? “I am neither. I am a messenger.”



  
“Wait.” She stepped back from the door and waited. The men had dismounted and found defensive positions along the trail and in the open area near the convent walls. Lazlo started to approach and she shooed him back. The sister on duty might not even open the door if she caught a glimpse of a man of the world.



  
She heard wood scraping on wood and turned back to the door. It opened a fraction, allowing someone to look out. “Elizabeth messenger, you may come in.”



  
It took some effort but she managed to squeeze through the barely-open door. Once inside, Elizabeth waited until the porteress had shut and barred the door before looking up at her surroundings. Paintings of the life of St. Sabrina covered the walls of the courtyard, done in pastel shades. Or were they just faded? Elizabeth had no time to study them, as the porteress led her farther into the convent. She pointed and Elizabeth ducked under a low doorframe, into the Mother Superior’s office.



  
“You have a message, my daughter?”



  
Elizabeth bowed low to the old woman in a deep red habit of a retired sister. “Yes, Reverend Mother. A force of Turkowi soldiers is en route through the Coulmain Pass, and I have been sent with Imperial soldiers to bring you and your daughters to safety.”



  
The Mother Superior’s serene expression did not change with the news. “There is no need. Godown and St. Sabrina will protect us. The Turkowi have never offended these walls.”



  
“Reverend Mother, that has been true in the past, and Godown willing, it will remain true. But things have changed among the followers of Selkow, and it is not safe for you to stay. They will murder you all on Selkow’s altar.” If you are lucky.


  
Now the old woman frowned ever so slightly and raised an admonishing finger at Elizabeth, who quailed at the reproof. “St. Sabrina protects this house. We are a retired community and shall remain so. Godown’s will be done.” 



  
That was that. Elizabeth bowed again. “By your leave, your reverence,” and she backed out of the low doorway. The red-clad porteress unbarred the door and opened it just enough to allow the young woman to squeeze back out. Lazlo, Sabino, and one of the sergeants met her. “They are not leaving.”



  
“My lady, you told them what is coming?” Sabino demanded.



  
“Yes, I told them that the Turkowi are on the way and that the worshippers of Selkow will kill them. The reverend mother refuses to leave.” 



  
“Then we will have to remove them,” he groaned.



  
She shook her head. “We can’t. They will not leave.”



  
“You spoke with all the sisters?”



  
“No, only the reverend mother. Only she can speak with outsiders, male or female. These are retired sisters,” she explained. The men gave her blank looks. “They have retired from the world. They do not leave the grounds or speak with anyone, unless it is the priest who has been assigned to come and bring supplies.”



  
“All the more reason for us to evacuate them,” Sabino growled.



  
“No. The reverend mother said no and I can’t force her to change her mind, assuming the others would follow her out.” 



  
“My lady, why not go back in, then open the door so we can…” Lazlo stopped as Elizabeth stared at him in horror.



  
“No! That’s blasphemy!” She gasped. “I can’t allow that.” Sister Amalthea’s warnings about disobedience echoed in her memory. The mother superior had spoken and there was nothing left to be done but defend the convent from outside.



  
“Why not?” Sabino pressed.



  
“Because Reverend Mother’s word is law. I cannot gainsay her any more than you can disobey your priest.” She heard muttering and muted laughter from behind her and wondered what was going on. 



  
Lazlo hissed something in Sabino’s ear, and the captain gave Elizabeth an odd look, as if suddenly learning a bit of critical information. “One moment, my lady.” Sabino bowed a little, then walked with Lazlo over to the picket area, deep in conversation. 



  
Elizabeth used the time to walk around the outer wall of the convent, looking at the layout, and then to check on Malcom. He seemed to have recovered from the trek up into the mountains. Why do they not understand, she wondered as she picked a stone out of one hoof. I do not have the authority to order sisters around, even if I am a woman. Especially not retired sisters; they held special legal rights that even other orders could not infringe. She could never take up that life, she knew. Nor could most women, which was why Elizabeth could only think of one or two retired convents in all of the Empire and Frankonia. All the sisters had born at least three children who lived to age twelve, then had obtained permission from their husbands and families to leave the world, renouncing all claims, never leaving the convent walls except in death, if then. Their lives centered on prayer. It is said that their prayers keep the Fires at bay. Or so Sister Amalthea had once assured her charge. 



  
The men returned. “We can’t abandon them.” Sabino sounded resigned or disgusted. Elizabeth couldn’t tell. “So now what, my lady?”



  
“Unless the Turkowi can fly, they cannot approach from that side,” she pointed to the rear, opposite the wall with the door. “The wall stops one meter from the edge of a cliff: a very long cliff, or so it looked from up here. So I suggest,” she caught her words, changing them. “We will take positions up there, and back here.”



  
“Are you assuming that the Turkowi won’t climb?”



  
“What does it gain them to climb if there are trails? Look for yourself, Captain, but I do not think the Turkowi would get very far up that cliff before it comes down on their heads.”



  
As she thought, he went and looked. He came back, curiosity satisfied. “The convent will be going over that cliff in a few years, but no Turkowi can reach it from behind.”



  
As Lazlo, Elizabeth, and Sabino studied the terrain, one of the men trotted up the slope to them. He sketched a salute and warned, “Time’s up, my lady, Captain. Turkowi cutting our trail, two kilometers back, maybe farther.”



  
Sabino turned to her, “Very well. My lady?”



  
She thought through their options. According to her map, the trail up the mountain led to a dead end in another treeless meadow not far above the convent’s flat. No one could come up the cliff to attack the back of the convent. Would the Turkowi try flanking the convent by avoiding the trail? She doubted it. That’s too much effort for such a small target. “Back to the two big rocks, I think, unless you saw better defensive terrain. We leave a few men here, but most of us center on the rocks. The attackers will have trouble leaving the trail before then, and once past the rocks, it’s that narrower, cut-up trail, so we can fall back onto the second ambush if they get through.”



  
No one argued with her. The men divided themselves into three groups: a few advance scouts, the main group of troops, and a few men who prepared the ground for an ambush where the trail passed through the defile. By now Elizabeth knew better than to try and micromanage anything. She stayed out from under foot, looking over the map and trying to anticipate the Turkowi commander’s next move. OK, why are they on this trail? What do they gain besides the convent? An overlook? Was that it? The next time Lazlo looked her way she jerked her head back, signaling for him to join her. 



  
“Did you notice any places where the trail overlooked the battlefield or the pass?”



  
“Not the pass, no, my lady,” and he turned, staring through the trees. “Stay here,” and he scurried off through the brush beneath the trees. She waited, shifting position to catch some of the breeze blowing up from the lower ground. As hot as it was up here, it had to be miserable in the valley below. Especially in armor, which led to another thought. 



  
None of the Turkowi raiders had worn armor, aside from chain mail. What about the main army forces? Another thing she needed to learn more about, she decided. Chain mail provided some defense against the new muskets the Imperials had, but crossbows got through it. Without thinking she reached into her large belt bag, her fingers counting off the crossbow bolts in their sack, two extra strings, and the spare trigger mechanism and cocking lever that she carried. 



  
Lazlo reappeared, panting. “Not only can you see the battlefield, my lady, but there’s a natural gun platform.” He picked up his pistols and cross bow, adding, “that pseudo-boar trail? It leads back into the valley, crosses a shoulder of the mountain.”



  
“So they could flank Montoya.”



  
“Yes. You think that’s the goal?”



  
She looked up slope to where the convent sat, then back down into the forest. “I don’t know, but we’d better stop them either way.”



  
The Starlanders rejoined Sabino and his men. “So, do they know we’re here?” Sabino asked under his breath, crouching behind the rocks.



  
“How could they not, between the dead horse and how badly we tore up the trail?” She shrugged because it did not matter, not really.



  
“If we abandon the convent, my lady, we can keep them off that other trail,” Lazlo reminded her.



  
She clenched her teeth. “We do not know that the convent is not their goal. They might think we’ve fortified it.”



  
Sabino snorted as he looked down the trail. “Not even mules could get cannon up here, my lady.”
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Elizabeth always remembered the silence. Years later, after all the other battles, after the stories had been polished and gilded for posterity, their uglier details lost to memory, she could not forget the quiet. As the Imperials watched from cover, the Turkowi slogged up the trail. They’d used cloth and leather to keep their equipment from rattling or clinking. Cloth covered anything that might reflect light. They’d even cut their beasts’ vocal cords. Elizabeth marveled at the silence as she counted how many men and horses passed by the tree at the farthest point of approach. The trail curved back before it reached the Imperials’ position, giving them a little more time before the Turkowi could see them. That was, if the Turkowi even looked for them, hiding back among the rocks and buried in brush. The minutes stretched, crawling as slowly as the black and yellow-clad figures inching up the trail.



  
Sabino waited until the first handful of Turkowi walked past the center of the Imperials’ position, then looked to Elizabeth and nodded. She waved her hand, sighted and fired on her first target. The bolt hit a donkey just behind the ribs. As she’d hoped, it staggered and collapsed, blocking the trail. Her next shot got the donkey’s handler in the back. He squealed before staggering into the brush. She dropped flat, rolled onto her back, and cranked furiously. This time she had to wait for her targets, but managed to catch an officer. I want those plumes, she gasped, amazed by the huge feathers on his helmet. 



  
As the Imperials fired from cover, some of the Turkowi tried to break out of the killing ground. One charged directly into the Imperials and Elizabeth found herself fighting for her life, ducking a short sword and hunting knife as she tried to keep her saber between his blades and her throat. Lazlo saved her, grabbing the Turkowi’s arm and pulling him off balance. As the two men grappled, Elizabeth scrambled forward on hands and knees, then swung up, slicing open the Turkowi’s femoral artery and severing other things as well. They don’t wear protection like we do, part of her observed as the rest of her scrambled clear of the falling body. She cut his throat after Lazlo stabbed him under the arm. They wear mail vests but no sleeves. Interesting.


