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“Enough!” Pjtor Adamson Martinson Svendborg roared. Oops. He’d intended to say, not roar, but the din from the council overwhelmed his intentions to stay calm and quiet. The wooden walls of the chamber seemed to bulge outward and Pjtor heard nothing more but whispers of rustling clothes and a few gulps from the nobles.


“Most imperial majesty, forgive us,” one of the older men whispered. The nobles had all dropped to one or both knees, terrified of what might happen next. They’d seen Pjtor angry, had seen the bodies lining the road from Muskava. The Emperor of NovRodi, prince of Muskava, lord of the Sweetwater Sea, anointed by Godown to lead His faithful, was not a man to anger. Pjtor towered over most men of NovRodi, over two meters tall, broad shouldered, with dark hair and lighter brown mustache. Pjtor stood carefully, lest he break the ancient wooden throne of his father and great grandfather.


Far more quietly he repeated his earlier words. “As I said, the new southern holdings are crown land, to be distributed as the crown sees fit. Ten percent will be set aside as tithe land, the rents and income going to support the Holy Church as is right.” He stepped down from the low dais and walked between the still kneeling men. There you are, Tarnoii. Enough is enough. “The church’s share will not be directed to fighting the True Spirits, as they call themselves, nor will the land be given to those most aggressive about rooting the heretics from their lands. Or their neighbors’ lands.” Pjtor leaned over and hissed, “Am I clear, Tarnoii?”


The older man glared up at Pjtor but said only, “You are most clear, Imperial master.”


Pjtor glanced to the back of the council room. Lords Arkmandii and Tabor showed no signs of relief or happiness. Good for you, Pjtor thought. Someday I will have to take steps against the heretics you shelter, but not today. He walked back to his throne, smoothed the hem of his short coat and sat. “You may rise.”


The disposal of the new southern lands had been worrying the court ever since Pjtor had returned from the battles three months ago. Now, with the feast of St. Boris and the deepest part of winter coming, the lords’ thoughts turned to spring and to claiming the vast grasslands to the south of Muskava for themselves. Pjtor had other ideas. They had not fought the Harriers at his side, except for Tabor, Arkmandii, and Alicorn. Tabor and Arkmandii had already assured Pjtor that they did not want any new land for the moment, because they had just finished ripping their current lands free of the Harriers, the unbelieving horse raiders who had plagued NovRodi since before Pjtor’s great grandfather’s time. They knew exactly what the Harriers could do and preferred to wait for the border to shift a little farther before moving their people into the great grass sea, the unplowed wheat land along the Dawn River.


The nobles stood, and stayed quiet, for which Pjtor thanked Godown. Their old-style long robes, long beards, and grey faces irritated him. “Is anyone suffering true dearth yet?”


Lord Nilgal the Younger, nephew of the despised idiot, raised his hand. “My most northern holdings are short of grain and whiteroot, although meat they have in plenty, imperial master.”


“The frost?”


“Yes, Imperial Master, and a hail storm. We received no frost warning, and I doubt it would have helped if we did: grain is harder to shelter than are fruit trees. As it stands, the mirror-talkers do not reach so far into the forests.”


True, and Pjtor doubted they ever would, given the size of the trees in Nilgal’s most northerly territories. The shipbuilders could make an entire mast from one of those enormous trunks, with enough wood left over to build a small house, or so it seemed. He dragged his thoughts back to business. “Speak with Master Boris about supplies from the imperial granary. It is for just such needs. And it will provide food faster than will unplowed lands,” he reminded several people who looked as if they wanted to protest. They subsided, although the ancient Archpriest Tan glared at Pjtor from his stool, a concession to the old man’s age. No, Father, succoring those in need is not a violation of Godown’s will. I asked Godown if He was punishing us with the frost and He spoke not. I will take that to mean no.


Lord Tabor whispered something to Arkmandii, who looked thoughtful. He raised one hand and Pjtor acknowledged him. “Imperial master, pardon the impertinence, but what say you to the rumors about her imperial majesty’s condition?”


Pjtor had been dreading that question. He swallowed hard. Tamsin was a devout daughter of Godown and had tried hard to give him a second son, and had failed. After ten years of marriage and only one living offspring the time had come to separate. “It appears that Godown has closed her womb for reasons known only to Him. Our prayers and pleas have not been answered, and for the good of the lands of NovRodi, she has been released from marriage to retire to a convent as an honored sister, with support for as long as Godown grants her to live.”


She had not been happy with his decision. His sister Strella had not been happy. Pjtor had not been happy either even though he’d never loved Tamsin and was not sure if she had any feelings for him. They shared a bed but nothing more—he remaining outside in the world and she remaining within the sheltered women’s quarters of the Homefold despite his orders that all women of rank could participate in court feasts and other events. Tamsin had born one son, then lost three pregnancies, had given him a daughter who died before taking breath, and lost another pregnancy late enough that the midwife had reported that the child would have been a girl. Pjtor could not wait any longer.


