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To all who step into the breach. Thank you.


  


  Blackbird


  
    
There is a tale from the Time of Trials that says: In the beginning, Selkow the Beautiful and Her consort danced the world into being. But his works fell short of Her perfection, and when he would not change his steps, she dismissed him. With his final dance he created the birds, and the last bird came into being black, as black as soot and a night without stars, ugly and ignorant. The other birds, offended by this disgrace, attacked the black bird, seeking to drive him away. But he fought back, scattering black feathers until at last, surrounded and alone, he lay near death. Selkow in Her mercy and grace respected his bravery and determination, flawed though he was, and set the black bird into the night sky, where he flies to this day, imperfect but courageous. Thus should all Selkow’s children respect true foes, even those who refuse to admit the error of their existence.



    
—An excerpt from “The Dance of Creation” in Tarya’s Book of Nights

  


  [image: 1: Young Men and Old Tales]


  
Matthew fought off a yawn. He did not want another whipping. But Master Frank had a gift: he made running battles and constant warfare boring. Talk about the fights, about how my father saved Morloke. That’s what’s important. But no.



  
“… and in the face of such gross misbehavior and breach of faith, the Oligarchs, in their wisdom, had no choice but to separate from the Merchants’ Council. As a result, what had been the Commonwealth of Floritura became Morloke, to the north, and Scheel in the south. The Merchants’ Council paid for their folly, however, losing more than just their prosperity in trade and the northern mines. The Turkowi took advantage of their foolishness and began devouring Scheel, claiming more land and souls each year. For this reason …” Master Frank droned on, reciting a tale that Matthew and his brother Leopold knew by heart.



  I could recite this in my sleep, Matthew Charles Malatesta grumbled, no longer even bothering to pretend to pay attention to their tutor. His father married Duke Sarmas’s daughter because she had a claim on Tivolia as dower right after Duke Tillson rejected her but kept her dowry, and the Oligarchs invited Captain Anthony Malatesta to lead the militia and other soldiers because none of them had any experience with fighting off more than caravan robbers. And then the Oligarchs got mad when Malatesta began running other parts of the government because they couldn’t agree on how best to deal with civil war on one border and the Turkowi monsters on the other, and the Eastern Empire salivating over Morloke like a dog eyeing a roast as the cooks fight. Especially once his father reunited the remains of Scheel with Morloke, after the Turkowi swallowed everything south of the Morpalo River five years ago.



  
At least, that’s the version Matthew had read in a letter one of his father’s old soldiers had given him and Leopold Anthony. Age twelve and already experienced in the ways of deceit, Matthew suspected the letter had the right of it. His older brother Leopold, the heir, argued for a more moderate view. “No one has all the truth, Mattje,” Leo reminded him at least once a week. Matthew, playing with his penknife as the tutor droned on and flies buzzed against the closed window, knew better.



  
Matthew brought his drifting thoughts back to the present. He fixed an expression of polite interest on his face as his mind wandered around the stuffy, over-warm, dark chamber along with his eyes. Although shelves lined two and a half walls of the designated schoolroom, a former storage area for high-value goods, only a dozen or perhaps a score of books leaned against each other and against the ends of the shelves, as if looking for support and protection from the ignorance surrounding them. Matthew had already read four of the books, two about religion, one about farming, and a collection of lurid tales about the Founders, the Landers, and the Great Fires. Master Frank had thrashed him when he caught Matthew asking Leopold about one of the stories in the Great Fires book. “That is knowledge for adults!” the ferocious, balding man had snarled, lashing Matthew’s back with the wooden rod with each word. “You know you are not allowed to read anything unless I or Father Matyas give it to you.” Father Matyas Sebok never gives us anything but passages from the Holy Writ to read, and those about obedience and discerning a sacred vocation. But by then Matthew knew better than to talk back if he wanted to be able to sit down or to have anything besides bread and water for his next two meals.



  There must be more books in this world, he mused, pretending to take notes as Master Frank shuffled the pages in his hand, looking for his next lesson topic. I wonder if the stories about the Imperial Library in Vindobona are true? Lt. Klaus said he heard that they have books that the Landers brought, and copies of works from Old Earth, as well as all sorts of other things, religious and worldly. Matthew imagined what the room would look like, full of books besides the heavy brown business ledgers and copies of the Holy Writ. Maybe that’s what Godown’s house is like—all books ever written and all the time you need to read them.


  
“Matthew Charles Malatesta, what are you thinking about?” Master Frank demanded, slamming his notes down in front of the boy.



  
“Godown’s kingdom and the duties of the faithful,” he answered with almost-complete honesty.



  
The tutor blinked, but accepted the answer. “That is good. But now you need to get out your math work.” At the other end of the table, Leopold groaned quietly, but not quietly enough. “What’s this?” Master Frank pounced on Leo’s work, carried it over to the nailed-shut window to read the small, faint handwriting. “You skipped half the assignment, Leopold Anthony.”



  
“I’m sorry, Master Frank. I spent too much time on reading Papa’s latest letter, the one that came five days ago.”



  Oh Leo, you shouldn’t have said that. He’s not supposed to know that we got one in between months. Their guardian had arranged a strict regimen of when they could read their father’s letters. One every other month, no matter when it arrived, because he didn’t want the boys “distracted from their studies.” But one of the servants, new to Damian Cevasco’s household, had given them the most recent missive and they’d devoured the news of the battles won and of events on the Tivolian border. I’d better deflect him before Frank tells Master Cevasco.


  
“What is going on in Tivolia, Master Frank?” Leopold asked before Matthew could intervene. “Father says he’s closer to securing enough land to balance our mother’s dowry, and that we should begin having more income of our own, even before campaign season ends this year. Does that mean he’s finally defeated Duke Mischa Tillson?”



  
“No!” Master Frank’s face turned red as he roared, “No, it does not. It means your father is a liar who can’t be content with what Godown has so generously given him, and that he is waging war on his own behalf at the Oligarchs’ expense, ruining good people like the generous Master Cevasco and bringing nothing but grief to Morloke and Scheel and Tivolia as well.” He paused, panting, “Your father would do better going south, fighting the Turkowi and reconquering all of Scheel.”



  
“Thank you, Master Frank,” Matthew interjected, trying to keep his voice low and calm. “As you have taught us several times, leaders should only go to war in the most grave of situations, such as an invasion by the Turkowi or to defend their homes and families against outsiders. A good governor is strong without needing to fight, but is prepared to use that strength as a last resort. Godown blesses the peacemaker,” even when he makes peace by beating the bad man into submission.


  
Grey replaced red in the tutor’s face, and he leaned against the end of the boys’ table. “That is correct. The way of Godown is peace, and trade is preferable to war.” He ducked his head, trying to catch his breath, and Matthew heard Leo inhale to speak.



  
Matthew kicked his brother as hard as he could, and mouthed, “Don’t set him off again.” Leo gave his younger brother a dirty look but kept quiet for the rest of the math lesson.



  
Damian Cevasco, their temporary guardian, had guests visiting for supper that night, so as soon as the boys finished the classroom work and their afternoon riding and fighting lessons with the Morloke City guard, they washed and dressed for supper. Matthew finished retying the laces on his shirt after getting them uneven, becoming frustrated, and almost tearing the fine, thin fabric. As Leo brushed and tied back his shoulder-length dark hair, Matthew wondered yet again how they could look so different. Leo’s dark eyes, tan skin, and dark brown hair with hints of red made him look like their father’s mother, or so their father claimed. Matthew resembled a ghost in comparison, with pale skin, pale blue eyes, and hair just a little darker than white-blond. But both boys shared square faces, broad shoulders, and more torso than leg, at least for the moment. Mistress Cevasco lamented frequently about the prospect of trying to keep them in trousers once they started growing again.



  
That night, after they retreated to their small, stuffy room and chased off the last lingering servant, Matthew and Leo compared notes. “I don’t like Eduardo Madau,” Matthew stated, looking up at the shadows between the ceiling beams. “He’s slimy.”



  
“Yeah, the same way Master Astai is, but not exactly. Lucan Astai just puts hands on anyone wearing a skirt that isn’t married to a master or doesn’t look older than his mother. Madau … ugh,” Matthew could almost hear Leo wrinkling his nose. “Glad we don’t have to be nice to him more often.”



  
“Oh yeah.”



  
After a long bit of quiet, Matthew heard the sound of ropes creaking and grass rustling as Leo shifted on his bed. “Master Cevasco shouldn’t have laughed at Orzatti’s saying mother cuckolded Papa.”



  
Matthew’s jaw clenched. “No, he should not. Papa and Mother both swear we are their children, just like Ann was.” Matthew made St. Foy’s fluttering hand sign. He barely remembered Ann, born after him. She’d lived less than a year, dying of the summer complaint like so many babies did. “That should be enough for everyone. Even Fr. Matyas agrees that we are our parents’ children, born to a legal marriage.”



  
“Was Orzatti right about trouble from the Empire?”



  
Matthew shrugged in the darkness. “I don’t know. Master Frank says the Imperials want to take over Tivolia and Scheel and Morloke and Polonia. Papa says the Imperials have too much to do with the Turkowi on the other side of the hills east of us to stick their noses into Tivolia, Scheel, and Morloke.”



  
Leo thought about it. “Well, I overheard Master Colella saying that no one in their right mind would want to get involved in Tivolia, since Duke Mischa is as mad as his uncle was and that his sons are going to be fighting over the duchy. And everyone knows the Babenburgs are greedy but not stupid, so I think that means that Master Orzatti was wrong. Again. I wish we could go with Father.” Matthew frowned at the raw contempt in his older brother’s voice. They’d been surprised by servants before, and he didn’t want to get another beating or lecture or both about treating the Oligarchs as equals, to be obeyed unless it was a matter of war.



  You know why we are not with Father, Matthew thought at his brother. Master Cevasco and the others said it was because the brothers were too young and inexperienced to fight alongside Capt. Malatesta. Lieutenant Will Klaus knew better and had told Matthew the truth: he and Leo were hostages so their father didn’t try to overthrow the Oligarchs or make a bargain with the Turkowi. And Mother is not well, and is in a Sisters’ Home, and we’re boys, so we’re here. He did not like it one bit, and wanted to be almost anywhere else, but after the beating Leo got the last time he tried to run away, four years ago, Matthew knew better than to try. We’ll be old enough to be on our own in two years, Leo. Be patient and learn, he recited. They had to know their enemies as well as their friends, like Leo had studied the miller’s sons before he taught them to leave him and Matthew alone.
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Matthew woke very early the next morning. Unable to get back to sleep, he dressed and slipped down the stairs, tip-toeing so he wouldn’t wake any of the servants or Master Cevasco’s family. He crept down the hall to Cevasco’s business office and eased the golden oak door open, praying it would not creak this time. He discovered that the servants had polished and oiled the hinges in preparation for the previous night’s guild gathering and it opened without a sound. Matthew squeezed in through the part-open door and wove past piles of traveling cases, stacks of ledgers, and Cevasco’s desk until he reached the wall opposite the windows. A large map hung from rings on the wall and Matthew studied his world by the light of false dawn and the fading moon.



  
Morloke and Scheel sat between the sea and the hills, with the great Morpalo River to the south, and the plains of the Magvi horsemen south of that. East of the hills, the Donau Novi River cut a deep, dry valley as it ran southeast to the sea. The Dividing Range, enormous, snow-covered mountains, marched parallel to the river almost to the edge of the Empire before turning due north and making a wall between the grass plains of the east and the Empire. The Dividing Range faded out at the Tongue Sea, an extension of the northern ocean of wild storms, huge fish, and the barbarian city-states of the northern coast. Well, Fr. Matyas says they are barbarians because they live where the sky-fires dance every winter and so they must be at least part heretic. But since Godown lets them live, I don’t understand why he says they are heretics. Between the northern cities and the Donau Novi, the map showed lots of small cities, the grasslands claimed by the Poloki, and the Eastern Empire.



  
As he looked at the gold-colored mark for the city of Vindobona, Matthew wondered again about the stories he’d heard. He didn’t think the city had streets paved with precious stones, or that the cathedral of St. Gerald glowed in the dark. But if even half the stories about the library and records there were true, it must be a wonderful place. And one trader swore they had painted pictures on the walls that dated to before the Great Fires, and fountains of clean water, so clean anyone could drink from them without fear of illness. Matthew dreamed of a place like that, of books and pictures and people who let you read if you wanted to, to learn about old and new things both. Maybe when he was older, he could go and see.



  
West of the Empire, the Triangle Range divided the Freistaadter from the cities of the Empire and eventually the Kingdom of Frankonia. More port cities, including the Sea Republics and New Dalfa, dotted the northwest coast. South of the Triangle Range, the Martins River separated Frankonia from the Freistaadter and Sarmas. Matthew vaguely understood why his grandfather and father claimed chunks of Tivolia, the duchy between the Freistaadter, the Triangles, and Morloke, but it didn’t make much sense, since Sarmas lay so far from Tivolia. Independent small cities and counties filled in most of the southern peninsula, where people grew spices, cotton, and even silk, and made glass much fancier than even Master Astai’s workshops could produce. Matthew studied the map, wondering where his father was, and if his mother had a map like this one.



  
Then he snuck back up to his and Leo’s room. Master Cevasco did not want to see either boy during business hours. Matthew didn’t want to see his guardian the morning after a guild masters’ meeting. Mistress Cevasco kept a tight stopper in the household’s wine and liquor casks most of the time, but when she opened them Master Cevasco helped himself freely. Matthew preferred the small beer the family drank for every day, but didn’t say that. Anything he liked seemed to stop or to come less frequently, aside from necessities like boots and clothing. Matthew washed his hands again and opened the small window at the gable end of the room before shaking out his sheets and blanket. A servant would do the rest, but he preferred to air out the bedding himself. Leo rolled over but refused to stir. Matthew looked at the remaining water in the wash pitcher, then back at his brother. Should I? Tomorrow. The household wash is tomorrow, so wetting him and the blanket won’t cause as much fuss then.
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On washday, Mistress Cevasco and the woman servants drove the men out of the house, one way or another. Master Frank confessed to feeling ill, so Matthew and Leopold rode west to Greyville with one manservant to deliver some goods for Master Cevasco. The master and his sons, Andre, Geraldo, and Tomasso, locked themselves in the storage rooms to do inventory. The menfolk always woke well before dawn, ate a cold breakfast of bread, sausage, and cheese, bolted down their hot chokofee, and then scattered before the women began work. Matthew knew from experience that rank meant nothing when Mistress Cevasco, Miss Martine Cevasco, or any of the Oligarch’s ladies determined to clean the household linen. He and Leo had hauled baskets of wet fabric, stirred boiling clothes, and chopped wood those few days when they didn’t find ways to get out of sight fast enough. And Godown help anyone caught empty handed the two times a year the women cleaned the entire house!



  
“I’m glad the mistress only does wash once a month in summer and every-other month in winter,” Leo admitted as they tacked up their horses.



  
“Me too.” Matthew liked clean clothes, but not the work required to get them that way.



  
They and Carl, the servant assigned to deliver the load of heavy weight woolen cloth to Greyville, set out as soon as the apprentices finished loading the cart. Their horses’ hoofs clopped on the cobblestones of lane between the residences of the most prosperous merchants of Morloke City, spooking a few yard birds and drawing the attention of other early risers.



  
Apprentices and serving girls cleaned the front steps of the houses and shops, opening foldout tables to display cheaper wares and preparing for business. Like many of the other merchants living around him, Master Cevasco’s office and business occupied two-thirds of the ground floor of his home, with living quarters above and behind. A few houses boasted decorations scratched or painted into the smooth plastered fronts of the buildings, mostly images of saints or of the owner’s business. By now all the wooden buildings sported plaster-covered walls and stone or tile roofs. The city council had banned exposed straw and wood within the walls because of fire, or so Master Frank had told his charges as he made them recite the laws from memory. A dung cart rolled past, followed by the nightsoil wagon, and Leo wrinkled his nose. “They say the Imperials just dump their slops in the river,” he informed his brother.



  
Matthew shrugged. “Lucky them. Maybe their farmers won’t buy it.”



  
“Or the so-called emperor thinks his shit doesn’t stink,” Carl grumbled from the seat of the wagon. “His nor his jumped-up shit-digger court neither.”



  
Leo laughed. Matthew pretended not to hear the old man’s grumbling. Just be glad you are on your way out of Morloke City and without Master Frank droning on about everything all day. The gate guard recognized them and Master Cevasco’s wagon and waved them out into the already-warm morning. Once free of the walls, Matthew tipped his head back so he could see the sky from under his hat.



  Hot and wet today he thought. White haze covered what he could see through the trees along the road, and when he looked to the side, between the trees and across the fields around the walls, thinning white mist washed to the edge of the ground. A little wind moved the leaves on the tops of the trees, but not enough to make the city banners on top of the grey and brown wall do more than shift on their poles when he twisted around in the saddle to look behind him.



  
“Storms and wet, and hot,” Carl confirmed with a morose sigh. “My knee says so.” Leo nodded in solemn agreement.



  As long as it hits after we make the delivery. I don’t want to be around Master Cevasco if his wool gets wet. Matthew didn’t want to be around Master Cevasco at all, truth be told. He wanted to be with his father, riding and learning the ways of war, not studying bookkeeping and trade laws. But he and Leo were hostages for his father’s good behavior, whatever “good behavior” meant. Next year, after Papa comes back and I get bigger and I can show him how well I can fight, then Leo and I will be able to ride out with him and his men. After all, Leo was old enough to marry and should be fighting, not stuck in a classroom. And Matthew could already read and write and do math. What more did he need to learn?



  
As they rode, Matthew studied the land, imagining how he would move troops, and what he’d do if the Turkowi or the Imperials attacked. He knew from his father’s letters that you tried to keep the higher ground, and that pikes could hold off cavalry as long as no one broke rank and ran, and that if you could fool your enemy into attacking you when and where you wanted, Godown would be more likely to reward you with a victory. He wanted to talk to Leo about it, and glanced over at Carl. The sour-faced man glared back at him from under his crude straw hat, and Matthew decided against saying anything. Carl was the kind to report everything to Master Frank and Master Cevasco, or to Mistress Cevasco if the boys eyed a girl or “wasted” their few coins on sweets or beer. Mother wouldn’t mind, Matthew grumbled.



  
They made the delivery without incident and returned to Morloke City at a faster pace despite the sticky heat. The birds flew low above the trees lining the business road, and singing lizards droned from ponds and damp spots, sure signs of rain coming. The wind shifted this way and that, like a girl trying to decide which ribbon to buy. Carl urged the old wagon horse to a fast walk, and grumbled about late summer rains. “Ruin the crops they will, make the wheat water-heavy and nothing but marsh wheat again and that damn quinley. Wash the sweet out of the grapes, too, it will, St. Marko as my witness.”



  
Leo grinned at Matthew and mouthed something rude-looking. Matthew nodded. Carl wouldn’t know good from bad wine if the bottle hit him over the head and danced on the table in front of him. Mistress Cevasco and the innkeeper at the Grey Mule saw to that, or so Matthew had heard Lt. Klaus whispering to one of the guardsmen.



  
The white sky darkened to light grey, and the last bit of wind died. “Uh oh,” Leo groaned. “I think the rain found us.”



  
Carl turned in the wagon seat, looking behind, then around them. The sky grumbled, faintly, somewhere. “By St. Michael-Herdsman, we’re going to get wet, damn it all.” He crammed his hat lower on his tangled hair and hunched his shoulders. They’d gone another kilometer when the first gust of rain-wind washed up from behind them, spooking their horses and making the branches of the trees hiss and sway. “’Tis a bad sign, boys, bad indeed.” He made St. Gerald’s bridge and urged the sturdy gelding to an even faster walk.



  
The horse responded by trotting. I didn’t think it could do that anymore! Taken by surprise at the acceleration, Matthew and Leo caught up to the wagon after a short distance. They could just see the walls of Morloke City when the rain slammed down onto them, a steady, warm, windless rain that promised to last for hours. I hope Mistress Cevasco got everything inside, Matthew half-prayed.



  
She had. Inside the front hall, inside the kitchen and dining areas, inside the schoolroom, even inside the attics, where Matthew and Leo found sheets and shirts hanging from impromptu wash lines in their room. “Master Cevasco’s going to be pretty mad,” Leo observed.



  
He was. “Come with me,” the wide, short man demanded as soon as they finished drying off. Cevasco chased them into his office and slammed the door, making the panes of glass in the window shiver with the force of the wind from the door. “Letters. One from your father’s man and one from your uncle, now Duke Michael von Sarmas.”



  Duke Michael? Oh no. “What happened to His Grace Duke—” Leo began.



  
“The Ironhand is getting his rewards from Godown now,” Damian snapped, muttering under his breath, “and it’s about time, too.” Louder he said, “And your father has done well, and is sending more funds for your training and education. He’ll be here in a month, weather permitting, and assuming he doesn’t die of wound fever.” The round, pock-faced merchant tossed the folded packets of papers at Leo. “Here.”



  
Leo caught them and passed one to Matthew. He looked at the ducal seal on the outside and felt his temper rising when he saw it had been addressed to his father, but Damian had opened it anyway. Teeth clenched, Matthew unfolded the pages of creamy, thick paper and began reading.



  
“To Captain Anthony Malatesta, husband of Alice Kiara Von Sarmas and servant of His Grace Edmund Ironhand, greetings,” it began. “It is with heavy heart I write to inform you and my dear sister that our father, Godown be with him, has passed into Godown’s care.” It went on to describe the burial service and to tell Matthew’s father that the old duke had died in his sleep. “By his will and testament, he left nothing but her dower portion to Alice. To your sons Leopold Anthony and Matthew Charles, His Grace left four horses and two parcels of books, in total worth fifteen gold pieces, which will be delivered by his factor in Revanaar to Morloke City. May Godown bless you and them, and give my love and prayers for healing to my sister, your wife. By my hand and seal, Basil Anthony Edmund von Sarmas, by the grace of Godown Duke of Sarmas.”



  
Their inheritance and their father both arrived a month later. Matthew watched, nose mashed against the classroom window’s bubbly glass, as four men lifted Count Captain Malatesta out of a carriage and carried him into the house on a cool, crisp early fall afternoon. “Leo, Leo, what’s wrong with Father?” he hissed.



  
Instead, Master Frank’s hand caught his shoulder and spun Matthew around, then shoved him against the wall beside the window. “You’d do better to pray for your brother and mother than worry about your father. He’s with Godown in all but name,” the tutor spat. “The fool.”



  
“Count Captain Anthony Malatesta is not a fool!” Leo yelled, grabbing the older man and shaking him. “You apologize for that insult.”



  
Matthew twisted loose from the tutor’s grip, ducking someone’s wild swing. No, Leo, don’t, not now! He knew in his bones that something terrible waited for them if Leo goaded Master Cevasco and the other Oligarchs into anger now. The younger boy lunged for his brother, dragging him away from their tutor. “Not now,” he hissed. “We are the Ironhand’s grandsons. We decide when and where we fight.” He tried to sound big and grown-up.



  
His older brother shook him off but didn’t go after Master Frank again. For his part Master Frank kept his distance. “Come,” Leo ordered and they went down the stairs, following the bustle to the front guest room.



  
No one tried to stop them as they pushed past the servants and Mistress Cevasco to reach their father. Matthew took a deep breath and gagged. Even he knew that sweet-deadly scent—wound fever. He made St. Misha’s sign and forced himself closer to the form on the bed. “My lord father?” Leo asked.



  
Years later, Matthew understood his father’s pure force of will. Now he looked at a pale, gaunt relic of the big strong man he’d loved and worshipped and wondered how he could have traveled so far. His father’s black hair hung in dirty strings around a pale, thin face. Someone had draped a sheet over the man’s body, and Matthew’s eyes traced the line of an arm that stopped before the hand, and on to a leg that looked shorter than the other. “Father?” Leo asked again.



  
Count Anthony opened dark green eyes and gave his sons a weak smile. “I told you I’d come back to you and I kept my word,” a faint voice said. “Have you been good young men?”



  
“Yes, Father,” Leo gulped.



  
“Yes, sir,” Matthew averred, nodding so hard the room seemed to shake. He heard a commotion at the door and turned to see Damian Cevasco starting to enter the room, then stopping and spinning on one foot to bustle off up the hallway. Matthew turned back to his father.



  
“Good. You look well.” The dying man stopped for a moment, gathering his strength. “Leo, I need to speak with you. Matthew, if you would please excuse us.” The iron behind the polite request pushed Matthew out of the room. He bowed and tip-toed out. Servants gave him odd looks and a few tried to peer into the room. He shooed them off and for once they obeyed. That or they feared their employer’s wrath, because Cevasco came lumbering down the hall, fire snapping from his eyes.



  
“Your inheritance is standing outside the door. Your father had better have brought gold with him, because I’m not paying to feed those beasts.”



  
Matthew drew himself up and discovered that he now could see the top of Master Cevasco’s head. How dare you insult my Papa? He kept his voice low and cold, like Guard Sergeant Orrosco did when he was really, really mad. “My good Master Cevasco, Count Malatesta said he’d bring back gold, and he did. He is speaking with my brother at the moment, and once he’s spoken with me, I’m certain he will want to discuss any business matters you might have for him,” Matthew assured the increasingly surprised merchant. He kept his tone and bearing as formal as he could, as if he were speaking with his grandfather or even the Eastern Emperor. “As you know, Count Anthony Malatesta is a man of his word.”



  
“Yes, yes, he is,” Damian agreed, shrinking a little into himself. The door opened and Leo came out, gesturing for Matthew to enter. Matthew bowed a little to Master Cevasco and backed, then pivoted and went to kneel at his father’s side.



  
“I’m here, my lord father,” he told the figure on the bed.



  
“Good.” His father rested the stump of his wrist on Matthew’s head. “You are a man now, son. You must do a man’s duty for your mother, you and your brother both. And you must learn the art of war, because neither the Tivolians nor the Turkowi will rest quietly for much longer.”



  
The boy gulped. “Yes, father.”



  
“Good.” He heard his father breathing, heard the faint rasp under the usual sounds. “I wanted you to have Alice Kiara’s full inheritance, but I only regained half. That goes to Leopold, so I leave you all the books your uncle sent, and fifty more gold pieces. It’s all in my papers, with Lt. Klaus. Trust him as you trust Godown. And Matthew Charles, should you ever need a place of safety, Godown forbid, go to the Empire. Take your books if you can, but go to the Babenburgs. They owe your grandfather—and me—and they recognize gifts that the Oligarchs’ Council often overlooks.”



  
“The books and some gold, and if I have to, run to the Empire,” Matthew repeated around the rock that seemed to be filling his throat.



  
“Good boy. Try to keep Leopold out of trouble, if you can,” his father sighed. “He’s too much like his mother that way. She’s a wonderful woman, but Godown gave her a helping and a half of her father’s temper.”



  
“Yes, sir.”



  
The stump patted his head. “Thank you, Matthew. Now I need a word with Master Cevasco.” The iron returned to the voice and despite himself Matthew almost smiled. Someone’s going to be sorry they ever looked down on Count Anthony Malatesta.


  
Matthew got up, bowed deeply, and on impulse kissed his father’s arm just a little above the wrist. “I’ll get him.”



  
What Count Anthony and Master Cevasco discussed Matthew never knew, but judging by the suddenly improved treatment the man gave his wards, Matthew could guess. I wonder if Papa threatened to thrash Master Cevasco when he gets better? I want to see that. He imagined his father, strong and whole again, beating Master Frank and the merchant like they’d beaten the boys. Maybe he’ll make them go to bed without supper.


  
Four days later, Anthony Malatesta died of his injuries. “I’m amazed he lasted as long as he did,” the churigon admitted. “Most men would have died at least a month ago, even before traveling so far. He had a good churigon at the battle, whoever he was, and an iron will.”



  
“Like the old duke’s iron hand,” Master Cevasco grumbled. Matthew, hiding just out of sight around a bend in the hall, listened to the complaints. “Now I have to finish training the brats. At least some of the soldiers stayed around to help the city guard teach the military part, if they don’t drink themselves into the grave before the boys can learn something useful.”



  If they don’t drink your wine and beer before you can, you mean, Matthew thought. A hand gripped his shoulder and he smothered a yelp of surprise. Leo pulled him into one of the workrooms.



  
“Right. Father’s funeral is tomorrow. Where’s Mother?”



  
“I don’t know, Leo. Master Cevasco wouldn’t answer my questions.”



  
Leo straightened up, a dark look on his face that made Matthew nervous. “I’ll find out. And then we’ll see who is the man and who the master.”



  
“Not now, Leo, not now,” Matthew begged. “Please, don’t make the Oligarchs mad yet. Wait until after harvest, when I’ll be of age to help you.”



  
Matthew made St. Michael’s sign at his brother’s cold, bitter, calculating expression. “We’ll see who is the man and who the master,” Leopold repeated. “Come harvest.”
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“Come on, Red, just a little farther,” Matthew urged his horse. The bay gelding shook off the cold rain and plodded along, head low. At least the rain and bad roads slow down the Oligarch’s men, the young man thought. Please, St. Michael, please may we get through the hill without getting caught. Socks, his other horse, now laden with a few books, his clothes, and stolen rations, moved more easily through the mire. He’d never have guessed that the hills between Morloke and the Imperial lands had swamps in them, but he’d found one. Well, anything lower than the Dividing Range turned into a swamp or stream after four days of constant heavy rain, he snarled, angry at the weather and the Oligarchs both.



  
Damn it, he should have been on a battlefield in Tivolia or fighting the Turkowi again, not running for his life! Matthew barely ducked in time to dodge a whippy needle-leaf branch. Red scrambled for footing, then heaved himself up a small rocky lip and onto firmer ground. The goat or shahma trail ahead appeared to lead over the rim of the hills, which suited Matthew just fine. Master Madau wouldn’t expect Matthew to leave the roads, since he’d never do it himself. And Cevasco was so angry that he probably assumed that Matthew had headed west, to Sarmas or the Malatesta lands in Tivolia. Idiot. Leo was the one who acted before he thought. The memory made his heart sting and Matthew swallowed his anger and sorrow. Damn it Leo, I told you three and a half years ago not to piss off the Oligarchs! The memory of his brother dancing on the rope four meters above the ground, and of the Olgarchs’ satisfied looks, had chased Matthew north. I’ll show them.


  
That night he found an overhang and camped, risking a small fire so he could dry out enough to not get sick from the wet chill. Matthew made certain that Red and Socks had food and some shelter before tucking himself into the back of the half-cave. Bits of old fires and the smell of sheep suggested that other men used the dry niche on a regular basis. Shepherds are good. Shepherds don’t talk as long as you are on your way out of their territory and leave the flocks and herds alone.


  
Matthew poked at the fire, feeding a few more mostly-dry sticks into the dancing yellow flames. Pitchwood burned fast and hot, making a good starting fuel, but now he wanted something slower burning. It had taken some work before he’d found much wood dry enough to burn well. He ate cold camp bread and drank some water, and finally let himself mourn. Why’d you do it, Leo? Everyone knows not to push Madau, Cevasco, and Tibor Jaros like that unless you have overwhelming force on your side or a bottomless silver store. We could be doing something useful now, but no, you idiot. And you’d be alive. Matthew shivered, hugging himself as he tried to remember the good times and to blot out his last memory of Leopold Anthony Malatesta.



  
After their father’s death, Leo and Matthew had continued learning and training with their father’s soldiers and the Morloke City guard. The spring following their father’s death, once both boys had passed the age of majority, they’d ridden west, into Marteen, the land the count had wrested from the Duke of Tivolia. Matthew understood at once why his father had fought so fiercely for the rich county. Fat cattle, good crops, and prosperous farmers and townsfolk boded well for his and Leo’s future, at least until Matthew could find his own estate. Well, after I re-conquer Scheel south of the Morpalo River, maybe I’ll let one of Leo’s younger sons have a little for himself, if he earns it. Matthew accepted his father’s and uncle’s decision to give most of the land and wealth to Leo. After all, dividing properties led to nothing but poverty, as everyone knew. And the farmers and townsfolk of Marteen preferred to have Count Leopold Malatesta as their governor instead of Duke Misha Tillson, as long as Leo kept taxes low and the Turkowi out.



  
Matthew growled and added a stick to the small fire. It was the Turkowi who started everything going wrong, of course. He could still remember even the smells of the council room that next spring, when he was fourteen. A mixture of spring’s wet soil, garlic, and the herbs used to chase out the fug of too many people who washed their clothes with moth-killing oil had filled the close-packed chamber. Master Tibor Jaros, a spice merchant and now head of the Oligarchs’ Council, had frowned at Leo from the head of the long council table in the guildhall meeting room in the city hall at Morloke City. “There are reports of Turkowi north of the river in Scheel, Count Malatesta,” he’d half-whispered. His hissing voice, a legacy of surviving child-choke fever, bright narrow eyes, and long, thin fingers at the end of sinewy arms made him look like a snake. And Matthew trusted the man about as far as he’d trust a stink snake.



  
Leo, arms folded, had nodded. “They are going to try and interdict the trade route from New Dobri to Sabraton and north. Not only would it stop your goods, but also cuts off our access to the Freistaadter at the moment, since the overland route is,” he’d made a curving gesture with one hand before crossing his arms again. Matthew and several of the merchants had made saints’ signs, mostly St. Michael-Herdsman and St. Basil-Pastor. Rinderpest stalked the mountains between Tivolia and the Freistaadter, striking cattle and horses alike. Even the Turkowi steered clear, or so rumor had it, preferring to risk raiding the Empire via the dry, barren Donau Novi Valley to the east rather than lose all their animals to an invisible killer. That left sea trade, and New Dobri and Marksport all but overflowed with goods and people trying to get back and forth to and from the Thumb and places beyond. It would only get busier once the weather improved with summer, Matthew knew, making the trade routes rich pickings.



  
“Stop them,” Master Jaros hissed. Matthew put one hand on Leo’s shoulder as his older brother bristled at the command.



  
“I am aware of the agreement between the Counts of Malatesta and the Oligarchs’ Council, gentlemen,” Leo snarled, radiating affronted dignity. Several of the older men growled back at the young man’s tone. “I have already made plans and am hiring a troop of light cavalry and two of infantry to go south.” He glanced over his shoulder. On cue, Matthew pulled a small stack of papers out of a leather case and laid them in front of Master Lucan Astai.



  
The pot-bellied, thin-shanked, lecher’s eyes almost fell out of his head as he read the numbers at the bottom of the page. “This is outrageous! A thousand thalars for two small companies?”



  
“Five hundred from the Malatesta funds, Master Astai,” Matthew soothed. “And this is before any income from loot and recapture, as you recall.” He knew they’d bring back a good amount of loot and defeat the Turkowi; they were Anthony Malatesta’s sons, after all.



  
Master Cevasco, still barrel-shaped and grumpy, sniffed. “A valid point, young man.” Cevasco relationship with Astai had chilled, to say the least, after he had caught Astai trying to corner his daughter Martina following worship one Holy Day. “When do you intend to depart, Count Malatesta?”



  
“Two weeks, Godown willing and weather permitting. I have firm commitments from all the horsemen and most of the infantry that I need.”



  
They’d left exactly two weeks later, much to Matthew’s relief. He hated mediating between Leo and the older men. Someday, he thought at his brother’s back, you are going to go too far and it will be a knife-point challenge or worse. And Matthew would not be able to pour enough oil on the waters to save either of them if Leo made that many people mad. Three or four against two the brothers could handle, but ten against two might be a little tight. But the farther south and west they rode, the more the sunlight soaked into Matthew’s tight shoulders and mind, chasing off the shadows and helping him relax. After all, there was nothing to worry about, not yet at least. He’d never been in a pitched battle before, but that’s why Sergeant Byron Roth and Lt. Will Klaus had ridden with them, to keep order among the men and to advise Count Leopold.



  
The farms grew fewer and better defended the farther south they rode. High walls surrounded the farmsteads, and no windows opened onto the world. Tile replaced wooden shingles, and Sgt. Roth nodded. “Fire arrows just skitter off tile, if you do it right. Gotta watch the gate, though.”



  
Matthew started to say, “So you keep someone by the gate with water buckets to put the fire out,” but caught himself and nodded instead. Something told him that would be the wrong response, and he didn’t want the men laughing at him. If they laughed they wouldn’t obey. Or so he’d assumed.



  
Back in the half-cave, Matthew felt his face burning at the memory. The fourth night out of Morloke City, he’d gone to relieve himself near some unfamiliar bushes. Barely seconds after he finished his business and pulled up his drawers, his legs, rear, and privates had begun to burn. He’d taken a dump near a grey-ant hill, and they’d swarmed into his clothes. He stripped and ran for the closest stream, frantic to wash them off before they turned him into a woman. That he’d managed, and had gotten them out of his drawers and trousers, but he could barely walk for the pain, and the thought of putting the heavy, stiff, wet clothes back on almost made him cry. He managed it, somehow, and made slow progress back to camp.



  
“Problem, sir?” One of the perimeter guards had asked. It usually did not require the better part of an hour to take a shit.



  
“No,” he lied through clenched teeth, trying to walk and not to cry. His mind shied away from the thought of sitting. After a while the cool wind on the wet pants and drawers drew some of the sting away, enough that he could sit, then lay down. Despite his denials that anything was wrong, someone guessed, and the men gave him knowing grins the next morning as he tried to mount his horse. Finally, after the third failed try, he led the gelding to a stump and climbed aboard like a girl would, his face burning with shame. No one would follow his orders after that!



  
But they had. He’d gained their respect by taking it like a soldier. A few of the sergeants made asides about stinging plants and wildlife, but no one said anything to his face. And they soon had far more interesting things to talk about. Indeed, once they crossed the old border of Scheel, they found the first signs of Turkowi raids. “Aye, good,” the farmer spat, glaring at Leo and the other men. “Where were you last week, eh? Beat the bastards off ourselves, we did, no thanks to you and your precious merchant bosses. And keep your men outen my fields and orchards, mind you.”



  
Leopold had bristled. “We, my brother and I, heard they were still south, focusing on the trade route from Amsport They’re moving earlier and faster.”



  
Leo’s reply sounded lame and angry both, and Matthew had rolled his eyes. Really stupid, Leo; make excuses and piss him off when we need information. “Which way did they come from, sir, if you can recall?” He’d asked aloud, trying to prevent more trouble.



  
“From there,” the bandy-legged man pointed. “Outen the woodlot, left down the road. Came on foot this time.” He spat again, toward Leo, as if daring the young man to take offense.



  
“Did you lose any people or livestock?” Leo asked, still stiff but not as stupid sounding.



  
“Not yet. Beasts are away, plow stock’s in the walls, people too. Been raided by common thieves oncet, not again.” He glared at Leo from under the brim of his battered hat.



  
“Thanks be to Godown. And thank you for your information.” With that Leo stalked off, swinging onto his horse and leading the men past the farm. Matthew gave the man a salute before mounting, still a touch gingerly, and riding on after his brother.



  
“Quit pissing people off,” he hissed at Leo later that night, when they had a little semi-private space.



  
His older brother bristled, snapping, “What do you mean, pissing people off? If you mean that farmer, I asked a simple, polite question, and answered his in return.”



  
“You sounded like an idiot and a dumb one at that.” Matthew crossed his arms and glared across the tent at Leo. “Not a smart way to treat people we may some day rule over, brother.”



  
“Oh, and what do you know of ruling, asshole?” Leo snarled, keeping his voice down at least. “I should toss you out for making me look bad with your dumb questions and not being able to tell where you’re taking a dump.”



  
Matthew wondered if pounding Leo’s head into the dirt like he had during wrestling practice one day the winter would force sense into it. Probably not, so instead he said, “I understand enough to know that anyone who beats off a Turkowi scouting raid deserves a little respect at least. Good night, my lord,” he sketched a bow and saw himself out before Leo made their fight public.
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“Duck!” Matthew threw himself low along his horse’s neck, barely missing the brown wire strung between the trees. The man beside him, much taller, caught the wire with his chest plate. The impact knocked him off his horse. Matthew drew his sword before straightening up. The riders behind him scattered out, some riding off the road and some laying themselves flat to pass under the wire. One of the younger men started to cut the obstruction, but Sgt. Byron Roth stopped him.



  
“No. Not until we know what else it’s attached to,” the veteran warned. He started to add more, but battle calls and the shriek of an injured man interrupted.



  
Turkowi surged out of the underbrush. Matthew froze for an instant at the sight of the swarm of warriors in their yellow coats and head wraps, then caught himself. Run or fight? Fight. They want us to run. That much he remembered from Lt. Klaus and from the books he’d read. His body reacted better than his mind, swinging his sword and guiding Socks the way he’d been trained, even as his brain gibbered, half-scared and half-excited to be in battle at last. “Attack! Into them! Godown and Morloke!” he yelled, matching deeds to words.



  
“Godown and Malatesta” his brother answered. The ambush turned into a chaotic melee as the Turkowi tried to push the men of Morloke up the road, and the troopers fought out from the road and into the woods, attempting to break the sides of the trap. It didn’t take long for Matthew to realize that the Turkowi foot soldiers aimed for the horsemen, trying to kill the horses or unseat their riders. They also seemed to be trying to avoid the bit of road with the wire.



  OK, let’s see what happens if … Matthew backed Socks onto the hard-packed dirt, then turned him slightly, as if being driven back into the heart of the ambush. Five Turkowi followed him. He flailed around with his sword, trying to deliberately miss just enough to tempt the Turkowi, as if he were scared and desperate. The men drew closer, staying clear of Socks’ hind legs, at least for the moment. Matthew saw his chance. “Godown,” he called, making his voice crack like terrified boy, and instead of swinging at the Turkowi, he swung across and cut the brown wire. As he did, he jabbed spurs into Socks’ flanks. The stud screamed and lunged forward, knocking aside one of the raiders who’d been grabbing for his headstall. Matthew heard a “whoosh” behind him and felt a wave of heat, as if someone had opened an oven door.



  
“Shit!” The wire had been a flame trap as well as a throat-cutter. The Turkowi men screamed, rolling on the ground to beat out the clinging flames. One ran into the woods in terror, scattering the other Turkowi as he did.



  
“Follow him!” Lt. Klaus called, and Matthew and the others did, followed by the infantry. Once clear of the ambush, the men rallied, regrouped, and changed tactics. The riders and infantry turned parallel to the road for almost half a kilometer. The cavalry rode a little farther before returning to the road and starting to ride back toward the ambush. “Don’t let any of them live to report,” Klaus ordered as they rounded a curve in the road. “Godown and Morloke!” At the call, the infantry in the woods surged to the road.



  
Surprised Turkowi appeared from the woods, caught between infantry and cavalry, and the Morloka rode them down, giving no quarter. Back the way they had come, they could hear the sound of wood burning and a few more screams. I think I started a forest fire, Matthew realized. That was stupid.


  
As soon as they could account for all their men, Leo and Matthew regrouped and pushed ahead on the road. Godown (or St. Gimple, patron of fools) protected them by shifting the wind so it blew the fire back behind them, but the soldiers took no further chances, pushing their march until they’d crossed a good-sized stream and then camping in an open area after clearing it of all underbrush and debris. After they’d bandaged their wounds, scouted a safe perimeter, and taken care of everyone else, and only then, did Lt. Klaus and Sgt. Roth invite Matthew for an “after action report.”



  
“You utter, absolute, total, complete, idiot,” Klaus began, as calm as if they were discussing a long-ago battle out of a book. “What in the name of Godown’s own toenails did you think you were doing, cutting the tripwire?”



  I’d better be honest. “I,” Matthew gulped. “I thought I’d see what it did and if it would catch the Turkowi. Socks is fast enough I knew could get away.”



  
Sgt. Roth put one hand over his eyes and sighed. Klaus looked up into the trees. “You wanted to see what would happen,” the black man repeated.



  
“Yes, Lieutenant.”



  
“Sir, you are living proof that Godown does indeed protect children, widows, and idiots. Don’t do it again, please sir.” Matthew writhed with shame and contrition at the officer’s cool, dispassionate tone. It hurt worse than yelling at him would have.



  
“I— I won’t.”



  
Sergeant Roth uncovered his eyes and instead folded his arms. “Sir, have you ever seen sticky fire before?”



  
Matthew turned to him. “No, just read about it.”



  
“Now you know why we don’t use it. Especially not in the woods or around burnables. It’s for ships and stone walls, and even then only the desperate or already damned resort to it.”



  
“And the Turkowi,” Klaus added.



  
“As I said, sir, the desperate and damned,” Roth repeated. “Which is not us.”



  
Matthew thought a moment. “Is there any way to put it out?”



  
Klaus and Roth made identical hand wags. “Yes and no,” Klaus told him. “Not really, since water just spreads the stuff unless you submerge whatever it is for several minutes at least, and even then the goo floats on the surface of the water until it finishes eating itself. Yes, you can use dirt or wet dung to smother the flames, and I’ve heard that vinegar will quench it?” He turned to Roth.



  
“Yes sir, or so I’ve been told. I’ve never met anyone who did it, though, and you’d need all the vinegar in Frankonia, I wager.”



  
With that the older men returned to camp, leaving Matthew to think about what he’d done. At first he felt terrible, then he started getting angry. Right, so he shouldn’t have triggered the trap without looking around to see what it was attached to. But how could he know? And no one used sticky fire in the woods, anyway, so how could he have anticipated it? Except that someone had, at least once now. I was trying to do what I’ve been taught, and I get reamed out for it? I’ll show them. But the calmer part of his brain hissed, show them what? And how? They’ve been in battle, you have not before today, not really. You’ve never killed people before today. No, that wasn’t true, he’d killed the man who attacked him in the street in Morloke City. But it wasn’t combat, true. Matthew stomped around, listening for trouble even as he stewed, then returned to camp.



  
There he found Leo waiting for him. His brother all but pounced on him the moment he ducked into their tent. “You bloody fool! We don’t have anything to show for the battle because of you, damn it.”



  
“Wait, wha—?” The force of Leo’s anger ignited Matthew’s own temper. “What the hell do you mean we have nothing to show? We got almost everyone out of the ambush and we know to look for sticky fire as well as wires now. And we know there are at least a dozen or two Turkowi who won’t be bothering anyone.” He planted his fists on his hips.



  
“And we have no loot, no golden tokens, no Turkowi horses or weapons because you lit the woods, impulsive idiot. If you weren’t my own blood I’d have you horsewhipped.” A new, mad rage spread over Leo’s face, forcing Matthew back a step, then another. “You owe me, oh you so owe me. Get out.”



  
Matthew got out. I’m not spending the night with a madman, he snarled as he hauled his spare bedroll over to one of the fires. The troopers gave him curious looks, and he did his best to shrug them off. As long as no one made a comment about not getting to loot, he’d ignore the stares.



  
The rest of the venture south, well—Matthew stared into the embers of his dying fire—it had been quiet. They’d collided with the Turkowi a few more times, often enough to get the point across that Count Leopold Maltesta did not intend to allow the trade caravans to go unprotected. And Matthew had made his first acknowledged visit to a pleasure house. The next day he’d decided to use his share of any spoils to get a mistress, however one went about hiring such a creature.



  
And they’d gotten far more spoils than Matthew had imagined possible, although it came about by pure luck. They ambushed what they thought was just another raiding patrol and instead found a portable temple and what Lt. Klaus said were the tithe boxes, full of coin and stolen jewelry and treasures. They’d turned around at that point, partly because of the lateness of the season and partly to get back to Morloke with their haul intact. Two more encounters with Turkowi and one with ordinary thieves made the return trip exciting enough for any young man. They arrived at Morloke City with their treasure, but stayed outside the walls until Leo paid the soldiers their share. Only then did he meet with the Oligarchs’ Council. Leo kept his own counsel and left his brother at home. Oh, Leo, you should have let me come as a buffer, Matthew thought for the hundredth time at least.



  
He’d only learned of the meeting when Leo stormed into their small townhouse, slamming the door open and all but flattening his own valet. “Damn the greedy bloodsuckers to the deepest hells,” he snarled. “What more do they want from me? The rajtan’s golden crown and all the gold on Colplatschki?”



  Well, they probably wouldn’t say no if you offered it to them, Matthew thought, biting his tongue hard enough to draw blood; this wasn’t the time to mouth off. Only after Leo took off his hat and hurled it into a corner, then threw himself into a heavy chair, did his younger brother venture, “The council went poorly, I take it, my lord.”



  
“No, it was a model of congeniality and good will,” came the sarcastic reply. “Master Jaros expressed his disappointment that we failed to provide the Council with an appropriate portion of the goods obtained over the course of our travels.”



  
Matthew felt his eyes bugging out. What? Half the gold and a quarter of everything else, plus not having their caravans robbed or their farmers burned out and massacred isn’t enough? “Well, that’s ungrateful,” he agreed.



  
“And he, and Master Madau, further stated that we,” Leo pointed to Matthew, then back at himself, “have not shown the Oligarchs sufficient gratitude and respect for their efforts when we were younger.”



  
“That’s horse droppings!” Matthew caught himself before he said anything worse, in case the walls had ears. “I see, my lord.”



  
After brooding for a few minutes, Leo heaved his muscular bulk out of the chair. “I believe that a visit to my lands is in order. It would be good to see how harvest is progressing.”



  
Now, not quite a year later, Matthew realized that Leo’s meeting with the Oligarchs had been the beginning of the end. The brothers had left Morloke City a few days later, taking the bulk of the remaining Turkowi loot with them to Marteen. They’d spent the winter there with Klaus, Roth, and a few other soldiers, planning for the next summer’s campaigns and singeing the fingers of the Duke of Tivolia when he sent two batches of troops to “liberate” part of the harvest. Matthew’s careful inquiries failed to secure the purchase of a mistress, but Leo had started considering marriage, now that he had a reputation and gold. Looking back, Matthew wondered if that was what had pushed the Oligarchs to act: the prospect of Leo making a marriage alliance and producing an heir. Or perhaps not. Greed alone would have sufficed.



  
When they returned to Morloke City the next spring, a cool reception awaited them. Leo informed the Council of his intention to return to the south, in case the Turkowi had failed to take the previous year’s hint, and had signed a division and contract page with them—a contract the Oligarchs presented to him. When Matthew found out, after the fact, he almost stormed out of Morloke City to go fight on his own. You called me an idiot and yet you sign over four-fifths of any spoils? To be paid to the council before we pay our men? All Leo would say was, “Master Jaros has a most lovely daughter.” After a brief, heated, discussion, Leo informed his younger brother that Matthew needed to remain in Marteen, to keep Duke Mischa’s hands off the territory. That Matthew would not get any share of the summer’s spoils went without saying. Fuming, Matthew had agreed rather than risk alienating his older brother.



  
As a military expedition, the summer’s venture proved successful in that Count Leopold and his men beat off a small Turkowi incursion and no caravans suffered attack. As a cash-producing venture, the results failed to satisfy anyone. “We won’t make an enormous income, like last year, but we covered all our expenses,” Leo explained.



  
Something seemed off to Matthew. Not with his brother, no, but with the numbers the account keeper presented. That evening he made himself chew through the pages of valuations and expenses, trying to find what felt wrong. At last, as the candle stub guttered, he realized the problem. He wanted to go charging down the hall and shake Leo awake to demand an answer, but decided against it. Leo remained larger, meaner, and better trained than he was. Instead Matthew waited until after Leo had eaten breakfast the next day and was well into his third cup of chokofee. “My lord, my memory may be faulty, but what share of your earnings did you agree to pay the Council?”



  
“Four-fifths, in exchange for an expanded line of credit and other things.”



  
“Is that gross or net?”



  
Leo glowered at him. “What do you mean gross or net?”



  
“Before you pay all the bills or after, my lord.”



  
“Doesn’t matter. We got enough to cover everything.” He waved off Matthew’s protest before his brother could even inhale. “I’m going to pay them today, so don’t worry. Just get ready to return to Marteen. I see no reason to stay here a moment longer than I have to.”



  
Matthew could well imagine how the meeting had gone. Worries about the encounter had nibbled at him all that morning, skittering around his mind like mice and the little grain-eating lizards that infested poorly made barns and maize-cotes. He expected Leo to come storming in, enraged at the Oligarchs again, or to have someone from the Council appear to inform him that he had to vacate because the merchants were taking the house as payment for what Leo failed to deliver. Instead, men of the city guard had found him behind the house, in the stable, looking over one of the pack mules. “Matthew Charles Malatesta, you are under arrest for theft of goods of a value over five hundred thalers,” the guard captain had announced.