  
As they fought, Elizabeth tried to keep track of the battlefield. She noticed that Sabino had vanished and wondered what had happened, and where. Then she was busy grabbing her troopers and sending a few up to the second ambush, to stop the Turkowi as they tried to break through. “Behind us,” someone gasped. “They’ve left the trail,” and the soldier pointed to a flash of yellow. The others fell back into the woods, to where they’d left their horses, and Elizabeth mounted. They rode into the next batch of Turkowi. This she could do, and she and Malcom selected their target, a small man on a nervous black horse. 



  
She rode at him, leaning down and planning to hamstring the beast as they passed. Instead the other horse charged, colliding with Malcom. Both horses grunted and Malcom screamed a challenge. Elizabeth ducked a saber swing and stabbed with one hand. Her knife skittered off the man’s thigh armor. Malcom backed, almost stumbling, and she tried to keep her seat. He screamed again, falling backwards, and she threw herself clear, rolling onto her feet, saber still in hand. Her opponent smiled. She swung up, blocking his blow, then ran uphill. He turned and followed, intending to ride her down. She drew her pistol, whipped off the safety cloth and aimed for the horse’s unarmored chest. Instead the rider leaned over, arm outstretched. She fired at his head and dropped to her belly, rolling out of the horse’s way. Scraping sounds followed a meaty “thunk” from behind her and she looked up to see the rider lying beside a tree, his horse still running uphill, but slower. The red mess where the tree had scraped the man’s face off told the tale. 



  
She reloaded her pistol and looked around. The horse came to a halt not far from his late rider and she eased up to the nervous black gelding. A sound down slope distracted him, giving her time to grab the reins and pull herself into the saddle. “Ugh.” His former owner had very short legs, and there wasn’t time to dismount and reset the stirrups. The horse kicked and tossed his head, but she forced him to go more or less where she wanted. Malcom would have to wait. 



  
She found her way back to the main fight in time to help finish off one more rider. The fighting seemed to be winding down. She saw a handful of dead Turkowi and more dead or wounded Imperials than she wanted to. “Twee, twee-lee-lee,” cut through the woods. She fished her own whistle out and answered.



  
Lazlo appeared, on foot. She started towards him. “Look out!” he screamed. She twisted away from a shadow as red fire exploded against her arm. Thunder roared in her ears and the horse spooked, rearing. Once again she lost her seat, this time landing across a log. She felt ribs break and screamed, then passed out.



  
“My lady?” Someone shook her and she cried out, then bit her tongue to stop the sound. “I’m sorry, my lady, but we have to move. More Turkowi are coming up the trail, and they have a cannon.”



  
She blinked up at Lazlo. “A cannon?”



  
“Yes.”



  
“Give me the crossbow and your spare pistol,” she ordered. “Then go. I’ll stay here.” If she braced the bow with her feet, she thought she could cock it. 



  
“Elizabeth,” he pressed.



  
“I’m not abandoning the convent,” she snarled. “Go with the others, stop the cannon and whatever else they have.”



  
He saluted and vanished. She heaved herself into a place where she could brace against a tall stump, watching the trail but still near cover. She heard fighting, but no more Turkowi came up the trail. Or did they? She blinked, frowning. Yes, someone had moved closer, ignoring her and the dead. He carried an odd shaped bag on his back. That’s not one of mine, she decided. What’s he carrying? She aimed carefully as the figure wove in and out of focus. Elizabeth waited until he came into killing range, and pulled the trigger. He dropped and she waited. The world started spinning and she wondered if she’d hit herself with the recoil. Can’t, must, damn, and she sat down, hard. She heard more roaring and passed out again.



  
She woke up and saw pine needles. “Huh?”



  
“Don’t move. I’ve almost finished stitching the gash closed,” a voice warned, and she stayed still. “There. Not bad, my lady, you collected two saber slices, at least two broken ribs, and a concussion.”



  
“Found my horse?”



  
A new voice asked, “What did she say?”



  
She tried again, wondering why she could not breath deeply. “Have—You—Found—Malcom. Horse.”



  
“Your gelding? Yes. Broke a leg when he stepped into a hole. We put your tack on a captured beast.”



  
“Thank you,” she managed, trying not to cry. He’d been a good horse: a pain in the ass at times, but a good fighting horse. She’d have to explain to his majesty how she lost his horse, she thought, still fuzzy. 



  
“The troopers? Sabino? The convent?”



  
Lazlo’s voice answered. “We lost ten, plus wounded. He’s scratched but will survive, and unharmed, in that order. Go back to sleep, my lady.”



  
“Can I?”



  
The voice of the person with the needle said, “Yes, you can.”



  
When she woke, she heard voices and the crackle of flames burning wood. It seemed dark out. She stayed still, letting her body rest. Her arm and side hurt, but her head felt much better. Someone said, “That’s quite a sight.”



  
“It really is. I’ve never seen a battlefield from above.”



  
“Damn sight better than from inside it, that’s for sure.”



  
The first person grunted. “Glad we can’t hear anything.”



  
Several grunts and other noises answered. Silence returned. Now she could hear horse and mule noises, and a human complaining about something. She used the arm that still functioned to get herself into a sitting position. Her bladder complained and she tried to get to her feet.



  
“No, my lady, don’t,” Sabino protested.



  
“Need a bush,” she explained. 



  
“You what, my lady?”



  
Lazlo put his arm around her. “I’ll help her.” He guided her to a tree. “I’m going back a few steps. Use the branch to balance,” and he retreated to give her at least the illusion of privacy. She used her good hand to lift her skirts, then her other hand to hold the material out of the way. It worked well enough. 



  
Lazlo helped her back to the camp. As she sat, she asked, “How are we doing, Captain?”



  
Sabino nodded towards the other fires around them. “We were doing fine until the second wave got here. Had a cannon in pieces,” he raised one hand, forestalling the obvious questions. “You can look at it by daylight, my lady. They fought very hard to get that monster to the battlefield overlook, but we stopped them. We lost ten dead, fifteen including you are injured but will survive. Captured a good number of horses and mules. We can go down tomorrow.”



  
“So the convent was not their target.” The words tasted bitter. They could have abandoned it and the sisters would have been unharmed.



  
“Not their primary, no my lady, but I don’t.” He stopped. “You’ll see tomorrow.”



  
She’d begun hurting all over. Elizabeth decided to let it rest. “Very well, Captain. I’ll take third watch.”



  
“Very good, my lady.” With Lazlo’s help she found where she’d been sleeping and laid down again. She remembered nothing until Sabino woke her for the watch.



  
The next morning she stalked the hillside, tracing the flow of the fighting. It scared her. I made such a terrible mistake. I should have forced the sisters out or not tried to hold the convent. If Sabino had not been as wary, if one of the Turkowi horses had not slipped and dropped its load, forcing them to delay while they cleared the trail, if there had been a few more Turkowi or fewer Imperials, she’d be dead. If she was lucky. And the Turkowi could have gotten the strange gun into position. “Could they really hit the battlefield from here?”



  
The men had no idea. “I do not think so,” Sabino replied, looking down on the Kidron Valley and the remnants of the previous days’ carnage. “But until a real gunner can look at it, I’m not going to say no. The gunpowder your last target carried feels different from what I’m used to,” he added. “Finer. Burns faster, too.” He’d been carrying a gunpowder bomb, or so it appeared.



  
Elizabeth studied the battlefield below them. It looked nothing like the neat boxes and lines on maps, or the colored markers she’d used playing battle games with Anthony Armstrong, Aquila Starland, or Gerald Kazmer of Babenburg. What she saw instead was a jumble of colors, blue, yellow, and brown, piles of things that she knew had to be the bodies of men and horses, and a trail of flattened grass and shattered trees. She wished she had a pair of the distance glasses that Aquila and the other commanders used. No you don’t. Do you really want to see the broken bodies, dead and dying horses, and guts? Of course not, she told herself, but she needed to see how the battle had gone, to try and learn from what had worked and what had not. 



  
Sabino joined her study. “Flanked Count Montoya, looks like.” He pointed to the south end of the line. “See all the horses? Montoya’s line was supposed to end at big rocks there, use them as an anchor. Turkowi must have come in from behind, or worked around.”



  
“Where did they come around from?” She craned her neck, trying to see through the mountain’s flank. “Is there another pass to the south, or were they advance troops prepositioned?”



  
The Wandertruppen officer scratched his nose. “If I were a betting man, I’d guess they found a trail near the mouth of the pass and followed it south. Maybe that one that we crossed a kilometer up this route, my lady? I can’t think of any trail to the south that’s suitable for heavy cavalry like those seem to have been.”



  
“Heavy cavalry?”



  
He pointed. “See the metal shine? That’s sunlight on plate armor, my lady. Turkowi don’t wear plate, except for their heavy cavalry. Got it from the damned Frankonians,” he grunted. 



  
“Good to know, Captain, thank you.” Once again she wondered if Laurence could see past the end of his nose. If the Turkowi overran the Eastern Empire, the Poloki and Freistaadter could not stop them. And then what would Laurence do? Run hide behind the skirts of whomever he’s currently sleeping with? Maybe he’d rise to the occasion. She doubted it. She continued to study the battlefield, wondering how long it would take to bury the bodies and what equipment could be salvaged. She was glad to be up on the mountain at the moment. You have your own bodies to bring down, she reminded herself.



  
They stayed in place one more night, but the Turkowi made no further attempts to climb the mountain. The soldiers devised two horse litters for the most seriously injured, and the rest rode on horses or mules, including the captured beasts. The survivors strapped the Imperial dead to the pack animals. Elizabeth salvaged the rest of her tack from Malcom’s body and rode the horse that it fit. The reddish-brown gelding had a tolerably placid disposition, suiting the tired woman just fine. 