“Please, imperial master, husband, do not set me aside,” she’d pled when he told her. She remained attractive, although not as pretty when he’d married her.


“My lady, Godown has not blessed us with a second son. For the good of the empire I must have at least one more son, lest war tear the land apart after I die.” Or before, as the lords cut each other apart trying to be named heir, or corrupt my son getting into his favor. No.


His sister Strella, standing behind Tamsin, had opened her mouth as if to speak then had closed it again, frowning. He suspected she’d give him a scolding later, as much as she scolded. She’d studied their stepmother and half-sister Sara and did her best to do the opposite of those two harridans. Tamsin, on her knees, had crawled forward, touching his boot-toes with her forehead.


“Please, imperial master, please do not set me aside, please.” She had begun weeping, then sobbing, her tears dropping onto the embroidered felt of his crimson house boots. “Forgive me, please, give me another chance to please you, I beg, in Godown’s name.”


I do not have the luxury, woman. “The needs of NovRodi come before all, and I betray Godown’s trust if I do not do everything in my power to bring peace and stability to the land.”


Strella had nodded, tight lipped, still unhappy. Well, she was a woman, after all.


Pjtor had continued, “A place has been prepared for you at the convent of St. Klara of the Waters.” Tamsin had not spoken, instead sniffing and covering her face with her hands. At least he had not decided to send her to St. Molly’s, but to inflict Sara on her would be too cruel. She had only failed him, not truly displeased him. And St. Klara’s was remote enough that no one would bother her, or come seeking revenge for what her father and brother had done. Pjtor suspected that their sin had turned Godown against Tamsin, but he never said that thought aloud.


He’d left the Homefold after telling Tamsin the news. He preferred his own quarters, located between the Homefold and the public section of the palace. Pjtor walked quickly, no longer having to duck at every doorway now that he and skilled carpenters had raised the tops of the doors outside the Homefold. Servants opened the doors for him, bowing low as he passed. Word traveled faster than even thought, or so it seemed, and he found hot tea and roast pfiggy sausages waiting, the small ones the size of two joints on his smallest finger, along with hot yellow sauce and tart pflum sauce on heavy, dark winter bread. He devoured the light repast, drank the tea and finished it with a thumb-sized glass of spirits of blue apple. Thumb-sized on a normal man, but even so it warmed Pjtor from stomach to hairline. Boris, his aging valet, had seen that the dishes disappeared as soon as Pjtor emptied them. Pjtor had rinsed his hands with warm water and then turned his attention to other matters.


Now, seated on his throne, he wondered what to do about the lords of the council and his need for a fertile wife. As soon as he finished announcing her retirement, several of the bearded men’s eyes narrowed with speculation. Only four of those had daughters of the proper age and still unwed. A few more had female relatives that might be suitable, and Pjtor suddenly dreaded the prospect of the bride show. His mother had selected Tamsin for her connections as well as pliability and appearance. Now that he was of age and ruling in his own right, tradition demanded that Pjtor call for a bride show, a parade of women of proper birth and breeding, from which he would pick one to marry. None of the young women he’d seen were homely, but he did not care for their families as in-laws. I know all too well how that ends. I wonder what would happen if I sent a call to the foreigners’ quarter looking for a wife? Other than civil war, hair pulling, and shrieks from the homefolds that would make even Godown put His hands over His ears? Assuming He has ears. Not smart, although it might be entertaining for him.


“It is a sensitive and serious matter, and the search for a wife is not one to rush.” Not that it would stop the men from shoving girls at him. Maybe ordering the homefolds opened had not been such a good idea.


To Pjtor’s surprise, Lord Tarnoii, nodded and looked relieved. “Indeed, most wise imperial master, it is best to allow a decent period of time for such decisions. Does not Wisdom three, verse eight say, ‘All things in their season, neither rushed nor delayed, for Godown makes all in its proper time. Therefore, my son, do not fret. Can you force the spring into blooming, or stop summer’s heat? No, be patient, wait upon Godown and He will reward you.’ Thanks be to Godown.”


“Thanks be to Godown,” all replied and Pjtor bowed his head. “Ameen.”


After that, no one could argue. Which was just as well, because they had been together for the better part of at least two hours, although it felt longer to Pjtor. He hated sitting still. “Archpriest Tan, if you would dismiss us into Godown’s blessing?”


The ancient priest raised one hand and all bowed, even Pjtor. “Go with Godown’s grace and peace, and may Godown’s wisdom guide you to serve well those entrusted to you. May Godown bless and guard you until you come into His final peace.”


“Ameen.”