  
Two black eyes later, along with more bruises than he’d had in a long time and a ripped shirt, the guards threw him into a cell in the cellars of the municipal hall, beside his brother. “What happened?”



  
Leo shook his head, pointing to the door. “Greedy, lying, bastards,” he mouthed. Not long after, they’d hauled Leo out, leaving Matthew to guess what had happened. You couldn’t keep your temper after finding out that you’d broken the contract, could you?


  
Worse than that, it proved. “Your ungrateful excuse for a brother not only broke our contract, one he had agreed to in full and signed in front of witnesses, but he dared to attack Master Tibor Jaros,” Damian Cevasco gloated.



  
That Matthew could fully believe. “After Master Jaros goaded him or before?” Matthew asked warily.



  
“That doesn’t matter. What matters is he committed treason as well a breaking our contract. Think on that, bastard’s whelp,” and the cell door had slammed shut.



  Oh, how I thought on that, Matthew recalled as the fire died, both inside his heart and on the makeshift fireplace in the half-cave. Two days later he’d learned of the fatal clause in their father’s agreement with Master Cevasco, one that had been written to keep the Count of Morloke from turning on the Oligarchs, but that—crucially—lacked names or limiting dates. Should the count ever attack one of the Council unprovoked, the life of one of his sons would be forfeit. Leo was now count, and he had no sons, so it was his own life at stake. Why didn’t our father see the hole? Why didn’t he realize that this could happen? Because only Godown could see the future, and because only someone as wily as Master Lucan Astai or Damian Cevasco would devise a contract like that and keep it around for future use. And Leopold Anthony had charged headlong into the trap, one neither brother had ever known existed.



  Not me, Matthew had sworn when he learned of the death sentence. You’ll pay for this, which means I have to live. He’d swallowed his fear and pride, forcing himself to act as if he accepted the Council’s decision. Master Cevasco had explained that given his youth and that he had neither signed the summer’s contract nor had he been part of the troop that went south, the Council had agreed to spare Matthew provided he remained in Morloke City and under their control until the next campaign season. He’d agreed, of course, lying through his teeth and promising to stay within five kilometers of the walls.



  
The next day, a week after their arrest, the Oligarchs had hung his brother from the hoist pole of the largest storage barn in Morloke City, and forced Matthew to watch. His mind shied away from the memory, especially since they’d deliberately botched it, Matthew knew in his bones. Instead of a broken neck, strangulation killed his brother. Matthew cried at the memory despite himself as he remembered Leo, eyes bulging, twisting and fighting at the end of the black rope. They’d forced Matthew to wait for another half hour after his brother stopped moving before they let him go. Master Cevasco later informed him that Leo’s body rested in an unmarked grave, “but in the churchyard, never fear.”



  
For the next weeks Matthew played his part to the hilt. He wore only a single mourning ribbon and no other signs of his loss. He listened attentively to Master Cevasco and the others, trying to absorb their wisdom and orders, or so he hoped that they thought. He didn’t complain when the Oligarchs’ Council stripped him of everything but the books and two horses his father and grandfather had left. That’s because Leo and I had already hidden the gold, Godown grant him peace. They assumed we’d spent it, like any foolish young man would. Slowly the older men relaxed their watch on Matthew Malatesta. They’d dismissed all the soldiers, even Lt. Klaus, so why worry about an impoverished, friendless fifteen-year-old?



  
Matthew had bided his time, pretending not to care when they intercepted the taxes from Marteen and added them to the Council’s own treasury. Instead he planned and packed, carefully, only the oldest of the books and only a few at a time. He trained by himself, fighting shadows under the eyes of the city guard and never making any effort to flee. Matthew did spend more time at St. Kiara’s, though, praying both for clarity and for Godown to have mercy on his brother’s soul. He wanted to pray for the ground to open and swallow the Council, but didn’t quite dare. Slowly, as summer ripened into fall and fall tapered into the first warnings of winter, the Council and the hired keepers relaxed their guard on him.



  
A long Council session and harvest celebration the night before, combined with the first heavy rain of winter, encouraged laziness in all but one. Matthew dressed as he always did and nodded to the sleepy servant who gave him some chokofee. He went out to check on the horses, as he did every day. To his mild surprise, the Oligarchs seemed to have no interest in the valuable horses. This time he saddled Red, put a small packsaddle on Socks, and loaded the books and clothes he’d slowly smuggled into the stables and had hidden in the back of the now-full hayloft. He draped Socks’s load with old sacks, as if he just wanted to protect the tack. Help me, holy Godown, please. Then he mounted Red and rode out, leading the other horse.



  
“Where are you going?” The gate guard demanded, then ruined his fierce expression by yawning.



  
“To the riding paddock by the milepost oak,” Matthew had said with perfect honesty. “I want to practice some maneuvers while the ground’s soft. It’s been a while,” he mock-confessed.



  
“Hmpf.” But the guard let him out. True to his word, Matthew stopped at the paddock and warmed Red up while Socks dozed in the cool damp. After waiting to see if anyone had followed him, Matthew dismounted and dug down into the rain-softened earth with his knife until he found the rock that covered the jar holding the Sarmas gold. He stuffed the gold into his pockets and Socks’s saddle pouches before reburying the jar, to help hide the hole. He mounted again and rode a little more in the paddock. Then Matthew untied Socks from the hitching post and fled as fast as the horses could go up the trade road, first west, then north. As soon as possible, he left the road for a trail that angled northeast.



  
And now he lurked somewhere near the border between Morloke and the Eastern Empire. Matthew said his prayers and let himself doze off.



  
Sunlight, the first in a week or more, woke him. He stretched, watered the horses, loaded them once more, and after making completely certain that the remains of his fire were out, he rode down the hill and into the unknown.
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“Nice horse,” a well-dressed, older man said, looking at Red. The man had dark hair, thick lips, and jowls.



  
“Thank you.” Matthew continued his inspection of the saddle. He’d loaded the books on Red, intending to ride Socks, but something about the saddle didn’t seem right. He tugged on the girth and felt it shift more than usual toward the rear of the saddle. “Oh, bugger.” He tipped the heavy saddle on end and discovered the tear in the leather. A rough spot where the wooden tree met the leather had worn the cowhide thin, and the skirt had hidden the problem until now. “Well, at least it’s fixable,” he grumbled, returning the tack to the ground and standing up.



  
The other man began studying Socks. “He’s whole?” he nodded at the stud.



  Duh. With a neck that thick? “Yes, he is.” He needed to find a leather worker here in Evesdale who dealt in riding gear. I don’t want to spend the coin, but I don’t want to break my neck, either.


  
A boy of about ten or eleven came up beside the stranger. “We have everything, my lord father,” he reported. “And Captain Andrews says he has news about the Turkowi in the Donau Novi Valley.”



  
That put both Matthew and the other man on alert. Matthew whistled. “Damn, that’s late in the season for them to be on the move,” he blurted without thinking.



  
“It is, unless they are heading south like they should be,” the stranger agreed. “And you seem a little young to be worried about things like that.”



  
“Or to have horses this good,” the boy said, sounding suspicious.



  
Before Matthew could reply, the older man clouted the boy in the ear, hard enough to sting but not to cause injury. “Keep a proper tongue in your head, Thomas Misha von Starland.”



  
Matthew looked away to hide his grin at the loud gulp and quiet, “Yes, father.” Then his grin vanished and he turned around. “Your pardon, but are you related to His Grace Duke Donald von Starland?”



  
The man grinned. “I am Don Starland. And these are very good horses.”



  
“My grandfather, Duke Edmund Ironhand left them to me.”



  
Starland blanched. He looked again at the brands on the horses’ left flanks and the pattern worked into Matthew’s tack. “You are a Malatesta, aren’t you? One of Edmund Sarmas’s grandsons through his daughter Alice Kiara.”



  
“Yes. The only surviving Malatesta grandson, Your Grace.”



  
“The Turkowi?”



  
Matthew shook his head. “Politics, Your Grace.”



  
Starland looked from Matthew to Thomas and back. “Have you come to make a claim on my house?”



  What in St. Basil’s name is he talking about? Just ignore it. You need to get that girth replaced. “No, Your Grace. I’m trying to get to Vindobona.”



  
“Interesting.” Starland seemed to be weighing something. “If you can wait for two weeks, you can ride with my people.”



  
Matthew shook his head a little. “No, thank you, Your Grace. Unless there’s trouble on the road, I need to be on my way after I get my saddle repaired.” He looked around the market, trying to recall where he’d seen the harness maker’s sign. Was it back up the main road, or over by St. Basil-Pastor?



  
“Ho, nice horses! Where’d these come from, then?” a too-hearty voice called. A big man in brown clothes sauntered up and slapped Socks hard on the rump, spooking him. Matthew bit back a curse and grabbed the stud’s headstall, trying to settle him before he broke loose or kicked someone. “Answer me, boy. I’m the market’s beast master. These look too good for Evesdale.”



  
“They are his, Pedro,” Don Starland’s cold voice informed the big man.



  
Pedro whipped around and tugged his forelock a little. “Are they, Yer Grace?”



  
“Yes, they are. I know the brand from riding with Edmund Ironhand in Tivolia.” Starland senior stalked up until he stood just beside Matthew and rested one hand on his shoulder. “He’s joining me when I go to court.”



  
“Oh.” The big man seemed to consider things for a bit, then tugged his forelock again and went to harass someone else.



  
“I won’t say ignore him, young man, but feel free to call his bluff,” the nobleman said, removing his hand. “But after those comments of his, you’d better plan on riding with me.”



  
The boy, Thomas, bounced a little. “Oh good! I’m so tired of seeing the same people every day.”



  
Don looked up a little as if asking for patience, and Matthew coughed to cover a smile at the youngster’s eagerness. “You said you need a leather worker?”



  
“Yes, Your Grace. Girth’s tearing. Probably from that descent from the hills.”



  
“Thomas, watch this gentleman’s horses. If Capt. Andrews comes looking, tell him I’m on an errand,” Don ordered. “Come with me.” Matthew shrugged and heaved the saddle onto his shoulder, following the duke across the market, between two buildings, and into a leather shop. “They’ll take care of you.”



  
An hour later, a rather bemused Matthew rode east from Evesdale, following Duke Don Sarmas, Captain Mark Andrews, and a few others back to Starheart. “What is your name, anyway?” Don had asked once they cleared the town’s walls.



  
“Matthew Charles Malatesta, Your Grace.”



  
“Do you have any brothers or sisters?” Thomas demanded.



  
Matthew stared at Socks’s ears until he got his grief under control. “No, not anymore.”



  
“Thomas Misha, that’s more than enough,” Don snapped as Capt. Andrews scolded, “Lord Thomas, that’s a rude question to ask your father’s guest.”



  
“Sorry.”



  
Don stared straight ahead. “I don’t care what your mother says, you are going to bed without your supper tonight. And tomorrow if you don’t start acting like a young man instead of a pigherd.”



  
Matthew winced at the duke’s comparison. That’s going to leave a mark. Ouch.


  
Thomas slumped in his horse’s saddle and didn’t say another word until they stopped to water their horses and stretch their legs.



  
Matthew took advantage of the ride to inquire, “Your Grace, Captain, pardon my curiosity, but what do you know of the Turkowi’s movements?” I don’t care if they’ve burned Morloke to the ground, but I need to find a way to return and protect Marteen if the heretics are this far north.


  
“Not much,” Andrews admitted, shifting a little once he remounted. “They seem to be heading south. They seem to have no captives or stolen livestock, and they seem to be done for the season.”



  
Don snorted. “More ‘seems’ than my lady’s latest sewing project, in other words. But I suspect rumor is right for once. They’ve been blocked from hitting our main settlements this year, Godown be thanked. Maybe they did better farther south.”



  
“Not in Morloke or Scheel they didn’t,” Matthew corrected without thinking. “They’ve been on the losing end for the past two years down there.” No thanks to the Oligarchs.


  
The Starland men gave him long looks. “Huh. That explains why we saw them so early this year, Yer Grace,” Andrews said. “How big were the bands you met, Master Malatesta?”



  
“Don’t call me ‘master,’ please Captain. I’m just a soldier now. And the biggest unit I recall meeting was ten riders and twenty foot soldiers, unless you count the group with the portable temple two years ago.”



  
Several men whistled. “You found a group with a portable temple?” Duke Starland repeated. “That’s not a good sign.”



  
Matthew managed a ferocious smile. “No, it wasn’t, because we captured it and the tithe boxes, killed twenty or so Turkowi including the priest, and wounded or drove off the rest.” The smile faded and he admitted, “We weren’t looking for them, just got lucky, Your Grace. And then we returned north to Morloke City, in case we’d really pissed someone off.”



  
“Good decision,” Captain Andrews told him. “No point in seeing if the Rajtan himself might be offended enough to come after you.”



  
“No. I’ve heard stories about the battle of Sigurney. No thanks.” Godown must have given Captain Kidder a pair of brass ones to stand up to the entire Turkowi army, without any help from the bloodsuckers in Scheel Center. Which may be why Godown let Morloke retake northern Scheel. Punishment for betraying Kidder and his men. No priest would agree with him officially, of course, but Matthew’s understanding of Godown suggested that He looked dimly on oathbreakers. Leopold Anthony, of course, had not broken any oaths.



  
Despite young Thomas’s renewed, but more careful, attempts to draw out Matthew’s story, he kept it to himself over the next week. Duke Starland made him welcome, introducing him to Duchess Eleanor and to their other children: Gerald, Frank, Donna Mou, and Basil. Matthew trained and rode with Starland’s men, knocking off a great deal of rust the hard way. The land looked as if it had potential, should enough farmers ever settle it. Matthew sniffed a little at first, but only in his mind. I could do better, like father did for Marteen. Granted, winters are longer and there’s less protection from storms, but still, His Grace could do more to encourage cultivation. Those thoughts died after Duke Starland let him read the estate’s military accounts for the past three years. “You’ll get the picture from these. The seventeen years before are almost identical, aside from the hunger year, when no one raided anyone else because the rains drowned everything.”



  
That night Matthew stared at the ceiling. I have a lot to learn, he admitted at last. He and Leo had ridden against small bands of raiders, not an army. I have no idea how to defend Marteen, or anything else. Don Starland does. The admission hurt a lot. We were fools, Leo. Godown had been with them, and probably St. Gimple as well, just like Lt. Klaus had sworn. Well, he’d come to one of the best places possible to learn, provided he could find a way to do so.



  
The Starland contingent rode north two and a half weeks after Matthew and Duke Starland’s market square meeting. By now Don had decreed that Matthew would ride with him, despite Matthew’s protests that he wasn’t experienced enough. “You’re a man and a soldier, Malatesta. You’ve led soldiers in battle. You stay close to me and learn.”



  
The first two weeks of the journey passed, if not entirely uneventfully, at least quietly enough for Matthew’s taste. Duke Starland and Captain Andrews took turns teaching him, and the other less experienced men, about how to use terrain, what landscapes to look out for, how the Turkowi managed to hide, and even a little about the Frankonian Army. “Godown be praised, I only have to worry about the Turkowi,” Don sighed one evening. “The Frankonians are Peilov’s problem, not mine.”



  
“The Frankonians are attacking the Empire, Your Grace?” That makes no sense.


  
Don shook his head and knocked back the rest of his wine. “Not directly, which is why they are Count Peilov’s problem. He’s the foreign minister for His Majesty Emperor Michael. They’re like mice nibbling at the edges, seeing how far they can get. Lewis Junior’s too busy trying to keep your uncle from biting off more of Frankonia to do more than be a nuisance. For now.”



  
A week’s journey from Vindobona, things changed. One of the men riding ahead of the duke’s party came cantering back. “Company ahead, Yer Grace. Banner’s a dry fountain.”



  
Don Starland drew himself up. “Crown Prince Alois is out rather far,” he observed. “At least, that’s his banner. Matthew, pass the word back, then return here,” and he pointed to his left side. Captain Andrews shifted behind and moved to the duke’s right hand, while Duchess Eleanor dropped back, into the protective screen of riders around the younger children. She also loosened the strap on her long saddle knife, Matthew noticed. They take no chances. Interesting, but then we all know what the Turkowi do to women.


  
“There’s a group up the road with the crown prince’s banner,” Matthew reported to the next group of Starland riders. They’d strung out into three main batches, with a few single riders between, so other traffic could pass. The duke and his family and senior staff rode first, followed by the remuda and some supply wagons, with the rest of the wagons and mounted infantry bringing up the rear. As he carried the message along, he could see the formation shifting, turning into a long defensive oblong that could compress into a true square if the need arose, with the horses in the center and the wagons forming a sort of wall.



  
By the time he rejoined Duke Starland, he could see the dust of the approaching riders. Not Turkowi, then—on a raid they ride single file to hide their numbers, not bunched and ready to confront a large group. He relaxed as much as he could. The dust grew closer and Matthew could just see blue and white banners. “His Majesty’s ensign is a flowing fountain. Crown prince’s is a dry fountain, since he doesn’t have power yet,” one of the sergeants explained.



  
Matthew filed the information away for future use. “Makes sense, thank you,” he said. Starland glanced at him before the noble turned his attention back to the group bearing down on them. Now Matthew could see more dark blue, the Babenburg color, and individual riders. A man on a white horse accelerated, trotting ahead of the main body of soldiers. Don drew rein and the Starland lead group stopped.



  
“Greetings!” a young man called, taking off his broad-brimmed hat and waving it as he approached.



  
“Greetings, Your Highness.” Don bowed in the saddle and Matthew hastily copied him.



  
“I’m on my way back from Heilbrown,” Crown Prince Alois Donn Babenburg explained before extending a gloved hand to Don, who shook it. Captain Andrews dropped back to allow the prince to ride on Don’s right side. Matthew eased Red to the left, making room for the captain as if this had all been planned. Andrews nodded his approval and Matthew felt better.



  
“I trust you are not anticipating trouble on the road, Your Highness,” Don half-asked.



  
A firm headshake answered the question. “Not at all. But I saw no need to force the pace to get ahead of you, once I saw the heliograph reporting your position.”



  
Andrews explained under his breath to Matthew, “They’d have to get at least a half-day ahead of us so we wouldn’t break the road crowding rules. Or they can join us, or wait until we’re half a day ahead.”



  
“Ah.” Road crowding rules? That’s strange. I’ve never heard of such. Matthew kept his mouth shut and eyes and ears open. He studied the imperial soldiers as they flowed around the Starland party to fall in with the outriders and guards. They rode decent horses, and Matthew liked the men’s matching jackets. Their weapons looked well cared for, but he didn’t see anything out of the ordinary for light cavalry: crossbows, lances and spears, sabers. Prince Alois and a few others had what looked like pistols tucked into holsters on their saddles, and Matthew wondered how you handled a horse and lit the match. Or maybe they only used the pistols for emergency, dismounted fighting. That made more sense. He’d been allowed to fire the match-lock guns used by the Morloke City guard once or twice and knew that no one could handle one of those things and control a horse at the same time, much less get the horse to tolerate the hissing match and the sound, fire, and smoke from the gun. Actually, Matthew decided, the pistols are probably just to display his wealth, like his fancy horse and tack are. That makes more sense than anything. Firing a gun from horseback? Nah.


  
Aside from the larger numbers or outriders and wagons, Matthew discovered that riding with the prince differed very little from the previous two weeks. The group passed through a town and camped in the meadows beyond. That is to say, the men did. Duchess Eleanor, her daughters, their maids, and a small group of guards stayed in town, as she had done once or twice before. Matthew considered the mild chaos as the men sorted themselves and decided to set up his shelter with the other Starland soldiers. Duke Starland, however, had other plans.



  
“You’re to stay near His Grace,” Sergeant Johns informed Matthew after Matthew had finally managed to get two tent stakes into the rock-hard ground. “He’ll explain.”



  
That evening, following supper, Don and the crown prince dismissed everyone but Gerald, the Starland heir, and Matthew. Prince Alois and Matthew studied each other. For his part, Matthew couldn’t recall ever seeing anyone with dark hair and pale skin before. Alois had broad shoulders and a narrow waist, with short legs. In fact, he stood almost a full head shorter than Matthew did, at least when Matthew straightened from his usual slouch. After a minute or so, Don Starland cleared his throat. “Your Highness, this is Matthew Charles Malatesta, son of Count Anthony Malatesta of Morloke, grandson of Edmund Ironhand of Sarmas. Matthew, His Highness Crown Prince Alois Donn Babenburg.”



  
Matthew bowed as he’d been taught. He envied Prince Alois’s calm, confident air of command, and his new-looking riding boots and white horse. Alois spoke first. “Welcome. A friend of Duke Starland is a friend of the Crown,” he said. “What brings you to the Empire?” Don made a pulling gesture with the hand not holding a wine cup, as if trying to draw the words out of Matthew when he remained silent.



  
After some thought Matthew explained, “Politics, Your Highness.”



  
“Indeed. Morloke seeks an alliance with the Empire?”



  I don’t want to talk about it. But I think I have to. “No, Your Highness, that is, to my knowledge the Oligarchs’ Council prefers to remain in control of an independent and alliance-free county, such as it is.” He swallowed, trying to keep his voice steady and under control. “You are aware that my father, Count Anthony Malatesta, died of his injuries three years ago?” When the men nodded he continued, “My brother Leopold Anthony assumed the title of count and ownership of Marteen, the lands our father recovered from Tillson of Tivolia as repayment for our mother’s dowry. In exchange for support from the Oligarchs, we continued our father’s agreement with them, protecting their caravans and fighting the Turkowi in Scheel north of the river and in southern Morloke.”



  
He took a deep breath. I’d better be tactful, at least for the moment, in case the Babenburgs have allies in the Council. “Your Highness, Your Grace, this past summer Count Leopold failed to meet the stipulations of the season’s contract he’d signed with the Council. When he reacted … heatedly … to their accusations of deliberate malfeasance at the end of campaign season, they accused him of treason for violating an agreement they had concluded with Count Anthony eighteen years ago. As a result—” He stopped, unclenching his fists and forcing himself to stay calm as the image of Leo’s body appeared in his mind’s eye. “As a result they killed Count Leopold. I … am unable in good conscience to provide such men with military service, and I fled, hoping to come to Vindobona and to learn what I need to be able to protect Marteen against Duke Tillson, the Turkowi, and the Oligarchs.”



  
Don Starland considered Matthew’s words, as did Prince Alois. “Do you know what was said in the council meeting between your late brother, may Godown grant him peace, and the Oligarchs’ Council,” Alois inquired, expression unreadable.



  
Matthew shook his head. “No, Your Highness. I was not there. I was told by Master Cevalo that Leo attacked the acting head of the council, which I do not doubt, but Cevalo refused to say if Madau or anyone else had goaded Leo. Leo had a bit of a temper,” Matthew admitted with some reluctance. “Nor do I know if it was a physical attack or intemperate words.”



  
Don and Alois sat back. “That makes more sense than the story the Oligarchs’ messenger brought, Your Highness,” Starland said.



  
Alois nodded. “It does, especially if Count Leopold had the Sarmas temper.”



  
Starland winced a little at the prince’s words and Matthew wondered why. Maybe Starland had crossed paths with his mother at some time. Alois turned to Matthew. “I am not able to speak for my honored father, but until you have an opportunity to explain yourself to him in person, I take you under my protection. No one from Morloke can harass or put a claim on you, Count Matthew, unless you violate our laws in some way.”



  
“Thank you, Your Highness. I will not abuse your gift.” Not for all the gold in— wait. He called me count. The realization almost knocked Matthew off the camp chair, and he struggled to keep his emotions off his face. I … I am count, now that Leo’s dead. I’m responsible for Marteen, and for the contract with the Oligarchs. Or am I? No. They broke it when they killed Leo. Marteen is mine to protect and develop, not Morloke or Scheel.


  
“Good. Now,” the prince leaned back in his chair. “What gossip from the south?”



  
Gerald Starland shrugged a little. “Not much, Your Highness. Lewis II of Frankonia’s guardians are eyeing Sarmas and the western Freistaadter, since the Sea Republics and Louven politely declined to accept his wise leadership.” The men smiled at the careful understatement. “The most interesting rumor is from the southern Thumb. Supposedly, someone has found a new source of saltpeter earth that doesn’t need as much work to turn into decent gunpowder.”



  That’s interesting. Matthew’s eyes narrowed as he searched his memory. “Your Highness, Your Grace, that might explain the stories I heard in Valdoro about the Turkowi and some Freistaadter suddenly having better artillery. The merchant said he’d heard that someone on the Thumb had found some Lander works on metal casting and powder making. I’m, well,” he thought aloud. “I’m not sure anyone would need to find a Lander book, given how much the Sea Republics and Freistaadter have been experimenting with metalwork and small cannons for their ships.”



  
“Good point,” Alois nodded. “And I’m not certain how much a new source of saltpeter would affect the Empire, since Godown blessed us with decent sources of our own.”



  
Duke Starland wagged one hand back and forth. “But if the Turkowi and Frankonians suddenly have better explosives and their siege guns quit blowing up, the Empire may suddenly be very interested in that new source.”



  
His son shrugged. “Since the price has not changed, I’d take the rumor with a large chunk of earth coal.” He refilled his wine cup. “Any news from Tivolia about their succession?”



  
Matthew snorted and leaned his head back, stretching his neck and looking up at the stars. They’d stayed out in the crisp evening, enjoying what would probably be the last decent weather for a while. “Duke Mischa wants his son Karl to take over. Karl is unlikely to live long enough, unless Godown smites him with more sense than even St. Kiara had, so it appears likely that Michael, the second son, will inherit.” Leaving aside that Michael’s father might not be Mischa, of course. Everyone’s heard that story.


  
Alois sat forward. “Really? Is Karl,” he touched his temple and raised one eyebrow.



  
“No, Your Highness,” Don Starland sighed. “He’s a twelve-year-old in a twenty-year-old body. No off switch, won’t listen to anyone or take ‘that’s dangerous’ as anything other than a challenge.”



  
“He tried to challenge Count Leopold once,” Matthew shook his head. “The boy’s a fool, all bluff and bluster. Leo left him flat on his ass and told him to go back to riding ponies and working with the training dummy.” And Leo wasn’t that good fighting on horseback, either. “He’s a neck-and-nothing rider, at least in his own mind, with no patience for learning government. If you can’t hunt it, ride it over jumps, or get drunk from it, he’s not interested.” Matthew stopped, considered the other rumors he’d heard, then added, “There’s a story that he favors St. Jenna, but from what little I’ve seen and heard that I trust, Lord Karl Tillson is not interested in any of the bedroom arts.”



  
After a little silence, Don Starland made a curious noise. “Interesting. I’ve heard of people like that, but never met one.”



  
“Most probably go into religious service or work around it if they need to raise a family,” Alois observed.



  
“Point, Your Highness.”



  
A long silence followed, broken by the usual night noises of camp. Something large flapped overhead, probably an h’owl attracted by the bugs drawn to the animal manure and campfires. “So, Gerald,” Alois inquired. “Just how fast is that bay mare of yours?” Talk turned to horses and horse racing, and after a little while Matthew excused himself. He’d never been interested in racing, unless he was trying to escape someone. Just another way to lose money and break your neck being stupid, he thought and yawned.



  
By the fourth day after Prince Alois joined them, Matthew decided that the prince had spent too much time around a fancy court and not enough out in the real world. Oh, he rode well enough, and didn’t act the fop like a few men Matthew had crossed paths with over the years, but the prince’s pretty manners and fancy kit rubbed Matthew the wrong way. Well, once you meet in the practice field, you can see if there’s anything under the polish and plumes. For now you’d better be quiet. You need him. He does not need you, Matthew reminded himself.
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They rode into Vindobona from the south. “It’s more dramatic arriving from the west, dropping out of the hills, but I see no point in going uphill just to come down again,” Alois opined.



  
Matthew, busy staring at the enormous city, made some polite sound. Blessed St. Gerald and Michael, that’s enormous! Those walls are massive! He’d thought Vindobona might be a larger version of Morloke City, with wooden palisades on a stone and earth foundation. Instead, enormous grey stone walls rose out of the river valley. The Donau Novi flowed quietly past the great city, and Matthew saw a glint of metal flash in the sun above the wall. That must be the spire of St. Gerald’s cathedral that Master Jaros’s factor talked about, the one with the shiny metal plating. Is the entire roof shiny, I wonder?


  
“Ah, so they finally finished the spire,” Duchess Starland exclaimed. “How long has it taken?”



  
“Six years, my dear,” His Grace replied. “I wonder who gets to polish it to keep it bright?”



  
Eleanor Starland gave the crown prince a sideways glance. “Younger sons who don’t behave, probably.”



  
“I wouldn’t know, Lady Starland,” Alois sniffed. Eleanor chuckled. Matthew missed the joke and concentrated on looking around without obviously looking around. Traffic had increased, with courier riders and empty wagons leaving the city and loaded hay wains and carriages streaming in. “Cavalry fields are on the northwest,” Alois told Matthew, pointing with his riding whip.



  
An eye-searing whiff of tannery and other industrial smells on the east wind made Matthew sneeze. He looked toward the river and saw the rows of buildings along the bank, downstream of the city. On the other side of the road, farms, orchards, and several grand estates that the Crown Prince jokingly called “small country houses,” stretched from the city west to the hills. I wonder why … ah. Nothing to use to attack the city, limited cover, and shorter supply line if someone attacks. You can’t exactly sneak up through the woods if the woods have been cut down and brought inside the walls for fuel and timber. He vaguely recalled his father arguing with the Oligarchs about the woodlots and nut farms around Morloke City, and why having trees close to the walls was not a good idea. Having tanneries, fullers, and paper makers upstream also counted as a bad thing, although even the Oligarchs recognized that much. After all, breweries needed clean water and brought in twice as much money as did the leather workers. And that money paid for guards and other things.



  
Soldiers at Vindobona’s southern gate halted and checked everyone who entered, giving Matthew time to study the city’s defenses. The outer wall rose about ten meters high, with arrow slits in the top two meters, below crenulations and the weather roof for the guards. After two delivery wagons and a small herd of shahma passed through the gate, Duke Starland’s caravan reached the front of the line. Matthew expected Prince Alois to ride on, but he stopped at the lowered pike as well. The soldier demanded, “Who goes there?”



  
The crown prince spoke for everyone. “Prince Alois, with guard and baggage train.” He turned and pointed to Don. “Duke Starland and family.” Then Alois gestured toward Matthew, “and Count Matthew Malatesta of Morloke,” the prince recited. “I stand as sponsor for Count Malatesta and vouch for his behavior.”



  I can be trusted within walls, Matthew snarled, stung. Then his better sense kicked in. Or does Vindobona require a peace bond, like Florabi does? And he doesn’t know I have gold, and I don’t know how much such a bond costs. And he said the Oligarchs have been spreading lies about me. That would affect the bond. Even if that were the case, Matthew still didn’t care for the prince’s attitude.



  
A second man in Babenburg blue made a note of the groups and their members before the guard lifted his pole arm. “Enter, Your Highness, Your Graces, my lord.” Matthew approved of the watchful guards and the two layers of gates. He deliberately didn’t look to see if anyone had built nasty tricks into the passageway ceiling, lest he attract more of their attention. Instead he stared at the smooth stones of the wall around them. He could barely see any joints or seams. These must be the legendary Lander walls, built before the Great Fires. He made St. Michael’s sign, just in case, but nothing happened and he laughed a little. So much for Godown hating all Lander work. I guess Fr. Antonio was wrong about that, too.


  
The group stopped in an open area not too far inside the walls. “Count Matthew, come with me,” Alois ordered. “Until we sort things out and you’ve had a chance to speak with my father, I want you to stay in my town house.”



  
“Thank you, Your Highness.” Matthew wanted to protest, but bit his tongue. Captain Andrews had already warned him that Starland House would be bursting at the seams, and despite Thomas’s assurances and offers, Matthew did not care to stay with the boy at night. And he had no idea what lodging cost in Vindobona, especially for a room without fleas and other unwanted roommates. Matthew turned Red and followed the prince. Socks followed, snorting a little. Neither horse had been around so many people in such a confined area before, and Matthew offered a quick prayer to St. Michael-Herdsman that nothing interesting would happen.



  
The houses and shops amazed Matthew. Oh, he’d read about Vindobona, and New Dalfa, Florabi, and other major cities, but the descriptions couldn’t compare to the reality. The buildings rose three and four levels high on both sides of the street. Most of them seemed to be made of stone, with wooden shutters or fancy metal decorations around the little balconies overlooking the street. Creamy yellow, pale pink and green, and even light blue covered the walls, often with bright red, deep green, or pure white trim. A few houses sported saints’ niches above the doors, and he noticed a tiny house-corner chapel to St. Donn at a busy intersection near a fountain. Matthew assumed this was the upper-class district, judging by the goods on display in the shops and the well-dressed people walking around.



  
“We’re passing through the merchants’ district,” Prince Alois explained once they got through an especially narrow passage. “The palace district is on the northern side of the city, with many of the nobility’s town residences in that area. It’s the oldest part of Vindobona, the only bit that wasn’t rebuilt after the huge fire a hundred years or so ago. The walls predate the Great Fire, but most of the city has been built and rebuilt since then. Everyone gives directions from St. Gerald’s, since you can’t miss it.”



  
“That’s sensible, Your Highness.”



  
Several people tipped their hats to the prince, and he acknowledged them with a wave. “It is. You’ll find the Imperial riding stables and archives east of the palace district, north of the cathedral. The cathedral library is in that area as well. I understand that you are interested in old books and such?”



  
“Somewhat, Your Highness.” I’m not going to play my castle card unless I have to. Matthew wrinkled his nose as they passed a cheese seller’s wagon. Godown did not intend for man to eat blue food, especially not smelly, fuzzy, or shiny blue food. The wine merchant’s display caught his eye, however. I’ve not gotten drunk since this summer. I’m overdue.


  
Traffic thinned and the ground-floor shops disappeared, replaced by ornately carved wooden house gates on the ground floors of the buildings. One set stood open and Alois halted, waiting as a carriage drawn by four matching black horses drove into the street. “Incoming traffic has the right-of-way between the second hour after sunrise and midnight.” Matthew added the information to his rapidly-filling collection. Luckily, they rode only another block before Alois stopped again, this time leading Matthew, some of the guards, and the baggage wagon into a large, airy courtyard in a pale-blue building with a stream painted across the front wall. Servants appeared as if out of thin air and Alois swung down from the saddle.



  
“Easy, Socks,” Matthew soothed the stud as he got down from Red’s back. The horses sidled a little until he got them calmed down.



  
“Nervous around people, sir?” The groom held his hand out for Socks’s lead rope.



  
Matthew waited until both horses had their attention focused on him before responding. “No, just not used to being confined and surrounded unless we are on the battlefield. They are both warhorses. I’ll see to them.”



  
“You don’t trust my staff?” Prince Alois inquired, giving Matthew a suspicious look.



  
“I trust your staff, Your Highness. I don’t trust Socks not to be stupid, especially if someone crowds him on the left side. A damn fool of an innkeeper’s hostler jabbed him with a dung fork some years ago, and since then he’s been touchy.”



  
The dark expression cleared. “Ah, understandable.” Alois looked around for someone. “Pedro, once Count Malatesta finishes with his mounts, show him to the green guest room.”



  
“Yes, Your Highness,” a voice called over the din in the courtyard. Matthew followed the groom to the stables and took care of Red and Socks, checking their tack and giving them close inspections. One of Red’s shoes felt a little loose. It’s always something. I wonder how much farriers charge here. If one’s loose, all of them probably need to be reset.


  
Which reminded him. Matthew heaved the saddle packs over his shoulder before any of the servants could touch them. No point in tempting anyone, he thought. He did let one of the serving boys carry his other bag, the one with his clothes and traveling kit. They returned to the courtyard. “My lord?” a neatly dressed older man with a twisted left arm began. “I’m Pedro. If you’ll follow me, please.” Matthew did as asked. Pedro led the way across the courtyard, past a wall fountain, and into a shadowy passageway. “This way.” He opened a door, revealing stone steps. Matthew followed up two levels. Another door opened and wooden floors replaced stone in a long hallway. Windows set high in the thick wall let in the afternoon light. “This is the guest wing, my lord. At the moment you are the only person of note in residence besides Their Highnesses.” Pedro opened a door. “Here, my lord.”



  Ah, this is most suitable. Matthew set down his burden with care, so the coins didn’t clink. The sturdy wood and leather furnishings and the arms rack in the corner near the prayer bench showed that this was a man’s chamber. He recognized the blackwood of the deceptively plain bed. Thin strips of precious bloodwood formed an elegant pattern in the headboard. A quick glance around revealed the close-stool and nightsoil box in a separate, smaller side room, along with the washbasin and a bathing tub. “If you prefer, there is a hot bath for you to use on the ground floor,” Pedro’s voice offered from behind him.



  
Matthew thought for less than an instant. “I believe I will take advantage of His Highness’s generosity, Pedro, if someone would show me the way.”



  
That seemed to be the right response. “Certainly, my lord. If you have any laundry, please leave it there,” the servant pointed to a large covered basket. “The maids will do it this afternoon and return it tomorrow.” Pedro gave him a close inspection, as only a long-time manservant could, and added, “His Highness also has leather workers on staff.”



  I think that means my vest and boots do not meet his standards. Tough. I’m a fighter, not a courtier. On the other hand, if his boots needed repair, he’d have to get it done somewhere. “That’s good to know.”



  
After a hot wash and some meat-filled buns, Matthew settled into one of the chairs in his room. Now what? First he needed to meet with the king. Then he needed to learn more about fighting off threats larger than mere raids. Capt. Kidder and his men had stopped the Turkowi army, but that had been twenty and more years ago. The heathens were not going to stay south of the Morpalo River. They’d already begun raiding north, nibbling away at land and people, testing and wearing at Morloke, Scheel, the Empire, the Magwi, and Godown only knew who else. And I need to get Marteen back from the grubbers of the Council. Before Mischa of Tivolia tries something stupid. But not all at once.
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Matthew smoothed his new trousers once more, trying to dry suddenly sweaty palms without attracting attention. Stop that. You fought the Turkowi without panicking—what are you nervous about? He took a deep breath but it didn’t help. Killing men in yellow who want to kill me first I understand. Diplomacy is different. And if Emperor Michael Babenburg refused to help him, he’d have a long way to ride before he found employment and training.



  
As he waited to be heard, Matthew studied the chamber. It looked a good deal bigger than the council room in Morloke City, although that could have been a trick of the pale blue walls and cool, light-colored marble and tile floor. Despite the number of people standing along the walls or seated at two small tables in the front corners of the large space, it felt airier and cooler, more relaxed but also more formal than the council chamber, which made no sense to Matthew. Maybe it was the electric lights that steadied the yellow flicker of the oil lamps. Instead of an enormous table and bright wall paintings, an ornately carved chair on a small platform dominated the room. Everything else drew the eye to that chair and the flowing fountain depicted on the wall behind it. Not that Emperor Michael needed any help dominating the room, Matthew thought. I need to learn how he does that.


  
Four other petitioners preceded Matthew Malatesta, giving him time to watch the court and emperor. Michael Babenburg radiated half-restrained energy, explaining where Archduchess Sarah, Prince Alois’ younger sister, got it from. His dark blue clothes complemented his dark hair and eyes, and Matthew wondered if Empress Laural shared Alois’s fairer coloring. The monarch reminded Matthew of a sight-hound, sharp eared and eager. But he held himself still in the great chair, listening with more patience than Matthew would have guessed to an older woman in worn clothes, the last petitioner before Matthew. Well, he’s not that young. He’s in his late forties? I think that’s right. His brothers, Andrew and Thomas, had short reigns compared to other Babenburgs I’ve read about. At last the woman finished her story.



  
Emperor Michael considered her words. “You are correct, Goodwife Adams. That pump should be working and free for you and your neighbors to use. Master Cooper has no authority to open or shut the water line—that section is Master Andrew Draper’s responsibility. I will remind Master Cooper of that, and that no one is to pay for water from public pumps. That is why they are public.”



  
The shabby but clean woman dropped a curtsey. “Thank ye, Yer Majesty. ‘Tis much appreciated and ye are most gracious.”



  
By the time she finished speaking, a scribe, or so Matthew guessed, had written something down on a page of creamy paper. He presented it to the emperor, who glanced at it, nodded, and handed the man a ring. The scribe bowed, returned to his table, and a moment later gave Michael back the ring. What’s the emperor doing worrying about water pumps? I’ve never heard about a ruler bothering with something that small.


  
The scribe handed the woman the page, now bearing a blue seal on it. She curtsied again, lower, and rushed out of the room, her clogs clattering on the hard floor. Matthew couldn’t help but notice her large, gap-toothed smile of triumph. Then he heard the chamberlain call, “Count Matthew Charles Malatesta of Morloke.”



  
Matthew took another deep breath and walked forward until he stood three meters from the throne. He bowed. “You may rise.” He did and looked up into the darkest blue eyes he could recall seeing. The lean face around them bore traces of age and duty, the fine wrinkles of time, but no scars. “What is your request, Count Malatesta?”



  
Matthew swallowed hard. He’d been thinking and planning what he wanted to say, but the pretty words fluttered out of his head, leaving blank space between his ears. Oh damn. Just say something! “Your Majesty, I request permission to stay in Vindobona, to study at the imperial library, and to observe your armies, so that I may better protect my holdings.” His voice sounded high and nervous to his ears, and Matthew cringed.



  
The emperor leaned forward, studying him. “And why do you need my permission to remain in the city? Are you indigent?” The two men locked eyes.



  
“Indigent, Your Majesty? I’m sorry, I don’t know the word.”



  
“Without means of support.”



  
Matthew shook his head, eyes still trapped by the emperor’s odd blue gaze. “No, Your Majesty. I have my inheritance from my grandfather, Duke Edmund von Sarmas, sufficient to provide for my needs.” But not for long, not at the prices your people charge. “If necessary, I have books—old books—of religion and history that might be of interest to your archivists.”



  
Emperor Michael sat back, still not releasing Matthew from close attention. “I am told that you are an outlaw, wanted for theft and breaking a peace bond in Morloke, and the brother of a murderer.”



  The lying bastards! A faint red haze came over Matthew’s vision, and he fought to keep from shouting. He counted to three before responding in a surge, “No, Your Majesty, I am none of those things and Leo is not a murderer unless you count killing Turkowi raiders as murder, which civilized men do not. What I brought from Morloke is mine by inheritance or purchase: two horses, the books, what my grandfather left Leo and I, and clothes I purchased with my share of the income from the Malatesta lands. Nothing more.”



  
“But you left Morloke without permission of your guardian.”



  
“I am of age, Your Majesty, and the Oligarchs murdered my brother, who was my guardian. The merchant under whose roof I was forced to live surrendered his guardianship when Leopold Anthony Malatesta turned sixteen, a year and two seasons ago.” He felt pain in his hands and unclenched his fists.



  
Emperor Michael released his gaze and glanced off to the side, looking for someone or something. Matthew made his shoulders relax, stretching his fingers to ease the cramp in his hands. “Count Malatesta, both Duke Starland and my son Prince Alois have vouched for your behavior, and my agents report that the Oligarchs’ Council refuses to clarify their charges against you, as is required before I or my council will arrest you.” Michael made a beckoning gesture, and a tall man with curly reddish-brown hair and a horseman’s gait came to stand at Matthew’s left hand. “You say you want to learn how to protect your lands?”



  
“Yes, Your Majesty. I know how to fight off a raid, and how to ambush people, but not how to fight open battle. And the Rajatan is not going to wait much longer before he tries to swallow the rest of Scheel, and Morloke with it. That leaves Marteen next, before the Turkowi reach Tivolia and the Empire. My father and brother promised to protect the people of Marteen, and I take up that pledge.”



  
The emperor nodded. “Very well. You have my permission to remain in the empire and to study in the archives. If Prince Alois wishes for you to remain his guest, you may do so, otherwise you are free to take lodgings where appropriate. You must obey the laws of Vindobona and the empire, and I will not permit you to recruit soldiers while you are a guest of my hospitality.”



  I hadn’t planned to, at least not yet. “Yes, Your Majesty.”



  
“And you will need a sponsor to introduce you to court and to our ways. Count Anthony Kossuth and his son, Lord Paul Kossuth, will see to that.”



  
The man beside Matthew bowed a little. “It is our honor, Your Majesty.”



  
“You still need to take your full title and duties, you know,” Michael said, a little smile on his face.



  
Count Kossuth shook his head, also smiling. “And you know why I resist the temptation, Your Majesty. The next generation, perhaps.” The two men sounded as if they were continuing an old argument, like Lt. Klaus and Sgt. Roth going back and forth over who owed whom for the fight in the tavern in Amsport about the time Matthew turned eight.



  
“Very well, since you refuse to see reason, Tony, you and Count Malatesta are dismissed. I expect to see both of you at the court session after the next holy day.”



  
The men bowed in near unison. “Yes, Your Majesty.” Kossuth backed two steps before turning and Matthew copied him, following the older man out of the large room. They turned right and walked a little way down the busy hallway before Count Kossuth stopped and turned to look at Matthew. “I take it you can ride.”



  
“Yes … sir.” Matthew looked at the sword callouses and marks on Kossuth’s hand, the slightly bent legs, and the steady gaze in the grey-green eyes. “I can fight on horseback, and I’m tolerable with a crossbow, damn good with a compound bow.”



  
“And you can read and write?”



  
“Of course I can. And cipher, enough to do accounts.”



  
That did not impress the count, if Matthew read him correctly. “Do you read Turkowi?”



  I’m a warrior, not a scholar. This is stupid. “No.”



  
Kossuth nodded, an abrupt, choppy gesture. “You need to learn their language if you want to understand how they fight and why. Once court season wraps up for winter, you’re coming to Kossuthna Major with Paul and I.” Matthew inhaled to protest and the noble cut him off with another hand gesture. “If you want to see how battles are fought, you come southeast with me. Kossuthna Major borders on Starland and the Donau Novi cut.”



  Oh. “Your pardon, sir. I was not aware of that.” I’m not a boy, I just need to learn how to run an army.


  
“There’s more to managing a county than just fighting off raiders and collecting taxes, Count Malatesta. And the imperial library is a wonderful place, but it doesn’t have everything, for good reasons.” Kossuth folded his arms. “I owe Don, so I’ll take you on. But if you truly want to learn, you have to earn it. I can’t, and won’t, feed you knowledge.”



  
Matthew drew himself up. He is tall, taller than I am. “Sir, if you do not want to instruct me, then please do not feel yourself bound to an undesired duty. I will find another way.” With someone who doesn’t treat me like a child.


  
“I didn’t say that, Malatesta. I said I won’t put up with a pampered brat who has delusions of competence. You’re alive, so I assume you have a few basic skills to build on. From there it’s up to you. I’ll see you at the imperial archive tomorrow at the second bell following dawn worship. Good day.” Matthew stared, jaw agape, as the other man stalked off.



  I’ll show you. Matthew turned back the way he’d come, navigating his way back to the main public entrance of the palace. After a moment, he set off for St. Gerald’s cathedral. He’d almost learned the main ways around the city in the past week, but he didn’t trust his memory completely yet. Matthew navigated his way down the High Street, past the lizard fountain, now turned off for the winter (or so Prince Alois said). Matthew ignored the shops for now. He’d spent enough of his precious coin on clothes and repairing his boots and other gear. And on a tithe to Godown. Prince Alois went to the cathedral, but Matthew preferred a smaller neighborhood chapel of St.-Basil-On-Beast-Market.



  
Once at the cathedral square, Matthew considered his options. He wasn’t in the mood to pray. Instead he wanted to cut a training dummy to bits. A beggar eased up to him and Matthew scowled. The man startled and skittered off, casting nervous glances over his shoulder and making St. Gerald’s bridge as he did. Good. Leave me alone. Matthew turned north, then east, until he found the archive. From there he turned back to the west, following Cloth Road to where it crossed Northgate. He walked south a little way, then west along Reader Street until he reached Palace Lane and the prince’s townhouse. Once there he let himself in, took the back steps to his room, and threw himself onto the bed, sulking.



  
When the next bell rang, he changed clothes and went riding. By now the guard at the northern gate knew him on sight and they waved him out. He joined the stream of soldiers going out to the practice grounds, taking advantage of the decent weather and dry ground. Once the winter rains started, and then the snow, no one in their right mind rode for pleasure. Not that it stops us from training, Matthew grumbled. He dismounted and checked Socks’s shoes and girth, remounted, and once the field cleared, rode the jumps. He’d brought a practice sword borrowed from Prince Alois, and after checking in with the sergeant-at-arms he rode a few rounds against the practice dummies. Matthew felt much better after “killing” three “Turkowi.”
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The next morning he walked up to the door of the imperial library just as Count Kossuth arrived, with another, younger man in tow. “Good. Paul, this is Count Matthew Malatesta. Count Malatesta, my son Michael Paulus Kossuth.”



  
Paul stuck out a hand. “There’s too many Michaels in Vindobona and Kossuthna, so I go by Paul.”



  
Matthew shook. The elder Kossuth nodded his approval. “The Wisdom is waiting for us.” With that he led the way into the building, through a series of short passages, to a large, well-lit room full of more books than Matthew had known existed. “Wisdom Robert, I have two students for you.”



  
A man with black skin and a body so round he made Matthew think of a ball on legs waddled up to them. “Welcome.” The deep voice startled both young men. “Basic logistics, my lord?”



  
“Yes. Paul needs a refresher. Count Malatesta may or may not be familiar with the terms we use, so I thought it best to start with the basics.”



  I know how to feed troopers and horses, Matthew grumbled.



  
When Wisdom Robert dismissed the young men five hours later, Matthew thought his head was going to explode, it felt so full of new things and new approaches to old things. Wisdom Robert had led the two young men through four thousand years of logistics, or so it felt, as well as having them read several small books and summaries of other, lost works about places and battles beyond the stars. “These are just infantry, since I’ve been told that you are both familiar with basic cavalry use. We have books that discuss using flying machines in combat and for resupply as well, but those do not apply to your situation.”



  
Matthew glanced over at Paul. He looked as tired as Matthew felt. That’s a relief.


  
“Ugh, I though I’d been keeping up with father,” the younger Kossuth groaned as he heaved the outer door open. “So much for that idea.”



  
“I thought Count Kossuth already knew how to manage an army and run an estate,” Matthew protested without thinking.



  
Paul moved his shoulders and hands in a combined shrug and don’t-ask-me gesture before following Matthew out into the chilly damp afternoon air. “He does, but he says he doesn’t. So he’s always making notes, reading whatever he can find, talking to Don Starland and anyone else he can corner, trying different things. Some work, some don’t. But that doesn’t stop him. He’s like grandfather was with horses—kept experimenting until he got the mudders we use and sell.”



  
Matthew digested the comment as he followed Paul, not really thinking about where they might be going. As a result, he blinked a little when they stopped at a market stall near St. Basil-on-Beast-Market and Paul bought two large sausages-in-bread. “Here,” he insisted, pushing the long bun at Matthew. “Otherwise we’ll be even farther behind.”



  I can pay for my own food, Matthew started to protest, but a loud growl from behind his belt shamed him into eating instead. Paul pointed with his free hand and they walked on, south and west, until they found a long, low building just outside the palace district. Paul stopped at a fountain and rinsed his hands, then drank a little. Matthew did the same. “Never rinse your hands in the main basin. That’s what the little spigots on the sides are for.”



  
“And the trough there?” It’s too low for laundry or watering horses. Maybe for rinsing boots?


  
Paul smiled. “That’s for dogs and cats and birds, and small children.”



  Well that’s strange. Why waste water on dogs and cats? Matthew was rapidly reaching the conclusion that the Babenburgs and their followers were almost entirely insane. Paul pointed to an open door and Matthew ducked inside. He heard shouts, grunts, and the familiar sound of wooden practice weapons on wooden shields. Practice ground, like the one for horsemen outside the walls, he thought. Indeed, he followed his guide around a corner and saw several groups of men working in a large, sand-floored, open area. It reminded him a little of the walled gardens he’d seen in Scheel, but much larger and obviously designed for work, not contemplation.