  
They rode down into the stench of rotting bodies. The summer heat brought the worst of the miasmas out of the earth and Elizabeth was not the only soldier trying not to heave. The heat made her arm throb and thirst tormented her, but she knew better than to drink from anything near the slaughter. 



  
She soon had more worries. A group of guards in Eulenberg and Windthorst colors met the group a kilometer from the edge of Montoya’s encampment. “Elizabeth von Sarmas,” their leader demanded.



  
“Here,” and she and Lazlo rode forward to meet him. 



  
“Elizabeth of Frankonia, you are under arrest for treason.”



  
    [image: -]
  


  Chapter 10: A Second Battle


  
Elizabeth stared at the Windthorst officer. Then she leaned back in her saddle and began laughing, despite the pain from her ribs. She couldn’t help herself. She’d survived riding across three countries, fought Sworn Acolytes, been shot at, sliced, trampled, and now this idiot in clean clothes, on a prettily groomed horse, said she was a traitor. When she managed to get herself back under control, Elizabeth panted, “Captain, if that is your rank, that’s the stupidest thing I’ve heard in months. Has his Grace Duke Aquila or his grace Archduke Lewis of Babenburg confirmed this order?”



  
“You are under arrest,” he repeated, stung by the laughter, or so Elizabeth thought. “If you do not come peaceably, I will be forced to—”



  
“To do nothing,” Sabino snarled, riding up and putting his horse between the captain and Elizabeth. “Lady Sarmas remains under direct command of Count Montoya and thence of Duke Aquila Starland, and cannot be arrested without their permission. This is wartime, Captain.” He reminded the stranger. “You must have Lady Sarmas’s commander’s approval.”



  
“No, I do not!” The sound of the Wandertruppen men’s swords clearing their sheaths ended the argument. Elizabeth’s men drew closer, waiting. The strangers backed down and moved off the road, opening a passage for the others. “You’ll pay for your insolence,” the Windthorst captain warned. 



  
“That’s what their former owners said, too,” and Sabino jerked his thumb back towards the heavily laden pack animals and captured equines. The horses with the bodies of Elizabeth’s men came last in line, and the Windthorst men scattered farther, some making signs of blessing. 



  
Sabino remained at the head of the column until they reached the Montoya camp. Once there, Elizabeth let a groom lead the captured horse away, after warning him, “The tack is mine. I want it in my tent, or wherever I’m staying.”



  
“Yes, my lady.” 



  
Beasts seen to, she hurried as best she could to the medical area, intending to make certain that her men were being taken care of. 



  
A churigon, looking worn and tapping ash off a roll of nicotiana, met her at the knee-high rope marking off the medical section and stopped her. “We have your men, Lady Sarmas, and will take the best care of them.” He took another puff of nicotiana. “There is no room for visitors right now.” Behind him she could see makeshift shelters for the less-seriously wounded, those who could be left alone for several hours at a time. 



  
“Thank you.” She made no effort to cross into his territory. She’d heard campfire stories over the past year about the fate of people who made the churigons angry. 



  
“Do you need aid, my lady?”



  
She glanced at her arm as she shook her head. “No, thank you. It’s a clean cut and is healing already.” The ribs required time, nothing more. She left, wincing a little at the pull of the muscles as she walked to Count Montoya’s tent. Lazlo, despite her orders, insisted on coming with her. 



  
They waited for almost an hour before Jeronimo Montoya returned from his other business. “You survived! Well met, Lady Sarmas,” he smiled, extending his hand.



  
“Ah, your pardon, my lord,” and she offered her left hand.



  
“What happened?”



  
“Saber slashes and fall off a horse, my lord. Nothing serious.” He gave her a look of pure disbelief and she added, “The blood is not mine, mostly. I apologize for the dirt, but I came straight here to report.”



  
Count Montoya looked past her, his face settling into a cold expression. He said more loudly, “Good. I will take your report. Then you need to report to his grace Duke Starland and his grace Archduke Lewis. Come.” He turned on his heel and she followed, the Windthorst officer right behind her. 



  
She recounted the bare bones of the mountain battle. “And where is the cannon?” Montoya asked.



  
“Capt. Sabino sent it to your artillery troops.” 



  
“Good. And the captured animals and equipment?”



  
She noticed the Windthorst officer leaning closer to her and she stepped sideways. He seemed slimy, making her uncomfortable. “Capt. Sabino has the list, and the animals should be in your picket area, in the quarantine section.”



  
“And how many have you claimed?” The brown-haired Windthorst captain demanded.



  
“None. I serve under Count Montoya, Duke Starland, and his majesty. Animals belong to them, as does the equipment taken. It is for them to divide any spoils.” She had already given the Wandertruppen their share, as per her instructions from Montoya and Starland, but Slimy did not need to know that.



  
“Really.”



  
Montoya sat back in his camp chair. “Lady Sarmas, why did you not force the sisters to evacuate?”



  
She blinked at him. “Because the Reverend Mother said they would not leave.”



  
“And you did not question her or try to persuade her of the danger?”



  
“I warned her, but she remained adamant. They are retired sisters, my lord.”



  
“So?”



  
Did he not know what that meant? “My lord, the Reverend Mother said no. Who am I to question or order her otherwise?”



  
Both men’s jaws dropped and they stared at her, both dumbfounded. Montoya asked, “What if the Turkowi had been after the convent? What then?” 



  
“Then we would have fought as hard as possible to stop them, my lord.” 



  
Montoya started to speak, then stopped, shaking his head. “Thank you Lady Sarmas. Here are your orders from his grace,” and he offered her a sealed letter.



  
The Windthorst man snatched it out of her hand. “My orders,” he announced, breaking the seal before the others could stop him. He read the contents and frowned, then shoved the page at Elizabeth. “You report to Starland tomorrow. You encamp with him tonight,” he told her. “My men will keep you under guard.”



  I am not in the mood, she snarled. Then her survival instincts overrode her temper. Let’s see if I can make you as miserable as you’re making me. She smiled with all the sweetness she could muster, pitching her voice to a proper woman’s warm murmur. “Thank you, Captain. I appreciate your most generous offer. But I should warn you, rumor has it that I am more familiar with the battlefield of the bedchamber than with the fighting field, as are the men around me.” He paled and then flushed bright red as her meaning sunk in. “I assure you that those rumors are untrue, and my men remain completely true to their wedding vows, but you ought to be prepared if someone questions your reputation. My lord?” She bowed to Count Montoya as best she could.



  
Montoya struggled to keep his expression properly stern. “You are dismissed, Godown be with you.”



  
“And with thy spirit,” she replied, bowing again. 



  
She found Lazlo, Captain Sabino, and others waiting, along with horses and mules. “No rest for the weary, Captain?”



  
“Not until you are safe in the Starland encampment, my lady,” he told her, bowing from the saddle. 



  
Lazlo and another man helped her into the saddle of a placid, fat gelding. “Whose was this?”



  
“Found it wandering after the battle, my lady. We have not tried to check the brand against local records,” one of the Montoya men explained.



  
“Ah. Thank you.” Lazlo stayed beside her. Two of the uninjured Wandertruppen fell in behind her, separating her from the Windthorst soldiers. Their captain fumed but appeared unwilling to argue with the smelly, angry soldiers. Elizabeth used the opportunity to fish the pouch with the badges and embroidery out of her saddlebag and stick it in the pocket of her split skirt. 



  
Not far from the Starland encampment, she drew rein. “Captain, a moment so I can be in proper uniform?”



  
“Of course, my lady. Do you need assistance?”



  
“Yes, if you do not mind. Captain, could you untie the jacket from behind my saddle? I don’t trust this horse enough to get it myself.”



  
He rode along side and did as asked; unfolding the garment and helping Lazlo drape it over her shoulder after she got her left arm in the sleeve. “Thank you.” As he did, she pressed the pouch into his hand. “Give this to his grace the Archduke,” she hissed. “Items from the battle.” She’d written a note before the battle explaining what and where the items came from, and had folded it up inside the pouch.



  
“On my honor,” he swore under his breath, tugging the jacket straight over her shoulder.



  
“Thank you,” she repeated, loud enough for all to hear. Sabino returned to the head of the group and they rode to the Starland camp without incident. “Thank you, Captain,” she smiled, nodding a salute. “I won’t impose on your rest any farther.”



  
He and the other Wandertruppen saluted. “It is no imposition, my lady. Godown bless you.”



  
“And may He guard and guide you and your fellows, Captain. It has been an honor to serve with you.”



  
He bowed in the saddle. “The honor is ours, my lady.” The Windthorst officer made a choking noise as the Montoya contingent turned and trotted back to their encampment.



  
Once in the camp, Elizabeth discovered that no one had told the Starlands about her self-proclaimed escort. “My lady, who are these men?” Arnold Mou, the quartermaster, frowned at the Windthorst contingent.



  
“Damned if I know, Arnold, but they insist that I am under arrest, although they have yet to say under whose authority.”



  
“Under the authority of Count Eric Windthorst and her majesty Margaretha of Babenburg,” the Windthorst captain snapped. 



  That’s odd. What happened to his majesty? Elizabeth met Arnold’s eyes and shrugged as best she could. 



  
“Well, we have some room, on the northwest side,” the quartermaster told her. “And if they are fresh, they can take over the second watch for that section. We’ve found a few Turkowi stragglers who seemed to miss the message that their fight is over.”



  
The Windthorst men grumbled. “We’re not here for guard duty. We’re here to escort the prisoner to trial,” the captain informed Arnold.