By custom Pjtor waited until the last man had bowed, backed to the door, bowed again, and left. Then he stood, always careful not to break the arms of the throne, and fled the council chamber. The stench of unwashed men would only grow worse as the cold days continued. Several of the lords preferred not to use the steam house until after meetings, and Pjtor wanted to hold them in the river until the dirt and Godown-only-knows-what in their hair and beards and clothes washed away. But that would ruin the water. Pjtor stopped by one of the necessary closets and emerged far less rushed than he had been. A service-slave would remove the contents and give them to the man who collected such liquid for the gunpowder makers.


Roasted apples, hot beef broth, and hot black bread with butter and pfeach preserves waited for Pjtor. So did a small pot of the fantastically expensive chokofee he’d grown to love while he was across the White Sea in New Dalfa. Boris took his robes of office and sniffed as usual when he handed Pjtor the shorter eastern-style coat he favored. Boris felt that the shorter length reduced the dignity of the garment’s wearer. As Pjtor ate, a servant tapped three times on the door. A maid opened it, bowed and Pjtor called, “Come in and be seated.”


A second chair appeared and Master Geert Fielders bowed, then sat. He’d already shed his heavy coat and hat, and cupped a mug of tea happily, sighing. “Thank you, my lord. That wind is as cold as the heart of a Hämäl whore.”


“What news?”


“The offers of trading bonuses have interested several partnerships, although the councils,” Geert shrugged. “No two cities can agree on anything unless the Frankonians are at our throats. I suspect more ship builders will come next year, since the masters have graduated a good number but ship orders are steady.” He leaned forward, elbows on knees, and lowered his voice. “And there are rumors that the king of Frankonia remains angry with you, Pjtor Adamson. Very angry indeed.”


“I am not exactly fond of him myself.” Pjtor savored the chokofee and frowned at the memory. Two years ago some Frankonian agents had claimed to be representatives of NovRodi, claiming a ship that did not belong to them. Pjtor had happened to be at that particular dock working on a different vessel as the journeyman Peter McAdams of Hämäl and had called their bluff. Others had beaten up the men, and more workers had caught Frankonian soldiers trying to sneak under the pier and take over the ship in question. The council of New Dalfa had fined Frankonia blood-money for the man the agents assaulted, and had closed the port to Frankonian ships for the next two months, emergencies excepted. Laurence V, or so Pjtor had heard, had protested, fumed, hurled insults and acted like the aging spoiled brat many people took him to be. “But he is on the other side of the sea. The Harriers are on this side, and worry me more.”


“Agreed, my lord.” Geert sat back and ran his hand over his blond beard, a little darker than his white-pale hair. “And my lady wife says if you wish to marry our daughter, you need to wait a while. I warn you, she will want a very nice in-law gift.” Geert winked.


Pjtor laughed for the first time in several days. “Geert, if your daughter turns out to be anything like your wife or your sons, I would find more peace among the Harriers.”


“My lord, Anna has only escaped the nursery once.”


“Thus far. She is only a year old.”


Geert raised his tea mug, smiling and acknowledging the warning.
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The next day, as soon as the clouds thinned enough to let weak winter sunlight into the library, Pjtor went to look at maps. By now the servants knew he did not care to be bothered, and they left him alone. Pjtor disliked reading. He struggled to remember what he’d read, but he could recall pictures well. One of the groups that had travelled south with the armies the past summer had been map makers, who had corrected and updated several depictions of the grass plains. Now Pjtor unfolded one of the new maps and studied it, looking at how far he had yet to go.


Light brown lines marked the current borders of the land both claimed and held by NovRodi. Heavy black showed where the borders had been at the time of the Great Fires, before Godown had punished the Landers for their pride by destroying the great machines, and before the Harriers and their Turklavi masters had driven his people out of the grass plains and into the woods and swamps of the north. He had so far yet to go! Two months’ travel south with the army lay the Sweetwater Sea, the great freshwater lake formed by the Dawn River and other smaller streams. Around it north, east, and west stretched rich grasslands that eventually faded into the forests in the north and northwest. Pjtor looked at the small slice of grassland that his armies now held, a dagger into the heart of the Harriers’ claimed land. They’d taken it but could the men of NovRodi hold it? Pjtor did not dare to believe a “yes” answer, not after what his sister’s lover had failed so spectacularly to accomplish.


They had the river and the lake. To the west of the lake, another river flowed in like a spoke of a wheel, and upstream of that a city, a Lander city, now the central city of the Harriers. No, it is their only city, at least that’s what my father’s agents said. We capture that, clean it out, and we end their power for good. Maybe. The horse warriors fought hard and seemed to strike, then sink into the very earth of the great grass plain. But no longer. No, now he would pay them back. If they stopped raiding, his people could spread back into the rich grain lands, and more people meant a stronger land and a harder task for the Harriers or their distant lords.