  
“Good,” he heard a voice say, and followed Paul to find Count Kossuth waiting, along with another older man. The elder Kossuth wore plain practice armor, and judging by the sweat on his forehead had already been drilling with someone. “Sergeant, I believe Count Malatesta is of a size for my spare armor until we can get him something better fitting.”



  
The smaller man gave Matthew an all-too-familiar appraisal. “I believe so, my lord.” He took a step closer to Matthew, limping heavily as he did. “Are you left or right handed, my lord?”



  
“Right, Sergeant.”



  
“Good. I’m tired of southpaws. They ruin the pairings and just confuse things.” Behind him, Count Kossuth rolled his eyes, a little smile quirking the corner of his mouth. “This way, my lord.”



  
Matthew soon found himself in practice armor that fit tolerably well. At the sergeant’s direction he claimed an out-of-the-way corner of the practice arena and began stretching and warming up. He started slowly, not pushing anything until he felt certain his unused muscles had gotten all the knots worked out of them. I don’t need a pull or a cramp, not if Kossuth plans to beat up on me. He’s got a surprise coming. I’ve been fighting as long as he has, I wager.


  
“Count Malatesta, pair off with Corporal Jones there,” the sergeant ordered. Matthew started to protest but heard Sgt. Robbins growling in his memory, “Don’t argue with the arms master, boy. You’ll never win.” So he swallowed his pride, saluted the corporal, and they began working on the basic, familiar patterns all swordsmen learned. Once he’d begun sweating a little, they went to free work, and Matthew easily left the corporal in the dust.



  
“Hng,” the sergeant grunted. “Enough. Good work, Jones. You need to keep your left guard up.”



  
“Yes, sergeant.” The trooper panted, then saluted Matthew, who sketched a hasty salute in reply and retreated to do more practice drills.



  
The sergeant beckoned and Paul Kossuth walked up and took a defensive stance. “Right. You two, free fight, no groin or head blows. First one to fight dirty gets to deal with me,” and he gave a wide, predatory smile. Matthew decided he didn’t care to find out just how dirty the sergeant could go. He looked like the type who waded into tavern brawls for relaxation. Matthew saluted Kossuth and they began.



  He’s good—a little faster than I am, but I’m better. Paul fought like a fencer, not a sword fighter. Matthew could almost recite the training numbers as his opponent advanced and retreated. He watched, played along for a few rounds, and then struck, cutting low, then swinging up, trying to catch Paul under the arm. Instead Paul blocked him low and leaned forward, aiming for the gut. Matthew retreated, luring Paul forward and off balance, before smashing down. But his opponent dodged again, slithering like a snake out from under the blow and giving Matthew a hard lick on the low back as he passed. The red haze appeared again in front of his eyes, and Matthew snarled. Right, you want a fight? I’ll give you a fight. He went full out against his enemy, pounding until he heard the wooden shield starting to crack. Matthew used his own shield to ram Paul’s out of the way to give him a clear line to his foe’s heart.



  
Instead Paul danced again, spinning out of the way as a taller figure stepped into the bout. Matthew growled, retreated a pace, then took the challenge. The newcomer fought with a strangely familiar style—not what Matthew knew but something he’d seen before. The blocks and blows flowed into each other, and the man wielded a slightly curved blade, one designed for slashes rather than Matthew’s thrust and hack. Turkowi! Matthew’s body responded to the realization, flashing into full live-or-die mode. The other man matched him in size and strength, and Matthew poured everything left into the fight just to stay alive. He heard his own panting and gasping as his lungs burned and his muscles trembled from the exertion. Just as his strength started to fade, Matthew saw an opening and took it, scoring on his enemy’s flank. He started to press the attack home when he heard “Kossuthna and Empire!” Something struck his head and he saw stars, then black.



  
He blinked to find himself sitting in the sand of the arena. “Wha—?” he gasped, trying to catch his breath.



  
Two pair of legs stepped into view. He looked up to see the sergeant and Count Kossuth looking down at him. “Not bad, but young,” the count opined, barely breathing harder than he had the day before in court.



  
“Young, impetuous, and stupid.” The sergeant shook his head and looked up at the grey sky.



  
“What—” Matthew repeated before gathering all his wits and catching his breath. “What happened? You said no head blows.”



  
“Stupid but trainable?” Kossuth inquired. He looked down at Matthew. “You tried two groin blows, after attempting to decapitate Paulus. And you got so tightly focused on fighting me that you forgot the second man. That’s a good way to die.”



  
Matthew cringed. He knew better, much better, than to do that.



  
The sergeant drawled, “Trainable, I believe, my lord. Once he learns to control that temper of his. You seem to have found his sore spot.”



  
Kossuth offered his hand, which Matthew accepted a little reluctantly. The older man pulled him to his feet without any apparent effort. “Indeed. You can’t let yourself go berserker without a very good reason, Count Malatesta.”



  
“Turkowi,” he panted, “are a good reason, my lord.”



  
The head shake surprised him. “Not good enough. But this is not the place to talk philosophy.”



  
“No, my lords, it’s not,” the sergeant agreed, tipping his head toward a group of men waiting to use the training space.



  
It hurt. Not just Matthew’s head or the other places he began to feel bruises forming, but everything. The imperials had made him look like a fool, and his wounded pride hurt worst of all. Paul just watched him, not saying anything as they stripped off their practice armor and cleaned it, then rinsed off the sweat and sand. Count Kossuth waited for them in a quiet corner. “It’s wine and fruit juice, the last fresh juice until spring, I fear.” He gestured to two empty chairs. Matthew hesitated, not wanting to share board with the imperial nobles who had humiliated him in front of everyone.



  
“Sit, Matthew,” Kossuth ordered. “You fought very well, up to the point where you lost control of yourself.”



  
He debated stalking off, then sat. He waited until father and son had served themselves before filling his cup half-way with the cool drink. He’d never tasted wine and juice together, but the flavors blended well on his tongue, the sweet taming the harsh undertone of the red wine.



  
“You need polish,” Kossuth stated. “You have the basic foundation, and my compliments to whoever trained you in those basics. They did a good job. But you need to learn to separate yourself from the battle, to fight cold instead of hot. It’s a very hard thing to do, especially for young men who want to prove themselves.” Paul twitched, making Matthew feel a wee bit better.



  
“Why polish, sir? I’m not a courtier, I’m a warrior.”



  
The border lord ignored his tone. “Because you will have to work with other people, be they common soldiers, the merchant princes of the Freistaadter, or the rulers of Tivolia and Morloke. Smooth manners go a long way to disarming your opponent, charming the ladies, and making diplomacy easier should you find yourself needing to talk to those of rank.” Kossuth’s eyes narrowed and he all but shook one finger at Matthew. “There’s far more to being a courtier than dressing well and dancing gracefully, despite what young Eulenberg might go on about.” His son snorted and tried to hide a grin behind his cup. “Think of yourself as a diplomat for Marteen. If you want other governments to respect your claims, you need to act like a respectable noble, not a common-born soldier-for-hire.”



  Father didn’t bother with that. Matthew took another sip of his wine. Or did he? Matthew didn’t remember, but then he and Leo had seen very little of their father, since he spent a good deal of time away fighting and traveling.



  
“Is that why the empire supported Count Anthony Malatesta’s claim to Marteen, sir?” Paul asked.



  
“In part. And in part to punish old Duke Tillson for causing such an uproar on the border that it disrupted religious life and distracted the governments of Morloke and Scheel at a time when they really, really needed to be working together to stop the Turkowi. If it had not been for Captain Mike Kidder and his men …” Kossuth left the rest unstated.



  
He turned back to Matthew. “Right. So you need to work on court manners, more logistics, and how to fight without losing sight of the big picture. Because in many ways that separates a successful field commander from a poor one: knowing the larger scope of things, as much as possible, and when to shift resources to where, or when to fall back to await a better time and place.” Matthew closed his eyes, head starting to throb from more than just the stinging lick Paul had scored on him. “But not all today. Today you both go home, bathe, rest, eat some real food and not cat-in-a-bun or pork disguised as shahma.”



  
Matthew opened his eyes as Paul made a gagging sound. He’d turned pale with a greenish tinge. “People really eat pig?”



  
Matthew tipped his head to the side and stared at the younger Kossuth. “Of course. Swine give you a lot of meat for what they eat, and they eat almost anything. They can take care of themselves, and the meat cures well. Pigs are sort of like lagom without the fur. And the hides make great, durable leather.”



  
“There you have it,” Count Kossuth stated. “You both need to be at the library at the same time tomorrow.” He got to his feet, the signal that the boys were dismissed.



  
That evening at supper Matthew found himself seated next to Archduchess Sarah. Normally he listened rather than speaking unless someone asked him a direct question, especially when he felt this tired. Instead, the crown prince’s youngest sister seemed determined to keep him chatting, a bit to his dismay.



  She’s very plain-spoken for a princess, he thought yet again. She laughed freely, discussed politics and other things as avidly as her brothers, and did not hesitate to let them know when she thought they were wrong, unlike the Oligarchs’ daughters. She also rode very well and handled her pony-cart like a master teamster. Her brown eyes and honey-blond hair, along with how she managed to get into every conversation, reminded Matthew of a golden weaverbird.



  
He fought off a yawn, but she caught on and pursed her lips in a small frown. “Am I that boring this evening, my lord?”



  
“No, Your Grace, not at all. I’m just excessively tired from studying all morning and training in the afternoon.” He would be glad when the final course of baked apples came and he could go to his room and fall asleep.



  
She laughed, a sound like bell chimes. “You men are all alike this time of year, trying to beat each other into little lumps so you can impress the ladies once winter court begins.”



  
“And does it work, Your Grace?” He’d never tried to impress a lady.



  
Sarah blinked at him. “You are serious?”



  
“Yes, Your Grace.”



  
She pursed her lips as she thought. “Yes and no. Yes, it can impress women if you are skilled but tactful about it. Just walking around with your arm in a sling, or bragging about how you beat up the younger son of a minor gentry family is not going to win the heart of a fair maiden.”



  I wonder if that’s what Kossuth meant about more than fighting? Be good but don’t say it—show it, and let others figure it out? He finished his last bite of fish. “Thank you, Your Grace. That is good to know.”



  
Count Montoya’s son, Carlos, sitting across from Matthew, shook his head. “Haven’t you seen what Duke Tillson’s court is like? Or the Patrician of Florabi?”



  
“No, I have not. My understanding is that Duke Tillson’s court is strictly for ducal business. All socializing, such as I’m told it is, takes place in the hunting field, at the edge of the tournament stands, or before and after horse races.”



  
Sarah made a face. “Ugh. Duchess Tillson must be furious with her husband.”



  
Matthew wondered what he should say. All he had were rumors, none of them kind to say the least. “Ah, Your Grace, I have no knowledge of Her Grace’s thoughts on the matter.” True and safe, and not likely to cause offense.


  
She changed the topic and the apples arrived. Matthew managed to finish without slumping nose first into the plate. “I must beg your pardon Your Grace, my lord,” he said to Sarah and Carlos in turn. “I would like to stay, but I fear Count Kossuth expects me to be both present and awake tomorrow morning.”



  
“Give the old badger my regards,” Carlos said, playing with his cup of cordial. “Glad he’s found someone else to pick on.”



  
Sarah smiled and patted his arm. “You may go. Thank you for the excellent conversation this evening.”



  
“Um, ah, you are welcome.” He got up, bowed to them and to the crown prince at the head of the table, and staggered up to his room. He managed to get mostly undressed and to put out the candle before exhaustion hit him over the head and dragged him into slumber.



  
Over the next few days he noticed Prince Alois watching him closely. Matthew wondered if he was looking for improvement in something, or just happened to be curious to see how badly Count Kossuth had beat him up. Not that badly, as it turned out, although Matthew’s four-color bruises left even Paul impressed. “Damn. Those are mean.”



  
“Yeah. Glad we were using practice blades.”



  
Paul grinned. “Yes, because the churigon’s not that good about getting the right limb on the right stump, especially before his third cup of chokofee.”



  
“Maybe that’s why we do all our fighting in the afternoon?”



  
One of the older soldiers listening in laughed and corrected, “Nah, young lords, it’s so we can retire to our tents after battle without the missus presenting a list of chores ‘since there’s still light’.” That drew general laughter and some comments that quickly grew raunchy and pointed. Matthew ignored them. He’d heard much of it before.



  
Matthew had decided after his first encounter with Emperor Michael that speaking little was the safest course. He learned what he could without upsetting anyone, or so he thought. Wisdom Robert seemed pleased with his progress, and left him alone to read for several hours, returning to discuss what Matthew and Paul learned. That suited Matthew quite well. When he wasn’t studying or fighting, he rode. In the evenings he had supper with Alois, Sarah, and any of the younger nobles in the crown prince’s circle who happened to be in Vindobona, listening much and occasionally adding a word or two. One afternoon Sarah coerced him into coming with her to meet some of the other women of court, and he did his best to navigate the perils of chatting with eight single ladies and two dowagers. He’d already been impressed by Lady Marie Hoffman and considered trying to make a better acquaintance with her until he realized that she’d been promised to one of Foreign Minister Peilov’s sons. After that he stayed polite but didn’t seek her out or favor her over the other ladies.



  
Prince Alois seemed irritated that evening. Matthew considered asking why, but changed his mind during the main course when he remembered that there’d been a foreign policy meeting that afternoon. If I had to juggle Tivolia, Morloke, the idiots in the Bergenlands, and the prickly Poloki, while keeping one eye on the Turkowi and one on Frankonia, I’d be irked too. I’m glad I only have Marteen to worry about.


  
“Nothing,” Alois snapped when Montoya finally did ask him. “Personal matter.”



  Oh, that changes things. I wonder what her name is? In Matthew’s experience, men didn’t snap like that unless a woman was involved. Unless he lost money on a race, since that comes out of his pocket and not the Crown’s accounts. That would sting. Well, either way, it had nothing to do with him. Matthew went back to watching Eulenberg and Lady Jones playing a cutthroat game of marble chess.
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Things came to a head on the afternoon before the holy day. Instead of training, Count Kossuth had taken Paul and Matthew out on a ride and quizzed them on how they would attack, and then defend, Vindobona. From there talk turned to related topics, including how to feed an army large enough to besiege Vindobona. “I’d start by stripping whatever the city’s defenders left, including digging up all those root crops,” Matthew point to the field beside them with his riding whip. “And turn the orchards into firewood after I strip them. Live off the land as much as I can for as long as I can, to spare my supplies and in case someone tries to come up behind me, they won’t find much they can use.”



  
“What if it’s your city?” Paul challenged. “Your people won’t thank you for starving them once you take it back.”



  
“Not my fault.” Matthew shrugged. “It’s the enemy’s fault, and I’ll use what I loot from him to buy supplies for the next while until a harvest can be brought in.”



  
Count Kossuth made a noise. “It seems we are about to have company.” The trio moved to the side of the road as three women on highbred horses trotted up. Kossuth the elder removed his hat and bowed low in the saddle. “Your Majesty, Your Graces.”



  
Empress Laural tapped the brim of her hat with her riding stick. “Count Kossuth, Count Malatesta, Lord Kossuth. A pleasure to find you out this lovely afternoon.”



  
“The pleasure is all ours, to see a rich land graced by such lovely ladies,” the border lord replied.



  
The younger women fluttered a little and Matthew thought, Smooooth. No wonder he’s popular at court, or so rumor says.


  
“This is the Blackbird? He’s so fair,” a woman with dark hair, dark eyes, and pale skin like the crown prince’s announced.



  
“Plumage is not the best mark of coloring, my lady Peilov,” Count Kossuth replied, indirectly identifying her for Matthew’s benefit. “Neither face nor fancy reveal the heart.”



  
Empress Laural laughed, much like Sarah did. “Indeed, you are a poet as well as a warrior my lord Kossuth. Perhaps you gentlemen would accompany us back to the city?”



  
“As my empress commands.” They paired off, the empress with Anthony Kossuth, Archduchess Ann Peilov née Babenburg with Paul, and Archduchess Sarah with Matthew. After a kilometer or so, Matthew ventured to ask, “Do you mind a foolish question, Your Grace?”



  
“It depends on the question and the questioner. Ask away.” She smiled from under her broad-brimmed hat.



  
“Why do you and your aunt rank as Archduchess, when your brother is a prince? The books of courtly manners I’ve read say that your title should be princess.”



  
Sarah nodded, still smiling, then turned her attention back to her horse. “It would be if I were the oldest, in which case Alois would be Archduke, unless father decided that my husband would not inherit the throne. According to mother, it became very confusing during the last years of Uncle Andrew’s reign, may Godown give him peace, because not only were his brothers Prince Thomas and Prince Michael in residence, but Princess Ann and my mother, plus Prince Rudolph, Alois, Princess Sabra, and then I came along.”



  
Matthew considered the list, checking Red when he seemed overly interested in sampling a passing haywain’s contents. “Quit. I don’t care to pay for what you might steal,” he told the horse. “And I can see how that could get very confusing to someone who did not know birthdates and seniority, Your Grace.”



  
“Exactly. After Andrew’s passing, Emperor-Uncle Thomas and my father agreed that the heir, my father, would remain prince, and any other siblings would be archduke or archduchess, unless they came into the line of succession. The royal council agreed unanimously and on the first vote, which father says Uncle Thomas claimed was proof that Godown still works miracles.”



  
Matthew laughed at that. “Since I have never heard of all the Oligarchs agreeing on anything, let alone on the first vote, I believe your uncle had the right of it, Your Grace.”



  
Once they entered the walls, Count Kossuth and the empress dismissed Matthew to escort Archduchess Sarah back to the prince’s town palace. They rode into the courtyard to find Prince Alois standing there, steam all but coming out of his ears. “Trouble, brother?” Sarah called, dismounting with easy grace in a flutter of skirts.



  
Red spooked a little and Matthew sat hard, settling the horse until Sarah had gotten well clear and grooms led her gelding away. “Easy, boy,” he patted the bay’s neck. “Skirts never killed a horse.” Only after he felt the gelding relax did Matthew swing out of the saddle. He let a man take Red to the stable. Matthew heard boots ringing on the cobbles and turned to see Alois bearing down on him, his expression pure thunder. “Your Highness?”



  
“What are your intentions toward my sister, Count Matthew Charles Malatesta? Answer me truly,” Alois demanded, hissing.



  
Matthew rocked backwards, taking a defensive stance without thinking. “I have no intentions toward your sister, Your Highness.”



  
“Oh?” Alois stopped a few centimeters from Matthew, close enough that Matthew could smell mint on the prince’s breath and count the black hairs in his reddish beard.



  
“Oh, Your Highness.” Surely you don’t think I’ve compromised her honor in some way, you idiot.


  
“Why not?”



  
“Huh? Wha—? I— Am I supposed to? Is there a cradle betrothal no one told me about?”



  
“Why don’t you like her, if you don’t like her? Do you think something’s wrong with her? Is that it?” Alois pushed closer and Matthew backed another pace. “Do you think she’s ugly?”



  
“Oh hell no. She’s quite charming in a bubbly sort of way, if you like that in a girl. Her nose is a little small for my taste, but she’s not bad looking at all.” Alois growled something unintelligible and before Matthew could stop himself, his mouth said, “I prefer bustier women myself, but they say quality can make up for a lack of quantity.”



  
He ducked the punch but it took his hat off.



  
“How dare you—!” and the fight was on. Matthew tried not to hit the prince at first, but when Alois pushed it, Matthew gave as good as he got, sending the prince staggering back after a heavy blow to the stomach that left him gasping for air. Alois recovered as Matthew was fingering his nose to see if the prince’s last swing had broken it. “Bastard,” and all Matthew could do was roll with the blow, landing on hip, then shoulder and knee, on the hard cobblestones. He kept his head off the stones and grabbed for Alois’s collar, hoping to choke some sense into him when—splash!—a bucket of cold water hit both men, leaving them gasping and spluttering. Alois rolled off to the side and Matthew scrambled out of reach. “You damned son of a—”



  
Someone, in fact two very strong someones, grabbed their collars and heaved the men to their feet. Before he could do more than flail around, Matthew found himself under water, a large hand pressing his head down. He stopped fighting and began counting. At three the hand eased up enough for Matthew to emerge and gulp some air.



  
“That’s not,” and Alois’s voice turned to a gurgle that stopped abruptly. Matthew did not move until he heard and saw the prince emerge from the horse trough. The people behind them let both men up and Matthew started to turn around.



  
“You are a pair of utterly, completely brainless idiots with less maturity and sense than a two day old mule colt.” Matthew recognized the cold, growling voice and dropped to one knee, head down.



  
“He insulted Sarah,” Alois informed his father. Matthew heard the sound of a hand hitting flesh and winced at the yelp, but didn’t risk looking up.



  
“I can defend my own honor quite well, brother,” Sarah announced.



  
“Yes, you can,” her father intoned. “And for that little outburst you are confined to your room until dawn services, then for the rest of the holy day. Go.” Footsteps retreated from the courtyard, leaving Alois, Matthew, Count Kossuth, and Emperor Michael.



  
After a tense silence, the emperor asked, “What exactly did he say about Sarah, besides his opinion about women’s figures in general. I heard that bit.”



  Oh shit. Holy Godown, please may the stones open up and swallow me. Matthew’s face burned and he didn’t dare look up.



  
“He said he had no intentions toward her, even though he’s been leading her on as if he wants to court her. Then he insulted her looks.”



  I did not! I said she is charming and I have not been leading her on.


  
A pair of elegantly polished grey riding boots appeared in front of Matthew. “And have you been leading my daughter on?”



  
“Ah, I don’t know, Your Majesty. I don’t think I have—that is, I didn’t mean to if I was.”



  
He heard a snort from above him. “Stand up before someone mistakes you for a mounting block or hitching post, Malatesta.” Matthew staggered to his feet, wincing at the pain in his knee and blinking hard as his head swam. Alois glared at him, sporting what looked like it would be a spectacular black eye to go with the red mark on his cheek. The emperor, fists planted on narrow hips, continued, “I’m tempted to hold both of you under water until you develop sense, but the surge of stupidity washing out of the sewer would probably kill every fish in the Donau Novi.” Matthew flinched and Alois ducked his head and hunched his shoulders, avoiding the emperor’s eyes.



  
“Matthew Charles Malatesta, you will continue to treat my daughter with respect as due a lady of rank and quality. And you will spend more time studying deportment and manners, so that you better understand why the crown prince felt obligated to pound you into a pulp.” Before Matthew could respond, the emperor turned to his son. “And you will apologize to Count Malatesta, you will attend dawn worship tomorrow no matter what your face looks like, and you will spend the next two weeks’ mornings with Count Peilov learning how to conduct diplomacy without starting a war.” Michael met their eyes in turn. “Is that clear?”



  
“Yes, Your Majesty.”



  
“Yessir.”



  
A loud sigh blew through the courtyard. “Shall I have a guestroom opened, Your Majesty?” Count Kossuth inquired.



  
“Tomorrow. While court is in session, I believe it would better for Count Malatesta to stay on neutral territory.”



  
“Very good, Your Majesty.”



  
Michael folded his arms. “Now shake hands.” The two did, reluctantly. “Go to your rooms, get cleaned up, and if I hear one more word of this, Alois, you will get to teach Malatesta how to run a sanitary sewer inspection.” Whatever that meant, it sounded terrible, Matthew thought. Alois agreed, apparently, because the grip strengthened.



  
“I apologize for my rash behavior,” the prince offered.



  
“And I apologize for speaking without thinking, and for forgetting my place as a guest.”



  
Michael pointed in different directions and the men slunk off. As he left the courtyard, Matthew thought he heard laughter, both Count Kossuth and the emperor chuckling over the debacle.



  
“That came a week sooner than I anticipated, Your Majesty,” Kossuth admitted.



  
“You were right, Tony: two young hotheads in one house are two too many. But you still owe me three silver thalers.”



  
Matthew’s face burned hotter and he rushed up the steps to hide in his chamber.
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“Well, Blackbird?”



  
Matthew ignored Paul’s question for the moment as he studied the map draped over the table in the imperial council chamber. What on any known planet is Lewis thinking? He isn’t. Not if he thinks he can gobble Sarmas.


  
“His Majesty Lewis the Second of Frankonia, or rather his guardians, are lacking in sense as well as taste if they believe they can overawe Sarmas. Granted, Ironhand’s dead and buried, but trying to threaten Sarmas this late in the season is as foolish as, oh, tackling the Bergenlands right now.”



  
“You mean that the passes being closed, the poor harvest, and Martins River stretching three times as wide as usual might cause Godown’s gift to Colplatschki to experience some difficulties while attempting to annex the toughest nut under Godown’s heaven?” Paul chuckled as he leaned over the map from the other side of the table. “I agree.” He straightened up. “You’re still leaving?”



  
Matthew stood straight and tugged his black jacket back the way it was supposed to hang. “Yes. I’ve got to reassert my claim to Marteen. Duke Mischa’s not going to have as many distractions once the succession battle finishes, and the Oligarchs are making noises about,” he wrinkled his nose. “Not annexing Marteen, because they can’t, but taking it under Morloka protection.” I have a duty to my people. And I need to claim my income, which I can’t do from up here, no matter how good my managers are. And he didn’t like the way Alois and his father keep noising about an alliance. They’d moved past hinting to borderline threatening. Nothing overt, not direct threats, but suggestions about imperial recognition and diplomatic relations with Tivolia that set Matthew’s teeth on edge. He supposed he should be flattered, but he just wanted to leave.



  
Paul made a rude sound and Matthew smiled. He left the map and strolled over to the far corner of the room, out of the way of the servants coming in with chokofee, platters of finger food, and the other accouterments of an imperial council meeting.



  
Count Kossuth the elder came in a side door, looked around, and joined Matthew. “I can’t persuade you to stay, can I, Blackbird?”



  
“No, sir.” They’d argued over, discussed, and planned Matthew’s departure since mid-summer.



  
Kossuth folded his arms and turned to watch the activity in the room. “Good. We, and I don’t mean just the Empire, need someone with more than a quarter of a brain to the south of us when the Tillson line finally implodes.” After a breath or two, he continued more quietly, “I’m really starting to wonder if Fr. Mou was right, and that the reason Tillson continued his uncle’s suspension of the clergy was in order to avoid having a Diligence done.”



  
“That’s assuming Duchess Tillson is Karl’s mother, which I am growing more and more inclined to doubt, sir.”



  
One thin red eyebrow rose over a grey-green eye, as if questioning how Matthew could even think such a thing. After a year of living in Kossuth’s pocket, so to speak, Matthew knew what Anthony meant, and snorted a little. “Indeed,” the older man said, under his breath. Duke Hoffman stalked past, gave the men a dismissive glance, and dropped into his seat at the council table. Hoffman supported an alliance with Tivolia for reasons Matthew and several other people doubted had anything to do with the good of the empire as compared to the good of Hoffman’s money pouch.



  
“Greetings, Blackbird,” a hearty voice called. Hoffman turned, scowling, as Alois Babenburg sauntered in. That is, as best he could saunter on crutches with one leg in a splint.



  
Kossuth and Malatesta bowed. “Your Highness.” Kossuth eased away, making room for the prince and getting out of the way of any possible fights. Matthew hid his smile. No worries, sir. It’s too cold to be courting another horse-trough bath.


  
“You’ve become a blackbird in truth,” Alois observed. Matthew wore black from his boots to the small plume on the soft hat currently tucked into his belt. Empress Laural and her ladies had taken to calling him the Blackbird because of his serious demeanor and in jest at his fair coloring, and Matthew had claimed the name for his own.



  
He shrugged. “It suits.” Black dye is cheap. And the Turkowi fear the blackbird as ill omened because it fights without ceasing. That suits as well. Matthew now shared the Kossuth men’s secret: knowledge of the dozens of Turkowi books locked away in the library office at Kossuthna Major. He spoke the language with a terrible accent, but he could read it almost as fast as he could read his own tongue. One of the books, a collection of children’s tales, included the story of Selkow and the blackbird. That religion makes sense from inside, but wow, how any sane person could believe it still escapes me. He knew better than to mention any of that outside the Kossuth family or Starland household, however.



  
“Such a cheerful sight you are. Even Sarah can’t get you to smile.”



  Dare I? Why not. I can run faster than he can, and I’ll be over the border before he heals. “No, Your Highness, but I must confess that your horse certainly made me smile.”



  
Alois started turning red, then laughed, shaking his head. “I still have not sorted out what happened.” He’d been taking one of the jumps on the cavalry course when everything went wrong, but no one could guess how.



  
“I had nothing to do with it, I assure you, Your Highness,” Matthew spread his hands and tried to look harmless. “After all, I was in Kossuthna and I have witnesses.”



  
“That’s the only reason I believe you,” the prince retorted. He turned and made his slow, careful way to the chair beside the throne, taking his place. Until he healed, his father had given him permission to stay seated. Managing steps and bowing at the same time remained beyond the prince’s ability.



  
Not long after, Paul joined Matthew, Gerald Starland, and Archer Jones in the “bachelors’ corner” as they called it. “His Majesty Emperor Michael Babenburg,” a stentorian voice called, and chairs scraped as people rose and bowed. Matthew heard heavy steps. “You may be rise and be seated.”



  
Now that he knew what to watch for, Matthew admired the emperor’s way of handling the council nobles. A question here, a hint of agreement there, and the suggestion that Michael’s desire had been the lord’s idea all along kept business moving smoothly and tempers even. Count Anthony was right. I had a lot to learn and didn’t even know it. Matthew did not care for Emperor Michael’s loathing for Lander things, but as with the Turkowi, he understood how the older man had come to be like that. If Leo had gone mad from playing with broken bits of Godown-only-knows, I’d hate the stuff too.


  
Finally, after far too long, or perhaps not long enough, Michael looked at the bachelors’ corner. “Count Matthew Malatesta,” he called.



  
Matthew walked forward, bowing again. “Your Majesty.”



  
“We understand that you are leaving our court.”



  He’s using the imperial we, OK, that means this is a policy matter and he’s treating me as a head of state. Matthew’s heart started to race and his attention sharpened. “Yes, Your Majesty. I have made excessive use of your most generous hospitality, yours and Count Kossuth’s. And matters of state make it necessary for me to return to the Malatesta lands and see to things personally.”



  
The dark blue eyes seemed to weigh Matthew, as if comparing the boy who’d arrived a year ago to the man now standing before the throne. “Indeed, certain difficulties respond best to personal attention.” Michael briefly shifted his gaze, pinning Count Jones for an instant. Matthew heard Jones squirming at the attention: he’d been pushing for the emperor to delegate more of the imperial war dukes’ power over defense to the council. “We trust that you depart in peace and friendship.”



  
“That is my hope as well, Your Majesty.” He kept his tone and expression politely neutral. No alliances, Your Majesty. You know why.


  
“Then go with our prayers for your safety and our hopes for your future prosperity.”



  
Matthew bowed again. “Thank you, Your Majesty. May Godown grant you peace.”



  
“Selah” several voices chorused, and a small hint of a smile lifted the corner of the emperor’s mouth.



  
Early the next morning, as he checked Red and Shadow’s tack, Matthew found a sealed note stuffed into the saddle scabbard. He removed it and tucked it into the saddle pouch with the waxed-cotton lining. Clyde the mule made a rude sound and Matthew went over, checking his load and confirming that the noise signified nothing besides mulish muttering. “Why did I let Lord Anthony talk me into taking you?” He swore quietly at the cantankerous beast.



  
“Because if you don’t, I’ll make you take Paul,” Kossuth said, startling Matthew out of his skin. The older man glided up, his boots silent on the stones of the courtyard.



  
Matthew smiled. “No, thank you, my lord. Paul eats too much.” Both young men had grown over the past year, filling out and, in Matthew’s case, adding almost ten centimeters of height. He could see the top of Count Kossuth’s head now. He extended his hand.



  
Kossuth took it, but instead of shaking, he pulled Matthew into a half-embrace before releasing him. “That he does. His mother is threatening to make him harvest his own food so he won’t break her budget.”



  
Since the person in question was not present to defend himself, Matthew thought about correcting the record, then decided against it. “Thank you, my lord.”



  
Kossuth waved him off. “You gave Paul someone to aggravate besides his mother, sisters, and I. Now scoot. I don’t like how the sky looked yesterday at sunset.”



  
“Me either, my lord.” Matthew mounted Shadow, a stolen horse he’d recaptured from the Turkowi when he helped fight off a raid in the spring. Socks had earned retirement at stud on Kossuthna. “Godown be with you.”



  
“And also with you. And Matthew?”



  
“My lord?”



  
“Don’t screw up.” Kossuth whapped Shadow on the rump, spooking the horse into motion before Matthew could respond. The three equines clattered out of the twilight-dark courtyard of Kossuth House and into the quiet street.
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Matthew forgot the note until after he reached Marteen. With Duke Starland’s help he’d found a way to communicate with the man he and Leo had left in charge. As a result, Matthew did not have to try and prove his identity. Nor did he have much trouble reasserting his possession with the farmers and merchants, not after breaking up a Tivolian raid single-handedly. It hadn’t been much of a raid, Matthew thought that night, watching the snow falling outside the snug house he’d made his headquarters. Two trained armsmen and a gaggle of bully-boys trying to cause trouble and saying that the farmers owed Duke Mischa thirty percent of their harvest for his “protection,” did not meet Matthew’s standards for a raid. And once he’d unhorsed one of the armsmen and badly wounded the second, the farmers rallied and chased the remaining thugs off. They didn’t need my help. He sipped hot cider. No, but you shocked the intruders and gave your people a rallying point.


  
He picked up the still-sealed note. The light blue wax bore Prince Alois’s dry fountain mark. I wonder if he wanted to challenge me to a duel over Sarah’s honor? She’d been betrothed to the son of the Patrician-Master of Perrulia, one of the Freistaadter, at midsummer. Matthew shrugged and broke the seal, unfolding the battered note.



  
“Blackbird,” it started. “You still owe me for those weeks I spent trapped in Peilov’s office.” A broad, evil smile spread over Matthew’s face. You started it, not me. “But since I survived, and you managed to keep Paul Kossuth out from underfoot for almost a year, I guess I owe you.” Right. And shahma fly. “If you need help from the Crown in the future, ask and I’ll do my best to do whatever I can. By my hand and seal, Alois Donn Misha Babenburg.” Matthew started to toss the page into the small fire, then caught himself. You never know. If the Rajtan and his entire army show up at Leaky Creek, you might need his help, Godown forbid. He made St. Michael’s sign and put the note away with his few other important documents.



  
What next? He’d also returned with gold, enough to hire a few good soldiers until he could establish a reputation and build up a war chest. He had not wanted it, but Emperor Michael and Count Peilov had insisted, showing him the contract Emperor Thomas had with Count Anthony Malatesta to provide men against the Turkowi. “Thomas died and your father waded into his fight with Tillson and never claimed the money. Take it or I’ll dunk you in the horse trough again,” had been the emperor’s exact words. The imperials are insane, the lot of them. Tending the sewers themselves? Godown bless, but they are crazy. Good, but crazy, and too damn ambitious for my taste.


  
He needed to strengthen his hold on Marteen and to make his name. Until he did that, older men would try to push him out, or ignore him. For the moment, being ignored suited Matthew just fine, especially if it were Duke Tillson ignoring him. But it couldn’t last, and without proving his competence, he’d be fighting off every younger son and ambitious hire-sword along with the Turkowi. He stared into the fire and plotted.



  
The snow melted as soon as it fell, so the next day Matthew rode out, looking over the land. Thanks to a wet summer that kept the pastures lush, the cattle, sheep, and shahma looked fat, but not the wheat and quinley. The few farmers who’d experimented with marsh wheat did well, but the other crops drooped, weak stemmed and waterlogged. I’d best just drop the tax on grain this year. There won’t be enough to be worth taxing anyway, and it should help those who have to buy. Including me. A few people acknowledged his presence, tugging forelocks or dropping little curtseys, and he waved. I need to build fighting strength, at least a squad of horsemen and a pike square.


  
That night, on a whim, he wrote out a letter to Lt. Wilhelm Klaus and addressed it to Klaus in care of Anthony Kossuth’s distant cousin in Florabi. Then he wrote another one to Master Eduardo Madau, now the head of the Oligarchs’ Council of Morloke, informing him that Count Malatesta would not be doing business with members of the Council for the foreseeable future. Instead, he sent word through the small shopkeepers in Solva to the traders in Kirwali, Revanaar, and Valdoro that they could do business tariff-free in Marteen for the next three years. That should kick them into at least sending factors, if not diverting some trade here. He closed his eyes and considered what else he could do for income, based on what he’d learned over the past year.



  
Marteen and Kossuthna Major shared two important similarities: broken land and hostile borders. Instead of the Dividing Range, rugged hills took up almost half of the small county, squeezing the 25,000 or so people who lived in the area into the flat ground on the western side, facing Tivolia. The hills provided good timber and grazing, and a little earth coal, but not much else besides hunting. The plain boasted some of the richest soil south of the Donau Novi lowlands, just not as much as Matthew liked. He’d thought about annexing a bit more of Tivolia, but the time wasn’t ripe. With Karl Tillson about to prove himself incompetent, it eliminated the succession question and allowed Duke Misha turn his attention back to Marteen and Count Matthew. And if he couldn’t defend it, he shouldn’t try and claim it. Count Kossuth had hammered that into Matthew’s head.



  
The rest of the winter passed quietly. Since the Oligarchs couldn’t close their border to him without choking their own caravans, Matthew’s farmers drove their flocks south and then west to market at Valdoro, the island trade city just off the coast. They brought back grain, arms, and other goods, along with news. Matthew read the letter from Lt. Klaus and smiled. Yes, I think in late winter I’ll make a trip to Revanaar, during the weather gap. The smile faded as he thought about the other news, the rumors and whispers the farmers and small merchants had brought.



  
The Turkowi had swallowed Amsport at last. And they’d built bridges over the Morpalo at Sigurney and two other points, big strong bridges that could support heavy guns and ox carts. Supposedly engineers from Frankonia had provided some assistance, although Matthew doubted that the Turkowi needed any such help. He swished the sip of spiced wine over his tongue and swallowed. That opens the Lander roads to Scheel Center and the coast road as far as New Dobri. From there it’s an easy trip straight up to the Morloke border. Assuming they stick to roads, which I doubt. There’s no need for heavy guns, since there are no decent fortifications between New Dobri and Morloke City. I need to look at my notes on fortifications without stone. There was something from Novi Rus about what they did in the Gormie War, recreating an idea from Old Earth. If he created a line of earthworks and those wood-earth composite forts, he could direct the Turkowi, Tivolians, or whoever else decided to cause trouble, without the expense of building in stone. Well, and in places that never had any stone, which described large swaths of Morloke, and the road to Valdoro. Spring would be busy.
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Matthew finished losing the last of his breakfast over the side of the ship. He panted, watching the grey-blue water for a minute before he managed to push himself upright. He locked his eyes on the grey-white horizon, trying to ignore the motion below and around him. I’m never sailing in spring ever again. Except he had to if he wanted to get back to Marteen. At least he wasn’t alone in his misery. All but one of the other passengers suffered terrible seasickness, and that one Matthew wondered about. Godown help us: if this is “fair weather” may I never see a storm. At least, according to the sailors, the wind that turned the sea into a rolling, churning instrument of torment would get them to shore sooner than planned. Please, holy Godown, get us to shore and I will never complain about slow travel on land ever again, please, I promise. And at least Turkowi couldn’t sail because of the rougher weather to the south, or so he’d heard.



  
Matthew waited until his stomach assured him that it had nothing left to lose before returning to his small space below the deck. He ignored the sounds of the people in the long cabin beside his and tried to ignore the stench. The sewers of Vindobona in late summer almost smelled better than the small ship. It creaked, and he heard flapping from overhead as the sailors adjusted one of the sails to take better advantage of the wind. A night and day of retching left Matthew drained, and he lay down, closing his eyes and reciting his long-neglected bead prayers.



  
They touched the shore at the port that served Revanaar just before sunset the next day, too late for the main city’s curfew but far earlier than anticipated. Matthew graciously allowed the other passengers to leave first (and to attract the cut purses, sellers of sick horses, and others), taking his time walking down the ramp from the deck to shore. He skirted the commotion of the dockside and walked up to an inn along a quieter back street, in the quarter set aside for gold workers. He continued until he reached a small, quiet building with a black h’owl painted over the door. “Inn of the Blackbird it is,” he laughed under his breath, then walked in.



  
“Sweet St. Basil be with us,” a familiar voice exclaimed. “Shit, sir, it is you. Damn you’ve grown.” Matthew pivoted, smiling as he saw Lt. Klaus and a few other familiar faces.



  
“Good to see you too, Lieutenant.” He turned back to the rotund man with brawny arms and a mostly clean apron who stood behind the bar. “Count Malatesta, one room without company. And a meal.”



  
“Four thalers silver.” Matthew pushed the coins across the knife-scarred wood. “My lor’.” The innkeeper showed Matthew his room. After moving everything of value from his bags to his person, Matthew returned to the taproom and took the seat Klaus offered.



  
“So, Klaus, what news?”



  
“Nothing much, my lord. The usual noise among the Freistaadter, the Frankonians trying to pretend that they really weren’t all that interested in Sarmas, Turkowi underfoot.” He took a long pull from his beer. “Magwi set up a trade post in Tivolia, that’s new.”



  
“That is. I wonder …” Matthew held his peace until the barmaid left after putting a large plate of stew in front of him. He poked at it, recognized most of the contents, and ate.



  
“So, my lord, you want to rebuild your army?” Klaus began once Matthew had inhaled half the meal.



  
“Aye. I have cash to hire decent men—not many, just a core. What do you know about the situation in Scheel?”



  
The man beside Klaus spat, “It reeks like an overused privy in a swamp on midsummer, my lord.”



  
Matthew’s eyebrows rose. Not exactly diplomatic or tactful, but honest. Maybe. “Indeed?”



  
Klaus nodded, pointing with his thumb, “Kazmer Takacs. My ex-cousin-in-law, logistics and trade specialist, purportedly descended from the Takacs of Morloke, but that’s just a vicious rumor.”



  Maybe, but he has the look: black eyes, curly black hair, dark skin, and a face so angular you could shave on those cheekbones. “I take it you’ve been in the south recently, Mr. Takacs?”



  
“Aye. Getting family out of Amsport and off the New Dobri road. The Turkowi bit off more than they could chew, trying to beat up the Magwi. They’re too evenly matched as far as light cavalry and nastiness, so the heretics turned north. You know about the bridges?” Matthew nodded and Takacs continued, “They swallowed Amsport and the land around it, almost to the western edge of the hills. Already have the hills between Sigurny and Karlava north to the Rocky Ford.”



  
“So they are in striking distance of Scheel Center. What of St. Kiara’s shrine?”



  
Klaus answered. “It moved to Kirwali, with all the Sisters, the relics, books, everything. Just about the time you went north, one of the priests had a vision so strong he used it to beat the bishop over the head with, then took everything west over the water.” Klaus made St. Gerald’s bridge, and Takacs responded with St. Basil’s crook.



  
“No time to waste then.” Matthew sipped his beer. He didn’t taste anything off, so he took a larger swig. Raucous laughter billowed up from the corner table by the fireplace, and he saw a large man, well into his cups, giving another customer a “friendly” slap on the back that knocked the smaller man onto the heavy wooden table, driving the wind out of him. Matthew shrugged—not his fight.



  
He told Klaus, “I need a unit of medium cavalry and two squads of infantry, pike and archers. Trained men and steady, willing to settle down and to work with reservists if necessary. I can pay the first year’s salary, and I anticipate being able to supplement that, given what rumors are flying and your news,” he nodded to Takacs.



  
Klaus nodded in turn, as did Takacs. “You have land?”



  
“Not yet, but I suspect I might soon. Or I might not—Godown looks after idiots, small children, and Tillsons, as they say.”



  
The loud man appeared at Matthew’s elbow and growled, “You insulting His Grace Duke Tillson of Tivolia?”



  
Matthew smelled beer and trouble. He looked up, studying the stranger. Drunk and big, but I’m bigger and sober. I’m also a stranger here. He glanced past the drunk to the innkeeper, who glowered at the drunk’s back, as if he would not be unhappy to see the rowdy removed. Let’s see what happens if … “No. Just observing that the Tillson family often seems to have been touched by Godown.” He kept his tone friendly and mild.



  
“Good,” the man turned to go. He stopped as the meaning of Matthew’s words penetrated the beer haze. “Hey! You bastard.”



  
Matthew got to his feet. “No, my parents had been married to each other four years before I was born. Yours may have had a purely professional relationship, but I’m no bastard.” The drunk swung, Matthew ducked, and grabbed the other man’s collar as he staggered off balance. The innkeeper pointed to the door and Matthew obliged, heaving the troublemaker into the road. No one in the taproom objected to the rapid departure.



  
“The Blackbird is a fighting bird,” Klaus said when Matthew returned to his seat.



  
“Yes, he is.”
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The next morning Count Malatesta paid his respects to the Lord Mayor of Revanaar and confirmed his interest in improving trade with the city-state. He also contracted with several of the weapons makers for pike and halberd blades, arrows for crossbows and compound bows, plain helmets and buffcoats. He paid half in advance, plus a little more to have a design marked onto the long arm blades. “An eagle? Aye, my lord,” the smith agreed. “Your sigil?”



  
“Yes.”



  
That evening he stayed in a better inn, one within the city walls. The next morning he attended services at St. Kiara’s. As he went up to receive the bread and oil, he noticed an attractive young lady joining the line just ahead of him. Matthew made himself concentrate on the sacraments and the service, but as soon as the priest dismissed the worshippers, he began looking for the woman. Carefully, of course, since he had no desire to discover the hard way that her father was the head of the city guard and that she had five larger older brothers, or a husband. She managed to disappear in the crowd and he sighed a little. Ah well, time enough. He’d noticed other women, from tavern wenches and market girls to master merchant’s ladies, eyeing him. After all, he was young, with strong features, and his black clothes and pale hair made a striking contrast. There are plenty of birds in the forest, especially the ones willing to throw themselves into my net. Why work harder than I have to?


  
That afternoon he met with Klaus again. “My lord, you need to go to Kirwali.”



  
“Why?” I didn’t think I’d managed to piss off anyone that badly yet.


  
Klaus counted off on his fingers, “One, to meet the Patrician so he knows that you are serious about maintaining your claim to Marteen. Two, to look at their foundries. Three, because of the gunpowder.”



  
“Ah.” That must be the source of the better powder they’ve been talking about in the empire. “I believe I can manage a side trip. I need horses.”



  
“Let Kazmer take care of that, my lord.” The older man made a hand sign Matthew had not seen in three years. He smiled a little.



  
The next morning the three men rode out along the old Lander road between Revanaar and Kirwali. The route followed a line of hills just inside the coast, then cut inland through low but very rugged hills. Small strongpoints dotted the land, and a few appeared to be Lander work. Scrubby oak trees and scrawny fat-nut trees scattered out across the hills, and the only strips of grassy green appeared to be along a few streams and small rivers. The rest of the grass shared the trees’ dull color. Kazmer Takacs shook his head. “And this is lush, my lord, the tail end of the wet months. Imagine what it looks like in a dry year.”



  
“No wonder the Freistaadter on this side focus on manufacture, trade, and animal products.” You certainly can’t grow much wheat on those little green strips. “And marsh wheat,” Matthew recalled.



  
Lt. Klaus shifted in the saddle of his ugly brown horse. Takacs had found them beasts that looked rough but possessed good conformation and quiet dispositions. That suited Matthew, who preferred not to call attention to his resources just now. That the beasts all sported shaggy winter coats helped hide their virtues. As the old soldier started to speak, a scatter of birds burst out of the brush ahead of them, just before a curve in the road. Klaus flashed the hand-sign for “ambush.” Matthew returned, “agreed.” He thought for a moment. “Race?” He heard Takacs make a surprised noise when Klaus signaled his agreement. Both men drew their swords. “Tsa!”



  
They charged around the curve and through the ambush. Four men appeared in the road behind them, and Matthew hauled back on the reins so hard that his dapple beast almost sat down. It scrambled for footing and turned. He urged the gelding back into the surprised group. “Blackbird!” he heard Klaus call. They attacked the would-be ambushers. Matthew caught glimpses of ragged clothes under mis-matched leather buffcoats and battered helmets before the men scattered back into the scrubby bushes along the trail, leaving two of their associates lying in the road. As Takacs rode up, leading the pack horses, Klaus dismounted and finished off one man. He checked the second one, shook his head, and dragged both bodies out of the right-of-way, taking their weapons and a few coins as he did. “Don’t worry, my lord, I left the death fee.”



  
Matthew forbore to comment. Godown doesn’t charge anyone an entrance fee, but this isn’t the place to discuss theology. As soon as the older man hauled himself up into the saddle, all three took off at a fast trot. The packhorses didn’t hesitate, almost drawing level with Takacs in their desire to stay with their herd. The warriors kept up the pace until the road descended into an open area of fields and a few stone houses. Once well clear of ambush-friendly terrain, Matthew drew rein, slowing his beast to a steady walk. “No archers. Interesting.”



  
“Too risky, my lord.” Takacs jerked his head back toward the pass through the hills. “Might hit the horses instead of the riders. And the brush will foul the shot.”



  
Matthew started to point out that crossbows would have less problem shooting through the scrub, but caught himself. Crossbows cost money, are hard to maintain, and the ones without cocking winches are a bitch to reload once you’ve fired. Instead he grunted his agreement.



  
It took two days’ steady, dawn-to-dusk riding to reach Kirwali. The city controlled land and smaller towns up to fifty kilometers from its walls, and Matthew knew he needed to tread carefully with the Patrician. He also lusted after the city’s fantastic defensive position, up on a series of hills overlooking a respectable small river. The Lander-crafted walls warned would-be attackers of the difficulty of approach, as did the curving roads leading up to the city, each with an outer gate and watch-posts. Klaus dropped back to ride even with Takacs, taking one of the packhorses’ lead ropes and tying it to his saddle as a way to show that they intended no harm.



  
Matthew led the way to the guard post on the road. He slowed the grey horse to an easy walk, giving the guards plenty of time to look over him and his men as they approached. “State your business,” a man in brown demanded. He wore an apron-like garment over his jacket that bore the device of the city, a simplified depiction of Kirwali’s walls with St. Kiara’s flame above them.



  
“I’m Count Matthew Malatesta of Marteen, with my men. I’ve come to present my credentials and a trade proposal to the Patrician and the trade council.”



  
The guard came a few steps closer, confirming that the men’s weapons had been peace tied. “Just you three?”



  
“Yes. I wouldn’t ask anyone else to cross the Sutherland Sea this time of year unless their priest issued it as a penance.”



  
A hint of amusement colored the guard’s voice. “Very well. Curfew runs from full dark to an hour before dawn. Your long blades must remain peace tied while within the walls. Any trade takes place in the market spaces—nothing in private homes without a permit.” He lifted the bit of red and brown-painted wood that barred the road and stepped aside, letting them pass.



  
Matthew found a suitable inn and then sent a message to Patrician Andre Geraldino, advising of his arrival and interest in a brief meeting, should the Patrician’s schedule permit.



  
The honored gentleman’s scheduled did permit. However, first Matthew and Klaus visited the armorer and powder miller. The miller’s shop sat outside the walls, near the river. He displayed his wares in a small stone building, away from where he and his apprentices made the black stuff. Once inside, Matthew peered at the strips of black-colored powder laid out under protective layers of glass and plaztik, each labeled with the type of weapon and the price per kilo. The powder for heavy guns looked grainier compared to the standard, and he wondered how the master made it. The prices certainly seemed reasonable, although transportation costs would devour the lower cost. Or perhaps not, if his new trade policies proved effective. Matthew placed an order for the finer scattergun powder, to be delivered through Revanaar to Valdoro and then Solva.



  
“I’d be more confident in the cannon if their last failure wasn’t in the courtyard,” Matthew observed later that morning as they rode back from the foundry. The large chunks of metal had been impressive, but probably not in the way the master arms smith had hoped. He’d not had time to melt and recast the metal before Matthew and Lt. Klaus arrived.