  
The blacksmith-turned-quartermaster crossed his arms, reminding everyone in sight just how strong he was. “You’re in the Starland camp. We found a guard with his throat cut last night and his attacker made it into the first row of tents. If you want to die in your sleep, that’s your problem. Otherwise you are on second watch.”



  
Captain Slimy Shiftlizard, as Elizabeth named him, changed colors again, turning a faint green. “Second watch then.” 



  
As they rode to their assigned area, she wondered if the men had ever seen battle. Their captain certainly seemed ignorant of things military. Which, sad to say, suggested what had happened to the poor women from Windthorst. Holy and all-knowing Godown please may he be the least competent member of the Windthorst forces, for the sake of the rest of Windthorst’s people.


  
Elizabeth found her tent and started trying to take her tack off the borrowed horse. “No, Lady Elizabeth,” a groom said, appearing at her elbow and startling her. “Allow me.” She didn’t argue, glad of the help. 



  
A messenger walked up and saluted. “My lady, his grace sends his respects and wishes to meet with you tomorrow morning at dawn, in his headquarters.”



  
“Please give my deepest respects to his grace and tell him that I will be at his headquarters at seven tomorrow morning, Godown willing.”



  
The young man gave her a hard look. “Is there difficulty, Lady Sarmas?”



  
“My injuries slow me down, but I anticipate no great problems.”



  
Captain Shiftlizard sidled up as the messenger departed. “I will secure your quarters,” he informed her. 



  
She planted her fist on her hip. “No you will not, Captain. I am a woman of rank, the granddaughter, niece, and cousin of the Dukes of Sarmas, ruling lord of Sarmas. My father held the rank of count,” she informed him and anyone else around. “I cannot allow my honor to be questioned. If you wish to bring two ladies of good repute and breeding with you to serve as matrons and escorts, then you may come into my quarters. Otherwise you will remain outside.” And it will snow on the southern peninsula before you find two gentle-born serving ladies in this valley today!


  
He turned red again. “You are under arrest,” he spluttered. 



  
“And that changes my rank and sex how?” 



  
Shiftlizard hemmed, hawed, and looked around, blanching as he realized that at least a dozen angry Starland men surrounded him and his troopers. 



  
“I’m waiting, Captain.” She looked around and found the person she needed. “Alois? Could you have someone bring water for washing when they have a moment to spare? And something from the mess when it is ready?”



  
“Of course, my lady,” the black man called back. “Do you need a churigon?”



  
“No, thank you Alois, but the captain might. He seems to be confused, and I’ve been told that confusion is a sign of heat stress.” The men laughed and Shiftlizard turned red again. She almost felt sorry for him, if the blushes hurt as much as hers did. “Thank you for checking on me, gentlemen, but all I did was fall off a horse and onto a log. Unless you need anything?” Headshakes and quiet laughter answered her and the men took the hint, drifting away now that they knew there would be no trouble. She smiled at them and retreated into her tent. 



  
It would have been very nice to have a woman to help her, Elizabeth sighed. She got the jacket off, and after some uncomfortable wiggling and twisting managed to get the shirt off. She’d need help with bandaging the arm again in the morning, but for now she stripped off the wraps so it could air. “Your water, my lady,” a voice called. “The pitcher is drinking water.”



  
“Thank you.” She waited until he left, then reached out and pulled the buckets and pitcher into the tent. She washed what she could reach, rinsed her clothes in the remaining water, and set the buckets outside to be used by the washerwomen or for cleaning horses. The drinking water tasted like fine wine, she’d been thirsty for so long. She pulled a skirt and loose blouse on, then laid down on her cot. I’ll just rest a little before writing my…


  
The sound of clattering woke her up. Lazlo had brought in a lantern and her field table. He supervised as an orderly assembled the table and put several covered dishes on it. The two men left and she tore into the hot meal, devouring whatever floated in the sauce and using the hard bread to sop up the last bit of juice. She cleared the dishes from the little table and used it to write another report, or at least an initial outline with the bare facts in it. She scolded herself for forgetting to ask Count Montoya’s aid to make a duplicate of her first report to give to Duke Starland. Her arm stung from the effort and she had to prop her elbow up with her other hand. It was awkward but it could have been much, much worse. I hope we can relearn the Landers’ tricks for healing wounds and easing pain. Even St. Mou’s followers would agree that easing pain is a blessing. The pain was not enough to keep her from falling asleep again as soon as she finished. 



  
She’d told herself to wake up at five the next morning. She dressed, more or less, and walked through the sleepy camp to the churigons’ tents. “Yes?” a medical orderly in a blood stained white coat yawned.



  
“I need this looked at, please, and to replace these.” She held out the bandages. 



  
“This way, please, my lady.” Once inside a tent, the orderly poked and inspected her arm. “Good stitch. Any fever, my lady?”



  
“No. The medic dusted it with bitterbark before he sewed it up, and it had bled freely before then.” Wound rot scared her almost as much as the Turkowi scared her. 



  
“You’re lucky, my lady. Saber cuts?” He wrapped the wound snugly but not too tight, and helped her get the arm into her sleeve again.



  
“Yes. And I have broken ribs but there’s nothing you can do for those, is there?”



  
He tipped his head to the side. “No, my lady. Ah, if you have something with stays in it? Wear that, not tight laced, but it will help you stand and sit straight and remind you not to bend or twist too much.”



  
“I’ll see what I can find. Thank you,” and she offered him a few copper coins.



  
He waved her away. “Give them to St. Misha the Healer. You’re the first person with enough sense to bring good bandages back so we can boil and reuse them.”



  
She returned to her tent and finished dressing, as much as she could. Someone had brushed the worst of the dirt off of her heavy skirt and jacket, and she managed to drape the jacket over her bad arm. And how, pray tell, am I supposed to lace a stayed bodice with only one hand? Not that I’d lack for volunteers eager to assist me, I suspect. Rank and her ugly face be damned, she was a woman in a military encampment. She tied back the flaps of her tent. 



  
“My lady, what are you doing?” Lazlo protested, rushing to help her.



  
“I’m airing a stuffy tent and letting my escort see that nothing is going on.” She tipped her head towards the Windthorst tents. “Get my report from the table, please, and let us be on our way.”



  
“Ah.” He did as ordered and walked at her shoulder, both of them alert for trouble. They were halfway to headquarters when they heard someone puffing and trotting behind them. She glanced back and then winked at Lazlo. He winked in return and they slowed their steps so Capt. Shiftlizard could catch up. She didn’t want him calling to them and disturbing other people, assuming he could catch his breath enough to yell.



  
Duke Starland’s guards refused to allow him into the headquarters until Matthew Starland intervened. Shiftlizard hovered in the background, ignored by everyone, as Elizabeth and Lazlo reported to Duke Aquila and Archduke Lewis of Babenburg. 



  
“You may be seated Lady Sarmas, Lieutenant Destefani,” his grace the Archduke informed them. “And eat.” Lewis could have been Emperor Rudolph’s twin and not his five-years younger brother, except for his unusual pale green eyes and the extra meat on his frame. Aquila deferred to Lewis, who asked most of the questions once Elizabeth finished her basic report. Neither man mentioned that she might be under arrest.



  
“What about the cannon and gunpowder that you captured?” Lewis wanted to know at last.



  
She shrugged as best she could. “I do not know, your grace. I need to learn more about artillery.”



  
“Who has it?” 



  
She poured herself more tea after offering it to the men. “Count Montoya, although I suspect he will give it to Lord Kornholt to study.” 



  
“Who will probably take it to bed with him,” Aquila muttered into his cup, drawing laughter from everyone. 



  
Archduke Lewis leaned back and wiped his mouth. “Well done, Lady Sarmas. Very well done. I’ve heard good things about you and your actions this week have only confirmed the stories.” 



  
“Thank you, your grace.” She bowed in her seat, as best she could. 



  
Lewis glanced around and seemed to notice Captain Switchlizard at long last. The Archduke’s eyebrows rose like levitating black caterpillars. “In light of recent events, I think it best to send you with the dispatches to Vindobona. I’ll follow as soon as possible, once I’ve taken the full measure of what’s going on here.” He finished his tea and added, “My brother will want to speak with you, Aquila, but not until we secure the pass. Right now we have two open doors. This one must be shut.”



  
“Certainly, your grace, and Elizabeth can move very fast when she needs to.” Aquila gave her a significant look that she took as a warning. He knew something but couldn’t tell her, or so she guessed. She nodded very slightly. 



  
“Your grace, I can leave tomorrow. With your permission I’ll draw another horse from the line, in case Snowy needs a rest en route.”



  
Lewis gave her an odd look. “Snowy?”



  
“The killer mule, my lord,” Aquila told him, grinning broadly. “That killer mule.”



  
From the corner, Shiftlizard made a strangled noise. I wonder if he is afraid of mules? A plan began developing in Elizabeth’s mind.



  
Aquila continued, “What about the horse his majesty gave you?”



  
She felt her eyes tearing up and clenched one hand, fighting to keep her emotions under control. “He was injured in the fight, your grace, and then broke his off-side hind leg when he stepped in a nosedigger hole. They put him out of his misery while I was being sewn up. I’m sorry, my lords, for losing him, and will make a proper accounting to the royal herd-master.”



  
“Oh, for the sake of St. Michael—Herdsman, Elizabeth,” Aquila snorted. “You capture a new type of weapon, you keep Montoya from getting flanked any worse, you spend all spring and summer fighting fanatics, you find solid proof that Frankonia is aiding the Turkowi, and you worry about a scrub horse?” He shook his head. “If anything I owe you at least a dozen beasts.”



  
“And I want to meet the famous killer mule,” Archduke Lewis declared. “While it is still cool out.” 



  
Elizabeth took the hint. “I was planning on checking on him, your grace, as soon as Duke Starland dismissed me.” The men got to their feet and she and Lazlo followed.



  
“Then you are dismissed, Lady Elizabeth. Pick two horses, any two, and a pack mule if you wish,” Aquila told her. “You will leave for Vindobona tomorrow, and I will give you the dispatches and other things tomorrow at dawn.”



  
“Your grace.” She tried to curtsy. Her ribs made her squeak with pain and Lewis grabbed her, steadying her as she staggered.



  
When they reached the remuda, Archduke Lewis gave Snowy a close inspection. “How old is he?”



  
“Five or six, your grace. He was sold as a gentle lady’s riding mule,” and she glared at the white equine. 



  
“And you rode him here from Frankonia last year?”



  
“Yes, your grace. He’s an odd mule, even for a mule.” Everyone knew that white mules possessed no stamina, had tender hides and soft hooves, and suffered from poor eyesight. Snowy had missed that message, apparently. 



  
Lewis scratched the mule’s crest. “What is his breeding?”



  
She told him and he sighed a little. “Well, we’ll have to try something similar, perhaps one of my mammoth jacks with an Oberlander or a Poloki charger.” He scratched Snowy again, then patted his neck. “He seems docile enough.”



  
“That’s the problem, your grace. He’s docile until someone makes him mad or he decides that he has a better idea. Then he bites, kicks, sulks, runs, or otherwise lets you know his opinion.”



  
Lewis smiled. “So he’s a mule, in other words.”



  
“A most mulish mule, your grace.” And she wouldn’t have it any other way.



  
The noble’s smiled widened. “Good. Womanly women and mulish mules are treasures and should be prized. Ride well and may Godown speed your journey. I expect to find you waiting when I return to Vindobona, Godown willing, with a complete report ready for me to add to the other field commanders’ notes.”



  
She curtsied as best she could. “Thank you, your grace. May He bless your doings and your family.”



  
Elizabeth picked an eight-year old dun colored gelding with a kind eye, fox ears, and solid legs. She told the muleskinner to select a decent pack mule, preferable an older animal. Then she returned to her quarters and rested, wrote some letters, and rested again. After the evening meal she said the daily office and prayers for the dead, and then packed and went back to sleep. 



  
The next morning, she watched as a hostler put Snowy’s tack on, and she confirmed the fit of the crupper and breast strap herself. Duke Aquila seemed surprised to find her ready so early. “Eager to be gone?”



  Isn’t everyone? Who wants to linger around thousands of dead bodies in this heat? Wary of people listening in, she replied, “The cool of the morning is easier on man and beast both, your grace.”



  
“That it is.” He handed her a waxed leather bag that rustled. “Open it.” She did, taking note of Lewis of Babenburg’s blue seal on the ribbons holding the report’s pages together. “You have seen the seal and the contents.”



  
“I have seen the seal and the contents, your grace,” she affirmed. Aquila put the documents back into the bag and locked it. Only he or someone from the Imperial chancery could unlock the dispatch bag. Elizabeth approved of the security measure. At her nod one of the men added the dispatch bag to her off side saddlebag, adjusting the near side bag to keep the weight even. Capt. Switchlizard walked up and started to speak, saw Aquila, and shut his mouth with a snap. He did remember to bow, however, and Elizabeth rolled her eyes. St. Brigit, give me patience, please.


  
“Ride straight to Vindobona and give his grace’s report directly to his majesty. Godown be with you, Lady Elizabeth,” Duke Aquila ordered.



  
She curtsied. “I will ride directly to Vindobona and will give his grace’s report to none other than his majesty. Godown also be with you and guide you.” The hostler gave her a lift onto Snowy’s back, and she hooked her leg around the horn. After arranging her skirts, she nodded to the Windthorst captain and saluted Aquila. “By you grace’s leave?”



  
“Go.”



  
    [image: * * *]
  


  
By the end of the day, Elizabeth had blessed Snowy’s running walk so often that if holiness were visible, the mule would have glowed in the dark. Not only did they make excellent time, but Snowy’s smooth, gliding gait kept her ribs from aching. She’d picked well, and the dun gelding proved to be a steady trotter, at least when led. Captain Switchlizard and some of his men, on the other hand, sounded as if they suffered all the aches and pains that out-of-shape riders on underworked horses could encounter. The weather remained sunny with a south wind, good traveling weather for people in a hurry, and Elizabeth pushed as hard as she could without exhausting Snowy. The party travelled almost thirty kilometers that day. If they could carry the pace, they’d reach Vindobona in just under two weeks, she knew, but her escort had other ideas. 



  
Captain Switchlizard limped up to where she stood stripping Snowy’s tack and protested. “Tomorrow we walk at least half the day. Otherwise you and that demon mule are going to kill our bloodstock.”



  
“Captain, I would think that, since you are accompanying a royal courier, you would want to press even harder.” She finished removing Snowy’s girth and straightened up. “Is one of your horses having difficulty?”



  
“Of course not,” he snapped. “And you are a prisoner, not a courier. In fact,” he leaned closer to the mule, reaching for the saddlebags, “I’ll take those. Prisoners cannot carry sensitive documents and information.” 



  
The mule’s ears went flat and Elizabeth yelled, “Look out!” Switchlizard jerked away just as Snowy cow-kicked, almost planting his hoof in the man’s stomach. “Captain, I’ve warned everyone about crowding Snowy like that.”



  
He tried to salvage his authority, informing her, “And there is no need to push past settlements and inns.” 



  That’s your real concern, isn’t it? Sleeping out, even in safe places. She sniffed. You’d never last in a convent of the Sisters of Service. “Captain, you have your orders and I have mine. I’ve held the pace back for the benefit of the animals. It is a fine night with good weather, we have plenty of food, and I see no reason to burden an inn or spend money when there is good grass, fresh water, and a safe campsite.”



  
That confrontation set the tone for the rest of the journey. Even worse, two days later she spent the night in a Lander ruin, much to the horror of several Windthorst men. They began making saints’ signs to her back when they thought she couldn’t see. You’ve called me a traitor and a criminal, and now you think I’m a blasphemer or a magic-worker. But you have not secured me in any way, and you don’t seem worried about my running off. Or is that the idea, tempt me to flee and then kill me? She rolled her eyes as she finished checking the dun gelding’s hoofs. At least they’ve not tried to rape me. She’d been worried about that, but apparently her ugly face and their orders were enough to keep them from touching her. 



  
As it was, no one felt as much joy as she did upon sighting the walls of Vindobona. If they hurried, they could get in before curfew, and without thinking she tapped Snowy with her stick. He accelerated into a choppy canter that made her want to cry as she rode to his gait. The men swore, forcing their animals to catch up.  



  
She drew rein a kilometer from the bridge over the Donau Novi and walked Snowy, Dun, and the pack mule the rest of the way. “Make way for a royal messenger,” Switchlizard called, from behind her, trying to force his way through the horses, carts, and pedestrians already in line by the river gate. 



  
“Wait your turn,” one of the road guards barked.



  
“We are Count Windthorst’s men, with a message for the count and a prisoner,” Switchlizard growled back.



  
“Well, which are you? Royal or the count’s men?” The road guard began lowering his halberd in warning. Switchlizard turned red with both heat and temper.



  
As the men started arguing, Elizabeth caught sight of another guard and eased Snowy through a gap in the traffic. “Lady von Sarmas with dispatches from his grace Archduke Lewis of Babenburg and Duke Aquila von Starland for his majesty,” she told him, holding out her orders. 



  
The guard studied them and her. He jerked his head towards the argument on the other side of the road. “They with you?”



  
“I’m sorry to say this, but yes. If you want to keep them, you have my blessing.”



  
He snorted and shook his head as he returned her orders. “Not thank you, my lady. I have to work with enough overblown idiots as it is, begging your pardon. You may pass if you get them out of my road.”



  
“I quite understand, and thank you.” She twisted and waved. “Captain? When you finish, I’ll be inside,” and she rode on without waiting for him. 



  
Alas, he caught up to her. A second group of soldiers, more professional looking, joined them inside the city gate. “Elizabeth of Frankonia? You are under arrest,” and their leader reached for Snowy’s reins.



  
“I am Elizabeth von Sarmas and I will not vouch for your safety if you grab my mule. Show me where you need me to go and I will follow, but don’t upset my mount.”



  
“She’s serious, Cal,” Switchlizard warned. “That mule’s dangerous.”



  
The first officer frowned. “Very well, come.” He led the way through the streets and into the road to the royal precinct. Except, instead of turning to the palace, he stopped at a heavy metal gate and pounded on it. The gate slid open and the riders crowded around Elizabeth, forcing her and Snowy into the narrow passage. They emerged into an unfamiliar courtyard. “Dismount, Frankonia.” She did as ordered, pulling the saddlebag with Aquila’s report down with her. “Give me that.”



  
“No. His grace gave me this under seal with orders to give it to none other than his majesty.” She worked both arms between the bags and held on as tightly as she could.



  
The big man loomed over her. “Give me the bag.”



  
“No.” He would have to fight for them.



  
A languid voice called, “If the minx is going to be stubborn, let her be. She can turn them over during her trial, since his majesty already knows about the battle.”



  
The guards backed away from her. “My lord,” one said, bowing to a middle-aged man dressed in white and cream. He wasn’t as tall as Emperor Rudolph, Elizabeth noted, nor as deathly lean. In fact, he seemed to have a slight potbelly beneath his blue and red sash of office. Cold green eyes studied her and Elizabeth wondered how much time he needed to curl his red-gold hair. The noble stopped several meters from the group and raised a scented handkerchief to his nose. 



  
“So you are Elizabeth of Frankonia. I can see why you would be willing to take Turkowi gold.” She held her peace and watched the man as he watched her. “Take her to her quarters. You will have a chance to explain yourself in two days, Frankonia, although I doubt it will do much good.”