  
“Agreed, my lord. Godown and St. Michael must have been with them.” Klaus had not looked happy to hear that the failure—blowing the loading breech out—had killed only one man “this time.”



  
Loading from the butt end was still a good idea, but how were they going to make latches and clamps strong enough to keep the flame going out the barrel, especially once they tried it with a full-weight ball, Matthew wondered. He knew that the Landers had managed it by casting a solid cannon, somehow, but he didn’t know enough to imagine what equipment had been used. He had no need for cannon at this point, but he might eventually, depending on what the future held.



  
Matthew’s border with the Tillsons needed something. Marteen’s western edge bordered on nothing but more gently rolling plains with nary a large hill or deep river to protect them. That was the problem with the land between the Triangle Mountains and the low range this side of the Donau Novi lowlands: it held no defenses but men to stop an invader from any direction save north. How many times, on how many worlds, had rich, lush land without good natural defenses proved too tempting? Matthew tried to recall but the list was too long. What’s that proverb? Rough land and ugly women are both safe from invasion? And the Tivolian Lowlands are neither. “Perhaps Godown will help them with the next version of their cannon.”



  
Will Klaus shrugged. “Perhaps, my lord. We learn best from our mistakes, provided we survive them.”



  
“Indeed.”



  
    [image: * * *]
  


  
“Welcome to Kirwali,” Patrician Andre Geraldino said as Matthew removed his soft hat and bowed to the older man. Matthew noted the sunken cheeks and sharp nose and chin, as well as the white eyes. Claw-like hands emerged from the old man’s lush wool-velvet robe of office to rest on the arms of his chair.



  
Matthew knew better than to take Geraldino’s blindness as a sign of weakness. “Thank you, sir. I am honored to have a moment of your time.”



  
“Yes, you are, young man. I take it this is about the trade agreement you proposed last fall?” Geraldino cut through to the heart of business, sounding not impatient, but testing. Or so Matthew guessed.



  
“Yes, sir. My offer stands for duty-free passage for three years, and a one-percent tax on sales or purchases, no tax on grain until after the fall equinox or the completion of fall harvest this year, whichever comes first.” He added quickly, “Let me clarify, that applies to grain shipped before those times. I will honor the tax agreement on goods based on date of departure from Kirwali’s territory.”



  
The Patrician made a noncommittal noise. Matthew waited, stock still, letting only his eyes move. He used the time to study the garish paintings on the council room walls. They made the murals in the Oligarchs’ chambers in Morloke City dull in comparison, and he wondered where the artists had found such brilliant colors, especially the yellow. It came close to making his eyes hurt. Fortunately, the artists had used it sparingly, adding a touch here and there as an accent color. Godown save us if they ever decide to paint a scene depicting a victory over the Turkowi. Even the blind will have sore eyes.


  
“I suspect the council will accept your offer,” Geraldino pronounced at last. “Assuming your territory has not been devoured by either the Tillsons or the Turkowi.”



  
“It is my understanding that the Tillsons have made themselves most unwelcome in Marteen already, sir, and the Turkowi need to consolidate their gains. They’ve come close to overextending themselves, in light of the murrain reported among the Magwi’s flocks.” Patrician Geraldino and two of his advisors made St. Basil’s crook, warding off the news.



  
Geraldino leaned forward, white eyes focused on Matthew, or so it seemed. “Is this truth or rumor, Count Malatesta?”



  
“The mayoral council of Revanaar is closing the gates to sheep, cattle, and fleeces and raw hides from Scheel, Magwali, and the Turkowi,” Matthew reported. “They want stock and goods from the north, animals that traveled overland preferably.” Because any sick ones will have died en route, and the Tivolians will have driven the herders right back out of their borders, so the council won’t have to worry about offending anyone’s trade rights. All of which everyone in the room already knew.



  
“Interesting.” The old man leaned back in his chair as his aids whispered. “Will you be staying long, Count Malatesta?”



  
“A few days, sir. I had hoped to observe the city and perhaps learn a little more about governance and trade. I am young in power, for all that I have a great deal of military experience.”



  
That seemed to be the correct response. Patrician Geraldino smiled, revealing missing teeth. “Excellent! Master Belissari is celebrating his daughter’s betrothal tomorrow, and I’m certain he would be delighted to have you honor his feast with your presence.”



  If he wasn’t before, he will be once you get through with him. Godown grant that we’re never on opposite sides of a battle. Any battle. Matthew bowed a little. “Thank you, sir, but I would not want to impose—”



  
“Pah.” Geraldino flicked his fingers, dismissing the protest. “There is no imposition when a wise young man seeks to learn from his elders.”



  
Matthew bowed again. “Thank you.” Geraldino dismissed him and Matthew returned to the inn.
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Fortunately for his dignity, Matthew’s return voyage, although slower, passed far more smoothly. He and Will Klaus and Kazmer Takacs conferred on board the ship, drawing up their plans for organizing the soldiers they had hired in Kirwali and Ravanaar. Klaus arranged to send a message to Sgt. Byron Roth, to see if they could lure the NCO out of retirement. Matthew made a special offering to St. Gerald and St. Michael once they arrived in Valdoro, and breathed a little prayer to St. Gimple, patron of fools, for the Frankonians’ stupidity. He’d managed to hire almost an entire company intact, thanks to the Frankonians failure to do more than annoy the Duchy of Sarmas the previous campaign season. Despite the ancient barracks jokes, in this case size had not mattered, not when terrain, weather, and intelligence all favored Sarmas. Two of the hired men had heard of his father, and it seemed that everyone had heard of his grandfather. Matthew harbored no doubts that he could rise to match their reputations, provided he lived long enough.



  
He also brought back a much more comfortable addition to his living situation: Barbara Lee, the woman he’d glimpsed at St. Kiara’s in Revanaar. He looked over at her as they rode north, part of a trade caravan bound for Marteen. She returned his gaze with quiet brown eyes and a slight smile. She’d accepted his interest, and her guardian had been more than delighted to dispose of an unwanted, dowerless orphan. Matthew appreciated her shapely figure, low voice, and apparently placid disposition. Godown save me from a woman like Master Belissari’s second daughter. She made me tired just being in the same room, and that was before she opened her mouth. He’d heard donkeys with more melodious brays. Not that he intended to marry Barbara, of course, but the prospect of someone to warm his bed in exchange for a minor household position pleased him greatly.



  
Another potentially pleasant surprise awaited him in Marteen. Potentially, because Matthew felt a headache building when he saw the delegation of petitioners waiting for him outside his house in Solva. Everyone should be working, getting ready for planting. And if Roger couldn’t take care of them, then it must be a major problem. “Roger,” he called to the man currently managing his affairs and residence. “Show Mistress Lee to my quarters, and Lt. Klaus, Mister Takacs, and the men to the quartering barn for now.”



  
“Very good, my lord.” Roger didn’t bother hiding either his relief at Matthew’s return or his suspicions about Mistress Lee.



  
“Barbara, I will introduce you to the staff once I’ve spoken with these gentlemen,” he told her. She smiled, nodded, and left without protest, at least for now. Matthew gathered his dignity and dismounted, then strode over to the four men waiting by the mercat cross in front of his residence. “Gentlemen.”



  
They bowed. “My lord Count Malatesta,” the sturdiest replied. They all wore plain but very well made clothes, and as they straightened up, Matthew caught a glimpse of fur trim on the leanest man’s waistcoat. Prosperous but not showing off, he catalogued. The callouses on their hands look like farmers’ marks, not merchants’ pen callouses. Hmmmm.


  
The house door opened from inside and Roger bowed a little, gesturing with his free hand. “Please join me inside,” Matthew invited. “I apologize for the lack of hospitality, but as you can see I’ve been away.”



  
“Oh, no apology necessary, my lord Malatesta,” the heavy man replied hastily, whipping off his hat and giving Matthew plenty of room to pass. “We only arrived this morning.”



  
“Good.” Matthew removed his sword belt and handed it to Roger, then settled into his chair. “How can I help you, gentlemen?”



  
The quartet rustled and the tallest man cleared his throat. “Ah, my lord Count, your pardon if I am direct.” Matthew motioned with his hand for the man to get on with it. “We’re from Rosino, over the river.”



  
Matthew called up a mental map of the area. Rosino, that’s twenty kilometers northwest, into Tivolia, in that stretch of really good wheat and maize ground, where all the orchards are. “I see. Do you wish trading privileges in Marteen?”



  
The spokesman ran his hat through his hands, turning it by the brim like a millwheel. “Ah, no, my lord. We, that is, the largest landowners and shop keepers and tradesmen, want you to take over.”



  
If he’d not been so tired, Matthew would have jumped out of the chair with surprise. As it was he blinked hard, struggling to keep his composure and present a serene face to the men. “I see. You do realize that if I agreed to this highly unusual request, it would mean war between Tivolia and Marteen?”



  
“Aye, my lord, but you’re already at war with Tivolia, begging your pardon,” the heavy man stated. “And Duke Mischa’s not gong to notice our departure for a while, least a ways likely not until next spring if we read things right.” He waved toward the other three men, who nodded.



  Oh? What’s wrong with Mischa Tillson? Is his duchess pregnant? Or is someone attacking him from the other side of the Barnhard Pass? Don’t tell me Frankonia’s that strong and stupid both. “Oh? I’d think His Grace would note a change rather sooner, especially on the eastern border.”



  
Four headshakes met his gaze. “No, my lord. He’s got his hands full with a split council and a succession fight.”



  
Matthew’s head began throbbing, and not from lack of wine. Oh holy Godown, what now? “Succession fight, gentlemen? I had not heard.”



  
“Aye, my lord,” the tall spokesman heaved a deep sigh. “Sabrina and Matteo Tillson-Capriotti, Duke Mischa’s sister and her husband, had a son, Francis. He is contesting both Karl and Michael’s claims, and he has arms and backers, including—or so rumor has it my lord—Frankonia and Florabi. Supposed to have an army on the western border, just over the mountains, waiting for Mischa to name him heir. Else he’s going to invade.”



  
He vaguely remembered his father’s tales of the last Tivolian succession fights. Godown have mercy on the people of Tivolia, the poor bastards. “And His Grace is taking this seriously?”



  
The tall man shrugged and rotated his hat another quarter turn. “He called in a war tithe and he’s talking ‘bout hiring more swords on the market. Don’t know if any of the rest of it’s true.”



  
Matthew started considering the matter, then stopped. “Gentlemen, I am flattered by your request. I trust you understand that I can’t give you a decision at this moment?” Roger appeared just inside the doorway leading to the rest of the house. “If you do not have an urgent need to depart, I offer you the hospitality of the Broken Wheel,” the road inn on the other side of the merkat square, across from the house. Roger nodded and disappeared. Good. Get them space and put it on my bill. “Don’t be concerned about the cost. Since I am delaying you, you are my guests.”



  
The four men huddled, conferring quietly. Matthew heaved himself out of the chair and found where Roger had left wine and a glass. He removed the cork and sniffed. Rosy: not my favorite, but better than that nasty white Paul Kossuth likes. Even Count Anthony had no idea how his son could stomach the desert-dry wine. Matthew poured a little and sipped, just enough to wet his throat. He turned back to face the four farmers.



  
“My lord,” the smallest, the one with fur on his waistcoat, began. “We have no pressing business elsewhere. If you don’t mind, my lord, we accept your hospitality for the night.”



  
“Excellent!” Matthew smiled, relieved. “You will find rooms ready for you gentlemen at the Broken Wheel. If you will come after the morning prayer service, I’ll have an answer for you.”



  
“Thank you, my lord.” A serving boy, whom Roger had left behind when he left, opened the door and let the quartet out.



  
Matthew flopped back into the chair. The boy disappeared, returning with a bootjack and a pair of shoes. “Yes, thank you.” Off came the riding boots, on went the shoes, and as he left, the boy passed a maid and Barbara coming in. The maid carried a large pitcher, and Barbara bore a tray with beer mugs on it. “Yes?”



  
“My lord, I ventured to guess that you would want to meet with Lt. Klaus, Mister Takacs, and your other advisers,” Barbara explained. “Roger said to tell you that the cook will have some light food ready soon and will send it up.”



  
“Thank you.” Matthew watched his new acquisition supervise the maid and came to a snap decision. “Barbara, stay here when Klaus and the others come. I want your advice.”



  
She blinked and raised one hand to her chest, surprise obvious. “Very good, my lord. But I’m not sure what I can add to anything.”



  
“You can keep people calm, and who knows? You might have a useful idea or two. You know women things. I don’t.”



  
Barbara gave him another curious look, curtsied and disappeared after the maid. She returned a little while later, now wearing a white head cover over her brown hair. Mostly over her brown hair, he noticed. She’d eased it back enough to show far more than a proper matron or a servant would display. He smiled to himself. Lt. Klaus, Roger, and Kazmer Takacs came in behind her, and at Matthew’s gesture they all sat down at the long table on the opposite side of the main room from his sitting area.



  
“Right. The men waiting here are farmers, judging from their hands and shoes. Prosperous ones, too.” He launched without preamble. “They want me to take their lands into Marteen. They’re from near Rosino, twenty kilometers that way,” he pointed. “In Tivolia. They say Duke Tillson won’t notice my ‘extending my protection’ that far away because there’s a succession fight brewing.”



  
Klaus rolled his eyes and Takacs groaned, as Roger put his hand over his eyes and said, “Oh Godown bless, not again. What the fuck is in the water over that way, anyway?” Roger uncovered his eyes and continued, “My lord, Karl and Michael with the Empire backing one of them?”



  
“Not this time. Go back a generation. Sabrina Tillson-Capriotti’s son, backed possibly by Frankonia and Florabi,” Matthew corrected. Barbara poured him some beer, then let the others serve themselves at his wave.



  
“Oh shit, that’ll keep the western border interesting, assuming it’s true.”



  
Barbara pursed pink lips. “My lord,” she began, hesitating until he nodded his approval. “My lord, it may be true. My guardian talked about having trouble finding caravan guards for this summer, because someone to the north had hired them, Florabi I think he said.”



  
Klaus tapped the table with a crooked finger. “And we got the men we did because they didn’t want to touch anything related to Frankonia, otherwise we’d have had a lot more trouble even though we weren’t hiring seasonal swords, my lord,” Klaus opined.



  
“And that matches the jump in horse prices, my lord,” Takacs chimed in.



  
Matthew rubbed his forehead. Once word spreads, will the Turkowi push up the coast, aiming to grab Tivolia while everyone’s fighting each other? His gut feeling was yes, but he spoke slowly as he ventured, “You know, it would be a stretch to defend, but on the other hand that gives us a natural border, the Arnoldo River and its hills. As it is we’re open on the west and southwest.”



  
Klaus wagged one hand back and forth. “Aye, my lord. And unless something’s greatly changed in the past ten years or so, most of those farms are fortified, so we could work from strongpoint to strongpoint if it came to that.” He sipped a little more beer. “What will the Oligarchs and the Empire say?”



  
“The Oligarchs will fume, not that they can do anything about it. The Empire? Probably nothing so long as I don’t challenge Tillson outright. Emperor Michael supported my claim to Marteen and recognizes me as Count Malatesta, with all diplomatic privileges and rank.”



  
The others batted the idea back and forth as he weighed matters. Roger waved his hand. “My lord, will you give them tax privileges like we have?”



  
“Yes, but not quite as much since I’ll have to fortify the river crossings and they didn’t lose as many crops last year.”



  
Roger nodded. “No problem with the council here, then, my lord. So long as we don’t get taxed to pay for their defense, no one should kick.”



  
“Thank you. I told them I’d consider the offer and meet with them after morning worship.” Matthew held his tankard over and Barbara added the last of the beer to it. She set the pitcher down and then bent lower to pick something off the floor, giving him a glimpse of breast as her modesty scarf slipped out of place. Hmmm, definitely not this afternoon. In fact, I think it’s time to adjourn. He’d not touched her since they left Valdoro, since he needed to be rested for night watch duty. But not anymore. “Good points gentlemen, and thank you. You may go.”



  
Later that afternoon he studied a map that Roger had found. He traced the Arnoldo River and the hills north of the floodplain. They curved to the south before fading into the coastal plain, only to reappear well to the south near New Dobri. Defensible, prosperous, the district would round out Marteen’s western border nicely, giving him a much better perimeter in case someone tried to attack. He drank more wine and snorted. No, someone will attack, either Tillson or the Turkowi, or both. Although I’d put my money on the Turkowi. Mischa Tillson won’t push matters if it comes to that, not if I have troops here. He’s a coward. Matthew made his decision. 
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“Thank Godown for His mercy that He gave us time to organize and fortify the border,” Kazmer Takacs, now Count Malatesta’s chief civilian advisor, breathed. He lay on his belly beside Matthew, peering down onto the Turkowi scouts’ night camp.



  
“Selah,” Matthew agreed. Satisfied that he’d seen enough he squirmed backward as quietly as possible, easing his way through the damp underbrush on the north side of the hill. And thank You that they didn’t post outer perimeter guards because of the weather. No one in their right mind would be out patrolling in darkness and storms, which probably explained why Matthew and his guards happened to be one hill away from the invaders—that and getting away from the Oligarchs before either Matthew or the would-be merchant princes lost their tempers.



  
“Do we kill them, my lord?” Louis Smith asked, so eager he almost vibrated.



  
Matthew mounted and turned Spots, leading the men away from the enemy encampment. Once out of hearing and danger, he answered. “No. We need to mobilize and attack while they think they’re unopposed. Crag, go back and watch, see if you can tell which way they’re going tomorrow, and then report to me as soon as you can. Don’t kill any of them, don’t let them know they’ve been spotted. If it comes to that, just leave and report what you see rather than shadowing them.”



  
Crag Jorgenson saluted and turned his horse back to the ridge.



  
Sgt. Roth agreed. “Aye, my lord. Kill the scouts, even if we make their animals and equipment disappear, and their Captain of Hundreds will get nervous. Nervous men watch for danger. We want them slow, dumb, and lazy.” He pointed over his shoulder with his thumb, toward Morloke City. “Like the Oligarchs back there.”



  
Kazmer made a sound low in his throat, but when Matthew kept silent, he held his own tongue. Matthew nodded his understanding before turning his attention to watching the road. It would be better for them cut overland away from the Turkowi, but not on a night this dark, in unfamiliar terrain with nose-digger holes and boggy ground. He didn’t care to die from a broken neck, thank you. Civil war lures the Turkowi like spilled grain summons yard fowl. In some ways the Turkowi reminded him of the flying reptiles that feasted on the dead: both were opportunists with no respect for friend or foe. Godown be with us and may our seasons’ labor not have been in vain.
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The farmers from Rosino had been right. Duke Tillson’s abrupt shift to focus on his western border proved most congenial for Count Malatesta. Quiet inquiries with the people living around Rosino confirmed that the majority would not be overly upset to pay a lower tax rate in exchange for better protection, even if it meant working five days a year on the new border defense posts. Those who favored Duke Tillson’s rule found it prudent to stay quiet, or so rumor had it. Public opinion made that silence especially wise after Count Malatesta personally, and very publically, horsewhipped the first (and last) of his hired swords to harass a farmer. Reconstituting a basic militia also boosted his popularity and cut the grumbling. Not that anyone had much spare time to spend complaining, with planting, the first hay mowing, and other farm work that spring.



  
As soon as summer’s pause came, Matthew, Lt. Klaus, Roger, and Sgt. Byron Roth called up the labor levy and built the first of the border posts, along the Arnoldo River hills. Klaus had scratched his head when he saw what Matthew wanted. “That’s a lot of dirt and trees,” he warned.



  
“It is, but it’s damn near cannon-proof, and even fire arrows or hot-shot will have trouble igniting the logs.”



  
“You said this is Lander? Is that safe? And my lord, I don’t mean physically safe.” Klaus didn’t follow St. Mou, but he had serious concerns about using anything from the Landers. “Godown didn’t like their technology, my lord.”



  
“Godown destroyed their technology because of the Landers’ pride, Klaus, not because it was technology. Go back and read your Holy Writ, especially the Book of Fires,” Matthew sighed. “And these designs pre-date the Landers, or so the old book said. They go back to Old Earth, to a place without much stone but with a lot of enemies. ‘Kevin Rooz’ or something like that.”



  
Actually, Matthew had thought as he looked over the finished outpost, the Landers would have laughed at the little fort. It sat atop a dirt mound, with dirt sloped up to cover the first layer of logs. The wall above that rose eight meters, with another layer of packed earth behind it, and a second log wall. The second wall supported the wall-walk and a shed-roof for the archers and other defenders. At the base of the wall inside the fort, men could shelter in the little rooms built into the dirt section, safe from weather and bombardment. A dirt-covered wooden passageway led to a spring. By using the trees from the hillside and floodplain, Matthew’s men had stripped the cover from around the mini-fortress. An attacker would have to approach in plain sight, and couldn’t easily gather firewood or timber for battering rams or scaling ladders. The fort controlled a bend in the river and a cut through the hills, where a small road met the larger river road. And it only required two weeks to construct, because they’d been cutting the trees all spring in preparation for the intense building push.



  
Matthew envisioned more of the little forts, all connected with heliograph or messenger birds or something. He’d also read about how the Kevin Rooz built dirt walls that helped keep horsemen out of their lands, as long as the people maintained the walls, and he planned to construct a few in places where no other barrier might be possible. But not now. Now, as he rode away from the prayer and blessing service over the little fort, he had other matters to consider—Morloke matters that could bring in more income or open a gaping back door for the Turkowi.



  
He’d begun patrolling the road from Solva to Valdoro now that more merchants made the trek inland with their goods. He’d flushed bandits once or twice, never large parties, but enough to make the effort worthwhile. That encouraged the merchants, and by midsummer a small second trading section developed in Solva, since the market had outgrown the original merket square. The taxes flowing into Matthew’s coffers helped defray the additional costs. He also made certain to keep his men and his staff well paid, reducing the temptation for them to do anything potentially bad for business.



  
Apparently the Oligarchs couldn’t match his success. He learned about it from Barbara Lee one night, after he’d taken his pleasure with her. “You heard the news from Morloke City, my lord?” she’d asked.



  
“No.”



  
“Four caravans attacked, two of them lost half their goods. That’s why Master Andradi’s men came here first. It’s not just the lower market costs, my lord, but they have safe passage. The Oligarchs can’t protect the roads from New Dobri and Valdoro as well as you do.” She rubbed his back.



  
“Mmmgh.” The only part of him capable of moving seemed to be his brain, and it ran slowly. They do have a longer, rougher route to cover, he warned himself as he started feeling a glow of pride. And he’d chased the bandits that direction, so the Oligarchs had more hungry people hunting the same prey—them. Either the Oligarchs would need to hire more guards, and they’d scream at the cost, or hold their caravans and travel in fewer, larger groups for defense. And then they’ll cry because other people beat them to market. He smiled at the thought. And it’s all their own fault. Barbara found a little knot in his shoulder muscle and worked it loose. Life is good. He drowsed away, contented with the world.



  
Three weeks later, the first message from Morloke City arrived. Matthew read it and passed it to Kazmer Takacs without comment. Kazmer looked up at the ceiling of the room Matthew now used as his business office, his expression saying “idiots,” then handed the page to Roger. The majordomo read through it and snickered before catching himself. He turned the laugh into a quiet throat clearing. “I was not aware that you had an outstanding contract with the Oligarchs’ Council, my lord.”



  
“Neither was I.” With that Matthew went back to the business at hand, sorting out claims over property loss from a small fire in one of the new warehouses. He’d been asked to arbitrate between the builder and one of the men with property in the warehouse, and had called Kazmer and Roger in for their opinions since they knew more about the matter than he did.



  
A second message came ten days later. Matthew compared the two and shook his head before filing them both in the maw of the small fire in the main hearth. The weather had turned cool and rainy, and a little heat felt good after getting soaked to the bones while inspecting the militia drills. Barbara watched him toss the page into the flames. “Problem, my lord?”



  
“Yes, but not for me, at least not yet.” He slouched down in the chair and accepted the wine-laced juice she poured for him. She apparently did not plan on going out any time soon, because she wore a pale dress with a hint of lace on the hem, a lacy bit of something with blue ribbons on the edge over her hair, and no scarf. He appreciated the view. At his orders she dressed more modestly when she went marketing or riding. Barbara smiled before returning to her seat and picking up her needlework. He explained, “They seem to forget that I am no longer fifteen and dependent on their good graces.”



  
Softly curved brown eyebrows rose a little. “That is a problem, my lord. For them.”



  
“Indeed.” He drank the juice and watched the flames licking up the last bit of paper, dancing and flaring on the wax of the seal. I have the power here, now. I will not dance to your tune—never, ever again. His grip on the metal stem of the glass tightened. You owe me blood price for Leopold Anthony Malatesta, and I will see you pay it, one way or another. I might be persuaded to defend you, perhaps, but on my terms, blood-guilty bastards. He imagined the flames dancing over the big houses and storage barns in Morloke City and smiled. Barbara made St. Alice’s sign and pushed herself back in her chair. Do I scare you? Good. He no longer woke up terrified, reliving his brother’s death in his dreams, but the memory remained fresh.



  
One of the wagons that arrived the next day brought a most welcome distraction. Roger prized open the top of the sturdy wooden case and removed a layer of straw. Matthew shooed him out of the way and unpacked the contents himself. “Ah, yes,” Matthew breathed, picking up the first book, a copy of St. Mou’s earliest sermons. A matching “Life of St. Gerald” and “Willem’s Guide to Fortification” emerged from the crate. The books shared almost identical bindings, with touches of silver leaf around the titles. At last, Matthew had the resources and space for the books he’d so craved as a child. And other things: the next crate produced reproductions of several Lander-era landscape pictures, and a striking statue of St. Michael carved in black and white streaked stone. That the saint bore a distinct resemblance to Count Malatesta was, of course, pure coincidence. Not that Matthew intended for any priest to see the item, unless the cleric happened to be visiting Matthew’s private study.



  
“I can’t have what the Landers had,” he explained to Barbara that afternoon as he oversaw the servants moving things around in his office. “I don’t especially care for Lander trinkets or relics. But I will not live like an uneducated lout. Master Cevasco detested books and pictures unless he could sell them. These are mine.”



  
She knew better than to argue, especially when he used that tone of voice. She’d pushed his temper once, and a single firm correction had ended that. Thank you, Godown, for a woman who learns quickly. He didn’t like having to discipline her, and she’d never protested his purchases or major orders since that first and last time. Oh, she fussed a little in private on occasion, and sometimes defied him on matters of dress and small household things, but never, ever in public or in important ways. He’d chosen well taking Barbara as his mistress, and they both knew it. Her placid manner soothed the household, and her other attributes provided a most pleasant distraction—she was like his books, in her own way. He needed those small distractions more and more as the days passed.
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The days grew shorter and Matthew watched his western border with increasing concern. Sooner or later, Tillson would come looking for his missing taxpayers. And that trouble might lure other, more dangerous, powers into the fray. Matthew began interrogating the long-distance merchants when he could. West or south? Which way will it come from, Godown? Send me a sign, if it is Your will.


  
The first sign of movement came not long after the feast of St. Alice. “Aye, my lord,” the caravan’s chief teamster said, “Rumor says the Frankonians have left Francis Tillson-Capirotti perched on the Barnhard Pass with no support but his own men and a few from Florabi. Seems Duke Tillson called their bluff. ‘Course, that’s rumor, filtered through two hundred kilometers and four tongues at least, my lord, so,” he shrugged.



  
“After their little problem taking over Sarmas last winter, I suspect rumor is closer to truth than usual,” Matthew allowed.



  
The square-shouldered man shrugged, or so Matthew guessed. The teamster’s thick neck made it hard to tell if his shoulders moved any closer to his ears or not. “That’s what I’m thinking, my lord. Plus, they hired for a single season and aren’t extending contracts. There’s some as are wondering if young Francis was just an excuse to harass the Freistaadter and scout east of the Martin’s River, my lord.”



  
Now Matthew shrugged. “Possible, as you say. Did you have any trouble on the road?”



  
“None but the usual, my lord. A few loose shoes and a broken axle on that damn fool who overloaded with trash.” The teamster looked over his shoulder at the wagon in question, one carrying a load of iron goods as well as lace and fripperies. Barbara had launched a frontal attack on the man’s wares, Matthew knew. Well, that’s why he gave her pin money. It kept her from pestering him for trifles. The visitor’s next words pulled Matthew back to the matter at hand. “But we met some folks who wasn’t as lucky, my lord. Got away with their hides and that was all. They’re trying to buy passage back to Valdoro any way they can.”



  
“Really?”



  
“Aye. Bandits, but they chased those off. It was the Turkowi that cleaned them out.” The man made St. Michael’s sign and Matthew copied him. “The heathens caught ‘em as they tried to regroup and reorganize after the first attack. Took all their goods, so the men claim, and threatened to kill them if they didn’t convert. A few did, and that satisfied the bastards for the moment. They let the others go, mostly intact.”



  Do I want to know what ‘mostly intact’ means? He could imagine, and grunted his understanding. “Did you hear where they were when they got hit?”



  
“Old road from Scheel Center to Greystown,” came the prompt answer. “Were trying to duck inland to get away from traffic and find better forage.”



  Shit. Shitshitshit. “Thank you.” Matthew slipped the man a silver thaler piece. “Godown and St. Michael be with you.”



  
The man ducked what might have been a bow. “Thank ye, my lord. And also with you.”



  
Matthew finished inspecting the market and stalked north then east, to the barracks barn. From the outside it closely resembled a tithe barn or other typical farm building. Inside it housed twenty horses, forty men, and their arms, along with a briefing area. A smaller stone building to the east housed the kitchen and mess, three bathing rooms, and an infirmary. Another barracks, built to look like a warehouse, stood on the northeast side of the kitchen. Matthew pushed the door open and bellowed, “Lt. Klaus, Sgt. Roth, get your overfed selves down here.”



  
Roth, still as lean as a snake on short rations, appeared at his elbow. “You called, my lord?”



  
Thick-chested, slim-shanked Klaus emerged from the shadows of the tack room that served as his office. “The dead you woke are washing their faces and will be along in a minute, sir.”



  
“We may need them. Map room.” The trio ignored the curious looks and whispers as they walked through the building to the briefing room, with its enormous map of the area. A scribe kept it updated as Matthew’s men brought in information. “Turkowi hit a caravan here.” He pointed, “After it fought off a bandit raid. Kept the goods and a few converts, tortured a few, let the rest go on foot to get home to Valdoro as best they can. Heard it from a man who talked to the survivors.”



  
“Shit,” Roth hissed.



  
Klaus pointed to the road leading straight into Morloke. “No argument here.”



  
Matthew folded his arms and looked at the map. “I anticipate I’ll get another letter from Morloke City soon—a rather politer letter. But this bothers me.” He leaned forward and ran a finger from the main road junction on what had once been the Morloke-Scheel border northwest, then north just inside the coastal hills. “They’ve got easy terrain, no patrols, and I suspect the farmers and villagers will flee into the hills rather than try and stop them, depending on how large the force is.”



  
Klaus and Roth both frowned, thinking, before Klaus asked, “How big was the caravan, my lord?”



  
“Don’t know, but let’s say good sized and armed.” Matthew folded his arms again. “This wasn’t a small end-of-season raiding party.”



  
“No sir, not now and not there,” Roth agreed. The man rubbed under his crooked nose. “Are they cutting in from Amsport and the New Dobri road, to cut off this area here?” He used one hand to mark out a wedge of territory, widest along the coast.



  Possible, but this late in the season? No, I think this is a scout and terror raid, looking for loot. They’ve consolidated what they gained last year and are sniffing around to see how weak we are, especially since Tillson’s been ignoring everything but the Barnhard Pass. “Maybe, Roth, but I think this is a heavy raid more than anything. Very heavy, but not a full invasion—that will come in spring.”



  
Klaus rocked his head from side-to-side. “I think you have it, my lord. Or this is more than a heavy raid, but not a full occupation army. Sort of a ‘set up caches for next season and disrupt harvest’ attack, my lord, if you follow my meaning. They can block the grain and livestock trade from here,” he pointed to the next junction north. “And scare the Oligarchs and Tivolia into fighting over who goes under first.” Klaus nodded. “We need to get another mini-fort here, my lord.” He pointed to the bridge over the Arnoldo River where Rosino’s border met Marteen’s.



  
“Yes, sir, but here would be better,” and Roth pointed to a location on the main trade road, within Morloke territory. “Beggin’ your pardon.”



  
“Thppth,” Matthew made a rude sound, summing up the likelihood of that. “Klaus, draw up a plan for patrols, and for militia to begin staffing the watch posts full time, harvest be damned. And start getting ready to fight off a small Turkowi army.”



  
“Small, my lord? As in less than a thousand cavalry and infantry, or less than ten thousand?” Klaus was only half-joking.



  
“Less than a thousand. Nothing as big as what Captain Kidder got to deal with. Yet.” All three men made saints’ signs.



  
Two days later a messenger from Morloke City arrived. He found Matthew, Lt. Klaus, and Barbara comparing notes with Kazmer Takacs in the temporarily empty front room of the Broken Wheel Inn. They needed a place to spread everything out, all the account books and maps for Rosino and Marteen, as well as Morloke, Scheel, and the southern Empire. “My lord, are you anticipating all the women and children, or just the most vulnerable?” Barbara asked, studying a list of goods and supplies.



  
“Just the youngest and weakest, for now. This close to harvest most farmers won’t be able to let any strong back leave.”



  
She found a bit of charcoal stick and made a note, then looked up and said, “My lord, a visitor.”



  
The men straightened up, turning toward the door. “Yes?” Matthew inquired.



  
“Count Malatesta?” The courier looked from one man to the other, apparently unsure of who was whom.



  
“Yes. State your business, please.”



  
The newcomer opened his document pouch and produced a sealed message. “The gentlemen of the Oligarchs’ Council of Morloke-Scheel send their greetings and request your presence to discuss matters of mutual interest.” He extended the letter to Matthew.



  
“Leave it on the table and you may go. If you need refreshment, Roger will assist you.” Obviously you’ve met him, or you wouldn’t be here. Now, where can we put refugees that will be out from under our feet? Matthew turned back to the map.



  
“The gentlemen of the Council request a reply,” the courier said, sounding irritated.



  
Matthew shrugged. “I will send one, if and when I have time. You are dismissed.”



  
The man didn’t move. “Count Malatesta, Master Astai and the other members of the Council have grown impatient with your lack of respect for their position and for the contract between yourself and—gak!”



  
In one smooth move Matthew straightened up, lunged forward, and grabbed the man’s collar, momentum carrying them to the heavy wood of the doorframe. Matthew slammed the lighter man against the wall and tightened his grip on the leather and fabric until he choked the insolent fool into silence. “There is no contract between me and your masters. Astai, Madau, Cevasco, and the others saw to that when they murdered Count Leopold Malatesta. I have more pressing matters to attend to,” he growled, voice quiet, in perfect control of his rage. “You are dismissed and I will respond to the Oligarchs’ Council’s request when time permits. That may be after my men deal with the Turkowi army marching up the Greystown Road, or before.” Matthew stepped back and released the man before he fainted. “Go.”



  
He didn’t look to see if the fool obeyed him this time. Barbara and Kazmer had finished comparing their lists and seemed to have reached a conclusion. She didn’t look entirely happy, but neither did Kazmer. “It’s the best we can do,” Kasmer sighed.



  
“Yes, Master Takacs,” she agreed. “It might be easier if we had a house of the Sisters of Service, but we don’t and that’s that.” She sounded very much like her lord, and the men managed to smile despite the situation.



  
Klaus turned aside and sneezed. “Godown bless,” Barbara told him.



  
He sniffed hard. “Thank you, Mistress Lee.” After a loud honk into a nose rag, he turned back to the table. “So, working from the probability that the bastards won’t come overland, my lord, that means …”



  
That night Matthew found time to look at the Oligarchs’ letter. He smiled grimly. The tone was far more polite and respectful than the previous two missives had been. “To Count Malatesta of Marteen, greetings,” it began. “It has perhaps come to your attention that the depredations which began two years ago have increased in intensity and frequency.” It continued in that vein for most of the page, outlining just how much the merchants had lost. Matthew almost felt sorry for them, and he did feel sorry for the families of the dead journeymen and teamsters. “Your reputation as a military leader has only increased since your departure to the Eastern Empire, and it is with this in mind that the executive committee of the Council requests that you come address them concerning matters of mutual interest and protection.”



  
He looked up and watched the shadows cast by the oil lamp as they danced on the wall. Barbara had already gone to the bedchamber, pleading a slight headache. Reading and writing did not come easily to her, and the day’s work had taxed her skills to their limit. So you want me to come bail your asses, oxen, and everything else out, do you? And you want to pay me, or just have me do it for the honor? Because it will cost you, assuming I even agree to expand my patrols to cover your routes and borders. Which I might not be able to do, not with this news. He didn’t want to be surrounded by Tivolia on one side and the Turkowi on the other, but his first duty was to the people of Marteen and Rosino. Morloke came a very distant third on that list, possibly fourth if the Babenburgs ever asked for his assistance. The Oligarchs had murdered his brother, something he would never forgive or forget.



  
He mulled over the offer and prepared for a battle. Three days after the messenger’s arrival, Matthew decided. “Kazmer, do you have any violent objection to going to Morloke City to see the state of their preparations?”



  
Takcas wrinkled his nose, as if smelling something foul on the wind. “No, my lord, but Master Istfan Takcas might not be pleased to see me. His father was supposed to be a paragon of virtue and continence, after all.” Matthew hid a smile behind his hand at the exact mimicry of Fr. Allesandro’s righteous tones.



  
“If Istfan quails at the prospect of his father being as weak and sinful as the rest of us, he can quail.” Matthew turned and sneezed. “Pardon. Damn golden spike flowers. I want you and five troopers to come with me to Morloke City to see what the Oligarchs want and how badly they want it.”



  
As it turned out, the Oligarchs wanted it very badly indeed. “Tu-Turkowi?” Todor Arvay squeaked. “That’s why the glass I ordered from Kirwali never got here?”



  
Matthew shrugged. He wore black from head to toe, black armor and a black cape, and loomed over the end of the council table. “It could be, Master Arvay. I did not speak to the men in person, but heard the news from a man I trust.”



  
Damian Cevasco, now head of the council, ran a finger over his oily mustache. The look did not flatter him, Matthew thought. It appeared as if a greasy, starving, black wooly worm had died while having a seizure between Cevasco’s nose and lip. “I must regretfully agree with Count Malatesta’s observation,” the textile merchant allowed, hoarding words the same way he hoarded coin. “The most recent couriers from Valdoro reported seeing tokens left to claim the area along the road for Selkow. And given other recent events, we are unable to procure sufficient men of quality to secure our borders as is necessary.”



  
Matthew waited. If he was supposed to offer his services, the greasy bastard had a surprise coming. He’d been taken aback as it was when Matthew and his men rode in on the heels of the overnight storm, armed to the teeth and ready for trouble. I’m not a terrified boy anymore, you murdering slimeballs.


  
“Well, something must be done,” Tomasso Bove whined. “Turkowi or no, the bandits are causing enough trouble. We can’t even get a decent tax payment because of the farmers moaning about being robbed in their houses, not that they need any excuse to complain.”



  
Cevasco’s hand cut sideways, chopping Bove’s plaint into silence. “That is a separate matter for a different time.” The warning in his tone made Matthew exchange a look with Kazmer before Cevasco continued. “Although you, despite claiming the title of Count Malatesta, apparently prefer not to acknowledge the contract between us, we still require your services. The Inner Council is authorized to pay you and your men a hundred thalers to protect our caravans for the rest of this season and all of next. An exclusive contract, of course, with ten percent down. Should you encounter any Turkowi or recapture loot from other merchants, half will be yours. The division taking place prior to the payment of expenses, of course.”



  
“Bwa ha, ha, ha,” Matthew bellowed as Kazmer guffawed behind him. All color drained from Cevasco’s round face as Matthew wiped away tears of laughter. “Your pardon. You offer us a hundred thalers and half any loot, on an exclusive contract. You have not been pricing soldiers recently, have you, Master Cevasco? A hundred thalers will pay ten men for two months, assuming they have their own horses and arms.”



  
Lucan Astai gasped. “That’s impossible. Last fall we only paid fifty thalers for twenty men to guard two caravans. This spring it was the same.”



  
“And how many caravans got through safely, Master Astai?” Matthew inquired, deadly quiet.



  
Astai waved his hand. “That’s beside the point. You drove the bandits into our territory, so some of this is your fault, Malatesta.”



  
Matthew froze. The men on either side of Astai grabbed him, hissing for him to shut up. You are in deep trouble, aren’t you? I should squeeze you dry, gold sucking scum. But that would be stooping to their level. Matthew waited for the commotion to settle. “Five hundred thalers for the rest of this season and next, I keep what I recapture that goes unclaimed by the original owner, and non-exclusive contract.”



  
Several men turned faintly green and Cevasco fanned a little, as if he felt faint. “Five hundred and non-exclusive? That’s impossible.”



  
Matthew shrugged and turned to go. “You know where to find me, gentlemen.” Frantic mutters grew louder as he neared the door, Kazmer hard on his heels.



  
“Wait.” A new, calmer voice cut through the conversations and accusations. “Five hundred, non-exclusive, and we get our property back if he recaptures it sounds eminently fair compared to what we stand to lose otherwise in taxes as well as goods.” Matthew turned to see Fidelio Colella standing by the table. The grain merchant nodded to Matthew. “My uncle rode with the party that saw Sigurney fall, if you care to remember, my lord Count, gentlemen. If that is what is coming toward Morloke, I would just as soon have someone between us and them. Someone strong, who can also dissuade Duke Tillson and the Emperor from, shall we say, foolish ambitions?”



  
After more unhappy babble, Cevasco heaved his bulk to his feet. “Very well. Five hundred, non-exclusive, and you keep everything that goes unclaimed.” He sounded miserably unhappy, although Matthew suspected Damian was probably utterly gleeful at how cheap they thought they were buying Count Maltesta’s services. Cevasco waved to one of the scribes sitting at a smaller table by the window.



  
“No need. I have a contract already prepared.” Kazmer handed him the page, and Matthew presented it to Cevasco. It said nothing more, or less, than what he’d proposed. Cevasco touched the edge reluctantly, read over it, and tossed it to the next councilor in line. After all had read and agreed, Matthew signed it, as did Cevasco, Bove, and Colella.



  
Matthew had not cared to linger in Morloke City. Too many memories haunted the place and he felt a constant itching between his shoulder blades, waiting for someone to stab him in the back once more. They’d ridden out between rain showers, taking the chance that nothing lurked in the dark. And then they’d found the Turkowi.



  
Once they’d put two small streams, a thicket of woods, and ten kilometers or so between themselves and the enemy, Matthew called a halt. “We’re out of their range and the road gets worse from here.”



  
The crack of lightning confirmed his decision. The men led their horses into the thicket and made themselves as comfortable as possible. Matthew took first watch, his mind on the next days’ tasks. First we muster, then we scout and see if we can lure them onto ground of our choosing. He didn’t have much heavy cavalry, and the terrain didn’t favor heavy horse. Which way were the Turkowi going? Toward Morloke City, or back from that way, or were they moving across country, which explained why they stopped for the night there. Dear Godown, we were so lucky to smell smoke in the wrong place. That had alerted him to something strange, and his men had gone into “enemy territory” mode from then on. The storm bellowed and jagged spears of white danced on the hill not far from the little copse of trees. Matthew made St. Michael and St. Andre’s signs, reciting the prayers for safety in storms.



  
They survived the soggy night undisturbed by anything more than the storm. As soon as the cloud-dimmed sun gave enough light, the men set out overland. They had to ford a few streams, but otherwise made good time back to Solva. The wheat harvest appeared well underway, and Matthew bit his tongue to keep from cursing. He needed men to fight, but also to bring in the grain. After the last year’s dearth, he didn’t dare risk leaving anything standing in the fields for later. “Ah, Godown give me guidance,” he muttered as they rode through the town gate. The quartet stopped in front of his house door. Roger opened it.



  
“Roger, get Barbara, Klaus, and my muster master.” His mistress waved, peeking out from behind Roger, and he continued, “Barbara, start the women preparing for battle wounded,” he barked. She gathered her skirts and fled, giving him a nice look at her calves before she disappeared into the expanded infirmary beside his house. “You are dismissed for now. Go get some rest,” he ordered Kazmer and the other men.



  
Klaus came skidding around the corner, took one look at Matthew, and grabbed a passing servant. He whispered something and the man nodded, changing direction. Not five minutes later hot wine, hot tea, and breakfast cakes arrived in the main room of the house. Klaus moved them to the side and unrolled a map of the area. “I’m guessing south, my lord?”



  
“South and east, or so I suspect. I hope to know better by the end of the day.” And if not, may Godown grant Crag a quick and easy death. “Turkowi scouts,” he leaned over, peering around before finding the more-or-less exact spot. “Here, on the south side of the ridge, camped on the road. We didn’t bother them.” He straightened up and took a mug of tea. No wine on an empty stomach, even I know better. “And they’ve been leaving Selkow’s claim markers all along the Greyland road.”



  
Klaus swore, adding some creative variations Matthew hadn’t heard before, as Matthew knocked back the tea. He got a second mug and one of the breakfast cakes, chewing as Klaus and Roger conferred with Sgt. Roth. Simon Tanner, the muster master, appeared, sketched a salute with his free hand, and held up a sheaf of lists of names. “How many, my lord, and when?”



  
Matthew swallowed. “Everyone who’s finished harvest, and two days. I need half the Marteen militia ready to go, pikes and horse, to support the regular troops. It’s Turkowi, but not their main army.” Godown, it had better not be the main army. Otherwise You may find Yourself short of worshippers.


  
Simon’s loud gulp made the others smile. “Now, my lord? During harvest?” He squeaked.



  
“Yes. The Turkowi don’t seem to have been considerate enough to wait until they can just burn down the barns and haystacks at their leisure,” Matthew snarled. Simon sorted his lists and presented three of them to Klaus, who looked them over as Matthew finished another cheese- and sausage-laced cake. “We need to alert the Rosino militia as well, because we’ll be stripping the troopers from there until the battle’s over.”



  
Roger’s lips tightened, but he didn’t say anything. Everyone knew Matthew might as well have handed Duke Tillson an engraved invitation to do something stupid. Instead, talk focused on preparing for outgoing soldiers and incoming refugees. Barbara returned about the time the men finished confirming their plans. “Everything’s in hand for the moment, my lord.” She pointed over her shoulder, in the direction of the main gate. “Watch says there’s a rider coming in full speed. One of ours.”



  
“That’s Crag,” Matthew and Klaus chimed. They hurried to meet him, pushing Barbara out of their way.



  
The exhausted man slouched in the saddle. His horse hung her head, totally spent, white foam around her mouth, sweat streaking her flanks and soaking the saddle blanket and breast strap. “They’re scouting the secondary road, the one that cuts north, then back northeast toward Terristown and Blackseam. And they’re leaving more than just Selkow’s claim chits. Looks like they were marking caches, or using older caches. Couldn’t get close enough to tell. Don’t think the main force is too far behind. They’d gotten to Glitter Creek when I left.”



  
“Very good work, Crag,” Matthew said. He helped ease the man out of the saddle. “You, see to the horse. You,” he pointed to a passing servant, “pallet in the main room, out of traffic. And food.”



  
He helped Crag stagger into the front room of the house. There he found Barbara already shaking out a blanket for the doss bed and a boy with a bootjack and wash water. “There’s more breakfast cakes and mint tea with sucre, my lord,” Barbara said before she disappeared again, leaving the men alone. Godown, but she’s worth every penny. Matthew laid Crag down. As he did, he felt something wet. He undid the buttons on the man’s dark jacket and pulled it open to reveal a bleeding puncture wound. “They saw you.”



  
“Thought I was a brigand, my lord. Arrow had a smooth point, thanks be.”



  
“That and your jerkin took most of the force,” Sgt. Roth said. He’d reappeared as soon as Crag clattered up to the door. “Eat, drink, and nap. That’s an order.”



  
Matthew and Klaus returned to the map. They heard a bell starting to ring, the warning bell for the town. That would alert others and speed the muster time. “Right. We need watchers here and here, with birds or helios or something. If we catch them here . . ?” He looked up at Klaus.



  
“Hmmm. You’re thinking of the battle at Nuovo Malagueña, my lord?”



  
Matthew tapped the mark beside the road. “Precisely. It’s our best option, and if we catch them here, we block the crossroads.” Because once they reach that, terrain and transport routes all favor the invader and we’ll be fighting from house to stump to the Imperial border. Once the Turkowi passed the ridge, the defenders had nothing but open fields and low, rolling hills to try and hide behind.



  
“So why refugees here?”



  
“Because here is fortified and it’s where I am, and it’s at an angle to the Turkowi advance thus far. Think like a scared rabbit, Klaus.”



  
The black man made a face. “Rather think like a dardog, my lord.”



  
“Point.” Now, how fast can we organize ourselves and have the Turkowi studied the same ancient battles we do? Probably. So we have to be a little different.
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Five days later, Matthew crouched down behind an artificial log pile, counting the soldiers marching by and trying not to panic. I’ve got a hundred, plus some reserves, against four hundred or so, I think. Godown, we need a little help here. He had more men fanned out on either side of the ridges, trying to intercept any outriders or flank scouts the Turkowi had sent to protect their line of march. He’d let the first group of Turkowi scouts get as far as the road junction beyond the pass, then killed every single one. Now he waited. I hate waiting.


  
Beside him, Roth tapped his shoulder twice, then twice more. The last of the Turkowi had entered the narrows. Matthew’s heart pounded in his ears as he pulled an arrow out of the quiver on his belt and selected his target. Godown be with us. He nodded once, hard, so there could be no mistakes. Roth flashed his remaining teeth and tapped a second man on the shoulder. Four loud trumpet blats sounded. Matthew rose clear of the logs, drew, and fired. He heard other archers at work, and a second set of four blats echoed from the other side of the valley. Screams and battle cries rose from the Turkowi. Matthew selected a second target and fired. Following the third volley, he backed away from the logs. Other men rushed forward and after a few grunts of effort, pulled the supports out of the pile, sending the mass of rocks and wood crashing down into the seething yellow swarm below.



  
Matthew heard the brighter sound of Turkowi trumpets and watched a man on a horse waving, trying to rally the soldiers, or so Matthew guessed. The infantry at the base of his hill turned Matthew’s direction, scrambling over the mess of fallen timber and rocks to reach the Malatesta soldiers. Another volley of arrows rained down on them, along with rocks launched from a makeshift catapult across the valley. Two flaming pitch barrels followed the rocks and the Turkowi tried to scatter out, away from the sticky inferno. As they did, they solidified the traffic jam, locking themselves in the narrow valley. Some men plunged into the swamp on the east side of the road, and others collided with the troops from the front of the unit that rushed to help. Horses screamed, men yelled, a few beat at the flames or dove into the swamp only to discover that pitch mixed with earth-oil floated.



  
“Godown! Godown and the Blackbird!” Matthew yelled. The others picked up the call as Matthew cased his bow and drew his sword. He half-ran down the slope, wading into the fray. “Blackbird!” echoed from his troops.



  
“Selkow! Selkow and her Rajtan” came the answer, but weaker and interspersed with screams. Matthew concentrated on killing, hacking and slashing his way through the mass of bodies all trying to get enough room to fight back or flee. Yellow and red filled his vision, yellow of the Turkowi uniforms and red from blood, from the rage mist that covered his vision.



  
More trumpet calls brought him back to himself, and Matthew scrambled up the slope again to get a better view. He could see the banners of the lead Turkowi officers and heralds still trying to fight their way back into the valley. They must have discovered our other little surprise. Soldiers had triggered another rock and tree slide not long after the first one. The baggage train had already fallen, if the apparent chaos at the southern end of the road meant what he thought it might. He traded sword for bow again and worked north along the slope above the battle, trying to see if he could find any acolytes or priests. He spotted a man on an especially fine horse, without armor and wearing a twisted yellow cloth head-cover. Matthew drew, sighted, and fired, pulled a second arrow from his nearly-empty quiver and shot again. The man below screamed, one arrow in his back and the other pinning his leg to the horse. His horse screamed as well and began lashing out, kicking and making the soldiers around it duck.



  
Soon the Blackbird’s troops held the upper hand, although not without cost. Matthew returned to the slaughter, fighting hand-to-hand with the now desperate Turkowi. Archers from the eastern slope continued to work on any enemy who managed to get free of the melee, while a handful of Matthew’s men turned their attention to the Turkowi trying to escape through the bog. A few trees smoldered, caught by the splashes from the two fireballs. The smell of oil smoke and resin and burnt flesh sent Matthew back to the fire battle in Scheel, and he shook off the memory and fear. These wet woods wouldn’t burn, not that fast at least.



  
A few Turkowi tried to surrender. Matthew had already planned for that: the healers he intended to send back with a message for their commander, but no one else. Especially not the priests and sworn acolytes. Ordinary soldiers died quickly. There was no point in tormenting them—Godown would take care of that. And he didn’t want stories to start that led to retaliations in kind, given how viciously the Turkowi already treated their enemies. Matthew staggered back, ducking a sword blow. One of his men leaned in, catching the strike on his shield and ramming his own sword up, into the Turkowi’s guts. The bitter black smell faded into the greater stench of the battlefield and swamp.



  
An hour after it started, the slaughter faded to an end. Matthew’d collected a nasty slash on his left arm and the usual bruises and bumps, but his armor had prevented worse. Klaus sported a concussion from a glancing mace blow to his helmet. Matthew wiped his sword off on a handful of mostly-clean yellow fabric, sheathed it, and drew his long knife. He wouldn’t ask his men to do what he didn’t, and so he set to work, giving mercy strokes. Not many Turkowi needed them, as it proved.



  
“Well, my lord, we cleaned them out,” Roth announced that evening. “ ‘Course, now someone has to clean the valley out.” The yellow mass clogged the road, dead men and horses interspersed with broken wagons and stuck carts.



  Not tonight, though. Tonight we watch for people playing dead, nurse our wounds, give thanks to Godown, and pray for cool weather until we can dispose of the bodies. “Between loot seekers, beasts of prey, and the black death-lizards, I suspect the road will be clear by the time harvest ends.”



  
Roth fingered one of the captured banners. “You going to give this to Barbara to make a dress with, my lord?”



  
“No. No woman of my house will ever wear yellow,” Matthew snarled. “She can take it apart and use the threads for something else, but no yellow.”



  
He sent the two surviving medics back, on their honor, with a letter for their Captain of Thousands. “Stay clear of the Blackbird’s lands,” it read, and bore Matthew’s seal, a black eagle, wings spread, talons clenching a sword and arrows, its beak open in a battle scream.



  [image: 8: Taking Morloke]


  
Matthew played with a pendant on a gold chain, feeling the weight of the material and trying to guess the value. Then he dropped it back into the box. “If it’s all been documented, seal the box and put it in a wagon.” Kazmer Takcas nodded and waved for the clerk to come do the honors. Matthew watched as they fastened the lid on, then pasted paper strips over the four sides and marked them with his blackbird. That should cover the end-of-season bonus, he decided. But where’s the rest? And why did they have all this with them, rather then leaving it back, or sending it south under guard?


  
They’d cleared enough of the bodies and broken equipment off the road to make it passable for traffic. That done, Matthew, Klaus, Kazmer Takacs, and two priests oversaw the logging and distribution of the loot. The priests wasted no time destroying any ritual implements, along with a star knife they found, and several copies of religious texts. Matthew kept the one he’d discovered well hidden in his saddlebag, along with a book of tales found in a cart in the baggage train. As much as he hated to see beautiful books consigned to the flames, Matthew knew damn well that he’d have a mutiny on his hands if he tried to bring the yellow-bound volumes back with him. The implements were another story, and he happily scattered the ashes after the flames finished burning off the hilts and any remaining blood from the blades and out of the bowls. He’d tossed the incense in, too. He didn’t care for the smell and, again, his men would have rioted if they knew of anyone trying to bring anything of Selkow’s back from the battlefield.



  
So now what? He’d sent riders out to shadow the two medics, following them as far as New Dobri, both to look for more Turkowi and to kill the men if they broke their parole. Part of him wanted to follow with his troops, to make absolutely certain that the Turkowi bastards go the message and left him alone. The rest of him wanted to get the men home and the grain harvested. After some consideration, he ordered his paid professionals to set up a patrol line for the next two weeks, just in case, and dismissed the militia.



  
Once back at Solva and rested, Matthew gnawed on roast pig with spiced-apple sauce and mulled over the problems of loot and Barbara. Kazmer, overseeing the cataloging and distribution of the loot, already noted some discrepancies between what the traders claimed in losses and what the Turkowi wagons had contained. The lightest, highest value goods, and the lightest-weight textiles could not be located. Matthew assumed that the glass had succumbed to rough handling—he’d seen what his men could do to fragile things and doubted the Turkowi were any different. They’re men just like us. They bleed red, they fight for what they believe to be most important, apparently they tell stories to their children. It’s just that what they believe in is completely wrong and they refuse to see that. And they’re murderous monsters when it comes to women.


  
Which brought back the problem of Barbara. She carried his child. The announcement hadn’t surprised him—that’s what happened when you enjoyed bodily congress, after all. But since he had no plans to marry her, he would have difficulty forcing Tivolia, the Oligarchs, and the Empire to acknowledge her son as his legitimate heir. Assuming that the child proved to be both male and competent. Matthew didn’t exactly love her, as best he could tell, certainly not enough to marry. No, he needed to marry a woman with connections and means, one who could give him legitimate sons. I’ll keep Barbara as my chatelaine and official mistress, since I doubt I’ll fall in love with whoever I decide to marry. He did need to update his will, however, to make a provision for his child, assuming it came into the world alive.



  
He added that to the list of “things to do when I have a spare moment,” before returning to his contemplations of the discrepancy between what the Turkowi stole and what he’d recovered. If they didn’t destroy it, and didn’t hide it to collect on their return, and if the merchants weren’t lying about the Turkowi instead of ordinary bandits grabbing their caravans, then where had everything gone? South? Does that mean the Turkowi had consolidated their hold on Scheel south of the Morpalo enough to live there permanently? Or were they sending the goods away to trade for weapons to someone like Frankonia? He ate more pork and brooded. Barbara added a slice of meat and extra apples to his plate, and he smiled absently at her, his mind hundreds of kilometers away.



  
Not just the Turkowi and the missing goods bothered him. He’d heard nothing from the border between Rosino and Duke Tillson’s lands. No scouting attempts, no spies sniffing around, no overtly or (as best anyone could tell) covertly hostile action disturbed the frantic business of harvest. The quiet bothered Matthew as much as the Turkowi raid had, for a different reason. Why wasn’t Mischa Tillson attacking? What was the duke waiting for? Matthew finished the food on his plate and waved away any more. He’ll probably stay quiet until the Turkowi capture Morloke City, then come barging in. And then wonder why everyone’s running the wrong way, Matthew snorted. He wanted to laugh at Mischa Tillson’s self-inflicted woes, but didn’t quite dare. He wasn’t quite afraid of tempting Godown, but …



  Speaking of Godown, he sighed. “Has there been any news of a new priest?”



  
Barbara shook her head, as did Lt. Klaus and the accounts keeper, Rudolfo Nagy. Nagy wiped his plate with a bit of bread. “I have not heard anything either way, my lord. No one is pressuring the bishop, trying to prevent an appointment, but neither is the bishop in any rush, it seems.”



  
Will Klaus wrinkled his nose. “It could be there’s trouble finding someone sturdy enough for the post. With all due respect, my lord, this isn’t quite as comfortable as being the imperial chaplain, or the rector of St. François-Florabi.”



  
“Well, his excellency had best find someone soon, or there will be ten name babies and two dozen confirmands showing up at the episcopal residence in Morloke City demanding his attention.” Barbara sniffed and added, “All with golden spike sneezes.”



  
That drew a smile from Matthew. “It is said the Landers had a way to prevent the spring and fall sniffles.” He raised an eyebrow and winked at Klaus before the older man could start to protest, “Since it’s also said that they had wagons that floated above the ground, and could make meat from sawdust without putting it through mushrooms and pigs first, I suspect they had as much trouble as we do.”



  
Nagy finished his bread. “One wonders why they brought golden bloom to Colplatschki, my lord. Sheep, shahma, quinley, pfeekan trees, those all make sense. But golden spike?” He shrugged.



  
“No doubt it seemed like a good idea at the time,” Klaus sighed, then sniffed. “Like not finding a way to kill off all the dardogs. That’s on my list of things to ask Godown about.”



  
Barbara made St. Alice’s sign, eyes wide, but the men just chuckled. “Indeed. And how can a hay-stuffed beast like a horse be so heavy when it steps on your foot?” Matthew lazed back in his chair, playing with his wine glass.



  
“Well, we need a priest,” Barbara stated. “Sooner than later, my lord.” She thought for a moment, tipping her head to the side in a gesture Matthew found endearing. “My lord, Duke Tillson’s not in conflict with the church, is he? Like his uncle was, I mean.”



  
More head shakes. “Not that I know of Mistress Lee,” Nagy replied. “From what I understand, no one is pleased with his letting Klaus and Michael and that other cousin fight for the ducal throne, but he’s not under ban like his uncle was.”



  
Matthew shook his head a little. I can see why Don Starland thinks the Tivolian line needs out-crossing. Not the that bishops accomplished anything by denying the church’s grace to the old duke, other than returning the favor after he tried to tax the sacraments. Talk about stupid.
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“They what?” Matthew heard himself starting to shout and choked back the beginnings of a blind rage. Instead he hissed, “Tell me exactly what they said when they handed you this message, Crag.”



  
The soldier gulped, apparently more afraid of the icy order than the shouted question. “Master Cevasco told me to give it to my employer, and that he—meaning you, my lord—should equip us better, given how much you’ve taken in loot. And the lean, ratty one? Master Madau, I think, my lord?”



  
“Yes, that’s Madau.”



  
Crag nodded. “Master Madau said we—your troops, my lord—certainly should have better livery, especially since the fabric all disappeared from the caravans and never reached the destination.”



  
Matthew recovered enough of his temper to snort with derision. “According to the bills of lading from the caravans, at least the ones we recovered, what’s missing are fine gauzes and summer fabric, as well as heavy canvas. I don’t believe you or any of the other men care to go into battle wearing pale blue linen like the court women make summer shimmys out of, do you?”



  
“Not me, my lord, although there’s that corporal who’s always complaining about the heat.” He wiggled his eyebrows and made St. Jenna’s sign.



  
“Back to the matter at hand, Crag. Did the masters have any other compliments or comments?”



  
“Not really, my lord, although …” The man’s voice trailed off and he rubbed under his nose with one finger. “I’m not sure, because I didn’t hear it myself, my lord, and it’s market talk, but.” Matthew churned the air with one hand, encouraging him to continue. “Well, my lord, Beppo said he heard folks grumbling in the market. One of the shepherds asked him if we’d taken over defending Morloke proper, and Beppo said no. Shepherd walked off. Little later, Beppo was watering the horses and heard the shepherd talking to a farmwoman and someone else. They were upset that we weren’t going to be protecting everyone, and Beppo swears the woman said that there’s no point in paying taxes for nothing. Shepherd said that roads ain’t nothing, but Beppo said it sounded to him like the man’s heart wasn’t in it, and he was just talking to fill hungry ears, my lord, if you know what I mean.”



  
Matthew knew very well what he meant. “Interesting. Thank you, Crag. You’re dismissed.” The man tugged his forelock and left. Matthew glared at the sealed message, wishing he’d never seen the sign of two trade tokens flanking Godown’s symbol. The Oligarchs’ Council was enough to make him hate all merchants, almost. Certainly enough to make him have great doubts about what he’d read of Lander government. There was no way people could select their leaders without disaster ensuing. No. Even if the Landers taught all their children about how to manage money and what is required to lead men, no. Half the masters in Morloke and Scheel didn’t want to fuss even when they disagreed with the Council, a quarter didn’t care who was in charge so long as business went unmolested, and the rest were as crooked as a twining vine. The commoners bitched about bad government but wouldn’t do anything about it. Matthew’s conscience whispered that most people had enough trouble putting food on the table and keeping themselves in clothes and under a roof without trying to take over and reorganize a county. And what good were scythes against crossbows and cavalry? A lot, actually, depending on how mad the farmers are and how stupid the cavalry are. Which again was beside the point.



  
The Oligarchs seemed to be about to change from an annoyance to an active threat. Oh, he remembered the lectures about how his father had taken over, briefly, until the craft and trade masters, and some of the richer farmers, got together and formed a governing council to deal with day-to-day matters in Morloke City, expanding their “oversight” to the point that they took over Morloke and the remains of Scheel. But, if the market stories were true, their focus on only keeping the roads open left a gaping hole for the Turkowi to walk through. Or the Eastern Empire, although from what he’d seen the Babenburgs didn’t care to grab another spiny nettle: their plate already overflowed with trouble. My people are trapped between a fool and blind men. And I think the blind men are more dangerous.


  Godown give me wisdom, the sooner the better, please. He walked over to the window, looking out at the hard blue sky and the smoke pouring from the inn’s bake-house chimney. They’d had the first hard frost of the season overnight, a killing freeze that left a skin of ice on the water troughs and winter flowers on the windows. Three weeks had passed since he’d sent the Oligarch’s their recaptured wares and a portion of the Turkowi’s goods and beasts. His patrols had not encountered anything more, not even ordinary bandits. Well, even dardogs slink off when one of those legendary mountain cats makes a kill, or so they say.


  
With that in mind, he broke the seal on the pages from Morloke City and began to read. Time has not mellowed Madau’s temper. I wonder if he still makes boys nervous? And I owe you nothing, Cevalo. Nothing. You owe me blood price for my brother, scum. Matthew turned and looked at the fireplace, once more imagining the flames dancing through the fancy houses in Morloke City, burning the masters’ mansions and devouring their warehouses of goods. If the Landers’ pride brought the Great Fires, surely the Oligarchs had earned a little fire of their own?



  
He heard Barbara gasp. He looked up to see her standing in the doorway, face pale, one hand on her throat. “My, my lord? Is there danger?” He realized he’d begun snarling, battle fury rising.



  
He brought himself back under control, but not easily. “No. Not to you there isn’t, nor to Marteen or Rosino, not yet. And not if I can,” he chose his words with great care. “I can persuade certain individuals of their poor judgment in certain matters.”



  
That settled her, a little. “Very good, my lord. Master Takacs asked me to let you know that the first animals for the second day beast market are arriving, and the market master is, ah,” she shifted her posture and tone, imitating the old drover. “These beasts ain’t fit for nowt but glue and shoe soles. What’s the meaning, dumping the walking bone bags on us?” She straightened up and added, “At least one of the cows has mastitis, my lord. They are all in the quarantine pasture outside the gates until the market masters decide what to do about them.”



  
“Thank you. Tell Kazmer I’ll look at them in a little while.”



  
She bobbed a curtsy and left. Matthew returned to the letter, raising one eyebrow at the final accusation before the rather disrespectful closing lines. So I am not giving you enough of what you did nothing to earn in the first place, my men are too shabby even though I spend too much of your money in wages, and at least one of you, probably Tibor Jaros, thinks pulling up and burning Turkowi claim markers and dedication poles is going to make things worse by irking the Turkowi when they return, and they won’t want to trade. A dull pounding began at the base of Matthew’s skull. The Turkowi had yet to express interest in trade, at least not this side of the Sutherland Sea.



  
With that Matthew sat down at his desk, hunted around until he found a bit of waste paper and some mostly-thawed ink, and made a list, answering each of the Oligarchs’ demands and accusations, veiled or otherwise. Then he made a rough calculation of what he would have in his coffers, had he diverted as much of the recovered goods and Turkowi gold and silver as they claimed. Kazmer Takacs found him studying the sheet of numbers and chuckling without mirth. “My lord?”



  
“Look at these, Kazmer. What say you?”



  
The man ran a finger down the list, lips moving as he added things up. “My lord, I believe that you are missing a castle and at least two Poloki heavy chargers, one of them a mare in foal. Should I call out a search party to help locate the missing property?” He winked.



  
Matthew leaned back in the sturdy chair, hands behind his head, and felt things popping as he stretched. “No, I believe we will find them in the Oligarchs’ delusions of grandeur. Master Cevasco may come to regret making me learn basic accounting, Kazmer. Because even with the usual doubling of price, none of these items come to this value. And that’s assuming the goods on the bills in the ledgers we found were all intended for Morloke City, which I doubt.”



  
Kazmer set the page down and shook his head. “No, the copper wares would have gone to, ah, Terriston or Roycevill. Those were miners’ tools and such, not your ordinary trade goods. With the traveling patchers and tinners no longer moving as much, more people are having to buy spares. And there’s no one in Morloke City who needs jewel wire like we found, my lord. That must have been intended for someone in Tivolia, where they make the wire lace. There’s some Magwi there that taught them how.”



  
“Hmm.” Matthew made marks beside those items. “And the cloth went south with the Turkowi. There’s no other explanation.” Unless it was never shipped, and the listing is a code, but that’s not how Cevasco, Astai, and Madau are acting. “Thank you for confirming my suspicions.”



  
“You’re welcome, my lord. If you have a moment, you need to look at the beasts that are bothering Tom Bari. What little I saw from a distance makes me wonder how they got here alive.” He backed up as Matthew stood, stretched again, put the letter and scrap in a drawer, and then locked it.



  
Matthew pulled on his coat, hat, and boots, and walked out to the city gate. He waved at the guard on duty and crossed over to the pens for traveling livestock. The closest batches looked sound, but when he went farther, to the area reserved for animals from outside Marteen and Rosino, he paused. “What in Godown’s name was the owner thinking?”



  
“Well, my lor’, I’d venture to guess he thought we were blind.” Tom limped up, leaning on his cow hook. “Those are good for nowt but the knackers.”



  I’m not sure I’d want even the hides, those beasts are in such poor condition. They looked like the pictures he’d seen in the Imperial archives of animals after a long winter on the northern plains. Their ribs stood out, he could see every detail of their hipbones, and their heads bore a good resemblance to hide-covered skulls. A few had sores on their mouths. He walked around to get a better look at their earmarks or brands. “Where are these from, and who came with them?”



  
“Supposedly,” Tom began. “Supposedly from Greysvill. But they came in from the wrong direction, and there’s no way Godown as my witness any animal could lose weight on the Greysvill Road. That’s the richest fodder with the greenest ditches on Colplatschki. ‘Sides,” he used his stick to point to one especially weak cow, “that thing could never have walked from Greysvill.”



  
“No.” One of the steers turned around and Matthew caught sight of a familiar mark on the beast’s hip. “He didn’t.” He leaned over the fence and stared at the mark. “He did.” Matthew’s fists clenched. “Tom, send someone to get the marking book, the one for strays. I think we’ll find some of these in that. And don’t let them anywhere closer to the healthy stock.”



  
“No, my lor’. They look might sickly indeed.”



  
That afternoon Matthew added another black mark to his list of things the Inner Council of the Oligarchs owed him.



  
On a happier note, the new priest rode in just before curfew. “Greetings in Godown’s name!” A cheerful, deep voice boomed through the late afternoon shadows. Matthew heard the call over the sounds of the pike drills and waved to Sgt. Roth to continue. He rode back to his house in time to find a large, round-looking man dismounting from a mud-colored horse.



  
“One of Count Kossuth’s beauties, I see,” Matthew said with a smile.



  
“The fairest of that fair breed.” The man looked Matthew over. “Count Malatesta?”



  
“You name me right.”



  
“Godown be with you. I’m Father Andrew Leopold Basil Neuman, but I go by Father Andy.” He stuck out his hand.



  
Matthew gripped it and noticed the staff-fighter’s callouses, as well as the firm grip. “Welcome to Solva. Are you our new priest?”



  
Father Andy nodded. “That I am. His Excellency Bishop Leontino sends his greetings. He’s much better now and should make a full recovery.” The priest sighed and shook his head. “He’d never gotten toddler-spot fever as a child and it almost killed him, especially the cough.”



  
Matthew made St. Michael’s sign. He’d rarely been sick in his life, and didn’t want to start now. “I’m glad he’s recovering.”



  
The house door opened and Barbara peered out, then emerged, wearing a heavy shawl and a hesitant expression. She raised her eyebrows, held up seven fingers, and mouthed “supper.” Matthew nodded and she bobbed a little and retreated indoors. Fr. Andy looked from the door to Matthew. “My chatelaine,” Matthew explained.



  
“Ah. A woman with good domestic skills is a gift from Godown and much to be prized.”



  
“Indeed, Father.” By now a small crowd had gathered, keeping a respectful distance from the men and the priest’s horse and large pack-donkey. Matthew pitched his voice to carry. “Father Andrew Neuman is our new priest.”



  
A few muted cheers and a ripple of relief flowed through the group, and two boys darted off to spread the news. Fr. Andy smiled. “I take it you’ve been without benefit of clergy for a while, my lord?”



  
“Long enough that we have ten children in need of name blessings, and a dozen confirmands, Father. But not all this afternoon.”



  
“Thank you.” The priest looked around, spotting the stubby tower of the chapel poking up from behind the inn’s bulk. “Isn’t the chapel normally on the main square?”



  
“It was, Father, until I made this my official residence. The market shifted to this side of the inn, and the merkat-cross followed. The market outgrew the old square.”



  
Fr. Andy seemed satisfied with that news. “Ah.”



  
“Please make yourself comfortable in the priest’s quarters, Father. We’ve been keeping them ready. And then if you would do me the honor of joining my staff for a light supper, I would be most grateful.”



  
“I believe I will accept your most generous offer.”



  
Roger had appeared at Matthew’s elbow, and bowed. “Roger, please show Fr. Andy where everything is, and see that the stable is ready.”



  
“Yes, my lord.” The smaller man pointed around the back of the inn, past the baking house. “This way please, Father.” The priest led his riding and pack beasts in the indicated direction, their hoofs clopping quietly on the stone cobbles.



  That’s interesting. Those don’t sound like shod hoofs. Huh.


  
Fr. Andy proved to be a genial table guest, although he gave Barbara a few speculative looks. For her part she ignored them, or appeared to, concentrating on trying to eat while supervising the staff. As per Matthew’s orders, they gave Barbara more than usual. He’d heard about her difficulties in the mornings, and did not want his child suffering for a lack of food. It appeared that she appreciated the extra, given how it all disappeared. That pleased him. Her vow to drink no wine until after the delivery, as a promise to St. Sabrina, did not please him, but as long as she didn’t start drinking well water, he’d keep his mouth shut.



  
After the last course, a clear broth to cleanse the mouth, had been finished, Fr. Andy inquired, “I understand that you have some knowledge of the Turkowi, my lord?”



  
“Barely any more than the average man, Father. I know enough of their language to tell them to go away, but more than that, no.” I can read a great deal more, but no one needs to know that. The Kossuths were right: some knowledge is best kept quiet.


  
Fr. Andy nodded, looking a bit disappointed. “Pity. I’d hoped to find someone who knows more, or something more recent, than what Fr. Mou left in the archives in Vindobona.”



  
Kazmer Takacs leaned forward, resting his arms on the table. “Do you mean of their theology, Father, or their politics and the current limits of their army?”



  
“Internal politics, Master Takacs.” The balding priest dipped his head, as if a little embarrassed. “There is a certain group within the Church that believes the Turkowi can be brought to see the error of their ways, and that if someone could persuade the Rajtan and his family and advisors of the glories of Godown and of His mercies and grace, then the Turkowi will turn away from the worship of Selkow and embrace the true faith.”



  
Matthew wanted to laugh but caught himself in time. Lt. Klaus managed to turn his guffaw into a cough, which became a real cough as he inhaled a little hard cider. “Sorry, my lord, Father,” he gasped, coughed again, and wheezed. “Excuse me. I hope Bishop Leonardi is not planning on a personal mission to speak to the Rajtan.”



  
Barbara made St. Alice’s sign, appalled by the thought. Matthew wasn’t exactly pleased with the idea, either. Fr. Andy shook his head and fingered the chain with his silver Godown emblem on it. “I highly doubt that he is, Lieutenant. His excellency has never been accused of impetuosity.” The others looked relieved. After lighter conversation, and confirming that indeed, over a score of Solva’s residents needed name blessings or confirmation into the church, Fr. Andrew pled exhaustion. Matthew needed to speak with Kazmer Takacs and accepted the priest’s excuse. After he blessed the household, Barbara and Roger saw him to the door.



  
Matthew and Kazmer sat down by the fire in the main room. A maid brought mulled wine and nuts, then left. Matthew shelled a paperhull and ate the sweet, crunchy nut as Kazmer opened a leather folder and produced five letters. “After some quiet inquiries, my lord, I found five candidates, all with families willing to seriously consider a match with you. There was a sixth, but it appears she anticipated entering the bonds of matrimony and is no longer considered eligible. She does have a younger sister.” Kazmer sounded doubtful.



  
“How much younger?”



  
“The sister will be ten next summer, my lord.”



  
Matthew shook his head. “No. Unless she came with the imperial throne and agreed to delay consummation for at least five years, no.” The thought of marrying a child made him a little queasy. “So. Who else did you find?”



  
“In order from least to most likely, my lord, Elizabeth di Pizanni of Florabi, niece of the Patrician’s secretary. Sabrina Martina Tillson-Capirotti, younger sister of the current claimant to Tivolia. Kiara Ann Lorenzo, daughter of the Lord Mayor of Revanaar.” Kazmer looked up from the next page, the corner of his mouth curving up a little, mischief sparkling in his eyes. “Next is Antonia Marie Takacs, granddaughter of Master Rolando Takacs, currently the ward of Marko Orzatti because her uncle Istvan doesn’t want to deal with her or provide a dowry. And Richilda Magda Tillson, Duke Mischa’s acknowledged daughter by his last-but-one mistress.” He handed Matthew five pages with sketches and descriptions of the ladies under consideration.



  
Even if the prospect of having Mischa Tillson as his father-in-law had not appalled him, the look on Richilda’s face, sketch though it was, took Matthew aback. The wild, not-entirely-sane expression reminded him too much of some of the unfortunates he’d seen in Vindobona under the care of the Church. “She takes after her half-brother.”



  
“So it is rumored, my lord.” Kazmer leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees and reaching for the nutcracker. “That she killed a scullery girl in a fit of rage is not rumor,” he added under his breath, before straightening up and starting work on a pfeekahn.



  No. I’m not marrying someone who will try and kill me in my sleep. Godown forgive me, but after losing mother to mind-waste, I’m not up to taking on another shattered woman. At least his mother had never been violent, just withdrawing farther and farther into a world no one else could see, singing quietly, or talking to people that only she heard. She’d died in her sleep not long after his last visit, following his return from the Empire. Sister Francine wondered if the blow to the head when she slipped on ice and fell against the chapel steps had started it. Godown grant her mercy, I doubt we’ll ever know. Thank You that her passing was peaceful.


  
He studied the next picture. “Elizabeth di Pizanni is lovely.”



  
“She has a reputation for beauty and grace, my lord. She also brings a seat on the Florabi kentum, their ruling council, as part of her dowry, although I suspect, if I might be so bold, that her uncle and godfather intend to assist any son-in-law with his decisions.”



  Which means I’d need to relocate to Florabi as well as possibly fight two fathers-in-law. I’ll have to think about that for a while. Sabrina Tillson-Capirotti he dismissed out of hand. Too many family problems, too tempting for Duke Mischa to attack him in order to eliminate the double claim on Tivolia, and Matthew doubted that anyone would have an easy time claiming the half of Tivolia listed as her dower. And the groom gift? Five units of pike, some artillery, and two squads of heavy cavalry to assist her brother? He snorted with derision.



  
Unless she were the last female on Colplatschki, or a miracle happened and the Oligarchs had a collective conversion and repented of their ways, Antonia Takacs would not wear his ring. Which was too bad, because the picture showed an attractive young woman with dark hair, light eyes, and a sweet expression. Her little nose had a charming tilt to it. If he didn’t already have a mistress, Matthew might have considered Antonia, but a man could only deal with so many women at a time.



  
“So, Kiara Ann Lorenzo, age eighteen, daughter of the lord mayor of Revanaar, granddaughter of the sister of the Patrician of Kirwali, well versed in the womanly arts and domestic management,” Matthew read. “Dowry in trade rights as well as goods, plus a defense alliance, although that’s more of a nice gesture than a useful offer.”



  
Kazmer cracked another pfeekahn. “My lord, as I understand it, that includes use of the hired troops or assistance hiring troops similar to those kept by Revanaar for its own defense. That’s not such a bad offer, even if you only get cash and weapons.”



  
“Mmmm. Good point. And she’s not unattractive.” Kiara Ann boasted golden hair, blue eyes, a moderate nose, pouty lips, and fair skin. Of course, she could have been pouting because that seemed to be the fashion among women in the Freistaadter, rather than her face being shaped like that. And she had three brothers, a good sign for her bearing sons. The groom gift would be negotiable, and Matthew thought he’d do pretty well in the competition. He could give good tariff rates, and if he did end up taking over the full defenses of Morloke and the rump of Scheel, well that opened an enormous trading area. Kiara Ann is number one, followed by Elizabeth de Pizann and the Takacs girl. Decision made, Matthew turned his attention to shelling the fresh nuts, tossing their hulls into the fire to make it flare and dance. When he retired for the night, he found Barbara asleep already. He wasn’t in the mood for a romp, so he didn’t wake her. Instead he lay beside her, one hand on her already swelling belly, feeling for any hint of motion from his child. His son: he needed a son.
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By midwinter Matthew knew he’d have to intervene in Morloke. Godown had sent a sign, two in fact. Even though he wasn’t as devoted a son of the Church as Fr. Andy might prefer, Matthew Malatesta could tell that Godown had grown impatient, either with him or with the Oligarchs. Or both. Matthew didn’t intend to make Godown send a third hint.



  
The first sign came from Fr. Andy, who chose to preach a series from “Michael’s Letter: or the Book of Leading and Following,” the first of the guiding books in the Holy Writ. Matthew tended to let his mind drift during the homily, but snapped back to attention when Fr. Andy’s rich voice filled the chapel. “For behold, we are like sheep who have gone astray, like shahma without a herdsman. Godown sees our need and calls shepherds and herdsmen to tend His flocks. Woe be to the one who hears but disobeys, for he is like a shepherd who sleeps during the storm, or a watchman who leaves his post before the morning star fades; their charges are scattered, and it were better such a man had not been born.”



  
Matthew’s eyebrows rose a little, and several other congregants nudged each other. That’s an interesting choice of texts. Usually this time of year the readings are from Glimmerings or the Book of Changes, about all things in their seasons. Well, perhaps Fr. Andy wants to stir things up a little, since Fr. Alessandro was here for so long. Perhaps a little too long, in truth, Godown rest his soul. Matthew listened to the homily, nodding once or twice, but not thinking too hard.



  
The next week got his attention, however. After the very familiar passage, often called “Song of the Sheep” that started, “Godown is my Shepherd, I shall not want,” and ended with “surely, goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life and I shall dwell in Godown’s peace forever,” Fr. Andy kept going to the next verses. “But what of the shepherd to whom Godown has passed His charge and authority? On him is the burden but also the reward. For him whom Godown chooses is double blessed, once by the Lord and once by his charges, those whom he tends and leads, Godown’s people, the shahma of His pastures. But woe unto him who fails, not through weakness for Godown knows our weakness and tempers His burden to the beast, but out of pride or laziness. Oh sheep, beware the shepherd who tends not the least little one, the herdsman who thinks himself above all troubles. For the flock scatters, and Godown will bring low the very one whom He raised. But Godown is merciful, slow to anger and quick to forgive, He hears our cries and knows our sorrows, and never leaves His people, by day or by night, through the Fires or through storms.”



  
Matthew hid a wince. Just the day before he’d been congratulating himself on how well they’d done that year, fighting off the Turkowi and reducing the number of bandits along the main trade roads, and keeping things quiet in Marteen and Rosino. Fr. Andy didn’t pick anyone in particular, not even the Tillsons, to use as bad examples in his homily, but focused on deceivers and people who over-promised, then refused to admit that they’d gotten into waters far over their heads. Matthew noticed a few other people twitching, and he felt just a hair better. We are all less than perfect. We all make mistakes, which is why Godown doesn’t ask for perfection. Otherwise He’d be alone in His paradise. But Matthew couldn’t feel quite as smug as he had the previous afternoon, and he left the chapel quietly, absently noting the fat snowflakes drifting out of the dark sky.



  
The second sign came with Lt. Will Klaus. He’d gone to the Freistaadter to visit family and to do what Matthew thought of as “Klaus things.” Privately, Matthew thought his old military advisor touched in the head for traveling by boat during winter, but rough water didn’t bother Klaus the way anything but smooth seas tormented Matthew. Klaus returned three weeks after midwinter, escorting a cart with books and other goods, and bringing news. He also had a letter from the Lord Mayor of Revanaar, but that wasn’t what made Matthew shiver.



  
“My lord, at first I thought it was a joke,” Klaus began. “I was at the Black H’owl, waiting for the next sailing and for the last part of your book order to arrive. Do you know Captain Thomas Ricks?”



  
Matthew shook his head. “I’ve heard of him. Everyone has. But I’ve never met him.”



  
“Well, my lord, I was taking my ease in the taproom and guess who walks in but the captain himself, along with a gent who turned out to be his muster-master. And they were looking for me.”



  
“How much did you owe?” Matthew’s grin faded when Klaus pulled a sealed letter out of his tunic and handed it to him. The seal showed two hayricks with a cannon above them.



  
“Ricks wanted to talk to you. I told him you’d stayed at home. He allowed as how that was a good idea this time of year, then got to business. I’ll be blunt, my lord. He wants to work for you.”



  
Matthew choked on his hot wine. “Ak—” he coughed. “He what? He approached you about getting hired by me?” I think I’d better wear the broad-brimmed hat next time I go out, because there are going to be flocks of flying shahma overhead.


  
Klaus drank a little wine. “He did, my lord. His entire company—logistics men, gunners, scouts—all of them are for hire right now, and he wants to come here and fight alongside the Blackbird.”



  
Something cold ran up and down Matthew’s back. “He smells trouble. Rewarding trouble, but still trouble.”



  
“I think so, my lord. And you pay well, and on time. And you have land, and no one wants to touch Frankonian coin, not after they dumped Tillson-Capirotti without paying anyone more than their seasonal advance.” Klaus drained his wine cup, and at Matthew’s gesture refilled it, as well as topping off Matthew’s own heavy plaztik cup, an ancient artifact that had been found during the building of another border fort. “And you’re a good leader. That’s starting to count for more, or so rumor has it. At least, you’ve never been as bad as ‘Prince’ Carpaccio was this past year.”



  
“Thank you, I think.” Even Matthew had heard of the briefly self-styled Prince of Nuovo Napoli, in the southwestern part of the Thumb. “I probably could be worse, but it might take effort.”



  
“According to Capt. Ricks, my lord, it would. Even a ten-year-old girl or a convent sister knows better than to camp by a stream between two hills in a bare area surrounded by trees.”



  
Matthew checked off the mistakes: low ground, no cover, ample cover around the camp so anyone could sneak-up on you, and anyone approaching already had the high ground. “No, I don’t think my judgment’s been that poor, yet.” Yet. “So, what is Ricks asking?”



  
Klaus tipped his cup toward the letter on the side-table. “It’s in there, my lord. They’ve got their own transportation to our side of the sea, or so he assured me.” The older officer shifted a little, looking into the embers of the fireplace. “There’s word that Frankonia is arming the Turkowi. A lot of people are pissed with Louis and his guardians, but no one wants to challenge them directly. They can’t, not really; there’s no just cause at the moment unless you are Sarmas, and,” he shrugged. Sarmas could take care of itself, thank you.



  
“Interesting.” And worrisome. Very worrisome. Matthew broke the seal, read the letter, and heaved himself out of the seat to go stare out the window into the darkness. Holy Godown, he’s serious. And I have no idea what to do, none at all. The last of the log in the fireplace crumbled, and the wind hissed around the house, but nothing else moved for a long while. At last he heard Klaus shifting a little in his seat, and the sound of a mug on wood. “I’ve never commanded an army.”



  
“My lord?”



  
He turned. “I said I’ve never commanded an army. That’s what Ricks is offering—first refusal on everyone, his entire company. Four thousand men, plus some support personnel and the usual camp followers.”



  
Will Klaus didn’t blink. “Can we afford them, my lord?”



  
“Yeeeessss.” Matthew dug deep in his memory. “We, yes, we can, but only until mid-season unless something dramatic happens.” Both men made saints’ signs.



  
Klaus got up. He walked over and rested his hands on Matthew’s shoulders, looking him in the eyes. “Hire them, Matthew Charles Malatesta. Hire them now, marry the wench from Revanaar, and get ready for trouble. The word in the Thumb is that the Rajtan’s grown impatient, as have his priests. The Magwi are not rolling over like everyone thought, and Selkow doesn’t like it when her followers fail her this often. The bastards have staked claims up here, and they need to follow up.” Klaus tightened his grip, not quite shaking Matthew. “Hire Ricks, my lord. Hire—the—man—” He stepped back and released the stunned young man. “And then I can get some sleep and Sgt. Roth will quit bitching about trying to pound discipline into farmers’ skulls.”



  
“If Byron Roth quits complaining, it will mean that he’s dead,” Matthew managed to say.



  
An eloquent snort of agreement emerged from the older officer. “Hire him. The sooner the better. That way he’ll be here, ready, when fighting season starts. You’ll need time to get used to each other.” Lt. Klaus bowed a little. “If you will excuse me, my lord?”



  
“Of course. Take all the time you need tomorrow, Sgt. Roth and the weather permitting, of course.”



  
“Of course, my lord.” Klaus let himself out. Matthew stood in the dark, watching the last embers turning deep, sleepy red. At last he banked the fire and went to bed. He stared at the ceiling, listening to Barbara whuffling softly in her sleep, and wondered.



  
The next day Matthew wrote two letters. The first came easily, because it affirmed that he desired the hand of Kiara Ann Lorenzo in marriage. Barbara, lips tight compressed, had gone through the few Turkowi things that had not been broken apart and melted for their metal, and found a heavy, probably stolen, silver chain with a wire-work flutterwing pendant. Matthew included that with his letter. She’s a woman, she’ll like something fluttery. Barbara gave him a few hurt looks but kept her complaints to herself.



  
The second letter required more thought, enough so that he started on a wax board and stylus. Matthew wrote, scratched out, rewrote, and after two hours by sand-glass had probably composed at least four pages worth before he settled on his final version, the one he rewrote in a fair hand on real paper and sealed with his blackbird. “Most honored Captain Thomas Ricks,” it began. “I received your missive yesterday. After careful consideration, I have decided to accept your offer. Along with this letter you will find the first ten percent of the fee for you and your men, along with a letter of introduction to my factors in Revanaar and Valdoro. Do not hesitate to use them should you have any difficulties with transportation or supply.” He went on to describe the quarters available, and offer his thanks for the captain’s thoughtful inquiry. Letter finished, and ready to leave, Matthew sat back and closed his eyes. Godown, lord of all, what have I just done? Is this truly what you want me to do? I want it, oh I want it, but are you going to let me soar only to strike me down for arrogance, for daring to think so boldly? Godown did not reply, at least not within the next few minutes, and Matthew opened his eyes. He scribbled a note to Rudolfo Nagy, telling him to release the funds for Capt. Ricks. Then Matthew went up to his bedroom, to the small prayer corner Barbara had installed there, and begged Godown on his knees for help.



  
For the rest of the winter Matthew alternated corresponding with Lord Mayor Lorenzo of Revanaar and planning for the spring campaign season. As the days grew longer, and the letters from Morloke City brusquer and less informative, Matthew started losing patience with the Oligarchs, especially the Inner Council. He also informed Barbara of the pending change in the household.



  
She stared at him, brown eyes filling with tears, lower lip quivering. Then she sat down hard, so hard the chair creaked in protest. “Kiara Lorenzo? You’re marrying Kiara Lorenzo?”



  
“The agreements are not completely finished, but most likely, yes.”



  
Barbara shrank in on herself, shoulders hunched, hands on her very large belly as if to protect their child. “But,” she whispered. “But she’s mean. She hurt me, caused trouble in worship and told my guardian it was my fault and he beat me. Over and over and over.”



  
Matthew stared at her, confusion changing to anger. “She’s also eighteen and brings a good dowry, including armaments. You knew from the beginning I would not marry you.” He sounded cold, but damn, he hated whimpering.



  
Barbara gulped and shook her head. “That’s not it, my lord. She’s mean. I know you—” she stopped. “That you would not marry me. I understand. You’re a noble and you need alliances. But she’ll hurt me. Please, my lord. Please don’t let her hurt me or our child.”



  Well, that explains where the scars on her back and legs came from. Matthew scrubbed his face with his hands, wondering what the hell to do next. Barbara cowered in the chair, hands still on her belly, body curled forward so that only the back of her head and neck were visible. Finally he walked over and put one hand on her shoulder. “Barbara, I care for you and for our child. You will remain in the household, working with Roger. I’ve arranged for you to have quarters in the new residence, connected to mine, but discreetly. From what I am given to understand, Miss Lorenzo will not be taking an active part in managing my day-to-day affairs. You will.” And I highly doubt I’ll love her, and vice versa. “Until the new residence is finished, I’ve purchased the little cottage by the north gate for you. And Barbara?” She looked up at him, eyes streaming tears. “If she lays a hand on you, or tries to order someone else to, I will return the insult four-fold, Godown as my witness.”



  
Somehow she got out of the chair and onto her knees, kissing his hand and leaning against his leg. He stroked her hair with his free hand, then hauled her to her feet. “Now go, get cleaned up, and start making a list of all the fuss and foolishness I’m supposed to have on hand when whoever I’m marrying arrives.”



  
She managed an awkward curtsey and shuffled off.



  
A messenger arrived the next day. He travelled by the Morloke Road, but his news came not from the Oligarchs’ Council, but Greyville and two other smaller hamlets. “We’re seein’ Turkowi sign, my lord.” The young man, some farmer’s son probably, pulled four stakes out of his saddlebag and laid them on the table. Father Andy hissed and dropped a bit of blessed oil on them. Each stake, perhaps forty centimeters long, bore Selkow’s sign carved and painted into the dark wood. “Neighbor found two in his field when he went to plant, and tuther two’s from the road south of Greyville.” He scraped a straggle of brown hair out of his eyes. “Twern’t there last fall, when you defeated that army, my lord.”



  
Matthew ignored the army comment. “You say these are from within the Morloka lands. Have you told the Council?”



  
The messenger’s head bobbed and Matthew guessed he would have spat, except for being inside. “Aye, my lord. They told us they were old sign, not to worry, and that we need to plan on more taxes for this year, to pay you.”



  
Lt. Klaus made what might have been a rude sound that Matthew ignored. He picked up one of the tokens, looking at the crisp carvings and fresh, unweathered wood. “My lord, unless these were very well protected, they are not from last year.”



  
Matthew grunted his agreement, then asked, “So the Council didn’t send any guards or a priest to look at what you’d found?”



  
“No, my lord. Nothing. Said Turkowi’s not after farms anyway, they just want caravans. Except my people, some of us came from down near Karstad and north of Sigurney. We’re not blind, my lord. We’ll fight if we have to, but we’re not runnin’ again.” Matthew could easily imagine the man, feet planted on the soil of his family’s farm, scythe or pruning hook in hand, or hiding in the barn with a bow and arrow, or even a scatter gun if they had money enough. Aye, and that’s where you’ll die, too. Or you will if they can pick you off one farm at a time, which they will.


  
Anger warred with hesitation, and anger won. “Thank you for bringing these. You are right and the Council is wrong. The markers are fresh. I’ll start sending men to patrol the roads and tracks along the Greyville road, and I’ll have a word with the Council about preparing for trouble come full spring.”



  
Pure relief suffused the younger man’s face. “Thank you, my lord. I’ll pass the word and we’ll keep our eyes open.”



  
Matthew turned to Klaus and under the cover of the table flashed a hand sign. “Guards?”



  
Klaus’s fingers moved. “Yes.”



  
Matthew nodded and put down the marker he’d been playing with. “If you can, and you might not be able to spare the men, but if you can, I’d recommend having one armed man with each plow team or wood-gathering party. Definitely have someone on watch when the women are out. My men and I will do what we can, but Godown knows we can’t be everywhere.” At least not yet.


  
“My da’ and the neighbor was already plannin’ for that, my lord, or somethin’ like it.”



  
“Good.” Matthew had Roger see that the man and his horse got something to eat and drink before setting back out. Then he went to the barracks barn and stared at the map, Klaus and Fr. Andy at his side.



  
“How much longer, my lord?” the big priest asked. Matthew, arms folded, gave him a strange look. “How much longer until you challenge the Oligarchs’ Council?”



  
“What right have I to do so? Stupidity is not a crime yet, not that I know of.” Thanks be, or no young man would be safe, nor many older men and women, either.


  
“A ruler has a duty to protect his people, especially against something such as the Turkowi.”



  
“Morloke is not my people.”



  
“No?” Fr. Andy nodded to the map, showing the long, open border between Marteen and Morloke. “Two streams and a woodland are not much of a barrier, now that the time of miracles has passed.”



  
“What about Duke Tillson? He’s certainly not doing his duty for his people, or I’d not be here with two districts to my name.”



  
“Tillson’s not killing people, not directly, not yet.” Fr. Andy looked at Lt. Klaus and back at Matthew. “The Oligarchs’ inaction will bring death and fire come spring, my lord. You know that.”



  
“They will, Father,” Klaus answered. “My lord, let the Oligarchs keep control over the little things, like running Morloke City, and setting trade agreements. But take over the rest, defense and the like. You’ll have to anyway, if you want to keep the roads open.” Klaus knew better than to mention the contract between Count Malatesta and the Council.



  
“We’ll be stretched thin.”



  
The priest shook his head and Klaus picked up the pointer for the map. “Not as thin as if we don’t take over the borders, my lord. Here we have strongpoints, choke points, a good river. Like using the Arnoldo. Here?” He swept the tip of the stick around Marteen and south along the road. “Too open, too long, and a wide open back door.” He stabbed at Morloke.



  Alright, Godown, I’ll do it. But You’d better help me, Matthew half prayed, half threatened. “Very well. We plan for defending the caravans and the combined borders. But minimal force in the east,” he warned. “If they come up the Donau Novi lowland again, we’ll catch them on this side.” The Oligarchs won’t like it, but they don’t have any people on the back of the hills as it is, not after what happened in the months after Sigurney. Don Starland and Anthony Kossuth were very clear about that.


  
Not two weeks later, an angry summons from Morloke City reached Solva. Matthew and Klaus shared predatory smiles. They’d received news that morning that Captain Ricks and the last of his command had finished crossing and were making landfall from Valdoro, to arrive in another two weeks or sooner. “I’d say the time has come, Lt. Klaus.”



  
“Indeed, my lord. We’ve got the barracks foundations started, so those should be framed in by next week, Godown willing and the weather permitting.”



  
“Selah,” he made St. Michael’s sign. “So. I believe it is time for the Blackbird to visit Morloke City.” And perhaps watch you burn. Not literally, no, but char in your own stupid pride.
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Matthew planned carefully. He, an advisor, and a hand-picked group of twenty black-clad soldiers rode into Morloke City on black and grey horses under Matthew’s black eagle banner. Barbara had used the yellow thread and thread-of-gold from the captured Turkowi goods on the eagle’s talons and beak, and now they flashed in the spring sun. The city guard stood clear as the men trotted into the main gate, through the market square, and only drew rein at the city hall. Matthew dismounted. He, Klaus, Kazmer Takacs, and three soldiers marched into the building while Sgt. Roth and the others waited outside, ready for trouble. Since the town guard had already shown where their loyalties lay, Matthew didn’t anticipate much trouble. Never underestimate the power of stupidity, or of startled people to do stupid things, he reminded himself. Both Kazmer and Lt. Klaus carried bags.



  
The six men climbed the stairs to the council room and walked in without an invitation or waiting to be announced. “What? How dare you?” Lucan Astai protested. “Leave at once.”



  
“You said you wanted to discuss the defense of Morloke. I’m here.”



  
“To discuss our caravans, and you will wait until you are called.” Several voices muttered “hear, hear.” But a number of men drew back from the council table, and those already by the walls did their best to shift away from the soldiers, and from the Inner Council.



  
Matthew didn’t move. He kept his voice calm and steady as he informed them, “No. The defense of Morloke. Your farmers and townsmen have come to me with fresh Turkowi claim markers because you can’t be bothered to even offer to protect them. They are having to keep men on guard at all times because you don’t appear to want to even investigate the possibility of Turkowi scouts.” Matthew jerked his head down and Kazmer emptied a bag onto the table. Twenty claim markers and other Turkowi devices spilled out onto the polished wood. Several men jumped back, making saints’ signs. “In addition to the four that were brought to me, my scouts and your farmers located these and gave them to me on my ride here.”



  
Damian Cevasco spluttered, then spat, “You lie. These are all new. The Turkowi have left nothing since last summer. They are well south, and these are fakes—”



  
“Or he made them and planted them himself to scare the fools,” Eduardo Madau interrupted with a hiss.



  
Even Matthew couldn’t say later just how his sword appeared so quickly in his hand. “Klaus, the other bag.”



  
Even knowing what it contained, Matthew’s stomach did a flip as the head and yellow-wrapped metal cap rolled onto the table. Three men rushed to the window to be sick as the grizzly trophy lolled on the fine wood. “The Antonini family were very lucky.” Matthew explained as dispassionately as he could. “They surprised the scout in their orchard. His horse had gotten sick on green apples, and the rest of the Turkowi had left him behind. A pruning hook took care of the rest. My men are searching the back-trail.” Although, if the Turkowi run into Captain Ricks’ company, my men won’t find much, I don’t believe. “As you can see, this is not from last summer.”



  
Cevasco moaned, scooting his chair away from the sightless head that stared at him. “But, no caravans have gone out yet. Why are they bothering us?”



  
Madau snapped, “Because Tillson and Malatesta have pushed them into us. They and the empire.”



  
“No, you fool. You pulled them in by refusing to defend all of Morloke and Scheel. You opened an undefended hole and all but hung out a sign saying ‘Please visit.’ Hellfires,” Matthew snarled, “Even the Freistaadter think you’re idiots. They pay more attention to the Turkowi than you do!”



  
“You ungrateful—” Madau began.



  
“Shut up!” The civilians leaned away from the force of his roar. “Your people are now my people. I’m taking over the defense of Morloke and Scheel, or what’s left of them. Go read ‘Michael’s Letter’ in the Holy Writ if you want to know why. You may keep running your affairs as you see fit. I will do everything else, including collect what taxes there are.”



  
“Impossible,” Cevasco finally managed to gasp after a long, shocked silence. “You don’t have enough men. We don’t pay you enough to have that many men.”



  
“Wrong. I have an army. Captain Thomas Ricks and his men are on their way inland to Solva as we speak.” Matthew pulled the latest letter out of his belt bag and held it so the men could see Ricks’ seal. “I came to inform you as a courtesy. You can cooperate or you can burn. And to be honest: if the Turkowi decide to burn Morloke City and all your goods to ashes? I may just watch from the hill.”



  
He turned to go. Fidelio Colella called, “My lord count, do you intend to take your, ah, evidence with you?”



  
“No. You are free to dispose of it as you wish. Godown be with you.” Because He knows you need it. And so do I.


  
As they pounded down the steps, Klaus asked, “My lord, do think they’ll try to stop us?”



  
Matthew snorted. “Of course they will. Will it go past try? I doubt it.” Two of their guards hauled the doors open and they strode out into the sunlight. The soldiers had carefully avoided standing under the open council chamber windows, and Matthew bared his teeth in a vicious smile.



  
“I wonder if any of them will think to toss the, ahem, evidence out the window, my lord, or if they’ll still be cowering come harvest?” Kazmer asked after they mounted.