  
“Thank you for your hospitality, my lord?” She hesitated and raised an eyebrow, as if unsure of her host’s identity.



  
One of the soldiers grabbed her injured arm and shook her. “That’s his grace Count Windthorst, Frankonia. Keep a proper tongue in your head.”



  
“And you may remove your hands from the daughter of Count Anton von Sarmas, granddaughter and niece of the ruling Duke of Sarmas,” she told him in her best court manner. Then she curtsied to the count. “As I said, thank you, my lord Windthorst.” 



  
“Be gone.” She did not resist as the men led her to a set of rooms. The furnishings were spare at best, but they did include a washbasin and necessary box. She also saw a heavy door bar, on the inside of the door. So this is servants’ quarters and not a true cell. Interesting. The Windthorst guards searched her other baggage, pulling out each piece of clothing, looking at her prayer book and devotional, and emptying the pouches that held material for her monthly time. Whatever they wanted, they did not find it. Good thing I left all my money and valuables with Lazlo and Lord Matthew. She kept a tight grip on her saddlebags, not setting them down or even letting go of them until the last guard left the room and she heard the sliding click of the door lock. Two could play at this game, and she shoved the wooden bar into place. Only then did she sit down and relax. A peep of sunlight came in through a clerestory window at the top of the wall, giving her light to augment the candle she found.



  Right, I’m here. What now? She could not fight a duel of honor against Count Windthorst, not if Switchlizard’s first statement had been true and Empress Margaretha had also authorized her arrest. So was she supposed to be working with Frankonia or the Turkowi? Or both? She rolled her head from side to side, trying to loosen tense muscles. And what did she know about Count Windthorst and Margaretha of Babenburg?



  
She ticked off the facts on her fingers. Windthorst and Peilov were having a border dispute. Peilov’s daughter was now Marie von Starland, so Windthorst could have a grudge against Starland. Eric Windthorst also struck Elizabeth as the sort of person who would be irritated by a blunt man of action. And Aquila, for his part, did not suffer fools or fops. Windthorst had been complaining about the state of the empire’s borders and about the frequency of Turkowi raids for at least a year. The Frankonian feint at the Bergenland mining area also drew his ire. Now, granted, everyone knew that the raids were a problem, but with Lewis of Babenburg and Aquila von Starland in charge, more or less, of defense for the northern and southern halves of the eastern border, the problems affected their positions the most. 



  
“This is as bad as those silly romances,” she sighed aloud, getting up and walking, then stretching her arms. She winced as the stitches pulled and stung. “All muddled identities, strange connections, hidden motives, but without the fluff and triple marriage ending.” Not that she was supposed to have been reading those sorts of books, but Sister Amalthea had been determined to find her doing something sinful every so often, so Elizabeth had gotten caught with some of the more harmless ones that her mother had sent her. “Caught with the harmless ones,” she whispered, going cold. 



  
No, Aquila would never do that. He’d never, ever sacrifice one of his people as a distraction from his own failures or actions. Archduke Lewis she knew nothing about, but what did he have to hide? The Kidron Valley victory was his, and he had no need to toss anyone to the bearcats. 



  
What about Empress Margaretha? She was… what? Oh, yes, she was an Eulenberg second cousin to the Babenburgs, making her distantly related through marriage to the Peilovs. Elizabeth stretched more and paced a little before sitting again. At least on the surface, the relationship suggested she would be closer to Starland than to Windthorst, assuming her name had not been invoked falsely and the conflict between Windthorst and Starland was what had led to this entire muddle.



  
Or it could be something else entirely, Elizabeth knew. The caprices of royal courts provided fodder for endless stories and rumors, no matter which court one happened to be talking about. She shook her head. I can see why his grace Archduke Lewis supposedly prefers to avoid court. I wonder when he’s supposed to return to Vindobona? He could support my observations. Well, she had her plans and Godown protected the innocent. And even if the worst happened, a clean death by hanging or being shot was better than what the Turkowi or Laurence V proposed for her.



  
That thought reignited her anger at Windthorst. Be careful, she told herself. Do not lose your temper or tip your hand. That could make you too dangerous to live until your trial. With that cheerful thought in mind, she set about trying to wash as best she could. 



  
She’d settled down to read her book of prayers when someone pounded on the door. She unbarred the door and stepped well clear, one hand on the saddlebags. Two women came in, carrying food and more wash water. “You need to be presentable,” the older woman announced.



  
“Yes, I do. My clothes are there,” and she pointed to a neat pile. “They need a wash, as you can tell. I would be grateful if someone could take care of them, or could provide me with a wash pot.”



  
“Miss?” Confused, the older woman looked from the bundle back to Elizabeth. Whatever she’d been told about the prisoner, Elizabeth did not appear to fit the description.



  
“If it is not an imposition, I need those washed, please,” Elizabeth repeated. “And for someone to help me trim my hair back into something presentable, or I can do it myself.” What did they expect? She wanted her wig, but asking for someone to fetch it from Starheart might be too much.



  
The servants decided to humor her. “Very well, miss.” They took the clothes and left the meal, which Elizabeth ate. Too much sage in the sauce for her taste, she decided, but she could have devoured two more bowls of the custard. She ignored the wine. It smelled like a red. She set the dishes by the door, washed again, then blew out the candle and fell asleep.



  
She awoke with a pounding headache and a terrible taste in her mouth. Thinking required pushing ideas and words through a head full of maize mush. As she struggled to sit up, she noticed that someone had taken the stitches out of her arm, and the wound bled a little. They’ve been in here. Why’d they hurt my arm?


  
Terrible fear washed over her. Did they…? Elizabeth checked herself and almost fainted with relief. No. They didn’t. Thank you St. Sabrina, thank you Godown defender of the helpless. But what else… oh, St. Gerald, please no. She looked around and panicked. Where were the saddlebags? She could not walk because her head spun, so she fell off the bed and crawled around until she found them in the corner. Oh no. Oh Holy Godown, St. Gerald, anyone, help me. Someone had opened the bag holding the Archduke’s report. She’d tied two of Snowy’s hairs around the lock and the clasp as an extra seal, just in case, and both hairs had been broken. She dragged the bags back beside the wooden bedframe and sat on the floor, trying to stay in control of herself.



  You can’t let them know that you know, she chanted over and over. Then she pulled her prayer beads down from the table and began reciting the morning litany. The familiar words, as much a part of her as her own hands and feet, calmed her down. By the time she finished the full litany, plus the prayers for the imperial family, and a short form of the prayers for the dead, she’d recovered most of her wits despite the lingering drug fog. The world stopped spinning halfway through the litany, allowing her to get up, wash her face, drink some water, and dress in her spare blouse and a thick underskirt. Her fleece-lined camp shoes helped. Elizabeth made the bed and sat down, hiding the saddlebags under the chair, behind her skirt.



  
The serving women returned twice, once to remove and replace the water pitcher and nightsoil box, and the second time with food and Elizabeth’s clothes. She half-expected to find her uniform torn, stained, or scorched, but the laundress had not sabotaged it. She ate nothing from the tray but an apple, even though the food smelled delicious and her stomach growled. She needed a clear head. 



  
Elizabeth slept lightly. She heard the door open and remained still, ready to fight if they tried to molest her. A man swore when he saw the untouched food, but did not come farther into the room or try and wake her up. Once he left she barred the door, then told herself to sleep for five hours. She heard a rattle as someone tried the door again, but they did not force it open.



  
When the guards arrived the next morning they found her awake, clean, and dressed. She draped the saddlebags over her arm and waited, modeling herself on Saint Gerald of the Bridge—calm, serene, open to Godown’s will what ever it might be, and ready to defend herself and her charge with the last ounce of her heart and strength. The soldiers did not attempt to restrain her in any way. Why should they? By now the entire planet knows I can’t fight worth a lick if I’m not on horseback, she giggled silently as she walked between them. The heavy bags helped hide her shaking hands.



  
The guards led her into a small waiting room where two women stood waiting. “Lady Elizabeth, we must search you before you enter the royal presence,” one of the women warned her.



  
“Very well.” They found nothing other than her holy medal, which they left with her. 



  
The second set of doors opened and she walked into an elegant room. Stone tiles in shades of gray made interlocking patterns on the floor, and pale wood paneling lined the walls. Elizabeth took two steps and curtsied as deeply as she could without dropping the saddlebags. Emperor Rudolph stood behind an ornate black and white table, flanked by two guards at parade rest. Count Windthorst lurked near the table, resplendent in expensive cream and white. Three other nobles stood opposite the count, facing him. The trio wore black or dark blue, mimicking Rudolph. More royal guards stood beside the entry door, behind Elizabeth, and a brown-robed priest sat in the corner. It was a study in black and white, cold and intimidating. Elizabeth squared her shoulders in her uniform jacket and remained low, her legs starting to tremble. 



  
“You may rise.” She stood and waited at parade rest. “You have something for me?” Rudolph stated. 



  
“Yes, your majesty.” One of the nobles walked to her and held out his hand. She gave him the saddlebag and watched as he carried it to the table. Rudolph opened it, removing the report. What Elizabeth saw confirmed her fears and she spoke without realizing it. “So I was right.”



  
Windthorst snapped, “What do you mean, Frankonian?”



  
“The bag had been opened after I was drugged.” She bowed to Rudolph. “Your majesty, Archduke Lewis sealed that report using his personal wax and seal.” But the documents in Rudolph’s hands bore a black seal, not the mid-blue Lewis had used. How could anyone be that clumsy?



  
“Will you say the same under oath, traitor?” Windthorst demanded.



  
“Yes, my lord.” The priest stood at Rudolph’s nod and carried a copy of the Holy Writ to Elizabeth. She bowed to the book, then rested both hands on the cover.