  
Klaus and Matthew both shrugged as much as their armor allowed. “Let’s go. We have a border to defend and Turkowi to find.”



  
“Yes, my lord.”



  
When they reached Solva a week later, an unfamiliar older woman in plain grey dress with a white apron and cap waited for him. She held something in her arms: a small something that waved a tiny arm from the mass of blankets.



  
Matthew stammered, “Is this . . ?”



  
She presented him with the bundle, which he took awkwardly, afraid he’d break the fragile thing if he breathed too hard on it. It appeared very round and pink, and rather sleepy. “Your son, yes my lord. Congratulations. He arrived three days ago. Lady Barbara is resting, but she’s fine.”



  Godown have mercy. Now what do I do?
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Matthew and his men rode past the gates of Solva, around the beast pens, and up the long, curving road to the castle. Well, not exactly a castle like Starhart, Matthew thought as he studied the stone and wooden walls, but a defensible strongpoint with a very nice residence inside. Some of the soldiers took a smaller side path that led to their remuda and barracks, while Matthew, Capt. Ricks, Lt. Marko Bustos, and the soldiers on guard rotation continued up to the main gates. They trotted through the stout wood-and-iron portals, now open to let the spring breeze and Duke Matthew Malatesta both enter. Matthew smiled to see his banner flapping on the pole beside the lightning diverter.



  
They dismounted and grooms came to lead their warhorses off to the inner stable. “So, Captain, no surprises?” Matthew asked.



  
The grey-haired warrior, now semi-retired and acting as Duke Malatesta’s chief of fortifications, shook his head. “None, Your Grace. Godown’s own truth, I’d expected the river to finish washing away the post at the ford, not shift and leave it more secure.”



  
“The Arnoldo’s a funny river that way,” Matthew agreed. “It can’t make up its mind, if rivers have a mind.”



  
Lt. Bustos chuckled. “Why not, Your Grace? Horses and the weather both seem to.”



  
“Indeed.” A short line of people waited outside the main doors of the keep to greet the returning duke. “You are dismissed, gentlemen.” The soldiers saluted and went to their quarters, already discussing plans for the spring campaign season. Matthew squared his shoulders and walked toward the children and adults waiting for him.



  
As he got closer, the three children all bowed or curtsied. Anthony, Don Paul, and Sarah Barbara, his children by Barbara Lee, appeared to have grown at least ten centimeters in the past two weeks. Anthony, now nine years old, looked exactly like his father, except with pale green eyes instead of blue. Don and Sarah more closely resembled their mother, and, thanks be, Sarah had inherited Barbara’s placid personality. Don Paul did his best to live up to his middle name, and Matthew wondered what tales of mischief awaited him. “Welcome home, my lord father,” Anthony declared.



  
“Thank you, Anthony. I trust you have behaved in my absence?”



  
“Yes, my lord father.”



  
When Don hesitated, his two-years-older brother elbowed him in the shoulder. “Ow! Yes, I behaved.”



  
Sarah just nodded. Matthew leaned over and she raised her arms. He hoisted her onto his hip. She’d been a sickly child and he indulged her, probably more than he should.



  
Their mother stood just behind Roger, now also gone gray. “Welcome home, Your Grace,” the long-serving and long-suffering castellan offered.



  
“Thank you. I trust nothing exciting happened?”



  
“The new bake oven exploded, or tried to, but otherwise no, Your Grace.”



  
Matthew hitched Sarah higher on his hip. “An oven exploded? Was someone trying to dry powder?”



  
Roger and Barbara both shook their heads. “No, Your Grace. It’s a bit complicated.”



  
Matthew handed Sarah to her mother, who managed to curtsey without dropping the girl. He caressed Barbara’s arm but showed no other affection, not here in full view of the staff.



  
Kazmer Takacs bowed. “Your Grace.” A boy, one of the servants-in-training, held the door open for Matthew and he and Kazmer walked in, the others following at a proper distance.



  
Her Grace Duchess Kiara Ann Malatesta neé Lorenzo waited in the cool shadows of the main hall, Matthew knew. He sat in the chair by the door as a footman helped remove his heavy riding boots and cape, putting on shoes that wouldn’t damage the floors or carpets farther inside the family quarters. A maid presented a basin of warm water and a towel, and Matthew rinsed his hands and face, amazed at the amount of dust that appeared in the water and on the light-brown towel. How can I get dusty riding on damp roads? I must have a gift. Ablutions finished, Matthew strode in to the great hall.



  
Kiara Ann did not rise from her seat to greet her husband. Instead, he bowed a little, taking her offered hand and kissing it with the grave formality that she so enjoyed. “My lady.”



  
“Your Grace,” she murmured, trying to keep from sounding shrill. It wasn’t her fault that Godown’s gifts to her did not include a melodious speaking voice. “I hope you are well and that your trip went as hoped.”



  
“Yes, thank you. And you, my lady?”



  
She nodded, the tiny beads on her headcover and earrings clinking a little. “I am stronger. Godown and St. Sabrina have been gracious.”



  
“Godown be praised.” He didn’t have to feign relief. To their intense disappointment, he and Kiara had yet to have a living child after nine years of marriage. Her last birth had come only a month early, but the child had not lived a day. Still, each time she carried longer, even though it drained her more, and perhaps, if Godown willed, she’d give him a son, one recognized by those around Morloke-Scheel as legitimate.



  
He said none of that, not in her hearing, and especially not now. “It is good to see you up, my lady.”



  
“Thank you. Mistress Galen believes that walking the garden will help me, and the fresh air does seem to give me strength.” Kiara frowned. “She also insists that I eat more of those bitter herbs, although I have no idea why.”



  
Matthew did. “They are a blood strengthener, my lady, or so it is said. Farther north they are much prized, and the first greens of the season command high prices indeed.” Which I suspect Mistress Galen tried to tell you, but you refused to listen.


  
“Ah.” She studied him from her seat, her feet in their embroidered slippers propped up on a small pillow. “Perhaps my lord would like to change before dinner?”



  No, I want to go tumble Barbara and find out why the oven exploded. But he knew the dance and Kiara’s vicious temper, and dipped his head. “Perhaps I shall.” He bowed a little and left for the family rooms.



  
He stripped to the waist and washed a little more, then changed into something less sturdy and more to Kiara’s tastes. She wanted a decorative, high-ranking husband who showered her with gifts and let her run roughshod over the staff. Instead Matthew gave her two of the four and treated her with the same manners he’d have used with the Empress Babenburg. He looked in the polished metal sheet that served as a mirror and decided against shaving. Maybe later, but I’m not scraggly yet. His fair hair didn’t look as bad as some of the darker men’s did. And he’d shaved the day before, taking advantage of a hot spring along their route.



  
A mature man of almost thirty looked back at him, more wrinkles around his eyes and mouth, but otherwise still in his prime. Matthew’d been very, very lucky this far. He’d not been wounded in the face yet, and he had all but one of his teeth and suffered none of the pains of most men. The rest of him told a different story, including a scar across his gut from a wound that only Godown knew how he’d survived. In cold, wet weather he limped, and his left arm no longer fully extended, thanks to a blow that had caught him between the parts of his armor and cut one of the tendons.



  
That had been the last major battle with the Turkowi. Thanks be to Godown, lord of victory, that he didn’t take my arm off. And thank You that we’ve had three quiet years. Well, quiet in that no Turkowi have harassed us. Karl Tillson … Godown, no offense, but what were You thinking? He never expected an answer, but Matthew asked at least once a month. He combed his hair back into order and after some thought, went to his office, the one beside his library.



  
Ah, the library. The sight of all the books lifted the grey cloud that had settled on him after seeing Kiara. Between orders, trade, inheritance, and gifts, he’d amassed a collection of over a thousand titles. Only the imperial library and a few of the religious houses had more, at least on this side of the Triangle Range and the Thumb. Matthew stopped, turned, and walked over to look at a few recent arrivals laid out on a cloth-draped table reserved for new books. There he found two histories, a blue and silver bound Life of St. Basil that had to be at least a hundred years old, and a small but thick volume with yellow covers so badly worn he could barely read the script. “Oh, my, where did you come from, little one,” he murmured under his breath. After glancing around for overly curious observers, he opened the covers and turned the leaves at random.



  
“Ahhh.” He’d found a carpet page, one of the intricately hand-painted pages between the stories, this one with an image of Selkow the Merciful giving blessings to her worshippers. Her six hands each held a gift of some kind, and her fearsome, boar-tusked mouth smiled. Instead of the usual blood-red eyes, this image of the goddess turned a soft brown gaze onto the yellow-clad man and women at her feet. The goddess’s golden robe floated on the breeze in graceful folds. So different from her usual form, Matthew mused. No blood, no severed heads, no wild animals and carrion birds dancing around her. He closed the book and carried it with him to his office, to put in the locked cabinet with the solid doors where he kept all the problematic volumes.



  
He tucked it beside the ancient, corrupted Lander-era version of the Holy Writ. Once again he wondered how anyone could have taken some of those stories seriously. But he loved the pictures, faded as they were. The tiny script claimed they were copies of ancient paintings from Old Earth. Matthew wanted paintings like those, especially the one of the man painting a portrait of a fair woman with a child on her lap. “Saint Luke painting the Virgin” by R. Van Der Weyden the letters said, although Matthew had never heard of a Saint Luke.



  
Matthew found a ledger open on his desk and a note from Rudolfo Nagy about taxes. After paying for the latest addition to his stronghold, and his men’s quarterly allowance, and the estimated cost of replacing the bake-oven door, he had two hundred thalers to last until the end of summer. Kiara won’t be happy. Matthew ran his finger down the page, lips moving as he roughed out the sums for himself. The final number matched Nagy’s, and Matthew initialed the bottom of the page to show that he’d seen it. The note would be added to the ever-thicker leather-and-wood record books, and the ledger rejoin the enormous stack on the shelves in Nagy and Barbara’s office. He picked up one of the full record books, hefting it to get an idea of the weight. Someone tapped on the door.



  
“Yes?”



  
“They do not seem to grow any lighter, Your Grace.” He heard the smile in Barbara’s voice.



  
“No, they do not.” He put the tome down. “Lady Barbara, what happened to the bake oven?”



  
She rolled her eyes until they almost disappeared under the edge of her pale pink head cover. “Dawn, the baker? She wanted to try a new way to make bread, one that makes the outside crisper but keeps the inside soft. They do it in Frankonia, supposedly, and it involves adding water in a pan or big bowl to the oven, then sealing the door to keep the steam in. Frankonian ovens must be different from ours, Your Grace, or the seal was too good.”



  
As she spoke he eased closer to her, until he could take her hand and pull her against his side. She’d grown a little rounder in the right places, a little softer, but that just made squeezing her more enjoyable. “And the door blew off.” He kissed her cheek.



  
“Yes, Your Grace. And cracked the framing, and Godown be thanked didn’t hurt anyone but two yard birds, although the other hens stopped laying for two days.” She squeezed his hand. “Despite the dairy woman’s fears, the cream separated without problem and the cows didn’t notice.”



  
He released her. “Cows never notice, unless you do not want them to notice whatever it is. Do we have any bread?”



  
“Oh yes, the smaller oven is still fine, and there’s panbread, the quinly and maize version.”



  
His mouth started watering. Kiara despised the heavy, nutty, egg-rich pan bread, calling it coarse, but he loved it, especially hot with jam or dark sucre. “Is there any other news of the household, Lady Barbara?”



  
“No, Your Grace.”



  
“Any other news?”



  
Kazmer Takacs cleared his throat from the doorway, giving Barbara time to step aside. “Karl Tillson is at it again, Your Grace, although I’m not certain that’s news.”



  
“No, it’s not, not really.” All three of them shook their heads and Barbara fingered the prayer beads now hanging from her cloth belt.



  It’s really too bad he hasn’t had the grace to die: him and his sire both. Maybe there’s a hint of truth to the story that Duke Mischa found some Lander thing that gives long life. Not that it was really necessary, since Godown looked after small children, animals, and fools. And Karl Tillson was two of those three. If even half the stories were true, Karl should have been put down like a mad dardog years ago.



  
“There’s a letter from a Father Gerald Jones who would like to look at some of your books, with an introduction from Count Kossuth. Fr. Andy recognized the name and says he’s harmless. Oh, and the first caravan has left Valdoro for Morloke City, Your Grace. We got the heliograph flash just after sunrise.”



  
“Good.” He’d meet it at the halfway point and escort it the rest of the way. Nothing interesting had happened since he’d gone on his inspection tour, Godown be thanked. He preferred it that way. Kiara had tried to take advantage of his absence once, not long after they’d first married. He’d come home to find Barbara barricaded into her cottage, nursing barely healed gashes on her face and arms from Kiara trying to “discipline” her for “letting” Anthony cry after Kiara had taken a switch to the toddler for getting fingerprints on a white linen table cover. He’d taken away Kiara’s favorite gowns, dismissed the two maids she’d brought from Revanaar, and when she’d attacked him, had tossed her to the floor, pinned her arm behind her back, pulled her head up by the hair and quietly reminded her who was lord of the county and under whose roof she lived.



  
“I’ll tell my father!” She’d threatened.



  
“No, because I will.” And he had. She still loathed Barbara, as best he could tell, but she’d never laid another finger on anyone. Her father had indulged her overmuch, Matthew had decided.



  
Supper that evening featured both light bread and his pan bread. A nice fish served as the main course, with egg soup before and fresh greens to follow. He and Kiara ate alone, since they had no company, no visiting scholars or artists come to study his pictures and books. They even had a few musicians occasionally, some of whom he’d given an open invitation to return at any time, but Solva remained a bit off the usual routes.



  
“Your Grace, have you considered moving to Morloke City for the season?” Kiara inquired after the greens arrived.



  
“No, my lady, especially not this close to summer. Morloke City shares that with Vindobona—the walls trap heat and scent both, and this is the time when they are tanning calf hides and lamb skin.”



  
She wrinkled her nose, red lips pursed. “Ah. An excellent point, Your Grace. Why are they allowed to do that so close to the city? It fouls the water as well as the air.”



  
“Because the land is already worn, or so the tanners say. Since the waters have been polluted by the city, a little more bark and hair makes no difference, my lady.” Unless you are a fish. Or the wind blows from the south, as usually happens in summer.


  
They ate in silence for a little while. “Is it true a caravan is coming north?”



  
“Yes, it is, my lady. Is there anything that you need or that the household needs?”



  
“Yes, Your Grace, mostly soft goods.” He and his men tended to be hard on fabric, even the sturdy canvas and worsted wools. “And some kitchen things, or so I’m told.”



  
“Very well.” So long as they cost less than twenty five thalers.
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“Greetings,” the caravan master acting as lead teamster called, waving his hat. He rode beside his team, setting the pace for the others. He had to be one of the tallest men Matthew had ever seen. Blessed St. Michael, where’d he find a horse tall enough so his toes don’t drag the dust?


  
“Greetings,” Lt. Bustos called back. Matthew’s group slowed their pace to allow the standard-bearer time to furl the Blackbird’s banner. Not all beasts had been trained to ignore banners and flags, Matthew knew well from painful personal experience. “Any trouble?”



  
“A little, sir, but nothing we couldn’t handle. Just your ordinary bandits.”



  
Matthew grimaced a little at that. Well, bandits are like fleas: every dog has ‘em. The caravan master matched his grimace. “Aye, Your Grace?” At Matthew’s nod of confirmation the man continued, “We found a few other things, but nothing really worrisome, Your Grace.”



  
“Good. Unless you have reason otherwise, we’ll ride with you the rest of the way to Morloke City.”



  
Bustos and the others smiled at the ripple of relief among the teamsters. Twenty wagons, including some with cargos that had overwintered inland of Vindoro, made a very tempting target, even with a few guards of their own. Matthew and Bustos had brought their newest troopers, those most in need of a little seasoning and extra work. Caravan or supply train, the same cautions applied, and he’d rather punish someone for sleeping on watch in peacetime than wake up dead with his throat cut. Not that some of these lads will fall asleep unless the sun is up. They jump at every least sound, which is almost as bad. Almost.


  
Matthew waited until that evening to question the caravan master, Paulo Esmith. “You said you found a few things of interest?”



  
“Yes, Your Grace. May I get something out of the wagon?” Matthew nodded, and the tall man disappeared into the shadows, returning to the fire with a bag he carried in now-gloved hands. He ducked, a little sheepish. “My sister made the gloves and bag and had them blessed, in case I needed to touch anything Lander. She and our fosterer follow St. Mou.”



  
“Ah.” Except what Mr. Esmith removed from the bag had no Lander sign on it. Instead, the wooden stakes bore an all-too-familiar mark and yellow paint. “Where did you find these?”



  
“The first three campsites inland from that bitter water creek, Your Grace. Found ‘em while we were scouting for wood.” He seemed delighted to get rid of the Turkowi claim markers, and scooted them closer to Matthew before folding the bag and removing his gloves. Matthew caught a glimpse of the black and red of St. Mou’s emblem stitched on the backs of the gloves before Esmith tucked them into his belt. “We’ve been on guard ever since, Your Grace.”



  
Lt. Bustos made an approving noise, as did Matthew. “Good decision, Mr. Esmith. You didn’t see anything else that you recall? No bits of yellow fabric in the trees or signs of recent use at the campsites?”



  
Esmith shook his head, eyes part closed. “No, Your Grace. Truth be told, we were surprised to see those so soon. Market talk is the Turkowi won’t be moving north until later this year. That’s why we’ve got extra, and another big group is only a week or two behind us. No one wants to risk getting caught in the midsummer battle.”



  
Matthew’s eyes went wide and he looked at Bustos. The darker man’s eyes stood out against dark tan skin and he gave a little shrug. So he hasn’t heard anything. Hmmm. “That’s interesting news, Mr. Esmith. Any reason for why the heathens might be coming north, instead of pestering the Empire again?”



  
“Supposed to be a new Rajtan. All the Turkowi traders from the south, the ones that show up trying to pretend to be Magwi? They vanished around the fall equinox, every last one of them. Ticked one of my contract holders something fierce, because he’d already promised rugs and the like to some patricians and lord mayors. Then the Magwi horse traders said the heretics had pulled out of their lands as well, or at least most of the soldiers had, all heading east and north, like they was going to the Morpalo Pass and back to the eastern plains for some reason.” Matthew made St. Michael’s sign. “Aye, Your Grace. That never means anything good.”



  Father said the hardest fighting he’d ever done was the year after Sigurney, when a new Rajtan needed to consolidate his hold and prove to Selkow that he appreciated what she’d done for him. Oh, holy Godown, please may this be just a rumor and may they have gone somewhere else, not back to pick a new Rajtan. He’d heard of lands south and east of the Magwi, where the Donau Novi met the sea, empty lands that were either rich and fruitful, or that Godown had rendered barren by destroying the Lander cities there and turning them to puddles of melted rock. Maybe that’s where the Turkowi had gone for a change. And maybe his horse would start talking and learn the Frankonian court dances, too.



  
After a swallow of wine, Mr. Esmith added, “They’ll probably go after the Empire first, though, seeing as how there’ll be a new, untried Babenburg on the throne before the year’s out.”



  
“What?”



  
“Emperor Michael’s not far from the gates of Godown’s grace, Your Grace. You hadn’t heard?”



  
Matthew shook his head.



  
“My wife’s uncle was in Vindobona when it happened. His Majesty was on a sewer inspection and fell, somehow got only-Godown-knows-what in him. One leg went rotten and they cut it off, and he’s been lung sick all winter. Crown Prince Alois has been doing everything short of signing laws, or so market talk has it.” Esmith helped himself to more from the wineskin. Matthew repeated St. Michael’s sign, and Lt. Bustos answered with St. Gerald’s bridge.



  A new rajtan and a new emperor? Godown forgive me if I complained about things being to quiet. And I need coin to be able to hire more men and get powder and arrows and horses and mules and oh Godown, St. Michael-Herdsman, St. Gerald, anyone who hears me, help! He made himself calm down. “That is very interesting news, Mr. Esmith. A lot of people have been busy this past winter.”



  
“That’s Godown’s own truth, Your Grace. My wife wouldn’t give me a moment’s peace.” And Matthew soon knew far more about Mr. Esmith’s family and business than he ever wanted. The evening star had long since set before the soldier managed to escape the garrulous teamster.



  
Once they got back to their own camping area, Bustos breathed, “Blessed St. Gimple, does that man ever shut up?”



  I can see why his wife was happy to have him out of the house. Thank you, Lord, that Kiara doesn’t prattle, or I’d have thrown myself in the Morpalo just to get away. That aside, Matthew had a sinking feeling that his world had just gotten a lot more interesting. He played with the claim stakes in his hand, listening to the smooth wood clatter as the pieces rolled back and forth. Someone had spent many hours smoothing and decorating the cursed things. He admired the craftsmanship as much as he detested the Turkowi. After some thought he fed the stakes into the fire, whispering a prayer as he did. He lay on his bedroll and stared at the stars, watching his blackbird as it flew across the face of space.
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His meeting with the Oligarchs Council went as well as they ever did. Madau’s and Cevasco’s deaths had opened places for mellower, if not much younger, men. Tibor Jaros had disappeared, and no one Matthew asked would say anything one way or another about what might have befallen him. Although … Matthew had caught a glimpse of Mistress Jaros through the open door of the workshop one afternoon. She appeared much healthier and calmer than he could recall seeing in his entire life. Maybe those rumors were true. Astai still sniffed and glowered, but Collela and the others acted more willing to listen, especially after he told them what had been found, and the rumors from the Freistaadter.



  
“Your Grace, my factor in Florabi says that the Frankonians have been asking about weapons, not for themselves but for ‘an ally.’ I’d discounted it, thinking he meant Louven, but could it be the Turkowi?” Fidelio Colella inquired.



  
Matthew shrugged as one of his men made a note. “It is certainly possible, although Kirwali would be a more likely market, Master Collela. Unless they intended to ship things around the Thumb this summer.”



  
Todor Avray, who had taken Cevasco’s seat on the Inner Council, stroked his long grey beard. “Your Grace, I do not believe that the Frankonians are able to do business in Kirwali.” He spoke slowly, as if choosing the words with great care. “That is, the masters in Kirwali, Revanaar, and a few other cities are … increasingly reluctant to accept unsecured orders from the Frankonian Crown. From individual merchants who are known to them, most certainly, but the Crown’s … recent fiscal decisions have made trade … awkward.”



  
“Ah. Thank you, Master Avray. That explains some developments.” Like my having to pay twenty percent ahead instead of ten.


  
Over the winter Matthew’s brother-in-law had told him to expect to pay more down, in good coin. “It’s nothing personal, Your Grace, just a new requirement for all governments: Frankonia, Tivolia, the Empire, Sarmas.” Someone always has to go ruin it for the rest of us, Matthew groused to himself. What is in the water in that damn country? Someday the king of Frankonia would piss off the wrong person and he’d get his fingers, and some other parts of his anatomy probably, singed.



  
“You said there’s another caravan close behind this one, Your Grace?” someone on a rear bench asked.



  
“Yes. Two weeks, barring the usual difficulties.”



  
Several of the councilors scribbled notes and two or three of the men in the room couldn’t hide their disappointment. That would lower prices, at least for now. And they’d have to store more goods, both the new arrivals and the things to go south. He’d better say something.



  
“Should you wish to send a caravan later this spring, I will escort it myself, in case the rumors are anywhere close to true.”



  
Colella nodded. “Thank you, Your Grace, that is a great ease to our minds. And as we all know,” he swept his hand, taking in the entire room. “By the time a story passes through three markets, a caravan, and two factors’ offices, it often bears as much resemblance to the original as I look like St. Alice.” That drew chuckles from most of the men, including Matthew. Many depictions showed Alice in her early career, slight of build and long of hair, neither of which description fit the barrel-chested leather and parchment dealer. “And if it is true, well, as they say, it is hard to hide an army.”



  
“Indeed, Master Colella, indeed.”



  
Instead of the finery his wife had ordered, Matthew came home with military supplies, staples, and receipts for the fletcher and bowyer. “Your Grace, what is this?” She demanded as the men began unloading the barrels of flour and other supplies.



  
“There will be trouble this summer, my lady, either from the north or the south. Your household fabrics are in the last wagon, but every spare thaler I could squeeze went to more important things.”



  
Her mouth opened, then shut with a snap. She gathered her skirts and stormed off, knocking aside the maid who had followed her into the courtyard. He turned his attention back to supervising the unloading. She’d rip into him later, but she’d never lower herself to scold him in front of the soldiers and servants and carters. After all but the last wagon had been emptied, Barbara appeared. She had a list of household items on her wax board, and marked them off as the servants and soldiers carried them into the keep. She approached Matthew and curtsied. “All things are accounted for, Your Grace.”



  
“Good.”



  
She glanced around and lowered her voice. “And it is said that her ladyship’s courses are late.”



  Godown be thanked if it is true. Well, he’d handle Kiara even more carefully, then.



  
The next morning he called Capt. Thomas Ricks, Marko Bustos, Kazmer Takacs, and Rudolfo Nagy into a war council meeting.



  
He’d have called in Sgt. Roth and Lt. Klaus as well, but they’d gone to Godown. Roth must have been so pissed to discover he’d died in his sleep, Matthew mused a little sadly as he looked at the pages in Roth’s tiny, precise handwriting, describing the initial border fortifications and the staffing requirements for the planned forts. Godown had a lot of explaining to do, no doubt. Poor Klaus had been kicked in the head by a horse. He’d seemed fine, but he’d complained of a headache, then dropped to the floor just before evening chapel and died sometime before dawn. Matthew had taken the money, and children’s clothes, Klaus left for the inmates of St. Foy’s Refuge in Piccolomini and delivered them himself. That had been Klaus’s secret: he’d been abandoned as a child, and instead of supporting a mistress (or three) as many suspected, he’d been helping support the foundling home. Well, there’s no question about his soul being with Godown.


  
On the other hand, Fr. Andy had been hinting that Matthew and Barbara might be in danger of suffering Godown’s wrath. He never said it in plain speech, but his hints about a marriage being one man and one woman, and forsaking the temptations of the flesh outside of the marital bed, had grown louder recently. Matthew ignored them and Barbara, well, she did her best to blend into the background. Not that anyone would have time to worry about the duke’s marriage if all the rumors proved true.



  
“So, gentlemen. What if the rumor is true and a new Rajtan is courting Selkow’s favor?”



  
Ricks leaned back in his chair. “Your Grace, my first suggestion would be to pray that the rumor is false. Then to pray that they attack the Empire. Then to start shifting men, strengthening the southern watch posts and strong-points, without stripping any other areas or weakening the borders as a whole.”



  
That drew skeptical looks, and the once fair-haired former mercenary acknowledged the problem. “If you had the Empire’s funds, Your Grace, life would be easier.”



  If I had the Empire’s funds, I’d have the Empire’s library and no more Turkowi this side of the Donau Novi lowlands, if not the Dividing Range. But Godown hasn’t answered that prayer yet. Matthew looked at the map on the wall of the barracks barn. “Do you still have the list of militia rotations, Kazmer?”



  
Both Kazmer and Lorenzo Nagy pulled the pages out of their files. “Yes, Your Grace. As it happens, should you wish to call up the militia, the southern sections are next on the list.”



  
“And there’s enough in the emergency chest, Your Grace, to sweeten the call, at least until midsummer,” Nagy added as Kazmer slid his copy to Matthew, who slapped his hand down, catching the page before it could sail off the table.



  Greysville, Bitter Creek, Andreton, and then we’re back up to the northwest with Terriston and Blackrock. “When was Valdoro-Matmouth last called up?” Matthew didn’t recall seeing the muster list for the island port’s mainland district.



  
Kazmer and Lt. Bustos conferred and the officer said, “Last spring, Your Grace, but they’re currently supposed to be guarding the road for ten kilometers inland, so we took them off the standard list.”



  
“Ah, thank you, Bustos.” Matthew studied the map a little longer. “Half. I call up half the contingent from Greysville, Bitter Creek, and Andreton, and call for volunteers to assist, as well as shifting a quarter of the men based here down to the southern border, a quarter to Greysville, and if the town council screams, they can scream.”



  
Capt. Ricks frowned a little, then relaxed. “Your Grace, if some of the troops assigned to Greysville go out inspecting our caches and looking for Turkowi sign, that should keep them out of more mischief than usual. And they’ll get a better feel for the area, if anyone’s seen sign or heard anything of interest.”



  
“Is there any reason not to shift more supplies, armament, and travel rations especially, to Greysville?” Matthew couldn’t think of one, but he’d been known to overlook important details more than once.



  
Ricks shook his head. “None that I know of, Your Grace.”



  
Nagy scratched away on his wax board with a stylus. “Not really, Your Grace, although it will cost a little, since there’s not many carters going that way yet.”



  
“I don’t …” Kazmer rubbed the side of his forehead, then ran his hand down his sharp-edged face. “Bagh. Your Grace, something’s nagging me, but I can’t recall what it might be.”



  
“You’ll remember when you get up at midnight to use the nightsoil box,” Nagy suggested. The others chuckled and Kazmer nodded, smiling a little ruefully.



  
The men finished drawing up their plans. “I hope this will prove to have been a waste of time,” Lt. Bustos sighed after another hour.



  
“From your lips to Godown,” two others chorused, drawing a smile from Matthew. He’d rather spend the summer reading, looking at his paintings, watching Kiara and Barbara, and teaching his sons how to fight. Forgive me, Godown, but please may the Turkowi pester someone else this summer.
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“Get on, you bastard sons of good-for-nothing gallows-bird bait!” The driver’s whip cracked in the air above the oxen’s heads, and the four beasts strained against their yokes, but the wagon refused to budge, trapped in the red, sticky mud at the head of the ford.



  
“Enough,” the caravan-master barked, riding back to take control of the mess. Four wagons had already gotten through the Redwater Ford, and twenty waited behind the immobilized vehicle. “I said enough,” he growled when the teamster tried to force the animals again. “You know this is a fast ford, especially after a rain. Now stop trying to kill your beasts and start unloading your wagon.”



  
The teamster grumbled but tied the reins to their peg, pulled off his boots and socks, and climbed down into the knee-deep water to start trying to lighten the load. Matthew guided his horse away and rode quickly across the wide, shallow, fast-flowing stream. Brownie seemed to founder a little just before reaching the last sandbar, and Matthew hoped the men behind him had taken note. The gelding surged up the bank, scrambling out of the water and onto good, solid ground.



  Four more days, Matthew grumbled inside his mind. Four more days and I’ll be shed of these idiots. Well, only three of the teamsters deserved his ire, but the others didn’t seem to be bothered by the fools, which fed Matthew’s anger. If they’d work together better and police each other, we’d be on the coast by now instead of waiting in the woods for anyone to come down on us. At least they’d started laagering up when there was a long stop, like this one appeared to be.



  
He rode ahead, then dismounted and took care of his needs. The woods sounded normal and a red bird darted across the road. The route followed a Lander road, and Matthew had noticed bits of the ancient paving here and there along the way. He wondered if anyone else noticed it. The stuff looked like black rock, but wasn’t. It also felt different underfoot from the Lander paved roads in and out of Vindobona.



  
He heard rapid hoof-beats and turned from checking Brownie’s girth to see one of the troopers riding up. The man saluted. “Sir, one of the outriders ahead sent these back.” He held out two all-too-familiar stakes and a piece of faded yellow cloth.



  
Matthew mounted and rode up to the soldiers waiting with the four wagons that had already crossed the ford. “Stay here and be ready for trouble.” He tapped Brownie with a spurred heel, stirring the warhorse into his choppy trot, and Matthew wondered once again how a beast with such nice conformation could move so badly. He and the messenger caught the outriders a kilometer up the road, where the woods thinned into open pasture and a field. “Any other sign?”



  
“No, sir,” Sgt. Gerry Andreti assured him. “We fanned out into the woods a little, but didn’t see any fresh sign or more claim stakes. I think the stakes and flag are a few weeks old, maybe from just before midsummer, sir.”



  
Matthew pulled the cloth and wood out of his saddlebag for a second look, this time in bright sunlight. Indeed, the stakes showed weathering, and the bottom of one felt a little soft, as if it had started to rot. The cloth’s dye had faded to a paler yellow than usual, and the edges seemed more frayed than the strips Matthew recalled from the past. “I hope you’re right, Sarge.”



  
“Me too, sir.”



  
Matthew studied the land beside the road, trying to see through the edge of the bottomland woods. I’ll be glad to get away from trees. The shade’s nice, but there are too many places for an ambush. He grimaced, already feeling the sun’s weight on his black leather jerkin and black twill breeches. He wore a hat instead of his helmet, which hung from a strap on the cantle of his road saddle. Should I armor up? No. Mail’s enough and we’ll be in the open soon.


  
The rest of the caravan didn’t cross until just before dark. The wagons took the ford at a trot, something that had amazed Matthew the first time he’d seen it, years ago. He still had trouble believing that oxen could move that fast, but they managed it, charging down the slope, through the stream, and up the opposite slope at a near-run, splashing everything between the Donau Novi and the sea with red water and muddy sand, or so it seemed. The two mule-drawn wagons carrying the soldiers’ supplies and additional weapons made less mess, for once. Matthew pushed the caravan ahead, to camp in a freshly-mown hay meadow another kilometer past the edge of the woods. The teamsters bitched and moaned, but he didn’t care.



  
“Yer Grace, there’s no need to push after dark,” one of them protested.



  
“There’s Turkowi sign in the woods and the sun’s not down, not yet,” he pointed to the last of the shimmering gold dot, hovering just above the top of the low coastal hills to the west.



  
“Turkowi sign? How’d they get here?” He sounded suspicious.



  
The lead teamster walked up and clouted his fellow on the shoulder. “The same way all Godown’s creatures do, Obee. They walked or rode. Like woods ticks. Now do you want to draw your place for tomorrow, or can I just assign you one?”



  
“I’ll draw, I’ll draw.” The grumbler hurried off to join the others for the nightly lottery. Matthew fumed at the accusation in the man’s tone, but couldn’t respond without sounding weak or letting his temper get out of hand. Instead he stalked around the civilians to his campsite and the remuda.



  
The eight wagon mules clustered together, regarding the horses with suspicion, as usual, while the horses grazed, dozed, and rolled. Mules and cats, Godown must have used the same material for them. He’d never quite sorted out how to get a mule to do what he wanted without getting frustrated (him, not the mule). The muleteers swore their beasts behaved just as well as horses and were as easy to get along with, in their own way. Matthew had his doubts—after all, he’d never met a mule man he considered completely sane. Matthew checked on Brownie and Socks III, his riding horse, before going to the main military camp.



  
Like the caravan wagons, the tents formed a protective square, with the supply wagons in the center. The men on camp duty had already gotten the dung-hole dug and water brought in, and Matthew smelled something meaty and spicy cooking. Probably another variation of jerky stew, plus any small game the men had caught. Matthew turned a blind eye to hunting for the pot, so long as the men checked in and out with their sergeant. The first breach of that discipline had been the last.



  
“The teamsters do not care for us,” Matthew informed Lt. Bustos.



  
“Indeed, sir?” The officer twisted left and right, loosening up his back. “Are we drinking too much wine or slowing them down?”



  
“I am pushing them too hard, despite the long break this afternoon, and shouldn’t make them move after sunset.” Bustos glanced west, where a spike of sunlight still reached from the hills to the heavens, and gave Matthew a doubting look. “Yes,” he confirmed.



  
“And here I thought that Sgt. Andreti, ahem, expressed excessive care for the condition of his mount, sir.”



  
The scout in question walked up as Bustos finished speaking. “You mean I’m lazy? No sir, I just believe in conserving resources.”



  
Matthew hid a smile behind his hand. “On a more serious note, any more signs of interlopers?”



  
Two head shakes provided the answer.



  Let’s hope it stays that way, please, Godown.


  
    [image: * * *]
  


  
Ten days after they left the caravan in Valdoro-Matmouth, Duke Matthew felt the skin between his shoulder blades crawling. He’d suffered the sensation for the past five kilometers, and wanted to yell “Just attack, damn it!” Instead he watched the brush and waited.



  
They’d turned east from Matmouth, cutting through the coastal hills and into the farmland beyond, until they picked up the Bitter River. A dozen militia infantry from one of the strong points joined Matthew’s score or so of mounted troops, traveling with them to the next small fort. Thus far he’d liked what he’d seen of the outpost and the militia. They didn’t have the polish of full-time soldiers, but they drilled together well enough, and stayed disciplined. It helped that several of the men had fought off Turkowi raids in the past, and explained in graphic detail and with great gusto why the youngsters did not want to be stupid.



  
Lt. Bustos rode up and nodded a salute before wiping the heavy sweat off his face. “I don’t like it, sir,” he admitted, voice low, eyes flicking back and forth from Matthew to the road ahead of them.



  
“Me either. Anything from the scouts?”



  
Bustos shook his head. “It feels like a storm coming—heavy air, quiet, sky not as bright as it should be, but nothing definite.”



  
“Agreed.”



  
The afternoon and that night passed quietly. They reached the small fort just before midday by sun the next day, and Matthew barely managed to stifle his sigh of relief as they rode in through the open gate. Blackcross marked the point where the Bitter River Road met one of the main routes north to Greyville, and had been one of the first fortresses Matthew ordered built after taking over Morloke and Scheel’s defense.



  
It boasted two ditches and two walls. The outer ditch was almost eight meters deep and five meters wide, with steep sides that led to the outer wall of horizontal logs. Some of the ditch dirt had been used to plaster the wall, and more filled the gap between the logs and the back of the wall, forming a thick, fire-resistant barrier. A second ditch, three meters deep and accompanied by a still taller wall, stood within the ring of the first wall, this one topped with a small roof and guard-walk. Every few meters a reinforced platform sported a mount for a match-lock mini-cannon. Also double-built and filled with dirt, this inner wall contained wooden sections inside the base for storage of some weapons and to provide shelter in case someone attacked with artillery. Matthew wished he’d been able to build in stone, but Godown had not provided much of that, so only the powder house and chapel inside the walls boasted stone walls and (in the case of the powder house) a stone roof topped with a lightning diverter. Fifty men currently manned the fort, using it as a secure base to patrol out.



  
“Well met, Your Grace,” Lt. Pietro Johns said, saluting while bowing a little as Matthew dismounted.



  
“Greetings. Anything interesting going on?”



  
The brown man took a deep breath and exhaled. “Yes and no, Your Grace. That is,” he continued before Matthew could ask, “we’ve found some sign, and crossed paths with a pair of Turkowi, but that was ten or eleven days ago. The Turkowi got away, assuming that’s who they were. Matt Norman saw a man in yellow crossing the road three kilometers or so east of here, and tried to get closer, but the man and another in brown got into the woods and kept moving. Matt was by himself at the time, and didn’t want to go too far into what might have been a trap. I sent a small group back with him, but they didn’t find anything, Your Grace. Not even claim stakes or prayer rags.”



  That’s a very vague description. “Mr. Norman is sure he saw someone in yellow?”



  
Johns wagged one hand back and forth. “He was pretty certain, Your Grace. No one would be wearing white or cream, and there’s nothing else that bright and easy to spot.”



  Damndamndamn. Now I know we’ve been watched. What to do about it? Matthew pondered his options as he inspected the fort and the men based there. Mr. Norman swore he’d seen yellow. The others had found some prayer rags and other things, and the remains of campfires in the wrong places. Lt. Johns had taken the precaution of cutting back as much of the underbrush from along the road as possible, and cutting down a few trees that might offer an archer a good platform, as well as bringing more water and fuel into the fort proper. Matthew approved of the precautions.



  
That night he walked the walls and made his decision. I don’t have enough men with me. His gut agreed with the thought. They’d go to Greyville, call out the rest of the levy, plus the soldiers there, and extra weapons, then return and sweep the border as far as where Cold Springs used to be. He’d also pull ten more infantry from the fort. They had room in the wagons for the men to ride, and the foot soldiers could rotate walking and riding, so they wouldn’t be as tired and the troop could move a little faster. Godown, but I don’t like what I’m feeling.


  
Two days later they’d gotten half way to Greyville. The air felt more oppressive than it had at dawn and smelled musty. The forest had been shifting, and now blackwood and dropneedle dominated the lowland woods. The open areas sported taller grasses and a few clumps of water-willow. Everything looked dry: the men at Blackcross had complained about the lack of rain, and the woods showed it. Matthew waved away a dance of gnats and finally remembered what he’d forgotten. The Greyville road bent sharply east, then north, and finally back west, because of a kilometers’ wide swamp. As the blackbird flew, only a dozen kilometers separated them from the town, but they’d travel almost thirty road kilometers by foot, hoof, or wheel.



  
They paused just south of the first bend to refill water flasks, rotate the men in the wagons, and water their horses. Matthew, checking a suspicious mark on a chest-high paper-bark stump, sensed something and dropped, crouching behind a dropneedle tree. “Sh-thunk” hissed where his chest had been and an arrow wiggled in the wood. Someone yelled, others cursed, and he heard shouts of “Selkow! Selkow and her Rajtan!”



  
Without waiting for an order, Matthew’s men began pulling in, forming up around the wagons. Yellow-clad figures boiled out of the woods and crossbow bolts buzzed from the shadows. A few men began returning fire, while others grabbed the animals to keep them from bolting. The Turkowi closed in. Matthew drew his sword and the others braced for the impact. “Godown! Godown and the Blackbird!”



  
Matthew’s world narrowed to the hack and slash of close combat. He beat back two attackers, opening a breathing space. Bustos and a few of the other cavalry managed to mount, turning their horses into the fray and drawing some of the pressure off the infantry around the wagons. The yellow flood eased for a moment and Matthew’s men regrouped, a few taking a moment to scavenge weapons from dead Turkowi, and ensuring that the dead stayed that way. One of the militia men waved from behind a wagon, catching Matthew’s eye. He slipped over that way, eyes on the woods north of them.



  
He tossed his hat into the wagon. Need to grab my helmet. “What?”



  
The man jerked his head to the side, gesturing to the east. “My lor’ if we can get a kilometer down the road, there’s a rock pile at the edge of the woods in a clearing. Make a good strong point.”



  Right. We can’t stay here, in the open, and wait for them to kill us from cover. Break the ambush by fighting through it. East is as good a direction as any, and closer to where we need to be. “Good. You,” he pointed to one of the sergeants. “Start forming up. We’re going east, push through this.”



  
The man’s eyes widened, then narrowed, but he didn’t argue. Matthew grabbed Brownie and heaved himself into the saddle by sheer force of will, finding the stirrups by feel as the gelding started moving. “Blackbird!” Matthew shouted. “Rally to the Blackbird!”



  
Two wounded men scrambled into the wagons. The Turkowi disappeared as fast as they’d struck, leaving five of their number in the road and the ditches. Lt. Bustos, his horse limping a little, rode up. “Defensible position a kilometer up the road,” Matthew told him. “Split the riders. Half come ahead with me to clear the way, rest be ready for an attack from the rear.”



  
Bustos nodded and gave a half-salute as he heaved his beast’s head around. The horse protested but complied, and Matthew took a moment to pull on his helmet and fasten the chinstrap. Much better. Ten riders clustered in around him. “Up the road. Defensive point. Follow me.” Swords scraped and hissed out of their sheathes. Matthew bared his teeth. “Tsaa.” He urged Brownie. The warhorse tossed his head and burst into a fast trot.



  
Matthew saw the start of the bend in the road and waved, sending riders to the sides. Here’s where I’d put my second ambush. He squeezed Brownie’s flank and trot became canter. A glimpse of yellow appeared at the side of the road, and Matthew sensed a tripwire. Low or high? The yellow figure crouched down, as if making a last second adjustment, and answered the question. “Blackbird,” Matthew called, leaning to the side and sweeping down even as he cued Brownie to jump. Off balance, the gelding pushed into the air, clearing the tangle rope as his rider’s blade struck flesh and bone, almost pulling Matthew out of the saddle. Brownie’s momentum wrenched him free, but his shoulder and side screamed in pain. He regained his seat and rode on, bloody blade still in hand, alert for more trouble. Shouts and battle cries erupted from behind him, and four Turkowi horsemen charged out of the woods.



  
Matthew pivoted, preparing to engage the closest rider as one of his own men cut the low rope. No! Nothing happened. Godown be praised, and Matthew rode into the Turkowi at full speed. Brownie screamed, the smaller horse scrambled for balance and fell, his rider lying in the road, helmeted head at an unnatural angle. Brownie slowed and turned, but the other three enemy riders all had multiple opponents. “Finish them and come on!” One of Matthew’s men lay in the road, but they couldn’t stop to see if he lived. The infantry would care for him. After a flurry of fighting, the cavalry regrouped and sped up, hot on Matthew’s heels.



  
They swept around the bend and met nothing. No traps, no soldiers in the trees, nothing. Ahead, Matthew could see the break in the trees that must mark the defensive point. He didn’t try to check Brownie’s speed, letting the warhorse race in case bowmen lurked in the scanty woods. There, north of the road, a flat-topped mound sat, tempting and beckoning. Instead, Matthew continued on, as if to bypass the thing and try to escape up the road. One of the men, a scout on a lighter, faster horse drew even, pointing up the road. Matthew nodded and the young man leaped ahead, charging past the others. Matthew now checked his mount, slowing back to that damn miserable, choppy trot. Nothing happened. After a half kilometer, he slowed Brownie to a walk, signaling for a reversal. Horses blowing foam, the men returned to the strong point. Two dismounted and reconnoitered the hillock, while Matthew and the others scouted the edges of the road and the woods.



  
By the time the infantry caught up with them, they’d found nothing more than a few prayer flags and the remains of a campfire. Matthew studied the mound. It seemed too flat on top to be purely natural. The slopes rose two meters and a bit, covered in drought-dry grass and blue-flowering kikory. Sgt. Aikens should be here. He loves to put this stuff in his chokofee, Godown knows why. No trees came closer than twenty meters or so, and the grassy ground around the mound held no hidden bog. Matthew made St. Michael’s sign at the mound and nothing happened, so he shrugged. Lander or not, the clearing and mound provided a good place to regroup and form a defensive perimeter until he could decide what the hell to do next.



  
The scout came back as Lt. Bustos and his horsemen clattered in. “Road’s blocked, sirs. Trees down, looks like they tried to dig up the road too. Right where the swamp,” he stopped, trying to catch his breath. “Where the swamp touches the road on the north. Looks too narrow on the south to get the wagons through, and there’s signs like traps in the woods on both sides.”



  
“No time,” Bustos interrupted. “More behind us. I think the whole damn Turkowi army’s behind us.”



  
“Shit.” Matthew gathered his wits before they tried to escape what remained of his brain. “Right. We laager here, anchoring on the mound and the road. Remuda there,” he pointed north, in the meadow. “Bowmen on the mound, a few in the trees if anyone can climb, wagons behind the mound. How far behind?”



  
“Kilometer or two? They didn’t try and chase us. Guess I know why.” The Turkowi had no need to rush if they’d pinned the men of Morloke into a trap.



  
Matthew hesitated as the men set to work. Should he? Yes. “You,” he pointed to one of the militia. “You know how to get to Greyville from here, off road?”



  
“Aye, my lor. I can ride. There’s a way, but it’s tight.”



  
“Take my other horse and go. Get reinforcements if you can, let them know a large Turkowi force is coming. Go.”



  
The rat-faced man saluted and rushed off. Matthew concentrated on getting everyone into position. Godown be praised most of the men he’d “borrowed” from Blackcross had pikes with them. They set up across the road. Most of the bowmen went to the top of the mound and brought the tents and bedrolls with them to make an arrow- and ball-resistant wall. The cavalry got sorted out and formed a line-abreast formation. They’d start in the woods, breaking forward to harass the Turkowi, then fall back, around the pikes, then attack the Turkowi again as the pikes fell back to the mound, keeping the Turkowi from flanking the infantry. The teamsters dealt with the animals and helped unload more of the weapons and supplies. Thank Godown we’d filled up on water. I wish we had some of those smaller matchlock scatterguns with us. He’d not planned on having any infantry, so he’d not brought any, and they had no spare powder for the ones in the wagons. They’d be good for cover when we have to fall back to the mound.


  
Matthew took a moment to relieve himself and check Brownie over before taking his position. Godown, holy Lord, I know we may not get out of this. Be with my men and please, great Lord of justice and truth, let us take as many of the heathen with us as we can. The activity slowed, and the men began waiting.



  
One of the militia spoke quickly to Lt. Bustos, then disappeared behind the mound. Matthew waited, listening for the sound of approaching men and horses. “There’s no way to hide an army,” he heard in his memory. Capt. Ricks had drilled that into him. “You can try, but you’d do better trying to conceal a glitterwing swarm. Too many men, too loud, too much dust and stench from the camps, they all betray an army.” The Morloka strained their ears, listening for Turkowi trumpets or the thud of marching boots. A bird called, startling one of the horses, but nothing else moved. Even the breeze had died, leaving Matthew roasting (as usual), even in the dappled shade of the woods.



  Where are they? Matthew fought the urge to ride back and challenge his old enemies. Tension grew, men shifted, saddles creaking, bridles jingling as horses tossed their heads to get rid of the flies. Damn it, where are you? He demanded of the foe.



  
After an eternity, motion to the west, in the scanty woods, caught his attention. The militia soldier he’d seen talking with Bustos appeared, slipping from tree to bush. Matthew waited as the black-clad form spoke with Bustos, gesturing back to the west. Bustos shook his head, but the man insisted. With what appeared to be a shrug, the lieutenant pointed to Matthew. Matthew left his position to see what transpired.



  
“They’ve stopped, my lor’.”



  
“What?” Thank you for a bit of rest, Godown.


  
The man nodded. “Aye, my lor’. Looks as if they’ve stopped to do somethin’. They’re scatterin’ out into the woods. Not many horses, mostly foot soldiers, but I could be missing somethin’. I didn’t try and count, my lor’.”



  
Did they dare dismount and ease the infantry? Yes, his gut whispered. “Good. Pass the order to dismount and rest in formation, at least for the moment.” Men dismounted and loosened girths, while others took turns leaving the pike rows to take care of their needs or rest in the shade. Matthew racked his brain trying to think like the Turkowi commander.



  
Why had they stopped? Do they know how small we are? Why not attack us now and finish us off? And where are their cavalry? This isn’t a small scout, not with two ambushes and preparing the roadblock ahead of us. We need to get out, but how? And where?


  
A spate of cursing and the sound of fisticuffs distracted him. “No you damn fool! You want to burn us out? Don’t light that, you stupid dolt.” The man scattered a bunch of wood that one of the teamsters had gathered, judging by who was gesticulating and protesting.



  
“What’s this?” Bustos demanded, breaking up the spat.



  
“Idiot tried to light a fire. Not that wood. It doesn’t burn, it explodes. Especially this time of year.” The Greyville man glowered at the teamster.



  
An idea began forming in Matthew’s mind as Bustos scolded both men and sent them to opposite sides of the defensive line. A horrible, vicious idea that just might save them, perhaps, if Godown granted them luck.



  
He sent Sgt. Andretti to find men who might know the swamps. He returned with two. “No, my lord, I don’t know this area, just the fringe near Greyville,” the shorter of the two apologized.



  
“I do. Not well, but I know some of the almost safe parts,” the other man said.



  
Matthew weighed his options. “Can we get through, go north from here?”



  
The man shifted from left foot to right and back. “Aye and nay, my lord. Aye, there’s a way, but we have to go on foot part way, I think. I’ve never tried it with beasts. No wagons, none at all. And there’s a section I don’t know.”



  Damn. Matthew turned, looking west, then turned back. “Thank you. Don’t go too far, I may need your skills. Your name?”



  
“Ryder, my lord. Michael Ryder.” He nodded, a longsuffering expression on his face as Matthew’s eyebrows rose. “Yes, my lord, Godown and my father have a sad sense of what’s funny.”



  
Matthew quashed the joke bubbling up. Instead he replied, “Good, Ryder. Don’t stray.”



  
“No fear of that, my lord.” He returned to the infantry rank while Matthew collected some jerky, drank from his water skin, and considered his options.



  
He waved away a fly. He didn’t want to turn tail and run, damn it. He didn’t want to throw men’s lives away for nothing, either. And taking on the Turkowi army with at most forty men was probably a sin of pride, stupidity, or both. And he couldn’t rally the troops in Greyville if he was dead. The shadows crawled as he sorted through plan after plan and dismissed them. The man who’d scouted the Turkowi disappeared again, along with one of his fellows. The shadows grew paler. The air seemed to still and what little breeze had been chasing the flies their direction died away. A heavy smell of decay and wet leaves, of dark, earthy life filled the oppressive air. Ugh. It feels like a storm.


  
That decided Matthew. He found Bustos trying to nap, and squatted down beside him. “Here’s what we’re going to do.”



  
The unofficial scouts returned an hour later by sun, more or less. “The Turkowi camped, my lor’.”



  
Matthew’s stomach dropped. That meant only one thing: twilight attack. The Turkowi must have someone watching, someone who saw how the Morloka had stopped and had sent word back. And they know we can’t get around the roadblock. Or is something waiting on the other side of that roadblock? I don’t like this at all. He took a deep breath of the heavy air. “Right. I need Ryder.”



  
Michael Ryder walked up. “My lord?”



  
Matthew and Bustos led him a little way away from the increasingly curious men. “I want to leave an hour before sunset,” Matthew began. “We’ll lead the horses by hand, and if the mules balk, we’ll kill them. We’ll go north for as long as you can take us, then stop in place for the night, and move again at first light.”



  
Pure relief flashed over the man’s face before he frowned a little. “There’s a storm coming, my lord. We might be able to move a little by lightning.”



  
“I’ll trust your judgment.” And You, Godown, please help us. St. Kiara, help us see clearly.


  
Bustos dismissed the guide and waited until he’d passed out of earshot. “Permission to speak freely, sir?”



  
“Yes.”



  
“This is madness. We’d be better off riding double and staying with the road.”



  
“There are surprises in the woods and swamp on either side of that roadblock. You know it.”



  
Bustos kicked at stick on the hard ground. “It’s still safer than the swamp, sir. At least let a few of us ride that way, see what we can find, and if there’s nothing there, we can double up and run.”



  I need to see if my bad feeling is right, and the men won’t be any more tired than they already are. “Two. Send two men to scout. If they are not back by two hours before sundown, they’re on their own.”



  
“Yes, sir. Thank you,” Bustos sounded confident and relieved both. Matthew stripped Brownie’s tack off and rubbed him drier while Bustos found two volunteers to reconnoiter. Then Matthew tried to nap a little after speaking with the men, making certain they had what they needed. The dead man posed a problem, but if Matthew’s second plan came into play, there’d be no body for the heathens to desecrate.



  
Just before the deadline, the two scouts trotted up. The dark sky hinted at a nasty storm brewing, and the men seemed glad to regain the protection of the Morloka troops. “We, that is, we found the heretics’ cavalry. In the big grassy bald other side of the big north turn, lots of tents and horses.”



  How’d they get ahead of us? They had to go through the woods and swamp, who guided them? And how fast can they reach Greyville? Oh, stop it: deal with it later. He stomped down the worry before it had time to get going. “Any problems?”



  
“One may have seen us, and it looks like someone’s been doing something to the trees on either side of the logs in the road.”



  
His partner shook a finger. “Not to the trees, Mik, in the trees. Something’s hanging, like nets, pots, all kinds of things. Maybe to keep the animals out, or maybe traps, my lord.”



  
“Traps. I’ve seen that before,” Matthew affirmed. He handed each man a silver coin. “Well done. Now try and get a little rest and something to eat before we leave.”



  
Lt. Bustos had heard everything. “Damn,” he hissed under his breath so only Matthew could hear. “How’d they get ahead of us, sir?”



  
“I’d like to know. But I’m not going to go ask them. Later, once we’ve gotten more troops.” He sniffed, then sniffed again. The air felt different, wetter and cleaner. He glanced up through the trees at the little patch of sky. Bits of pale cloud raced past, in the direction of the Turkowi to the west. Godown provides.


  
The men had just started loading things onto the mules and collecting the smaller weapons when they heard trumpets. Curses filled the dark afternoon. “Shut it,” a sergeant roared. Matthew nodded to Michael Ryder, who saluted and loped off to get in place at the head of the group of soldiers. Matthew triple-checked Brownie’s tack and the supplies, now strapped to his war saddle. The gelding snorted, unhappy. “That makes two of us, boy,” Matthew assured him. One of the infantrymen took the lead rope and Brownie followed, quite willing to go with the rest of the herd. Even the mules behaved, at least until they got a better idea in their heads. They’ll wait until we get into the darkest, meanest, nastiest part of the swamp and then turn into unholy terrors, Matthew knew in his bones. He’d be rearguard, despite Bustos and other men’s protests.



  
The trumpets sounded again. Despite himself Matthew felt his bowels trying to go loose and fought the urge to run. No, this time he’d catch the bastards in their own trap. A pile of wood, long and thin, stretched around the back of the mound and led to two of the strange logs, upwind of the Turkowi but behind the retreating Morloka—the same wood the natives had warned not to burn. As he watched the others disappear into the twilight-dim depths of the swamp, Matthew lit a small fire, just a tiny bit of flame that he fed with dry tree needles and a bit of sponge moss. He waited another hundred heartbeats and prayed. Then he crouched down, touched his miniature fire to the wood, and jumped back. “Holy shit!” He spun around and ran as fast as he could, hand on his sword hilt. The woods turned red behind him.



  
He caught up with the last of the men. They’d sped up already, and he flashed a wolfish grin before glancing over his shoulder. Oohh, that’s impressive, dear Godown please may the wind not shift, pleasepleaseplease. Crimson danced and he could hear a different sound of trumpets, and thought he heard screams. Then Matthew turned his attention to the trail and the trees around them.
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The Morloka picked their way north by smell and touch, or so Matthew swore. He had no idea when they stopped, but they’d reached a wide, somewhat drier area. The cold rain bucketed down, interspersed with bursts of lightning that made Matthew think of the most graphic descriptions of the torments awaiting the worst of sinners. The skies roared and crashed, the land suddenly appeared—but only for a blue-purple instant—then vanished into deeper blackness, and the animals cringed together. A few broke free, running into the storm. The men didn’t try to fight them: it wasn’t any use.



  
Matthew walked around, checking on the men, speaking to those not asleep on the ground, and counting heads. “We’re missing two,” he told Bustos.



  
Ryder, standing by the lieutenant, whispered out of the wet, “Aye, my lord. Horse dragged Tom Martin into the night, and one of your cavalrymen tried to pick a different way. I think he found a hole, because he walked out of line and into the grass, and we heard a splash, and a gurgle, and nothing.”



  
Matthew’d caught glimpses of the waist-high grass and he shivered. He’d never been in ground this treacherous, where the very land dissolved under your boots, and he made St. Michael’s sign. A close crack of lightning sent all three men ducking. A few horses reared, but most sagged on their feet. Even the mules appeared too tired to pull any tricks. Ryder continued after their ears stopped ringing, “I don’t want to move before dawn, my lord, unless we have to. The next bit’s trickier, if I remember rightly.”



  Trickier? Matthew gulped. “You are the guide, Mr. Ryder.” He found a less-wet-looking spot and rolled up in his rain cape, more for warmth than any hope of dryness. The grassy ground under his head squelched but didn’t give. They hadn’t posted guards, trusting Godown and the storm.



  
Everyone grumbled the next morning, but no one complained about moving as soon as light enough filtered down through the sticky air. The storms had not swept the skies clear. Instead they left a thick mist that burned off slowly, creating strange phantoms out of tree stumps and clumps of reeds and grass. Birds called and something splashed, probably a pseudo-deer. Matthew stayed at the end of the line of men, picking his way. They made steady but painfully slow progress as the sun crossed the sky. At last, just before sunset, the men reached what looked like riverside woods. One of the trees bore a splash of white paint and a number. “We’re two kilometers from the road,” one of the infantrymen exclaimed. “That’s Master Pescer’s sign, marking the edge of his woods claim.”



  
Matthew wanted to collapse against a tree and sleep. Instead he reclaimed Brownie and checked him over, frowning as he saw the gash on his offside hock. It didn’t seem to bother the gelding, so Matthew let one of the teamsters unload the horse before he stripped off the saddle and tack. He’d left the bridle in one of the bags. Matthew staked the gelding out with the rest of the remuda. They’d lost one of the mules and two more horses, but no more men, Godown be praised. Someone found enough mostly-dry wood to get a fire going. The heat felt good as Matthew toasted his hands over the flames before walking among the men, checking on them and conferring with the Greyville militia about routes and supplies. He also gave Michael Ryder a gold piece, with plans to award him with a great deal more once they’d reached the town and gathered their reinforcements. Matthew dreaded another storm, but Godown stayed the bad weather. Please, Godown, keep any more bugs away too. He’d found two ticks in uncomfortable places, and had removed them with all speed.



  
Sunrise brought the yellow light of the sun through haze, and Matthew began feeling hot long before he needed to. The men stayed watchful, making fast time through the last bit of forest to the road. Once they reached the Lander pave, a few dropped to their knees in thanksgiving. Then the soldiers moved into formation and marched the last two kilometers into Greyville, meeting the forces coming to rescue them.
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“Your Grace!” Lt. Gordon Gilles exclaimed. “We thought you dead, you and all your men.”



  
Matthew nodded, then pointed to the man standing just outside the door of the lieutenant’s office and adjoining quarters. “Godown sent Martin Ryder.” Ryder looked at the ground, then straightened his shoulders and gave the officer a fiercely proud look. “And we left a lot of Turkowi. Either the largest raid I’ve seen yet, or a small army. Please Godown it be small,” Matthew told the gathered men. “Are you ready to move?”



  
“Aye, Your Grace. Don’t you want to rest?”



  
“These men need to, and I mean you, Bustos,” Matthew warned. “But I’m coming with you. Get me a fresh horse and let me change into dry clothes and I’ll be ready.”



  
The lieutenant’s office connected to a small catchall space and storeroom. There Matthew found someone’s spare black uniform. He dug his own smallclothes and a pair of blessedly thick, dry socks out of his bag, and pulled them on, then grimaced as he looked at his sodden gambeson. Someone tapped on the half-closed door. “Yes?”



  
Bustos poked his shaggy head in. “My lord, some hot food, and I think these will fit. They’re spares, a little mended.” The gambeson had been patched more than once but it fit, and Matthew inhaled the meal: bread, fowl in a sauce with something leafy, and early berries. He gulped hot chokofee and felt more like a person and less like, well, a well-aged road apple. Bustos struggled to hide his yawns as he helped Matthew with his mail, shin-guards, and thigh armor. The black leather jerkin had dried enough to start getting stiff, and it was a battle to pull on and lace.



  
Matthew found a black horse waiting. It gave him an evil look but didn’t fight when he mounted. “Go to bed, Bustos. That’s an order.”



  
“Yes, my” a huge yawn threatened to cleave his jaw off his skull. “My lord.”



  
Matthew rode out beside Lt. Gilles, telling him what they’d found. “We burned the woods behind us, or tried to before the storm put it out. The Turkowi found a way through the swamp. Their cavalry got ahead of us and were waiting on the other side of a bunch of trees they’d pulled down to block the road.”



  
Round-faced Gillis nodded. “That’s what Rat Rinaldi said. He managed to duck one of their patrols and outran a second before his horse came up lame. He got here midday yesterday. That’s when I called in everyone I could reach and started getting ready to move.”



  
“Good.”



  
They rode ready for action. Matthew excused himself from guard duty that night and slept from sundown to almost sunrise. His stiff back and almost-frozen left arm told him that he’d slept perhaps a little too deeply, and he bit back alternating curses and whimpers as he coerced the joints into motion. Late that afternoon they found signs of the Turkowi’s cavalry camp, but nothing of the invaders themselves. As best the Morloka could tell, the heathens had broken camp before the storm and the rain had washed away most of the tracks, and Matthew growled as he tried to decide which way the enemy had gone. He left some men at the meadow and rode ahead, down the road to the mound.



  
At least the roadblock no longer mattered, turned to ash by the blaze. To Matthew’s surprise they’d smelled the fire on the southwest wind before they got closer than a few kilometers. “The storm should have put it out,” Matthew puzzled.



  
“Probably did, my lord, but a few stumps and such will keep smoking. Grass mounds too,” Lt. Gilles offered. Shadow, Matthew’s current horse, tossed his head and tried to sidle. He didn’t like the smoky stench of burnt swamp any more than did his rider. Matthew kept thinking he smelled burned flesh. I probably do, and probably not just four-legged animals.


  
The fire had spread east, somehow, and consumed the roadblock and cleared the traps. Matthew noticed bits of pottery smashed against the remains of a few still-standing, charred trees, and made St. Michael’s sign. The remnants included slivers of metal, all at the level of a mounted man’s head. Pot-bombs of some kind, he wrinkled his nose in disgust. Godown’s children never stooped to such evil. Beside him, Lt. Gilles shook his head and sighed a curse. “What?” Matthew inquired.



  
“Oh, my lord, just that there were at least a score of mature blackwood trees back in there,” he pointed with one gauntleted arm to the woods north of the road. “We’d marked them to fell. Prime wood, too, straight old trees, the kind you don’t find too many of. The sale would have covered our taxes and then some this year.” The man carefully didn’t say anything about how the fire came about, Matthew noticed, and he decided to ignore the complaint. Instead he focused on looking for any sign of the Turkowi.



  
They found a good deal, mostly charred pieces of equipment and a few bodies. The bastards turned south again, infantry and cavalry both. Matthew wanted to ride south as fast as he could to reach the Blackcross stronghold, but decided to stop at the first workable camping area they found before sundown, then send for the others to follow. Lt. Gilles gave his commander a puzzled look, as if he wanted to ask something. “You disagree?”



  
The square-faced man rocked his head back and forth a little as he shifted back to watching the woods ahead of them. “Not exactly, my lord, but there’s a faster way for the others to catch up.”



  
“How so?”



  
“There’s a track through to a few kilometers east of Blackcross.” The hair on Matthew’s neck rose as Gilles continued, “Starts back at the big meadow. It’s got a few tricky spots, my lord, but cuts at least ten kilometers off the main route easily. The only reason we haven’t used it in place of the Lander way is the lack of water. Lack of drinkable water, I should say, my lord. There’s plenty of stinking, fetid, earth-oil fouled marsh, but only two springs, and you’d better have mighty good teamsters to get more than a light cart through. A good rain and you’re bogged up to the bed, my hand to Godown,” and he raised his right hand, fending off Matthew’s credulous stare.



  
“But our infantry can get through. And faster. And so could light cavalry.” That answers one of my questions, but how did the Turkowi learn of the road, and why did the commander divide his forces, unless he knew about the dangers, which means either treachery or they’ve been scouting a lot more thoroughly than I want to think about. “Send a messenger back and tell them to do it.” Matthew didn’t sleep well that night.



  
They heard the sounds of fighting and saw black smoke while they were still a distance from Blackcross. Prudence said they should wait, reconnoiter the scene, and attack at dawn the next day. Prudence warned that Matthew didn’t have enough men to break a siege or do more than anger the Turkowi. Matthew didn’t give a damn for prudence: he wanted revenge.



  
Matthew sent a light scout ahead to get an idea of the battle. Then he and the other cavalry stopped long enough to armor up, prepare horse-bows, and get their lances out of the supply wagons. The scout met them once they started moving again. “Big attack, my lord, hundreds of Turkowi. Looks like part of the wall on this side of the fort’s down, but I didn’t try and get close. They’re around the fort and the crossroad, didn’t see many cavalry. Lots of beasts, but not many mounted men, my lord.”



  
“Right.” Matthew pulled a sketch map out of his saddlebag. “Here’s the fort. We come in like so,” and he made a line with one hand, then a V with his fingers. “Hit fast, surprise them, kill all you can find. If you spot the gunners, hit them harder but don’t be stupid.” He looked at Gilles. “Send a few men to scatter their remuda if you think we can spare any. Then we go east, meet at the head of the trail through the woods, and clear it for our infantry.” Once we get the infantry, we can attack hard, while the Turkowi’s attention is split.


  
“Right, my lord.”



  
“And the usual distribution of any loot,” Matthew reminded the men within earshot. The sense of enthusiasm increased markedly, and he smiled a grim little smile. “Godown and Blackbird,” he called, rolling up the map and drawing his sword.



  
“Godown and the Blackbird!”



  
They thundered down on the Turkowi, catching them as off guard as the invaders had caught Matthew’s patrol. A sprawl of yellow encircled the stronghold, and Matthew noted the holes in the outer wall, like missing teeth. But his banner still flew over the inner wall. He aimed for the closest Turkowi and kicked Shadow into a canter. “Godown and the Blackbird!” Matthew yelled, drawing an echo from behind him and confused shouts from the enemy. As his men jammed their lances and spears into the lightly-armed Turkowi, Matthew swung his sword, slashing the back of one man. Shadow kicked and Matthew forced him to the right, between a row of tents. Matthew leaned to the side and cut at the ropes as they thundered through, then turned the horse out of the lane again. The beast gathered and jumped over a pile of logs, scrambled for footing and trotted at a large yellow tent with Selkow’s banner.



  
Matthew saw his chance. He sheathed his sword and, praying to Godown that the horse wouldn’t do anything stupid, he leaned to the left and snatched one of the Turkowi banners, one still rolled on its pole. He stuck the fabric into a fire and it caught. Shadow accelerated and the flames grew, blazing with the wind of Matthew’s run. He aimed Shadow even closer to the temple tent. “Godown! Godown and St. Michael!” Matthew hurled the flaming banner like a spear at the thinnest-looking part of the tent, then spurred the horse even faster. He stayed low on Shadow’s neck as the rest of the Turkowi camp blurred past, and they were out, running down the road. He brought Shadow down to a canter but continued until the sounds of fighting faded.



  
Two men had managed to catch up with him, somehow, and their horses blew and panted, lathered with sweat. Matthew slowed Shadow to a walk. “Sir,” one of the men panted. “I think you,” pant, pant, “may have surprised them a little.”



  
“Good.” I want them surprised. I want them to think Godown sent a bolt from heaven to blast them. He heard trumpets and galloping hoofs, and more of his own men caught up with them. “To the road junction,” he ordered. The others know where to form up.


  
He rode along the diagonal track just far enough to get into cover, out of easy sight of the Turkowi sure to come after him. More of his horsemen arrived in small groups or singly, until he had all but ten of the eighty. Two had stayed with the wagons as they cut east through the woods along a game trail in hopes of avoiding the camp. A bird called overhead and Matthew relaxed a little, but only a little, and took a large gulp from his water bag. He dismounted long enough to take care of business and to look Shadow over for any injuries, then returned to the saddle, watching the trail and the road.



  
Two of the men sagged, worse for wear. A third had a shattered lower leg, and the others helped him out of the saddle and tied off the wound. Gilles had words with someone and sent them up the trail. “To find the rest of our people and warn the churigon to get ready, my lord.”



  
Those men with bows moved to the front of the group, ready for the inevitable Turkowi pursuit. It came not long after Matthew finished riding the line, tightening up the formation. They heard horses thundering down the road. The men drew their swords and those with bows got ready. The first three ranks of yellow-clad horsemen charged past before the Morloka opened fire. Men and horses fell, tripping the riders behind them and causing a pile on the road. Matthew and the others emerged from the woods, sabering anything still moving, before attacking the men behind the fallen as the archers turned their attention farther up the road. A few Turkowi rode into the woods: they didn’t come out.



  
Once he’d sown enough chaos, Matthew rode back into the woods. He and the others raced as quickly as they could along the trail, hoping to reach the infantry before the Turkowi caught them. Matthew laughed to himself, desire for revenge satisfied for the moment.



  
    [image: * * *]
  


  
Two long months later he sat his desk in his office in Solva fortress, composing a letter to Emperor Alois. His right leg ached, as did his left arm, and he now bore a healing slash along his lower right jaw. He looked up at a sound and noticed a serving maid replacing the chokofee pot with a fresh one. She dropped a curtsy and rushed out before he could growl at the distraction. Cold rain patted the roof and ran down the window glass, making the fire even more welcome. Matthew refilled his cup, drank, and returned to his task. He’d written a brief letter to Paul Kossuth, giving him an overview of the year and information about new kind of Turkowi gun they’d managed to capture, and offering condolences on Anthony Kossuth’s death. That had been painless compared to the missive now spread across his desk.



  
He frowned down at the fourth draft. It covered three wax boards, and he shook his free hand, loosening a cramp from the stylus. He didn’t enjoy writing. After more chokofee, he picked up the first board and began reading aloud. “To His Imperial Majesty, Emperor Alois, from Duke Malatesta of Morloke, Greetings.” Damn formal salutations; I should just start with “Dear trough-head” but no, diplomacy and all that.


  
He drank more chokofee. “Allow me to express again my condolences at the loss of your honored father, and my prayers for his rest in Godown’s mercy. And my congratulations on your elevation to the throne. May your reign continue as it has begun: quiet and prosperous.” Quiet because I’m standing between you and the forces of the entire damn Turkowi people. The summer had ended with a draw. Matthew’s men took a heavy beating, but the Turkowi had paid in blood and treasure for what little land they managed to hold. And the caravans had gotten to and from Morloke City without major loss, only Godown knew how. Harvest, neither excessively good nor terribly poor, now filled the barns, safe from blight and field pests.



  
“It is with some reluctance that I find myself forced to impose upon your generosity and good will. As you may have heard, Morloke and Scheel suffered heavy raids by two large Turkowi invasion forces. Although the Morloka repelled the heathen and regained all but a small fraction of the land claimed by the interlopers, the cost in lives and treasure was quite high.” I lost a quarter of my effectives, although half of those should recover enough to be able to serve as local land-wards, if not rejoin the army. And replacing weapons is not cheap, Alois, especially not when the damn Turkowi spiked their guns before we could grab them, the bastards. Matthew considered that a personal insult. He’d ended up having the things broken up and had sent the metal to Kirwali to use as part-payment for more guns and powder.



  
“Captured Turkowi materials, along with intelligence from sources among the Freistaadter, confirms that the Turkowi do indeed have a new Rajtan, one self-styled Tulwar the Terrible. He seeks to repeat his ‘illustrious ancestor’s mighty victory over the unbelievers at Sigurney,’ or so his proclamations claim.” Matthew snorted, Illustrious victory my ass. Capt. Kidder handed the yellow monsters nothing but death, Godown grant him peace. “As a result, he has intensified his attacks against the southern border of Scheel, driving north as far as Greyville. The forces of the Morloka drove the Turkowi back to their initial holdings,” mostly. “However, I anticipate renewed and stronger attacks once campaign season resumes.” So do my farmers and townsfolk, which is why they are already starting to flee north.


  
“With great reluctance, I find myself forced to ask Your Majesty for your assistance. I realize your attention is occupied with your own defense, and that you face the additional threat of the Frankonians, who, as you no doubt are aware, have been providing assistance to the Turkowi as well. However, with the greatest of respect, your borders will be safer if Morloke, Scheel, and Tivolia remain in the hands of Godown’s people.” Matthew refilled his chokofee glass and picked up the second wax board.



  
“In light of these developments, I most humbly request the assistance of the Eastern Empire, either with weapons and supplies, or with men.” I need Don Starland and Paul Kossuth, their men, and all the arms in Florabi and Kilwali. “Should it be possible for you to at least release some of your soldiers to assist in defending my western borders, that would permit me to strike the Turkowi harder and sooner, with men more willing to turn their backs to their homes.” Because Mischa Tillson is not going to leave me alone for much longer, even if he does have his hands full dealing with the creature he still calls his son.


  
“If Your Majesty does not feel comfortable sending troops, any assistance in weaponry and supplies would be most welcome. Such generosity would release me to focus on securing improved artillery and re-building fortifications damaged or destroyed during this past season’s fighting.” Like the outer walls at Blackcross: that was close. And they were lucky. He knocked back a large gulp of hot, dark chokofee to kill the memory of how his gorge had risen at what they’d found in the remains of one of the smaller outposts. After that he’d turned a blind eye to anything his men did to the Turkowi, dead or living. Matthew read over the rest of the letter, teeth clenched at having to beg anyone for help. He’d already tapped his credit with his father-in-law to the maximum. Thanks to Mischa Tillson’s follies, Matthew found that the merchants wanted half the next year’s purchases paid in advance, rather than the already-outrageous fifth they’d been demanding in the spring.



  
As a result, Matthew had nothing left for his own pleasure, which greatly displeased him and the women in his life. Barbara’s eloquent silence as she remade some of her own clothes into garments for his children spoke volumes. Kiara Ann’s ear-piercing shrieks of accusation had led to the herbwife adding soothing herbs to Duchess Malatesta’s teas and porridges for several weeks, lest her distress with her husband cause her to lose her child. Matthew felt a little badly, but defense came before feminine fripperies. He’d saved back some of the Turkowi treasure they’d managed to loot over the summer, enough so he could provide the household with the traditional gifts and material for new clothes at the feast of St. Basil, but that remained in the future, and he was not going to let Kiara Ann know.



  Please, Godown, may she carry my son safely to a healthy birth, he begged for the thousandth time. Barbara had refused his attentions more often of late, trying to avoid becoming pregnant again so as not to upset Kiara Ann further. Matthew didn’t care for abstinence but from the beginning he’d promised Barbara never to force himself on her. He’d considered bringing one of the serving women to his bed, but none of the current staff caught his fancy. Could I be getting old? No, he decided after more chokofee. I just don’t care for women who throw themselves at me. They want something, and after that bitch thought just because she warmed my bed once or twice she could order Barbara around, I’m not putting up with it.


  
With a grimace Matthew finished reading the formal closing. “Your most humble, no.” He scratched it out. “Very respectfully, Matthew Charles Malatesta, servant of Godown, Duke of Morloke and Scheel.” I’m not Alois’ humble anything. Matthew stretched, added a log to the fire, then got fine paper and ink and set to work. He wrote with slow, measured strokes of the glass pen, transcribing his final version of the letter onto the phenomenally expensive rag paper. Once the ink dried, he sealed the pages with his black eagle, adding a touch of the gold ink on the edges and to the beak and claws. Hateful task done, Matthew snuffed the candles and lamp, then hurried to the garderobe.



  
That night he went to his bedchamber to find Barbara waiting. She’d prepared the bed, but waited, still dressed, for his decision. His much-banked hunger burst into flame and he all but ripped her clothes off, tugging at the laces on her bodice and the drawstrings on her shimmy and under-skirts. She seemed as eager as he, and they tumbled like youngsters.



  
Afterwards, he caught her hand when she rose to go to her own chamber. “No,” he whispered in the darkness. “Stay.” She lay back down beside him and he pulled her close, savoring her warm, soft presence in his arms. “What do you want from me?” he asked after several minutes. “Ask and it is yours.”



  
Instead, she burrowed her face against his neck and he felt hot tears on his skin. He stroked her hair and arm, waiting as she cried in silence. I don’t understand women and I never will on this side of Godown’s paradise, he mused for the thousandth time.



  
After the spate of tears ended, she whispered, “I’m scared, my lord.”



  
“Scared of what?”



  
He heard her swallow. “If, Godown forbid, something happens to you—”



  
Matthew put his finger over her lips. “I have made provisions for that, my sweet. You and our children will be taken care of.” After Kiara’s threats against her, Matthew had written to Anthony and Paul Kossuth, asking them for advice and for a small favor. “And Godown has been with me, with us. He will not fail.”



  
“It’s not Godown or the Turkowi that scare me, my lord.”



  
He sat up, gripping her arm so hard she whimpered. “What did the duchess say? Tell me,” he snarled.



  
“No—no—nothing, my lord. She told her maids that she’s afraid you’ll set her aside if she doesn’t have a son. One of them tried to correct her, and she lashed out, then fainted. She’s terrified, my lord, and angry too.” Barbara gulped. “I, I’ve been keeping Anthony, Don, and Sarah in the servants’ quarters, out of the way so she won’t see or hear them. And I’ve been praying for her, my lord.”



  
He released her arm and lay down again, stroking her face. “Then you’ve done all you can. I’ll have a word with the herbwife and Fr. Andy. Are her maids causing trouble?”



  
She shook her head. “No, my lord. They don’t have time.”



  
Matthew could well imagine. Kiara was demanding under the best of conditions, to put it mildly. He’d not thought about putting her aside, not seriously, although if she couldn’t bring a child to full birth … Matthew knew he could sire sons. But he needed Kiara’s father’s support just then. Maybe, if she didn’t have a son, and after he defeated the Turkowi, he’d consider setting her aside. Not now. Hell, he couldn’t afford to return her dowry right now.



  
“So, what do you want?”



  
Her response kept him from thinking about much of anything beyond the confines of the bed.
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According to tradition, the Feast of St. Basil marked the beginning of the new farming year. Lambing season, calving, preparations for planting, all began around the saint’s day, and so it made sense to celebrate the new year then, even if the calendar disagreed. Matthew and Kiara had both shaken their heads at the description in a book from just after the Great Fires, claiming that the year began just after the winter solstice. “That’s foolish. The worst of winter is still to come, there’s nothing growing, nothing new, no major feast day then,” Kiara had snorted. “If this is true, the Landers were mad indeed.” She’d picked up her next piece of embroidery, declaring, “St. Basil’s day is the start of the new year, as it should be.” Matthew had not disagreed.



  
Now he stood beside her chair as the entire household and staff gathered in the great hall of Solva keep. Servants had moved the large table, normally in the center of the room, to the end, turning it sideways. Small leather bags with coins in them, bundles of fabric and lacings, some already-made garments, and assorted tools and small goods sat in tall piles. Between them, Kiara and Barbara had managed to stretch his coin so far that he suspected the eagles had squawked. Kiara, heavily pregnant, shifted a little in the wide-seated chair, trying to get comfortable. From the back of the room Kazmer Takacs gave a little wave, signaling that everyone had arrived. Well, everyone but Barbara and the children, but he’d give them their gifts later, well away from Kiara.



  Why can’t my women get along? For whatever reason, as Godown made them, they couldn’t, and that was that. He turned to Kiara. “My lady?”



  
She smiled up at him, then took a deep breath and began, “Welcome, on this blessed feast of St. Basil, patron of shepherds and of the coming of spring.” She took another breath. With the baby riding so high, Matthew marveled that she could speak at all, let alone make herself heard in the great room. “Truly Godown is gracious and generous with His gifts, as He was to our ancestors and shall be to our children. It is right,” she inhaled, “It is right that we should all share His bounty, starting the year as we wish it to continue.” She spoke a few more words, then called, “Father Andrew?”



  
The priest came forward. His hair had slipped back and turned grey, but he still reminded Matthew of a pole-arms instructor, with a temper to match. Fr. Andy gave Matthew a shrewd look, warning of a sermon looming at some point, but not today. Instead he turned and raised his hands. “Let us pray. Holy Godown, who sends Your bounty in season, we give thanks for Your generosity and blessings. Lord of all that lives, bless this land and the husbandsmen who work it, the women who tend it, and those who protect Your children and creatures. Grant us peace if it is Your will, great Lord, You who sent Your faithful follower Basil to serve as a model and guide. Bless these gifts, those who give them, and those who receive, and help us to do Your work, mighty Godown, lord of the land.”



  
“Selah,” rang through the hall. Fr. Andy turned. “Your Grace,” he nodded to Kiara. She nodded in turn and he returned to the edge of the crowd. With that, Kiara began calling names. Matthew removed the appropriate items from the table and handed them to her, and she in turn gave them to the servant or staff member, with a murmured word of appreciation, thanks, or compliment. They in turn bowed and thanked her, many bowing to Matthew as well. He’d rather have distributed things by himself, but the ceremony made Kiara feel better and let her play generous duchess, lady of the manor, so he gritted his teeth and kept his thoughts to himself.



  
The gifts had become a tradition by now. Almost everyone but the children got cloth and leather for clothes, and a sack with coins, little bits of jewelry, or other items that could be used for dowers and family expenses. The quality of cloth and amount of coin varied with the position of the individual servant, but even the pot boy and the girl who carried out the slops got serviceable, sturdy material and a few little copper and silver coins. Some of the older boys and men also got knives, all-purpose tools for everyday use. Most of the women found bundles of ribbons and trim in their stack of cloth. That had been Barbara’s idea. “Just because she’s a kitchen drudge doesn’t mean a girl doesn’t like having a bit of color for holy days,” she’d pointed out the first year she’d assisted with the gifts. Servants with children got a few wooden toys, balls, and other things, while older boys received their first true weapons from Duke Matthew’s own hand at the feast of St. Michael.



  
Gifts distributed, Duchess Kiara said a few more words and dismissed the staff. They had the rest of the day off, although her maids and the herbwife wouldn’t go too far. Matthew walked around and offered his wife his hand, helping pull her to her feet and supporting her as she waddled along the hall and up to her receiving room and bedchamber. As planned, her gifts waited there: several meters of the finest shahma-wool velveteen in black and dark blue, lace and delicate white cotton so thin you could read through it, and a copy of Reverend Mother Mattia’s “Meditations on the Lives of Saints Sabrina and Alice,” bound in deep red calfskin with gold lettering.



  
“Thank you,” she said, delighted by the book. “Will you stay the day, my lord?”



  
He didn’t want to. But neither did he want to ruin her peaceful, cheerful mood. Matthew nodded. “Certainly. I’ll be back in a moment.” He retrieved two books from his library, one about weapons and warfare on ancient Earth, and the other a collection of Turkowi children’s stories. He kept a cloth cover over the Turkowi books, just like the one on his most expensive religious volumes, and she didn’t bat an eye at them when he returned. He adjusted her footstool to her liking, added a log or two to the fire for her, and settled into the other chair. One of the smiths had devised a clever system of pulleys and chains extending from near her seat to the fire, and she could pull a pot of hot tea back and forth, adding water as needed, then returning the pot to the edge of the fire. They used a larger version in the well and cistern within the keep.



  
Only when one of Kiara’s maids appeared with a light supper for her mistress and to light the lamps and candles did Matthew bid his lady a good night. She thanked him again for his gift and they embraced as he helped her out of the chair. The child seemed to rest a little lower, and he gave the maid a significant look, pointing carefully when Kiara turned her head to look at something else. The young woman gave a quick bob of her head before answering the duchess’s question with a compliment. I’d better have one of the men warn the midwife, then. Kiara dismissed Matthew and he went down to the kitchen and made up a meal of sliced meat stuffed into a bread pocket and slathered with meadow aglio, the earthy, pungent root that made roasted beef so good. Kiara hated the smell on his breath. Mistress Cevasco had too, calling it farmer food. All the more reason to like it, Matthew gloated, licking a bit of extra off his fingers.



  
When he returned his books to his library, he found a letter with the imperial seal resting on the desk. He started to open it, then stopped. No, he thought to the twilight. If it is good news, fine. If it is bad news, I don’t want to poison the rest of the day, and whatever it is, it can wait until tomorrow. He removed a certain item from under his desk, double-checked the locks on the cabinet, and left.



  
Barbara, Anthony, Don Paul, and Sarah waited in their quarters, a snug pair of rooms not far from his sleeping chamber. I wonder what Barbara told them to keep them quiet? Well, quiet no longer: the boys bounded up to him, barely remembering to bow before pestering him with questions about the large bag in his hand. Sarah hung back, curtsying like her mother, beautiful blue eyes locked on the bag as well. For her part Barbara busied herself getting Matthew’s chair closer to the fire, stoking the little blaze into brighter life, and starting some chokofee brewing.



  
Matthew sat and handed her the bag. “Thank you, my lord.” She opened it carefully, removing sturdy black fabric suitable for boys clothes, then softer material in browns and dull gold for her and Sarah. Creamy linen followed, along with brown and black ribbons and a small purse that she set aside. Next came two fine iron belt knives for the boys, near copies of Matthew’s own.



  
“Thank you, my lord father, thank you!” Anthony exclaimed.



  
Paul still quieter, nodded. “Thank you.”



  
“You are welcome.” Barbara handed the boys whetstones as well, and leather belts that fit, at least for the moment. The boys had started growing again, and Matthew had a shrewd idea that Anthony at least would be as tall as his father, if not more so.



  
The bag yielded up three sheep and a shepherd doll for Sarah, who squealed with delight before clutching the sheep in her hands and throwing herself at Matthew’s legs, hugging him as hard as she could. He picked her up and held her in his lap, feeling the silky threads of her brown curls against his cheek. The boys began inspecting their knives. “Boys, if you decide to carve your initials in the table leg, or anything else for that matter, your mother has my permission to tan your hide until you can’t sit down,” Matthew warned.



  
She would, too, and Paul put his knife back into the sheath. “Yes, lord father,” he gulped. Hmm, already planning trouble I see. It’s time and past that you moved into the barracks, I can tell. The boys could read, write, and do basic math, spoke a little Turkowi, and spent as much time as possible with the soldiers. Neither shared their father’s bookish streak, and Anthony reminded Matthew very much of long-dead Leopold. He certainly had the same spark of temper. Not tomorrow, but very soon. Eleven years old is almost a man as it is, and if they are growing again, they’ll be better off where they can’t break anything when they get clumsy.


  
After a while Barbara took the children off to their room. When she returned and slumped into the plain chair by the fire, Matthew got up. “Stay where you are,” he ordered. He took a pouch out of his pocket and gave it to her. She opened it and inhaled, turning the black and gold broach over and over by the firelight. He slid the matching ring onto the index finger of her left hand. Both bore his black eagle, in enamels on the broach and carved into a signet-like black stone on the ring.



  
“Th—thank you, my lord,” she whispered, eyes wide and damp. “These are beautiful.”



  
“This goes with them. Do not open it,” he warned, handing her a tightly folded packet of paper with his seal on it. “If, Godown forbid, anything ever happens to me, give it to the person specified in my papers, and only to him. This, and those gems, will keep you safe.”



  
Despite his orders she got up from her chair and kissed him. Their embrace grew warm indeed, and he put out the last candle as she banked the little fire in the hearth, then returned to his arms.
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The letter from Emperor Alois left Matthew with a foul mood and pounding headache. He wanted to saddle Socks, ride north, and shove the former crown prince’s head back into the ice-laden horse trough. Or into the Donau Novi, and Godown have mercy on the fish. “To our honored friend Matthew Charles Malatesta, Duke of Morloke and Scheel, greetings,” it began. “Thank you for your condolences on the death of His late Majesty, our lord father Michael Babenburg. Indeed, as you may have heard, his passing to Godown came as a great blessing, although he bore his final illness with great patience and forbearing.”



  I hope that means he was unconscious and didn’t suffer.


  
He continued reading. “His wise council and steady hand will be long remembered. Her Majesty, our mother, has retired to the lodge at Heilbrown on private retreat.”



  
The letter continued, “It is with regret that we are unable to assist you at this time.” Matthew’s free hand clenched as he read farther. “We will be candid. Problems within the court that remained buried during our father’s final illness have boiled to the surface, religious disputes that have set Vindobona on edge. We anticipate serious problems before summer, and have turned all our attention to dealing with the conflicts before they spread. There have been two riots already, with loss of life. It seems those who follow St. Donn are, shall we say, protective of their patron’s honor.” That brought a grim half-smile to Matthew’s face despite his anger. I bet they are. He’s the patron of watermen, dock-workers, and other people with short fuses and large fists. I’d rather throw Lander artifacts at a crowd of St. Mou’s followers than piss off the watermen. He skimmed the rest, noted the closing and seal and set the letter down on his desk rather than hurling it into the fire.



  
“Well fuck. So much for your promise of aid if I ever needed it, ungrateful rat,” he hissed through clenched teeth.



  
The sound of running feet interrupted his building rage. “Your Grace,” a maid servant called, bursting in through the half-open door. “Your Grace, your lady is in labor. She wants you.”



  
“Her chamber?”



  
“Yes, Your Grace. The midwife is with her already.” Matthew brushed past her and ran down the hall, up the steps and back to Kiara’s room. The door sprang open as soon as he got near.



  
“Take her hand,” the midwife ordered. Here she outranked everyone but Godown Himself, and Matthew had a shrewd idea that Goodwife Smalls would probably argue with even Him, if it came to that. Kiara cried out and Matthew wormed around the waiting women to sit on the edge of the bed and take his wife’s hand. She squeezed it as hard as she could, her face and body drenched in sweat. “Good, my lady, very good,” the older woman soothed. “You are doing fine. Just relax and wait, don’t try to push, not yet.” The amount of blood on the bedding appalled Matthew, but none of the women seemed the least bit disturbed.



  
Kiara released his hand for a moment, then squeezed again. “Arrrgh,” she cried out, her belly rippling with another contraction. She panted. A maid handed Matthew a bit of rag and he wiped Kiara’s forehead. “Promise me,” she demanded.



  
“Promise you what, my lady?”



  
“Promise me,” she stopped and caught her breath. “Promise me that if our son lives, you’ll dismiss your whore and bastards.” He stared at her, appalled by the pure hatred and venom in her words. “Promise me,” she repeated, eyes wide, her golden hair dark with sweat. “Prom-aahh.” She tried to crush his hand and he marveled at her strength.



  
“I see the head,” the midwife called.



  
Kiara repeated yet again, “Dismiss your whore or I’ll horsewhip her myself, then leave, take our son, you’ll never see him again, promise me.”



  
“My lady, now! Push,” the midwife interrupted, saving Matthew from having to answer. Every ounce of attention in Kiara’s body turned to the midwife and child, or so it seemed to her husband, who held her hand, wiped her forehead, and prayed. He kept his eyes on Kiara’s face, awestruck by her efforts. He’d never watched Barbara give birth, and now he understood why.



  
“Push once more,” the old woman ordered and Kiara complied. A red, wet something appeared, only to disappear as the women swarmed the new arrival. “It’s a boy.”



  
Matthew bent over and kissed Kiara’s forehead. She panted, eyes closed, trying to smile. The women began murmuring, and after a minute one trotted out of the room, skirts hiked for running. What’s going on? Shouldn’t he be crying? A terrible feeling chilled Matthew as the women remained huddled. He caught a glimpse of the midwife, her mouth on the baby’s, and he began shaking his head. No, oh Godown, please no. Why is he so quiet? Godown, please help us, holy lord, St. Foy please intercede, Godown please, I need a son, please Godown give him life. I will do anything if he lives, Godown, I swear.


  
But it was not to be.



  
An hour later, numb with grief even Fr. Andy’s assurances couldn’t assuage, Matthew returned to his office. He’d barely taken his seat when Kazmer Takacs and Lt. Bustos appeared. “Your Grace, I’m terribly sorry. I don’t want to disturb you, but,” Kazmer waved his hand in frustration.



  
Bustos explained, “Your Grace, a messenger from the Rajtan is outside the town gates under a flag of truce. He says he carries personal greetings for you.”



  Bad news in threes indeed, Matthew thought. He laughed, a bitter sound, and the men exchanged worried looks. “I’ll come and speak to him.”



  
He accepted a black cape from one of the servants and stalked out. A horse already waited for him, and he rode down from the keep to the town below. The early spring sun beamed down from a sky that should have been dark with mourning. Instead birds sang, bright trills of silvery sound. Matthew shunted away his pain and anger, instead focusing his attention on the yellow-clad man standing beside a beautiful bay horse, both watched carefully by a half-dozen soldiers. Another half-dozen kept their attention on the townsfolk, ready for trouble should someone take it upon themselves to lay a hand on the messenger.



  
Matthew dismounted and walked up to the man. “You are the Blackbird,” the messenger began in Turkowi.



  So that’s how you say it! The weight goes on the third syllable. “Yes, I am he who is called the Blackbird.”



  
Dark eyes flashed wide for a fraction of an instant before the smaller man recovered his poise. “I bear greetings and an invitation from Selkow’s most wise, most generous servant, Tulwar an Kailash an Tulwar an Vikrant Ko Singha, chosen of Selkow the Bright, to Mat-ta-ia Ahn-too-ney Ko Ma-lay-keska, called the Blackbird.” He reached down to the bag at his feet and removed a yellow and green roll, tied with yellow ribbons. The messenger straightened up and offered the end of the roll to Matthew.



  
Matthew took it, loosened the ribbons, and unfurled a page of beautiful writing that took his breath away. A series of blooming vines outlined the large sheet of heavy paper, twining in on themselves and dotted with red, blue, and yellow flowers. A serpent, colored with all the shades of the rainbow, slithered down between the columns of writing, flicking its yellow tongue. Then Matthew began to read the Rajtan’s proposal.



  
He rolled the page with great care, giving himself time to remember the words he wanted. He spoke slowly. “In light of your master’s most generous offer, it is necessary for me to give his words the consideration they deserve. Unless you know of a reason otherwise, I will provide you with shelter and refreshment tonight, and with a proper response to take back to the Rajtan on the morrow.” I think that’s polite enough, and that I didn’t mangle it too much.


  
If he had, the messenger concealed his mirth, or disgust, very well. “There is no need for unseemly urgency.”



  
Matthew ordered his men to set up his own personal tent outside the walls, and to provide the messenger with anything he might require. “Bustos, do not allow anyone, and I mean anyone, to approach closer than the paddock fence until I come back.”



  
“Yes, Your Grace.” They both knew better than to trust the messenger’s safety to the townsfolk. Too many had lost men to the raids and battles over the years.



  
Matthew rode back to the keep and called in Capt. Ricks, Kazmer Takacs, and Rudolfo Nagy, and sent word for Bustos to come back as soon as he could do so. As he waited for them, Matthew re-read the letter, then dug a piece of rock-crystal out from under some papers and used it to look at the delicate brushwork on the missive. If this weren’t so deadly serious, I’d have it mounted and framed so I could enjoy the artistry. How did he get those flower petals so small? He must have used a brush with a single hair. And the snake’s scales! Once again, Matthew wondered how such a barbaric religion managed to inspire such beautiful work.



  
The men arrived at his office with a clatter. He sat. “Rajtan Tulwar, most blessed servant of Selkow, leader of the right-guided armies of the Turkowi, mighty in battle and so on, proposes a most generous settlement with me.”



  
Nagy had been rolling his eyes at the string of titles, but the other two men remained deadly serious. Capt. Ricks frowned. “And that settlement is, Your Grace?”



  
Lt. Bustos trotted in, panting, without asking permission. Matthew gave him a few seconds to catch his breath before informing them, “He says that if we return to the worship of the true deity, Selkow the Beautiful, and present such signs and evidence as is proper, he will leave us in peace. Otherwise the priests will call a ferengrazia and Solana will be wiped clean of our accursed foulness.”



  
“Sole-anna, Your Grace?” Nagy sounded out the strange name.



  
“The Lander name for Colplatschki,” Ricks told him. “And what small token does the Rajtan ask in exchange for peace, Your Grace?”



  You know, don’t you? But the others need the reminder. “Twenty percent of all our treasure, including anything that has ever been given to Godown, the destruction of all signs of the false religion, sending men and weapons to assist the Rajtan in his fight against other non-believers,” Matthew listed. He gave Nagy a moment to digest the demands. “Oh, and killing or exiling all females over five years of age.”



  
Ricks nodded, arms folded, unsurprised. Bustos snarled, low in his throat, as did Takacs. Rudolfo Nagy blanched, “The monster is serious?”



  
Matthew leaned back and laced his fingers behind his head. “Completely. Women cannot convert to Selkow, not fully, and so the most generous thing to do is kill them so their souls may return, reborn as believers.”



  
Takacs made St. Basil’s crook. “So that story’s true. I’d always wondered why the heathen insisted on murdering our women.”



  
Matthew sounded remarkably calm, even to his own ears, and he caught Ricks and Bustos hiding worried looks. Am I going mad? I don’t know. I don’t feel anything, not anymore. Maybe I’ve felt too much already today. “If you look at it from inside their sick, twisted minds, there are good reasons for what they do. They’re not mad, not like the Tillson clan is.”



  
“Which is good, Your Grace. The sane are predictable. The truly insane?” The old mercenary raised one eyebrow and hand.



  
“Agreed.”



  
Nagy gulped. “Um, Your Grace, ah, that is, we’re not strong enough to face the Turkowi army right now.”



  
“I know.” Believe me, I know.


  
Matthew’s jaw dropped as Nagy pressed on. “Since most people are already leaving what’s left of Scheel, would, ah, that is, perhaps the Rajtan might be satisfied with—”



  
“No!” The chair fell over as Matthew surged to his feet, planted his hands on the desk and roared. “I will not betray my people! Get the fuck out of my sight, Nagy. Now.” His voice dropped to a harsh whisper. “Do not return until you recover your wits and grow a spine,” and a pair to go with it. The accounts keeper didn’t wait. He bowed and all but ran from the room.



  
“How much time do we have, Your Grace?” Ricks smoothed what was left of his gray hair and thought aloud, “They won’t move before midsummer, not if the Rajtan’s bringing his entire army. They’ll need to pre-position supplies, like they did thirty years ago.”



  
“Midsummer, by this,” he held up the page. “Probably a little earlier, since I don’t care to let them come all the way to Solva before trying to turn them back.”



  
Kazmer Takacs had been counting on his fingers, lips moving. “It’s time to call in all the northern levies anyway, Your Grace, and the coastal group, plus your household troops. I’ll see who else is willing to join in the fun.”



  
“Do that.”



  
Bustos nodded to the map on the office wall, one showing everything around Morloke-Scheel. “What about the northerners?”



  
“His gracious Majesty Emperor Alois sends his regrets. He is unable to detach himself from some domestic difficulties at this time.” Icicles hung from his words, and Ricks made St. François sign while Bustos rocked back. Matthew found the page in question and tossed it to the old man, who skimmed it, his lip curling as if he smelled something foul.



  
“How … convenient.” He left it at that and passed the letter to Takacs and Bustos.



  
“So. We are going to war. Against the entire Turkowi army. Godown has given us a season to prepare, gentlemen, so I believe it behooves us to make the most of this time.”



  
“Indeed, Your Grace,” Takacs nodded.



  
“Get started. Bustos, guard the messenger. I’ll take the first and second watches, you catch the third, and I’ll give him his answer in the morning.”



  
“Yes, Your Grace. Godown and the Blackbird.” The officer saluted and trotted out.



  
After some quick, quiet talk, the others left, taking the master muster lists and account books with them. Matthew stared at the wall. He thought he could hear soft keening, as if the women had already began the vigil for his dead son. He spun around, stalked to the window, and slammed his fist down against the rough stone of the sill, over and over, until the side of his hand bled. Then he cleared his desk of everything but a wax board, his most expensive ink and finest paper, and the Rajtan’s correspondence.



  
Three hours by sun later he stared down at the finished page. Someone coughed from the door. He ignored them. The cough repeated, louder. “Go to hell,” he muttered.



  
“If I do you’ll be in good company then,” Fr. Andy’s voice replied.



  
Matthew tried to muster a riposte and failed. “What now?”



  
The sturdy priest walked in, closing the door behind him. “Your wife is asking for you. Her maids are terrified, both of her and because the Turkowi army is outside the gates.”



  
“One messenger is outside Solva’s gates.” Damn fool hysterical females. I need a drink. No, I need to get drunk—blind, stinking, stupid drunk, so drunk that the hangover will keep me from thinking about anything for at least the next week. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d drunk himself into a stupor, which suggested he was overdue.



  
“Well, he’s impressed the gossips. So, is he really ten meters tall on a fire-breathing horse?”



  
“No. He’s about shoulder-height to you, slight build like most couriers, dark eyes outlined with the black goop Freistaadter women smear around their eyes. He looks a little like those washing-bears from the northern coast.” Matthew stretched, then triple-checked that he’d resealed all the ink jars. He got up, frowning as his knees creaked and the room swirled a little, and lit a candle. Fr. Andy watched as Matthew folded and sealed his reply to the Rajtan, sealing it with the black eagle, then touching the talons and beak with gold, adding the lightest of golden coronas and rays around the seal. “An added precaution,” Matthew explained.



  
“Ah.”



  
Matthew snuffed the candle. Once I give this to the messenger, we’re all under a death warning.


  
“Matthew, no one leaves Colplatschki alive.” Matthew jerked back and the priest explained, “You’re talking to yourself. You need food and rest before the vigil tonight.”



  
“Yes. Because I’m taking the first and second watches over the Turkowi messenger, so no one does something stupid.” He straightened up, too quickly.