  
“My child, do you swear by Godown’s law that you tell the truth and nothing but the truth?”



  
“I swear by Godown’s law that I tell the truth and nothing but the truth,” she affirmed. The priest nodded and she bowed again, kissing the edge of the ribbon tied across the book. He returned to his place and she pivoted, facing the nobles and emperor once more. 



  
“State your name and family,” one of the black-clad nobles ordered.



  
“I am Elizabeth Antonia von Sarmas, legitimate daughter of Count Anthony Sarmas and Olympia Sarmas-to, niece of the Duke of Sarmas, cousin of the acting Duke of Sarmas.”



  
“Why are you here?” the same man demanded.



  
“I came to the Eastern Empire to escape being forced into a convent without a calling.”



  
The second noble, in the dark blue coat, asked, “Who ordered you confined, Lady Sarmas?”



  
“Laurence V, King of Frankonia, gave the orders for my confinement.”



  
“Why?”



  
She thought for a moment. “Because I did not go to a convent myself, and because he learned that he could not use me as a bargaining chip against my uncle.”



  
Count Windthorst looked unhappy with her reply. The three judges, as she thought of them, led her through her arrival and her oaths of loyalty to the crown and empire. As she answered, Rudolph remained impassive but Windthorst began twitching, impatient. 



  
Finally his turn came. “It is a most fortuitous coincidence that you have crossed paths with four Sworn Acolytes of Selkow and one priest, is it not?”



  
“I call it bad luck, my lord, not fortuitous.”



  
His frown deepened. “And yet you survived meeting the priest. That is most unusual for a non-believer, especially a woman.”



  
“My lord, a meeting with a dead priest is easy to survive, unless you are a carrion eater and his body gives you indigestion.” She thought she saw one of the judges trying to hide a smile at her words, and a guard behind her coughed. 



  
The tall redhead did not laugh or smile. “But you assist the followers of Selkow, do you not?”



  
“No, my lord, I do not.” She dared to add, “Someone has, but it is not I.” She watched him now, ignoring everyone else.



  
“What do you mean, Elizabeth of Frankonia? You were found with implements of worship, and you continue meeting followers of Selkow.” The redhead turned to the others, adding, “There have been many more incursions than usual since her arrival, your majesty, as is well known.”



  
One of the judges asked, “What implements of worship?”



  
“She has a star blade, my lord,” Windthorst hissed.



  
Her voice even and demeanor calm, she ignored the interruption and replied, “Implements of the worship of Godown, as I still wear, my lord. The item from the priest of Selkow is now in the portable chapel of St. Gerald that is in the care of Archduke Lewis.” She added, “If I and the men with me have encountered too many Sworn Acolytes and priests, then please recall my lords, your majesty, that we fight on the border, which as Count Windthorst himself often reminds us, is porous.” And how did you know about that star blade? Aquila said he wouldn’t mention it in his reports until he’d told one of the royal archdukes.


  
He flushed, glaring at her. “Then I will remind you that the empire’s western border is also in danger, and you still have connections to the people endangering that border.”



  
“I will have that connection so long as my mother remains within the borders of Frankonia, my lord. Surely you do not expect a young woman to sever ties with the woman who gave her life and supported her through childhood?” As if one unanswered letter to her a year ago is communication. Two of the judges nodded, as if agreeing that of course a gently reared young woman would cling to her mother.



  
She waited for Windthorst to make the next accusation. He returned to his original theme, launching, “No woman fights without cause, Elizabeth of Frankonia. And it is well known that you are the only woman to survive so many encounters with the Turkowi. That can only…” 



  
 “I fight for those who cannot, my lord, as Godown has willed,” she interrupted him, seizing her chance. “Innocents like the Windthorst women whose bodies we found near the Dividing Range.”



  
He jerked as if slapped. “No women have been taken from my lands.”



  
“That may be so, my lord, but the bodies of three women wearing Windthorst colors have been found near Starland and Jones lands. One died by her own hand before she could be rescued, one perished as a sacrifice, may Godown have mercy, and another found a way to blow a Turkowi depot to bits, killing the priest who had slaughtered her Windthorst sister.” Elizabeth shook as she recited her findings. For the first time since the interrogation began, Rudolph of Babenburg showed a flicker of emotion. The three judges whispered to each other and looked horrified at her charge. 



  
“You lie,” Windthorst snarled. “Traitor!”



  
“Why were the women not reported missing, my lord? Why would Turkowi dress eastern women in Windthorst garb? If they want to intimidate the locals and claim the land, why not just kill Starland or Jones women, as they have done in the past? And if I am a traitor, why did I risk my life fighting to keep the Turkowi from flanking his grace Archduke Lewis’s troops at Kidron Valley? My arm and broken ribs, and his majesty’s dead horse, vouch for that, as will the men who served under my command.” She pressed her argument, somehow keeping her voice calm and her temper in check despite her anger. “And who changed the seal on his grace the Archduke’s report and tampered with the saddlebag?”



  
“Liar. Oath-breaker twice over,” he challenged. “No one changed the seals.” He’d begun to tremble, apparently overwhelmed by righteous indignation. She knew better.



  
Before she could rebut his charge, someone knocked on the door behind her. The guards pulled her out of the way, opposite the priest, and the door opened. She could have fainted with joy as Archduke Lewis strode in. He stopped, bowing to his elder brother. “Your majesty. I report as ordered.”



  
Count Windthorst gaped, caught by surprise, but recovered quickly. “Your grace is in time to prove my accusations true.”



  
“And what accusations are those, Eric?” 



  
“That Elizabeth of Frankonia passed information to the Turkowi and assisted them at the battle, allowing them to flank Count Montoya’s forces.”



  
Lewis turned and looked at Elizabeth, then turned back to his brother. “Your majesty?”



  
Rudolph broke his silence for the first time. “You may speak, Lewis.”



  
“Thank you.” Lewis took a step forward and faced the count. “Instead of proving your accusations, I would rather know how you learned details about the battle before any official reports have been released, Count Windthorst.”



  
“My men told me the results, after they brought in the traitor.” Windthorst gathered himself and Elizabeth bristled, sensing trouble. 



  
“Ah. Indeed.” Lewis walked up to the table and pointed to the report. “And who removed my seal from the report?”



  
Windthorst pointed to Elizabeth. As he did, she saw him touching something under his coat with his other hand.



  
One of the blue-clad judges asked Elizabeth, “Do you have proof of your claim about women being taken from Windthorst lands? That is a grave accusation,” he warned her.



  
“I do not, but his grace Archduke Lewis does. The evidence I found I gave to him. And I gave word and warning to Prince Ryszard Sobieski-Pilza.”



  
The judge bowed a little to the Archduke. “Your grace, do you have such proof?”



  
“Yes.” He pulled the pouch out of his jacket pocket and tossed it to the judge. The noble opened it and showed the contents to his fellow judges. The men’s eyes went wide as they saw the embroidery and the two badges.



  
“Where did these come from?” The black-coated judge demanded of Elizabeth, holding up a Windthorst badge.



  
“They came from a Turkowi on Starland land, near Klar. He belonged to the group whose captive killed herself.” Elizabeth held her breath as the room fell silent. Rudolph reached out his hand and the judge handed him the evidence. The emperor turned over the badges, and his eyes widened, then narrowed. He’s seen the hallmark, Elizabeth thought. Please, Godown, please may he believe me.


  
“Count Windthorst, why did you not report someone impersonating your men and attacking your women?” Rudolph sounded calm and mild, but Elizabeth shivered. 



  
Windthorst snarled in the back of his throat. At the sound, Lewis turned and took two paces towards the count. Windthorst’s hand slipped under his coat again and he began drawing something black out of an inside pocket. Lewis moved faster than fast. He charged forward, grabbing the weaker man, twisting his wrist and forcing him to drop a heavy, narrow black object. The knife skittered across the floor.



  
The judges backed away, putting another meter between themselves and the item as the priest jumped up, setting the copy of the scriptures on the seat and hurrying over to the knife. He prayed over it, then started to dab it with holy oil even as Lewis and Windthorst struggled. “No!” Windthorst cried out, lunging forward, trying to stop the priest, but all four guards joined Archduke Lewis, grabbing the count’s arms and holding him back. The priest made the sign of St. Gerald before confirming, “Your majesty, it is a star knife.”



  
Elizabeth felt herself getting light headed and remembered that she needed to breathe. She turned away from the struggle at the head of the room and closed her eyes, trying to wish the star knife and all that it signified out of the chamber. A dull thump sounded from behind her but she kept her eyes closed.



  
“Lady Sarmas?” She looked up. Lewis of Babenburg put his hand on her shoulder. “Come with me.” He pushed her out the door into the waiting room, then to the right. She found herself in a small chamber decorated in warm browns and golds. “Sit before you fall over, Elizabeth.” She sat, then rose again a few moments later and staggered. Lewis steadied her as Emperor Rudolph, the judges, and the priest, joined them. 



  
“What is your decision?” Rudolph asked the three nobles.



  
“We find Elizabeth von Sarmas not guilty of the charges presented against her. We find Eric Windthorst guilty of high treason and of being an accessory to heresy.” The judge in blue nodded to Elizabeth.



  
“Good. Thank you for your service, my lords, and you are dismissed. Please write your decision as soon as possible,” Rudolph ordered, smiling. “Thank you Fr. Michael, for your quick response. I will join you in the chapel.” After they left, he waved his hand at Elizabeth before sinking into a lushly upholstered chair. “Sit, sit, please, before you pass out. You too, Looie.”



  
Elizabeth felt herself trembling from hunger and reaction, and clasped her hands in her lap to hide them. The three sat in silence, thinking about the past hour. Finally Lewis spoke. “So, my lord, are you going to have the court room exorcised?”



  
“No. I think a blessing should be sufficient to allay anyone’s concerns. If he’d managed to draw that thing, then yes,” Rudolph sighed, scrubbing his face with his hand. “Otherwise they’d be burning incense in there for a year.”



  
After another silence, the men turned to Elizabeth, sitting in the chair by the door and still shaking. “Lady Elizabeth,” Rudolph began, “Is there anything you want?”



  
“Breakfast and my mule,” she blurted. “Your majesty, I want Snowy,” and to her shame and surprise she burst into tears, almost hysterical. She buried her face in her hands.



  
Lewis said something to the emperor, and Rudolph was gone by the time Elizabeth managed to regain her composure. A servant handed her a damp towel to wipe her face and nose with. Not long after she settled down, hot tea and luscious white rolls appeared, along with butter, paper-thin ham slices, and jam. 



  
Once she’d eaten, Elizabeth followed Lewis and a squad of soldiers back to the courtyard of Windthorst House. She and the archduke waited there while the royal guards searched the building. “Hee-haw! Hee-haw!” She heard hooves on stone and spun around to see Snowy charging down on her. She caught the white beast and hugged his neck, sobbing into his rough coat.



  
Prince Alois, Rudolph’s second son, rode into the courtyard. “You are relieved, uncle,” he called to Lewis. Alois stayed at Windthorst House as soldiers searched it top to bottom. Lewis and Archduchess Marinka, the youngest of the Babenburg siblings and the wife of Duke Martin of Blackford, escorted Elizabeth to the palace. Elizabeth insisted on staying near Snowy until she’d led him into a guarded paddock. Then she ate a hearty dinner and took a real bath. One of the ladies-in-waiting helped trim her hair, and after a few discreet words, a servant appeared with some of the clothes Elizabeth had left at Starland House. By the time of her late afternoon meeting with the emperor and his advisors, Elizabeth looked, felt, and smelled much better.



  
This time, they met in one of the audience rooms, decorated in Babenburg blue. Archduke Lewis stood at Rudolph’s left shoulder. Elizabeth did not recognize the other four men, aside from the black-clad judge, who smiled at her when she curtsied to the group. “Elizabeth von Sarmas, you have been acquitted of all charges brought against you,” a stocky, bald man in a grey coat and blue vest informed her. “In addition, you are owed a debt of thanks for both your service to the crown and for revealing a traitor and spy within the court.” Rudolph nodded at the words and Lewis winked, flashing a quick half-smile. “Have you any request to make?”



  
Caught completely by surprise, Elizabeth shook her head. “No, your majesty, my lords.” As she spoke an idea popped into her head and she added, “Except perhaps a suggestion?”



  
“And that is?”



  
“That the soldiers previously serving Windthorst be assigned to multiple units within the combined armies of the empire. It is a waste of resources to have able-bodied men clattering around and not doing anything useful.” And if they are scattered out, they can be cured of their stupidity. Maybe. Captain Switchlizard might be beyond help.


  
“We will take that under advisement,” Rudolph agreed. 



  
Elizabeth hesitated, then broached the question that had bothered her since first meeting the Windthorst troops. “Pardon my boldness, your majesty, my lords, but is it true that the warrant for my arrest was signed by both the traitor and her majesty Queen Margaretha?”



  
Rudolph paled, as did his brother, then both flushed red with anger. “No. The creature claimed that?” Lewis demanded.



  
“Yes, your grace, when he first attempted to take me into custody.”



  
“No wonder he was so interested in keeping you in the field,” Rudolph growled to Lewis.



  
“And that explains why his people refused to show me the documents and warrants for Lady Elizabeth’s arrest. I could have spotted the forgery, if he truly included her majesty’s signature on the warrants.” Lewis’s eyes narrowed. “I believe Prince Alois will need to collect every scrap of paper in Windthorst House and in the foreign office files, your majesty.”



  
“Indeed. You are dismissed, Lady Elizabeth. You will find quarters prepared for you, and material for writing your battle report,” Rudolph told her. 



  
She managed to stifle her groan as she curtsied and departed. Lord Armstrong was right. No good deed goes unpunished.
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  Chapter 11: A Place in the World


  
Two weeks later Elizabeth stared at the words on an ornately written page, then looked up at Aquila Starland, Archduke Arpad, and the others. She pointed to herself, eyebrows raised, stunned speechless by what she’d just read.



  
“Yes, you, Lady, or should I say Countess, Elizabeth of Windthorst, if you choose to use the title,” Arpad laughed.



  
That broke the spell. “No, thank you, your grace. I do not want to cause a diplomatic incident with the Grand Duchy of Sarmas. I prefer Lady Elizabeth von Sarmas.” She looked back at the document, adding with a sense of relief, “Besides, your grace, the Windthorst holdings still belong to the crown. I’m not old enough to claim them in my own name.”



  
They had gathered in one of the many small parlors within the Babenburg Palace, this one not far from the stables. The blue and grey colors soothed the eye, and the furnishings could withstand people in boots, which described everyone present. Aquila, reading over her shoulder, frowned before nodding his agreement. “That’s right. The law says that, since you are not a legally confirmed heir, you must be twenty one, unless you marry someone of age who is approved by his majesty or by one of the emperor’s deputies, such as me or his grace.”



  
“And as much as I admire Matthew, he’s taken, and I do not want you as my father-in-law, your grace.”



  
“And I’m not making a cradle betrothal, either.” Aquila chuckled.



  
Arpad backed up, hands spread. “Do not give my honored brother ideas, please.”



  
“Your grace, I will do my best not to.” She looked back at the document and sighed. “His majesty has given me more than enough to do as it is.” She had no illusions as to what she might find in the Windthorst lands, now hers by default: hostility, incompetence, traps, more missing people, and probably bad bookkeeping. 



  
“Speaking of ideas, Elizabeth, do you have any ideas as to what you want to do with Windthorst House?” Aquila gave her a shrewd look.



  
“Nothing yet, your grace.” She took a swallow of the spiced wine. “First I want it blessed. Then I am going through it room by room, from attic to cellars, making an inventory for his majesty, and for anyone else who has a claim against the late count.” There are at least four families who are owed blood-price for their daughters, and I wager relatives will squirm out of the woodwork as soon as the news of his death becomes widespread. She drank more wine. “Once all that is done, and repairs and redecoration has been finished, I might allow people to borrow parts for, oh, housing excess relatives or special events.”



  
“And once you get the lands inspected, next spring you will go north, with Lord Matthew and Lady Miranda, to represent Starland and the crown at Miranda’s wedding,” Arpad informed her. “And to get to know Imre Sobieski-Corbin.”



  
“And I doubt that Tayyip the Invincible is going to roll over and turn peace-loving,” Aquila reminded them. 



  
“Or that Laurence V will be struck with sudden-onset wisdom,” Elizabeth muttered under her breath. The men pretended not to hear her words. She finished her wine, waving off the servant who proffered a refill. “And then there’s the mule project.”



  
Arpad gave her a confused look. Then his blue eyes lit up as he remembered. “Oh yes, Lewis’s fantastic idea for improving the quality of the empire’s mules. Using Lady Sarmas’s expertise in training and raising said animals.”



  
“Indeed?” Aquila took more wine.



  
Elizabeth poured water into her glass. “Apparently Archduke Lewis has decided that Lazlo Destefani’s warning about crossing mammoth jacks and Oberlanders does not apply to royalty,” she shuddered. “He’s looking at bloodlines as we speak.”



  
Aquila’s eyes danced and he smiled broadly. “So you get to spend the next years dealing with jackasses on a daily basis. Welcome to administration, Lady Elizabeth.” As she groaned, he added, “Oh, and I’m sending you Lazlo, Gary, and a few others to help you keep order, and so you will have a core of men for training the Windthorst soldiers.”



  
“Which, all jokes about jacks aside, should be your first priority, Lady Elizabeth,” Arpad warned.



  
She nodded. “Yes, it will, your grace, because I suspect that neither Tayyip nor Laurence will take the Kidron Valley defeat well.”



  
The three soldiers ate more of the savory sausage bites and late-season tomatoes. “And you must learn more about artillery, Elizabeth,” Aquila reminded her. “As well as getting a new warhorse.”



  
All the things she needed to do, Elizabeth sighed, her head spinning. She felt much as she had when she and Snowy plunged into Martin’s River, water frothing over her head. But she’d survived that, and everything else thus far. Holy Godown, I do not know what You want from me, but I will try to do whatever You ask. And that was all that Godown wanted of His servants, she knew. That thought comforted her. 



  
“So, while we are thinking of pedigrees, Lady Elizabeth,” Arpad began with a wink. “Are you prepared to start fending off offers of marriage?”



  
She stared at him until she realized that he was serious. Then she laughed so hard that tears streamed down her face and her ribs ached. With my face and reputation? ’Tis to laugh indeed. “Your grace, the young men of court are safe, at least for the near future.”



  
Someone knocked on the door and a servant opened it. A stable servant bowed. “Your pardon Archduke, Duke, my lady, but my lady?”



  
“Yes?”



  
“You need to come to the stables. Your mule tried to eat Archduchess Marinka’s youngest son.”



  
Now the men laughed as she turned beet red and covered her face with her hands. Aquila squeezed her shoulder. “I hope someone tells his grace Archduke Lewis about this.”



  
“Don’t give him ideas about war mules, please, you grace! By your leave?” The men nodded.



  
“Come back when you finish rescuing the killer mule from that dangerous eight-year-old,” Aquila told her. “There’s a lot you need to know.”



  
She curtsied, then followed the servant, thinking, Yes, there is, and Godown willing I’ll learn it and make you proud, your grace.


  
Here Ends Part the First of the Tale of Elizabeth von Sarmas
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