  
Fr. Andy’s face wavered in and out. My, that’s a big weaver web beside that beam. Someone needs to get rid of that, he thought, looking past the priest to the ceiling above. “Ugh.”



  
It took two tries for Matthew to get back on his feet. “Food, drink, and rest. You have a little while before you need to go down to relieve whoever’s in charge,” Andy informed him. “I’m invoking clerical authority, Matthew Charles.” He shook his finger. “And if that doesn’t work, I’m going to bash you over the head with my walking staff until you see stars and reason both.”



  
Matthew stared, then started laughing. Laughter shifted to something else, and he found himself leaning on the other man’s shoulder as he wept for his dead son.



  
That night, after visiting Kiara and calming her maids, he paced around the paddock, watching the woods and the marching stars and praying for his son. A few high clouds dimmed the Blackbird as it appeared above the horizon, climbing out of the trees to the east.
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The next day he gave the Rajtan’s messenger the letter, along with a second page ordering everyone to give the man safe passage under threat of dire punishment. Then he set to work calling in favors and planning for war. Kiara scolded him. “My lord, what about mourning?”



  
“Unless you want to mourn the loss of Scheel and Morloke both, I have an army to gather.” He left it at that, rather than terrify her further. My lady, you do not want to know what will happen if I do not use this time.


  
He also had words with Fr. Andy about Kiara and Barbara. The priest’s lips tightened, and he scolded pro forma, “My son, you promised to cleave to Kiara Ann, forsaking all others. That includes your leman. Are you surprised that your lady takes your behavior amiss?”



  
“No, Father, I’m not. But there’s taking things amiss and then there’s trying to kill my children, which is beyond the pale, and what I fear Kiara will try. She’s already driven them out of the keep.” Which is why the dower house is in Barbara’s name, and why I kept it for her. Barbara had taken the children there the day after the Black Day, as Matthew thought of it, and had kept them out of sight of any of Kiara’s maids.



  
Fr. Andy gusted a sigh. “I will speak with Her Grace. And I expect you to do your duty, Matthew Charles.”



  Oh, I will, probably just before we leave for war, assuming she’s willing and I have any energy to spare. He’d been more tired than usual after the daily drills and practices, planning sessions and riding sessions. His sons had joined the town guard, so they would not be coming south, but would still be making themselves useful. “I will, Father. I have always done my duty.”



  [image: 12: The Battle for Scheel]


  
“It’s a sea of yellow, Yer Krace,” the scout swore. “Far as a man can see, men, horses, big guns, stretching to the mountains and beyond, my lor’.”



  
“Where?” Matthew pointed to the map on the camp table, showing their current position. “We’re here. Morpalo River’s here.”



  
The shaggy man ducked down, looking at the page, and Matthew wrinkled his nose as something scuttled through the scout’s hair. Please, Godown, may he take all of them with him when he leaves. “Here, Yer Krace. Down this way,” and he drew his finger along the road to Scheel Center.



  
“So they crossed at Sigurney,” Capt. Ricks murmured.



  
“And the baggage ended, um, here.”



  Almost ten kilometers? Holy Godown, how many men are we facing? He stomped his fear down and nodded. “Typical, keep the goodies in the back and out of danger.” They think. Godown willing, some Magwi would be coming up to harry the end of the column. “Good work.” Matthew pressed a silver eagle into the man’s dirt-stained palm and after more compliments, sent him back to rejoin the mounted infantry. “I can’t believe that.”



  
Ricks scrubbed his face, thinking. “I can. Remember, they bring all their food on the hoof, Your Grace, plus armorers, churigons, servants and slaves, hell, everything short of a field brothel.”



  
“Long tail for the number of teeth, then.” Matthew studied the map again.



  
“A what, Your Grace?”



  
“It’s an old Lander phrase. Means too much support and not enough fighters.” He straightened up. “Scheel Center. We meet them there.”



  
Ricks and Bustos both nodded, reminding Matthew of a pair of wader birds, dipping their beaks and stepping in tandem. “Use the remains of the city for cover, Your Grace?”



  
“No. No, I have something different in mind. The Rajtan’s expecting us to race down and meet him as far south as we can, giving him prime choice of ground. We’re going to do something different.”



  
He sketched out what he wanted to try. Ricks rubbed under his nose but didn’t argue. Bustos, on the other hand …



  
“The cavalry won’t stand for it, Your Grace.”



  
“Oh really.”



  
“No, Your Grace. You’re denying them the chance to attack, and to get loot. They won’t listen.” He set his mouth in a stubborn line.



  
Matthew straightened up and took two steps around the table, so he loomed over the startled officer. “They will obey, Bustos, or I will blow them from the mouths of the captured Turkowi cannons. And I won’t tolerate any debate or ‘independent action,’ either. There are plenty of trees, and corpse-lizards to eat the fruit.” He left it at that. I know you have two daughters to dower, Bustos, and the Oligarchs’ sons are bitching about not getting any loot or glory. But do not push me. His patience had died along with his son, or so it felt. When he felt anything at all.



  
“Yes, Your Grace.”



  
Matthew dismissed the man to go take care of a supply problem and sank into one of the camp chairs. Ricks studied him, turned and disappeared, returning with a small bottle and two cups no larger than Matthew’s thumb. He poured something into each cup, and handed one to his chosen lord. “Here. Sip it not, Matje,” he said, lapsing into his native Sea Republic dialect. “Drink fast,” and he tossed back the blue-black liquid.



  
Matthew sniffed it. It smelled like pflums and spicebark. When the old man didn’t fall over dead, Matthew poured the drink into his mouth and swallowed. He gasped for breath as dark fire exploded from his gullet and blew off the top of his skull. Heat washed through his body and he shook his head, surprised it didn’t fall off. “What is that?”



  
Ricks smiled and helped himself to some of the dried meat and camp bread that had been on the table before the scout’s arrival interrupted the afternoon meal. “That, Matje, is thrice-distilled spirits of pflum and blue apple.”



  
“By St. Sabrina’s shimmy, that would knock an ox off his hooves.” Matthew still couldn’t quite catch his breath, and he grabbed some of the campbread to get in his stomach before the liquor finished knocking him onto his ass.



  
Ricks just smiled. “I’ve found it can help, well, help a man regain perspective.”



  
“Lying flat on my back is not a helpful perspective,” but now that he’d mostly recovered, Matthew did feel a little more relaxed. “How long does a bottle that size last?”



  
The mercenary captain pointed to himself, white eyebrows raised. “Me? A year at least: I’ve never gotten drunk on it. Too dangerous. And never, ever follow a shot of it with beer or another liqueur. Switch to tea or water after you have a snoot, Matje, or you’ll wake up dead, and I don’t mean with a ‘St.-Basil’s-sheep-camped-in-my-mouth-Godown-take-me-home-please’ hangover, either.”



  That I believe. “You don’t disagree with my plan.”



  
“No, Matje, I think it might work, and it is different. Whether that will make it more of a surprise, I don’t know,” he warned, “and Bustos has a point about the plumed princes in the cavalry.”



  
Matthew pursed his lips, considering his numbers. “I am … considering detaching some of the heavy cavalry as long-range scouts and raiders, to worry the Turkowi flanks and encourage them to stay on the main roads.” After a moment he added, “And to protect my rear.”



  
Ricks’s eyes narrowed beneath one raised brow. “Indeed, Matje.”



  
The Oligarchs had sent a score of their younger sons, all equipped with fancier armor than almost anyone but Matthew and his personal guard, as their contribution to the war, along with supplies and some grudgingly-rendered gold. The merchants’ sons had not proven their worth thus far, with a few notable exceptions. I’d never have thought Tomasso Cevalo would make a soldier, but damn, he’s got promise. If he doesn’t get killed. Most of the group alternated between preening and bitching, and the few times they’d exercised with the militia and Matthew’s full-time soldiers, the resulting horse-wrecks had been entertaining, but not amusing. I’d rather have fewer men, men that I can trust, than a horde of malcontents.


  
“Will that leave enough to break the Turkowi lines?”



  
Matthew shrugged. Godown willing they’ll break themselves against us.


  
“If it matters, I’m inclined to agree with you. They’re too much like the Frankonians were before that little scrum at Sarmas Flats.” The two exchanged wolfish grins: neither bore any great love for Frankonia.
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Matthew’s small army reached Scheel Center three weeks later. He shook his head, disgusted by the ghost city that had been the prosperous home of almost five thousand people only thirty years before. A few brave souls had begun mining the walls for building stone, hauling the material north and west to use to fortify their farms and villages. Blackened ruins showed where fire had ravaged parts of the city, and Matthew noticed his men giving the remaining walls nervous looks. Well, Leo, he told his long-dead brother, I swore to retake Scheel at least as far as the Morpalo and make it mine, or die trying. I haven’t quite managed that, but I may still die here.


  
Instead of forming up inside the city and using the walls, Matthew’s men continued south, then a little east. “Here.” An enormous open area, at least a kilometer east to west, and almost as much north to south, marked abandoned fields and pastures. Only a few trees had begun creeping back in, and they would disappear quickly once the men began cutting and gathering firewood, tent stakes, and other things. Matthew walked along, using a shovel to cut a line three hundred meters long in the remains of a farm field and meadow. “Start digging along this line. I want a ditch two meters across and two deep at least, and a wall behind it, facing west of south. Anchor on the buildings there,” he pointed to an abandoned stone house.



  
“I ain’t no nose-digger,” one of the sergeants protested. He’d balked a few times before, complaining up the ranks and causing trouble, and Matthew’s patience had grown thin.



  
“What did you say, sergeant?”



  
The man glanced around for support and as the men around him grumbled, he repeated, “I said, I ain’t no nose digger, to wait for the bastards in a hole.”



  
“Dig. Now.” This is your last chance.


  
The square-jawed man shook his head. “Nah. I’m a sold—” Crack. He never finished.



  
Matthew let the body drop, the head lolling at an unnatural angle on the broken neck, empty eyes staring up at the pale blue sky. He dusted his hands and met as many eyes as were not trying to avoid his. You’re had all the chances I’m giving you. Which would you rather face—me or the Turkowi? “Anyone else care to disagree with my orders?” He heard the breeze in the trees, and the sounds of the men setting up camp half a kilometer away, and his own pounding heart. “Get to work.”



  
An hour later he dug a little himself, venting his lingering anger on the dirt and grass.



  
He sent the cavalry out, searching for the Turkowi and trying to intercept any enemy scouts. I don’t want them to have time to plan their counterattack. Matthew walked along his wall, keeping the men honest and making certain that the construction matched his designs and desires. “Smooth that out,” he repeated over and over. “Make that slope just as straight and even as you can. Don’t give them a step to climb on.” He also watched as Ricks drilled the gunners. They’d brought a few cannon, but even more of the match-fired ball guns.



  
He’d gambled, buying every one the gunsmiths of Kirwali and her sister-towns could make. He’d wanted the newer flintlocks, but his men knew the matchlocks, and they cost less for the same firepower. Too heavy for a man to hold and fire, the meter-long barrels rested on Y-shaped shooting sticks. They belched smoke and, Godown willing, fired a ball as big as his thumb-joint thirty five meters. Farther, if you didn’t mind not hurting anything, Matthew reminded himself with a snort. He’d had men mark out the range, and Capt. Ricks threatened the gunners with everything from damnation to forced marriage if they opened fire before his or Matthew’s command. Granted, archers could fire faster, but Matthew wanted the guns and noise and smoke. I want the Blackbird to strike out of the clouds and beat them into the ground.


  
He knew the Turkowi marched closer, and he alternated between praying that they’d attack within the next hour and end his wait, and that the ground would open up and swallow them. I know the priests all say that Your time of miracles has passed, and that You expect us to take care of ourselves, more or less, but I’d appreciate a little help, Godown. Otherwise I don’t think you’ll have much of a tithe, because you will have about fifty thousand fewer followers once the Turkowi reach the Imperial border. Godown, as usual, didn’t answer, at least not in a way that Matthew could hear.



  
A day after the men finished the ditch and wall, a scout came riding in with news. “A day’s march, Your Grace,” he reported. “Maybe less. Some of the cavalry have already collided with them. We lost a few, they lost a few.”



  The idiots! That’s not what … damn it. Well, I wasn’t planning on an ambush, so it’s no great loss, as long as he doesn’t know what we know. Matthew made himself calm down and release his death grip on his riding whip before he sprained his hands or broke the silver-chased whip. “Good. And they are staying on the main road, as best you could tell?”



  
“Yes, Your Grace. Unless they sent some troops around the hills, that is, but then they’d be dealing with those streams and the tracks are mighty tore up, ‘specially that one on the eastern side.” The bearded man nodded, repeating, “Mighty tore up, overgrown too.”



  
“Thank you.” A silver coin slid across the camp table and the man tugged on his forelock, then hurried off to get food. Ricks unfolded a map and they studied it once more. “Why haven’t they repaired the road …” Matthew thought aloud, then looked more closely. “Because it goes nowhere.” Or it did now. Once the eastern track had led to some mines in the foothills, cutting the corner from the river fort. Now it faded off into overgrown woods and dardog lairs.



  
“It’s odd, Matje.” Ricks tapped the symbol for the mines. “I have never heard of them taking over the old workings. Farms, yes, animal raising, but not mines. Is there something in their religion that keeps them out of the ground?”



  
“Not that I’ve ever heard of, and I have no idea what they do on the eastern side of the Dividing Range. No one does, as I understand it.” He straightened up, looking out the open tent flap and watching the bustle of camp going past. “And these were small, one-man operations producing a little ore and some soft earth-coal, the smelly kind.” Master Jaros hated the stuff, said it put impurities into any iron you tried to work and ruined the trade value. Mistress Cevalo hated it because it made such a mess when it burned. “They can buy metals and cut down trees for fuel, so why bother with the effort, assuming they even know about the things?”



  
“Hmmm, point, Matje.” Ricks leaned back as well. “So, how are we organizing the men?”



  
“Like so.” Matthew scooted the large wax board into a spill of light from the open smoke-flap overhead. “No one in their right mind would form up out here with such nice, sturdy walls ready and waiting. Small guns here, just as we planned, cavalry out here and here, and infantry reserve between the houses and the woods. Cannons really should be here,” at the ends of the dirt embankment. “But,” he shrugged, and Ricks copied the gesture.



  
“Flanking fire, Matje, and it’ll give the cavalry reserve something to defend while they wait.” That they’d also be painfully vulnerable to a flanking attack went unsaid, but Matthew’d found no better way to use his small cannons. They’d loaded the smallest guns with scrap shot, scatter balls, and the few large cannons had regular balls for bombarding the Turkowi artillery.



  
Ricks smoothed his missing hair. “No changes, not what anyone would be expecting, and unless the Turkowi can fly,” Matthew snorted at the idea, “they’ll be confused enough to be off stride.” He looked at the designs scratched into the wax. “Godown willing.”



  
“Selah.” It meant a great deal to Matthew that the old man had not laughed at his idea, or dismissed it out of hand. “May it please Godown to encourage the heathen to do as they always have, at least this once.”



  
“Selah,” Ricks averred. “And may it not rain.” Everyone in earshot made saints’ signs.



  
That afternoon and evening Matthew spoke to each group of soldiers in and around camp. The gunners and some infantry made cold camps in their positions, allowing the support troops to move the tents and wagons out of easy range of the Turkowi guns and skirmishers. Lt. Bustos had divided the cavalry, those still with the main army, sending a small group to wait with the cannoneers and the rest to guard the baggage train and ammunition. “I know you are worried about getting your share,” Matthew told the men before anyone could voice their complaint again. “You’ll get your chance when we harry them back across the Donau Novi. The season is just starting, and I need you here, because you know as well as I do that some of the bastards will swing around and try to catch us from behind.” The older, more experienced men nodded, frowning, still not pleased. “And lest you succumb to temptation, no one, and I mean no one will be rushing out of the lines after loot. Infantry, hand gunners, cannoneers, no one.” He looked the front row of men in the eyes. “Besides, do you trust the gunners’ eyesight well enough to be able to tell you from those mustard-clad bastards once they get excited?” The rolling laughter answered his question.



  
After due consideration, once he returned to his tent for the night, Matthew had another thimble-full of Capt. Ricks pflum spirits. “Has anyone tried to pour some over a pudding and light it?” he asked once he could breathe again.



  
“Oh holy Godown no, not after the fire back in my grandsire’s day. Someone got careless with a lamp, used an unshielded one, brought it into a warehouse on the dock at Shellyport when they tapped a keg to let a buyer see the quality.” Ricks threw both hands into the air, spooking the young men acting as runners and Matthew’s manservant. “Boom! That was the end of the warehouse, the dock, and almost all of Shellyport. The wind was blowing onto shore. Granther swore that burning spirits flowed through the gutters like the river of flame in hell.”



  Blessed Godown, I’m surprised there was enough left to rebuild. Ugh. And here I thought taking a match into a powder magazine was dangerous. He fought off a yawn, then gave up. “You are dismissed for the night.”



  
Ricks heaved himself to his feet with a creak and a grunt, saluted, and disappeared into the darkness outside the command tent. He’d spend the night with the gunners, behind the dirt wall. Matthew’s couriers bedded down out of the way and their commander wiped off some of the day’s dirt, then dozed off on his camp cot.



  
His aid nudged him awake, carefully, before dawn. “Sir? Sir, the Blackbird is setting.”



  
Matthew groaned into a sitting position. Two hours until dawn. Godown hates me. No, he decided as he stretched and scratched, if we rediscover how to see in the dark and fight at night like Lander soldiers could, then I’ll know Godown hates me. Carousing all night and fighting all day no longer appealed as much as it had twenty years before. He stood up and, after using the night soil box, began stretching in earnest. His left arm required careful work before he could extend it. The elbow remained bent a few degrees, but now he could fight and carry a shield if needed. And get dressed.



  
Hot chokofee, strong enough to curl Capt. Ricks’ hair, finished waking him up. He dressed to the point of heaving on his mail shirt and other bits of armor. The Turkowi wouldn’t attack for at least an hour, and he didn’t see a point in getting tired before he had to. Matthew said his morning prayers, adding a few for anyone who’d gotten caught between the two armies, and for Kiara to leave Barbara alone. He’d spoken with Fr. Paul, a young priest who’d come with the army as chaplain, the afternoon before. He’d also triple-checked Shadow, his horse, not that it would stop the beast from laming himself, Matthew grumbled. They always got hurt at the worst time—just before a battle or the morning you wanted to sell them.



  
By sunrise, the men had gotten into position. They’d seen the fires of the Turkowi camp the night before. You can’t hide an army, Matthew repeated to himself as he rode along the line. Once he moved behind the wall, anything in the field became fair game for his gunners and cannoneers. He rode slowly, the black plume on his helmet fluttering like his blackbird banners. Shadow pranced, fresh and eager after his few days of rest. From the field, Matthew could just barely see the tips of the pikes poking up over the wall, and a few glints of light from the polished brass on the cannons as the misty sun rose. Not quite a true fog, the soft haze blurred the distance, almost hiding his lines. From the end of the field, by the Sigurney-Scheel Center Road a kilometer distant, he couldn’t quite see the dirt wall. And the ditch? Invisible. He smiled.



  
The first Turkowi appeared three hours later. The ground began to vibrate, or was that his nerves? A mass of horsemen appeared, a yellow wall of fluttering banners and gold-touched shields. Matthew’s mouth went dry. One figure seemed to stand out from the other horsemen, his armor glinting brighter in the summer sun, his banner a touch larger than those of the troops around him. That’s probably just my imagination. The birds fell silent and he could hear the sound of jingling tack, even over his pounding heart. Where’s their artillery? I know they have cannons—are they in the woods? Or were they forming up behind the cavalry screen? He could see more banners appearing, filling in behind the horsemen. He glanced up to see the leather-winged carrion eaters starting to gather. They always know, somehow.


  
Only Godown knew how long the men waited. Matthew, braced for an artillery attack, grew tenser and tenser. Damn it, do something! he begged. Then the familiar harsh Blat blaat! Blat blaat! sounded across the fields, ringing in the still air. Sunlight flashed off of sabers, and the yellow mass called, “Selkow! Selkow and her Rajtan!” The Turkowi cavalry surged into motion without waiting for their own cannons to fire, charging for the wall and the seemingly helpless Morloka.



  
Matthew watched from the wall just beside his gunners as the first rank stepped into position. They stood four deep on a special platform behind the crest of the wall. He held his breath as they sighted. Ricks had drilled them well and no one moved as the cavalry pounded closer and closer, dirt flying, trumpets blaring. Matthew wanted to turn and run from the unstoppable yellow mass thundering towards him.



  
“Front rank, fire!”



  
A volley of shot slammed into the riders, staggering some, while others continued on.



  
“Second rank, fire!”



  
Impossibly fast, another round of ball found targets in the Turkowi charge, dropping men and horses both. Animals and men screamed, audible over the thunder of the riders behind them.



  
“Third rank, fire!”



  
Another volley, then a fourth, poured down from the wall. A second wall, this one built of dead beasts and men, now separated the Morloka from the Turkowi. Before anyone could regroup, the gunners fired by ranks again. The cavalry looked confused to Matthew, starting to mill. A few bolder men called orders, trying to rally their fellows, and found themselves the focus of the gunners’ attention. After the seventh volley, the Turkowi cavalry pulled back, riding out of range and opening the way for their infantry.



  
“Hold your position!” Matthew bellowed, his call taken up by the officers and sergeants along the line. “Let them come to us,” he’d pounded into every man with an ounce of brain. “Let them be the wave that breaks and fails against our line.” The gunners reloaded quickly but carefully. Each man carried a score of pre-filled and measured powder bottles hanging from his bandoliers, along with the burning match, ball, and at least one spare match. A few men carried a longer, fatter, slower-burning spare matches, to light others if the need arose. With so much powder and fuse packed together in the ranks, no one wanted to set himself on fire by loading carelessly, and Matthew knew that the gunners had pounded a few of their fellows for being stupid during the practice drills. The infantry around them kept wary eyes on the gunners, ready to run if an accident happened.



  
In front of the wall, the Turkowi foot soldiers closed to a few meters before the place where the first cavalry had collapsed. Their gunners opened fire. A few men around Matthew staggered and cried, but most of the shots kicked up dirt from the wall and nothing more. A second round of shots banged out, as effective as the first, and then the Turkowi broke into a running charge. “Selkow! Selkow!” rose from thousands of throats. Matthew raised his saber, waiting.



  
“Fire!” And the gunners tore the front rank. The Turkowi kept coming, over the dead and dying horses and men, flowing like a yellow tide across the enormous field. The first men dropped into the ditch and began trying to climb the opposite side. The soldiers slid back down, baffled by the steep sides and slippery dirt.



  
“Fire!” Now a third of the gunners concentrated on the men in the ditch while the rest kept firing out into the oncoming flood.



  
Powder smoke filled the air, making Matthew’s eyes sting and hiding the far distance. A rolling boom sounded from that distance, and he gulped as the Turkowi cannon opened up. He heard screams from north of his position, at the other end of the wall, where the infantry waited. His own guns answered, but into the infantry first, judging by the rippling shift in the oncoming mass. The distant guns boomed once more before a massive ka-bloom! rolled across the battlefield. Shadow reared and Matthew fought him back down, circling the gelding to calm him. A pillar of smoke rose from the edge of the trees, and the Turkowi guns fell silent.



  
“What th’ fook were that, my lor?” One of the runners demanded, peering through the powder smoke.



  
“The hand of Godown?” another man ventured.



  Might as well have been, because that looks like more smoke, from farther north. Then he dragged his attention back to the melee at his feet, to the Turkowi infantry struggling through the ditch and climbing higher and higher, scrambling for purchase on the smooth dirt of the wall. The bodies began piling up as the Morloka gunners fired. The yellow tide shifted and turned to the side, as if trying to find a different gap. Matthew’s cannon fired, cutting down another swath like golden maize. Blocked in, the Turkowi pivoted, or tried to, as a few men began moving due west for what looked like the weak end of the line.



  
“Now. Cannons stop. Cavalry attack, infantry attack.” Now Matthew’s banners dipped twice, the signal for the cannons to fall silent and his men to advance. “Godown! Godown and the Blackbird!”



  
“Blackbird!” Roared out and the infantry charged, the cavalry surging out from behind the cannons. The Turkowi broke, running back to the safety of their guns. Matthew joined the pursuit, sending Shadow leaping over the fallen enemy. He and the horsemen swept past the brown and black mass of foot soldiers, sabering anything in yellow they could find.



  
Now came the hard part. He had to pursue without losing control. The Turkowi loved nothing more than to lure their enemies with a false retreat, then turn and slaughter their pursuers. “Stop at the woods,” Matthew screamed. They’d already planned for that, hoped for that, but he couldn’t trust his men once their blood was up.



  
To his mild surprise he felt the momentum of the charge around him slowing. A horseman in yellow appeared in front of him, saber drawn, galloping straight for Matthew. “Selkow!”



  
Matthew sheathed his own sword, kicked Shadow into a run and pulled a spear out of the holder at his knee. He watched the other man’s horse, and as they drew within a beast-length, Matthew hurled his spear and ducked, dropping down along Shadow’s neck. He heard a gurgling scream but ignored it in favor of regaining his seat and sword both.



  
The Morloka stopped slowly, but they stopped. The Turkowi fled, although in good order, and they stung a few cavalrymen who tried to get too close. “No,” Matthew told Bustos, overriding his protests. “Let them go. We’ll follow, but not right now.”



  
Shadow danced under him, still eager for action. “Easy boy,” Matthew slapped the sweaty neck. “We’ll see plenty more of them, never fear.” He turned and rode over to where the Turkowi guns clustered, but the smoke kept him from getting too close.



  
One of the men with him whistled, pointing to the southeast end of the artillery line. “Godown is great.”



  
A crater and the bits of wagon embedded in the trees, and in bits of yellow-clad bodies, told the story. Something had blown up the Turkowi’s rolling powder magazine, and charred wheels and canted cannons marked where fire had broken out along the firing line. “By St. Sabrina’s tits, how did that happen?” Another rider demanded.



  
“Godown is good,” Matthew shrugged. He turned Shadow, not wanting to linger in the stench of cooked cannoneer.



  
By noon the scavengers, two-footed and winged, had begun their work. Matthew gave a few Turkowi the mercy stroke, just long enough for his men to see him doing his share, then he returned to the main camp, now abutting Scheel Center’s wall. They’d need to move soon, before the disease-carrying miasma began to seep out of the bodies and into the air and the ground both.



  
Matthew shed his helmet and armor, rinsing off a little before flopping into a chair. Ricks, still smoke-streaked, saluted but didn’t say anything. As it was, Matthew could barely hear over the ringing in his ears from the guns, and he suspected the older man couldn’t hear anything at all. They drank diluted wine and gnawed on plank bread. Matthew’s hands shook, as usual, and he let them. Once he’d rested, Matthew rearmed and went back out to take account of his own dead and wounded.



  
That evening Matthew sank in his chair unable to believe what had happened. “I know, I see it,” he told Ricks and a few others. Bustos had gotten lured into a trap and now rested in the medical tent with a stitched up slash on his right arm and a concussion. Serves him right. But everyone has to learn once, and he was damn lucky.


  
“What were they thinking?” Ricks mused, voice hoarse from calling orders. “I’ve not seen a stampede like that since—”



  
“Let me through!” an urgent voice demanded from outside. “We found this under the dead horses and His Grace needs to see it.” Matthew got to his feet and limped outside. Four tired, bloody, grimy men stood there with a blood-stained banner. “Your Grace.”



  
“Holy shit.” That seemed to be the sole words Matthew’s tired brain could summon. “Under the horses?”



  
“Aye, Your Grace, near the front of the Turkowi cavalry pile.”



  
Behind him, Matthew heard Ricks rasping an order to someone. But Matthew had eyes only for the banner and the other trophies the men held up for him to look at. With a trembling hand he reached out and took the heavy gold-chased helmet with its ornate metalwork, twisted to look like the fabric on the Turkowi headdresses. No. Never. The Rajtan never rides at the head of his own troops, not once he comes into his full power. But who else would … oh Godown. The banner matched those of the Rajtans, except that the snake came only half way up around the sides, instead of fully encircling the embroidered words.



  
“I think,” he swallowed. Ricks pressed a heavy leather bag into Matthew’s hand. “Well done, men.” He took the helmet and gave them the bag of gold eagles. “I think we killed the Turkowi crown prince.”



  
His aid peered at the gore-stained banner. “Your Grace, is that good or bad?”



  It explains why they fell apart, if he was commanding the cavalry. Matthew shook his head. “Damn if I know, Carl.” With his free hand he fingered the tassels at the bottom of the standard. “Damn if I know.”
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Just over two months later, Matthew peered through the pre-dawn fog. The cold air, the first hint of fall, drew tendrils of mist off the river and ponds—mist that thickened into a wet blanket over the world. He could hear the river to his south, murmuring and whispering as it flowed west to the sea. Somewhere ahead of him the Turkowi had dug in, their backs to the Morpalo, based on a ferryboat crossing and small dock. Twenty kilometers downstream, the remains of Sigurney fortress demanded revenge. The two armies had been dug in, facing each other, firing cannon without much effect, for a week and more. He had to do something. They’d chased the Rajtan hard all summer, driving him south. The Morloka suffered multiple sharp stings and one near defeat along the way, and Matthew’s men would start slipping away if he didn’t do something.



  
So now Matthew and half a hundred chosen men crept through the wet twilight-shadows, feeling their way into the Turkowi lines. He and his officers had agreed that this looked like a weak point, low ground between two slightly higher bits of terrain. The Turkowi seemed to concentrate on the other parts of the line, leaving what Matthew hoped was a weak point. His men would try and break a hole in the Turkowi’s defenses at that little swale, allowing the rest of the Morloka to punch through, if they could. If not, well, Matthew didn’t think about that too hard—he didn’t have to.



  
They got a lot closer than Matthew had anticipated before he heard a curse and a splash, followed by shouts in Turkowi. “Mike found the guard. And a waterhole,” came the hoarse whisper of explanation.



  
“Attack,” Matthew ordered, drawing sword and long knife. The men swarmed behind him, clambering over the dirt wall and dropping down onto the startled enemy below. “Godown!” They set to work, slashing and stabbing at everyone they saw. “Sons of dung-rollers, surrender to the true god,” Matthew called in Turkowi.



  That certainly got the enemy’s attention, and Matthew found himself fighting three men at once, before Andre managed to catch one of them from the side and even the odds. “Light anything you can,” Matthew ordered as soon as he dispatched the third man. That would be the signal for the infantry behind him to attack.



  
The Blackbird and his men cleared the Turkowi camp of at least twenty men before a counterattack began. Matthew heard trumpets, both the harsh blats of the Turkowi and the sweet ring of his own signal call. After an eternity of ducking and killing, his men began pouring through the gap behind him, taking off the pressure. “East,” he called. “Drive them east.” Black- and brown-clad figures grew more distinct, and soon flames licked up the sides of more Turkowi tents. Matthew trusted to the light east wind to keep the fires away from the central camp and let the fighting flow ahead of him. As soon as it grew light enough, the cavalry reserve and a few cannons would begin working over the western end of the line. The distraction would, Godown willing, keep the Turkowi divided.



  
Matthew caught his breath beside what smelled like a mess tent, then rejoined the fight, working his way east and south. He heard gunfire and arrow shots and battle calls. The rising sun revealed boats on the water. “Drive them into the river,” he’d ordered and his men seemed determined to do just that. After two weeks sitting in water-logged holes in the ground, they wanted to be done. Matthew winced as an especially nice tent flared red. Easy, leave a little loot that we don’t have to sift the dirt for.


  
“Heretic bastard!” He spun and ducked as a saber sliced where his neck would have been. Matthew cut up but the Turkowi danced back, then forward again, using the momentum of the blow. They struck and parried, well matched. Matthew though he saw a chance and leaned back, then jammed his sword forward. His opponent leaned away from the strike and Matthew rammed his heavy knife up, skimming the man’s armor and sliding the blade between the coif and the chest-plate. He sawed sideways, using his right arm to block the curved sword. A gurgling scream stopped as crimson bubbled up around his hand. He pulled back as the man dropped his sword, trying to stanch the foam of blood and air from his severed throat. The dying man sagged to his knees, then slumped down. Matthew confirmed his kill before turning to the next battle.



  
A few Turkowi mounted and return to the camp, riding down the Morloka infantry. The horsemen made good targets for Matthew’s archers. Forced to weave around tent ropes and jump the fires and piles of supplies, the cavalry lost their advantage and most turned, fleeing for the river. Matthew and his chosen men fought on, driving for the ornate tent, inside its walls of carpets and hangings, where the Rajtan dwelled. Matthew wanted the Rajtan’s golden standard, craved it with near-physical desire. The Turkowi fell back and he caught a glimpse of a man in yellow and red leaping onto a boat, carrying the standard. The man’s helmet winked gold in the sun and the horsehair plume waved as the boatmen strained to get the dark craft safely into the water. Damn it. The Rajtan’s guard remained behind, making a last stand and blocking Matthew’s path. For an instant he thought about jumping into the water to swim after the Rajtan and the standard, but stopped. The army is more important than a gold-plated stick. I think. The sight of the Rajtan’s escape left a bitter drop in the sweetness of victory.



  
By two hours after noon the Morloka held the Turkowi camp. Many of the enemy had gotten across the river to the smaller camp on the other side, where the portable temple stood, but Matthew held the northern end of the crossing and the Rajtan’s treasure.



  
Exhaustion and elation filled Matthew Charles Malatesta’s heart to overflowing as he watched his men starting to sort out the loot. Once more on Shadow’s back, he rode along the riverbank, watching his men and the river. “I did it, Leo,” he whispered. “Father, can you see me? I did it.” The blue water blurred into the green of the banks as tears streamed down his face. “I won.”
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Duke Paul Kossuth looked up from the letter, blinking hard to clear his eyes. Duke Gerald Starland, a touch impatient, tapped his foot on the floor of the great hall at Kossuthna Major. “Well? I don’t think we have an option.”



  
Paul shook his head. “No. He bought us what? Thirty years? Of course I’ll take care of Lady Barbara and her daughter.”



  
Gerald nodded and then raked the flop of grey-shot brown hair back out of his eyes. “Good. They’re waiting with my men, and two wagons of books.”



  
Paul almost dropped the letter. “What? Out in the cold?” He opened his mouth, then closed it before he said something rude. “By St. Michael’s horseshoes, get them in here.”



  
Gerald gave a little half-cough, half-laugh. “The women or the books? No, don’t bite my head off. I know what you mean.” Gerald turned and Paul followed. The first storm of winter had come early, and dry bits of snow danced on the stinging wind. The two ageing warriors strode out into the courtyard at Kossuthna Major, where the Starland party waited, bundled against the air’s cold bite.



  
Paul saw two women huddled in blankets, peering around as if uncertain of their reception. He stopped and turned so fast that the servant following close behind him almost crashed into his back. “Start a fire in the quarters beside Lady May’s chamber, and get it ready for guests. I want hot wine in my reception room, and a good fire, with warming bricks. Go.” The man darted off, nothing loath to get out of the evil wind. Paul walked up to the two women. “Lady Barbara?” He asked.



  
“I, I, I’m Barbara,” a muffled voice confirmed.



  
“Please,” he held out his hand. A cold, chapped, calloused hand gripped his and he helped her down from the wagon, then assisted her daughter. A maid appeared and he let her take the women inside, while he directed the men unloading the boxes and sacks of books. “Thank you. The spare hall has been set up for you, with a fire and hot food,” he told the Starland men, as hostlers led the horses and empty wagons to the stable area. Gerald saw to his troops before returning to the great hall. Paul beckoned him into the reception room.



  
A tired, shy woman emerged from the pile of blankets, shawls, and coats. A bit of brown hair peeked out from under the edge of her light blue headcover, and despite the age wrinkles around her eyes and mouth, Paul saw that she retained a measure of her youthful beauty. Her daughter greatly resembled her mother, but taller and fairer, like her father. Both drooped, exhausted from the cold and the hard journey, and the maid had settled them by the fire with warm bricks under their feet. They started to get up from their seats as the nobles entered.



  
“No, stay seated.” Paul poked the fire again and settled into the chair at his desk, while Gerald stood by the fire and warmed his hands, accepting a mug of hot wine from a servant. “Lady Barbara, you are welcome to stay here as long as you need to,” Paul began.



  
She shook her head, eyes downcast. “I thank you, Your Grace, but I … I do not want to strain your hospitality. And I am not a lady. I was Charles Malatesta’s leman, nothing more.”



  
Gerald and Paul exchanged glances. Paul picked up the letter. “Have you read this?”



  
Both women shook their heads, and Barbara explained, “Duke Malatesta told me not to read it. He said to give it to Your Grace or His Grace Duke Starland if something happened. He, he said that that, plus these, would buy me shelter.” She dug into a skirt pocket before holding out a leather pouch. Gerald took it and handed it to Paul. He untied the string and shook the little bag, revealing a gold broach and ring, both with Malatesta’s black eagle on them. The workmanship took his breath away and he turned the broach in the weak light of the window, admiring the inlay and graining. The woman continued, “I, I thought the books would help. Sarah and I, we can work, do fine work, tend children. We’re not beggars: we’ll earn our keep.” The tears in her eyes began running down her cheeks.



  
Lady May’s arrival saved Paul from having to deal with a crying woman. His wife appeared, took in the scene, and swooped down on the two strangers. “Paul Michael Kossuth, what are you thinking? Come with me, please, you must be exhausted,” and she and one of her maids bundled Barbara and Sarah out of the room before either man could defend himself.



  
“Thank Godown,” Gerald sighed, running a hand through his hair. “My lady was not as welcoming.”



  
“I can imagine.” Gerald’s wife was, well, Paul thanked Godown every time they crossed paths that Gerald had married her, so he’d been spared. She was a good duchess with a tongue that would flay the hide off stones when her temper flared, which happened too frequently for Paul’s taste. “You did the right thing to bring them here.”



  
“Thanks.” Gerald sat, leaning forward, elbows on knees. “A few of Blackbird’s loyal men, the ones his older son could spare, escorted the women as far as Evesdale. They found my agent there, and he sent me word. Lady Barbara and Sarah managed to keep the books secret until I got there, and I hustled them to Starheart as fast as I could, since you were a little busy.”



  
Paul snorted at the understatement. He’d been fighting off some of the nastiest raids in a decade. “Well, now we know why I was busy. The vultures were too busy carving up Morloke to be bothered defending the eastern passages.” He poured himself some wine and played with the ring. “Where is Duchess Malatesta?”



  
“From what I gather, safe in Revanaar with her daughter and as much of Blackbird’s treasury as she could take with her.” The cold bitterness in Gerald’s voice made Paul sit up. “She didn’t even bother trying to organize a defense. As soon as his body touched ground, she packed everything in reach and fled. Barbara, her oldest son Anthony Lee, and one of Blackbird’s men, ah,” Gerald waved one hand, “Kazmer something, tried to organize a defense, but without most of the duchy’s funds, and since no one will recognize the boy as Blackbird’s legal heir …” Both men glowered at the fire, neither willing to say aloud what they thought about Alois Babenburg’s intransigence and pride.



  
Paul shifted in his seat. “So Lady Barbara collected his library and ran north. What about the children? You said his other daughter is in Revanaar and the oldest boy is trying to defend Morloke?”



  
“Yes. The sons, the younger one’s soldering in the Thumb, trying to earn funds and a reputation enough to help his brother, and the other is still trying to organize a defense of some kind against the Tillsons and the Turkowi. Barbara confessed that he doesn’t think he can hold on much longer, and he told her to flee while she could, and rally help if possible. I asked sideways: it’s not possible.” Gerald dropped his voice, glancing around, and Paul leaned closer. “Rumor has it Duchess Malatesta is going to wed her daughter to Michael Tillson, since his wife died in that riding accident.”



  
“Damn.” Paul threw himself back against his chair, fist clenched around the ring. “She’s throwing away everything he fought for.”



  
“You blame her?”



  
No, not really, but he still glared at his friend.



  
Gerald shrugged and finished the tale. “And as soon as the Blackbird died, Sarah’s husband threw her over, tossed her out with the clothes on her back. Told her she was too dangerous to have under his roof now, and he appealed to the church for a full revocation of their marriage.”



  
“May St. Michael gallop over him and grind him to dust.”



  
Lady May’s return interrupted the men’s conversation. She shut the door behind her. “My lord, both women are asleep, after begging me on their knees for help finding serving positions. What is going on?”



  
Paul handed her Blackbird’s last letter. She read it, lips tight. “You are giving her shelter, Paul Michael, or you will sleep in the paddock for the rest of winter.”



  
“I had already planned to, my lady my love. I can’t on good conscience turn them out, not after all they and Blackbird have done to buffer us from the Turkowi.”



  
“And you are not taking their gems and possessions, either.” She wagged a short, strong finger at him. Paul caught it and kissed her hand. “Or you,” she told Gerald.



  
Gerald sat back, hands spread to ward off her ire. “My lady, that is why I braved wind, weather, and foul beasts to come here.”



  
“You wouldn’t have foul beasts if you bought more of my horses,” Paul teased. Gerald stuck his tongue out and made a rude noise.



  
“Boys.” Lady May ruffled her husband’s hair, what remained of it. “I’ve needed a new lady’s maid, someone older, dignified, and experienced, for a while. Lady Barbara should suit, her informal relationship with the duke notwithstanding. And we’ll find a place for her daughter. Godown knows we have enough single men to find her a good husband.”



  
“No worries about the Diligence turning up a surprise,” Gerald pointed out. “And she’s born a son. The father kept the boy when he threw Sarah out and revoked their marriage.”



  
May hissed a very eloquent description of the man, using words Paul wasn’t aware that she knew. Then she sighed, “As terrible as it sounds, that will make it even easier finding a husband.”



  
Paul rubbed her hand a little more. “What happened to Blackbird? Did his lady say?”



  
“Barbara says he’d had some bad teeth, like the rest of us.” Gerald frowned. “But one got worse and worse. He took sick, developed a high fever, then started fading in and out. He began having seizures just before he died, and she thinks the wound rot went into his brain.” All three made saints’ signs. “He was what? Forty six?”



  
Paul felt his wife tighten her grip and he kissed her hand again in reassurance. He’d survived a bout of wound fever two summers before, and still had special services offered up in thanks on St. Misha’s feast.



  
Gerald shook his head. “And so Lady Barbara, their daughter, and most of his books are here. She grabbed all of his Turkowi books, and most of the others that she could. She says she left the most common ones.”



  
“Why?” May asked.



  
Paul answered. “To buy sanctuary. Blackbird asked us to protect her from the duchess, in his name and memory, and he gave her these as proof,” he handed her the ring and broach. “She didn’t know that, and so she brought as many of his books and art works as she could, to try and trade for protection from His Majesty or the church.”



  
Light dawned in May’s muddy green eyes. “Ah. That explains her panic.”



  
Paul looked at the shelves on the other side of the fireplace. “I think, given what is in his collection, that it would be wise for me to sort the books before we send them north.”



  
“So she doesn’t get arrested as a spy or heretic? Oh, I know,” Gerald waved off the protest. “That’s why I brought them and her here. You know what would just duplicate what His Majesty already has, and what might cause difficulties with certain individuals. Like that technical manual did.”



  
May snorted. “Is Fr. Paul still fulminating about that? By St. François’s books, he needs to come down here and see what real trouble looks like.”



  
Gerald studied Duchess Kossuth as if she were a horse. “Do you have any unmarried sisters, my lady? As lovely, generous, and sensible as you, perhaps a touch quieter?”



  
“Now, Gerald, you know that taking a second wife is frowned upon by the church. And by your current wife.” She chuckled.



  
His loud, theatrical sigh and dramatic slump made the couple laugh. Paul nodded. “Right. Thank you for bringing her, Gerald, and I’ll take care of it from here.”



  
After showing Gerald Starland to a guest chamber, and kissing his wife and shooing her off to do woman things, Paul began looking at the books. Every Turkowi work he added to the Kossuth family’s special library. Several duplicated what they already owned, but a dozen at least he’d never seen, and the illuminated copy of the Book of Nights left him marveling at the paintings. He also tucked away a few of the theology volumes as well, and a few saints’ lives that Fr. Frank would like. The others he divided into books for Emperor Alois, and those for the imperial library.



  
“Oh Blackbird,” he sighed after he added the last work to the pile. “I wish I could have seen your library. I wager we’d have stayed up all night talking books and tales. Godown be with you, my friend.”



  
That night after supper, Gerald and Paul raised glasses to the Blackbird’s memory. “He bought us thirty years,” Paul repeated.



  
“At least. I think, not this generation, since even the next two children are already promised to name patrons, but my first grandson will be named for him.”



  
“Matthew or Charles?”



  
Gerald shook his head, then hurled a nut shell into the fire. “There’s an ancient word from Old Terra that I read in one of the Lander-era books some years ago. Their word for what we call a black-tailed eagle is ‘aquila.’ I like that.”



  
“Ah-kwih-lah?” Paul repeated



  
“Yeah. Because we have too many Matthews running around.”



  
Paul counted in his head. “True.” He grinned. “Grandfather said that Fr. Mou Marcy went by Mou because Mou’s father had named every boy in the family François something. All five of them.”



  
Gerald made St. Gerald’s bridge. “Godown forefend.”
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After Gerald went to bed, Paul sat in his reception room, watching the dying firelight reflecting on the black stone of Matthew’s ring. “Godown grant you peace, my friend.”
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It is said that to this day, when their children act up, Turkowi mothers whisper, “If you don’t be quiet, Matyasa will hear you. He’ll snatch you up and carry you off to feast on your bones.” The threat never fails to make the children behave.



    
—Margin note in Matthew Starland’s copy of Commentary on the Statutes of Tayama, a gift from the Kossuth family on the anniversary of his accession.
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Margurite deSarm knows that she cannot govern the Sarm lands alone. But her husband, Gregory Berlin of Louvat, refuses to fulfill his duties. As Marta attempts to undo her marriage, Odile Rheinhart discovers her own unique calling. In their own complimentary ways, over ten years the two women work to keep the Sarm Valley free from the machinations of Phillip of Frankonia while balancing family, duty, and desires.



  
Available from Amazon.com at:
www.amazon.com/dp/B00S1XGJSA


  
Available from Barnes & Noble at:
www.barnesandnoble.com/w/peaks-of-grace-alma-boykin/1121023658


  
Available from Kobo at:
store.kobobooks.com/en-US/ebook/peaks-of-grace


  Circuits and Crises


  Book 6 of the Colplatschki Chronicles


  
The Turkowi begin their advance from the south as a fight between brothers threatens the Empire.



  
Available from Amazon.com at:
www.amazon.com/dp/B00UZP7QFM


  Blackbird


  Book 7 of the Colplatschki Chronicles


  
Charles Malatesta will defend his inheritance or die trying.



  And more…


  
Keep up with all the latest books by Alma T C Boykin on her blog:
AlmaTCBoykin.Wordpress.com


  


  The Cat Among Dragons Series


  
(Listed in chronological order from the perspective of Rada Ni Drako.)



  Hubris: The Azdhagi Reborn


  Book 1 of the Cat Among Dragons prequel series.


  
When the Azdhagi overreach the limits of their science, only a few individuals stand between them and chaos. Three interlinked disasters start a chain reaction of tragedy and triumph leading to the re-creation of Azdhag society.



  
Available from Amazon.com at:
www.amazon.com/Hubris-Azdhagi-Reborn-Alma-Boykin-ebook/dp/B00J8UCN9O


  
Available from Kobo Books at:
store.kobobooks.com/en-US/ebook/hubris-4


  A Cat Among Dragons


  Book 1 in the Cat Among Dragons series.


  
They started it. Rada Ni Drako just wanted to do her job, but her father’s people declared her a corrupt half-breed, one unfit to live. Now she’s on the run and in need of a new identity and a job. When she fled back in time to join an interstellar mercenary company, she did not anticipate becoming the Pet of House Nagali, becoming the student of a mysterious but very well connected Healer and diplomat, and fighting her way into power as the only sentient mammal in the court of a reptilian empire. And falling flat on her face several times in the process.



  
This collection of short stories, the first in the Cat Among Dragons series, begins the saga of Rada Ni Drako and her odd assortment of allies. Join the adventure as Rada takes on her father’s people and tries to keep her head, and the rest of her, intact.



  
Available from Amazon.com at:
www.amazon.com/A-Cat-Among-Dragons-ebook/dp/B00AMNB0N6


  
Available from Kobo Books at:
store.kobobooks.com/ebook/a-cat-among-dragons


  
Available from Barnes & Noble at:
www.barnesandnoble.com/w/a-cat-among-dragons-alma-boykin/1113943157


  Hairballs


  Short fiction from the Cat Among Dragons series.


  
Rada, Yori, and some of the other Scouts are unwinding from a mission when they hear that the Division is testing new battle armor. Yori gets the idea that someone needs to put the armor through its paces, and against Rada’s better judgment, Yori ropes her into the adventure.



  
Available from Amazon.com at:
www.amazon.com/Hairballs-Among-Dragons-Story-ebook/dp/B00B1DR544


  
Available from Kobo Books at:
store.kobobooks.com/ebook/hairballs


  Justice and Juniors


  Book 2 in the Cat Among Dragons series.


  
A collection of short stories following the exploits of Rada Ni Drako in a universe full of danger, excitement, and strange alien species.



   
Available from Amazon.com at:
www.amazon.com/Justice-Juniors-Among-Dragons-ebook/dp/B00CA95AP4


  
Available from Kobo Books at:
store.kobobooks.com/ebook/justice-and-juniors


  
Available from Barnes & Noble at:
www.barnesandnoble.com/w/justice-and-juniors-alma-boykin/1118414531


  A Double-Edged Wish


  Book 3 in the Cat Among Dragons series.


  
Rada Ni Drako soars to a new height—a moment of carelessness brings her crashing down. Rada and her business partner Zabet survive a King-Emperor’s anger, a contract that leads to plague and discovery, and motherhood. But when inattention, famine, and a conspiracy from Earth’s future combine against her, Rada proves once again that there’s nothing so deadly as a cornered cat. Especially one who already lost her soul.



  
A Cat Among Dragons short story collection, including the novella Famine, Fortune, and Justice. 92,000 words.



  
Available from Amazon.com at:
www.amazon.com/Double-Edged-Among-Dragons-ebook/dp/B00FP46K96


  
Available from Kobo Books at:
store.kobobooks.com/ebook/a-double-edged-wish


  
Available from Barnes & Noble at:
www.barnesandnoble.com/w/double-edged-wish-alma-boykin/1118414543


  Promises and Powers


  Short Stories in the Cat Among Dragons series.


  
Don’t threaten a HalfDragon’s family: he’ll change the world in order to protect them. 



  
Alien invasions only exist in bad movies. Earth’s militaries know better. That knowledge forces Joschka Graf von Hohen-Drachenburg to make a choice. Will he remain in hiding, or will he risk losing everything in order to protect his family and House Drachenburg? His decision pulls Rada Ni Drako back into his life. She in turn receives an offer she probably should refuse, from a creature as old as Earth itself. 



  
When the Cat and a HalfDragon join forces, everything changes. 



  
A Cat Among Dragons short story four-pack. 24,000 words.



  
Available from Amazon.com at:
www.amazon.com/Promises-Powers-Cat-Among-Dragons-ebook/dp/B00IOV8L94/


  
Available from Barnes & Noble at:
www.barnesandnoble.com/w/promises-and-powers-alma-boykin/1118759525


  And more…


  
Keep up with all the latest books by Alma T C Boykin on her blog:
AlmaTCBoykin.Wordpress.com


  Colophon


  
This e-book file was produced by
IndieBookLauncher.com.



  
The typeface used for the body text of this book is the default
typeface in your e-reading environment.



  
The typeface used for the chapter headings is Jenson by Adobe.



  
The typeface used for other headings is
UglyQua
by
Manfred Klein.



  
The license for UglyQua allows for commercial use, provided a donation
is made to a charity. Accordingly, a donation of $10 has been made to
Doctors Without Borders (Médecins Sans Frontières), Manfred Klein’s
suggested charity, for the use of UglyQua in this e-book.
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