And if the Turklavi of the western terror were the same as the Turkowi the Easterners had so badly beaten, well, Pjtor smiled and straightened up, ducking without thinking lest he hit his head on a low ceiling beam. He’d seen the woman warrior, chosen of Godown, who had managed much of that. Without that outside support, the Harriers could not regain the ground they lost, or so Pjtor hoped. “Which means they will fight even harder. Beware the cornered enemy,” Pjtor whispered under his breath. General Green, Captain Anderson, and the man known only as Landis had warned Pjtor of that often enough. Well, he suspected what Strella had done when cornered, and never again did he want to see her with a bloody dagger in one hand and a blood-and-hair smeared turnspit in the other. If she could fight like that, what would the Harriers be like?


I need a son. She would never have had to fight if Sara had not tried to be emperor while Isaac, may his soul rest, and I were young. Not again. I must have another son. Pjtor is strong, but things happen, Godown forbid. Pjtor’s eyes went back to the map and he followed the old border up the western edge of the mountains beside the Cut Sea, the place of boiling water and earth shakes, or so the oldest books claimed. A “rift” they said, although what that meant Pjtor had no idea. Perhaps it was a mis-copying of “ripped,” or an old word for rip. The mountains met the heavy forest in the north and then the great snow shield that he had heard of but that no one living had ever seen. Rivers flowed east from those mountains, and from the forests, into the White Sea. Pjtor looked again at the mouth of the Colrodo River, huge and slow with ice this time of the year. I need a true port there, or to the south, where real ships can come and go. And away from Muskava.


He hated Muskava. The ancient city trapped him, had trapped him twice, and he despised the old men, old ways, and old thinking. The palace felt cramped and close even in summer and by the end of winter he was ready to kill anyone who displeased him. Stout wood and stone walls kept the world outside, protecting, but also penning in. Pjtor preferred the foreign district outside the walls, open and airy with clean gardens and open streets.


First the Harriers, then his city, then trade to the south, send more peasants to settle the west, and clean out the so-called True Spirits and their heresy before Godown struck him for failing to protect the true faith from internal dangers as he guarded it from threats from outside. Pjtor folded the map, checked that the cabinets with dangerous books remained locked, and turned to leave.


As sense of absolute peace and joy built into his mind, and a wave of colors, pale at first, shimmered in front of his eyes. He opened the door and sat on the first bench he found. He could not be afraid as the colors darkened and a faint hint of Godown’s promised peace wrapped his heart and mind. Pjtor felt his body starting to go limp. He closed his eyes. When he opened them again, he remained sitting but could not move. He’d felt more rested after the great battles for the fortress on the Sweetwater Sea. Irritation and anger rose as they did after every spell of Blessed Toni’s fire. Damn it.


Light and fast footsteps came up the hall, followed by heavier boots. “Ah, imperial master, allow your most humble servant,” a woman’s voice said.


“Yes,” he managed. Damn he hated the aftermath of the attacks!


Alsice and a manservant helped him stand, and they walked slowly to his quarters. He dismissed Boris while Alsice and the other servant got him to the bed. “Go, man,” Pjtor ordered and the servant obeyed. Alsice stripped off his boots, opened his coat and shirt, and lightly wiped his face with warm water. He dozed off.


When he woke several hours later, he felt better, the headache had faded, and he found Alsice mending something, probably one of Strella’s dresses. Alsice never wore anything that fancy. She’d been a slave of the Harriers, one of the very few believing women they didn’t kill. Pjtor’s men had freed her from the Harriers and Pjtor had saved her from General Poliko’s rough ways. Pjtor had waited to take her to bed until she was ready, and had been rewarded with a very hard working, attractive, and steady maid and bed warmer. She’d also learned what helped him recover from the attacks. He’d only tumbled her two or three times since their return from the plains, out of deference to Godown’s rules about marriage. But now, perhaps, he should make her his official mistress. That would certainly keep court occupied for the season. The thought made him smile.


But not now. Not until Tamsin was safely divorced and had reached the convent without trouble. The wagons should arrive in a day to take her and her sister-price away. He’d already paid her mother and surviving uncle the bride-price back, since the divorce was because of failure to bear a second child rather than immorality.


Now he needed to meet with his general and admiral and plan. After he slept a little longer.
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The sanctuary of the church of Godown of the Endless Stars remained unchanged from Pjtor’s earliest memories. As the other worshippers filed into the dark, candle-touched space Pjtor bowed to the altar, then performed the six prostrations and three signs of blessing. Without thinking he glanced to his left, but his half-brother no longer stood there. Two years had passed since Isaac’s weak body failed him and his spirit had returned to Godown. Now Pjtor stood alone in the front rank of nobles, facing Archpriest Toman. We need a new archbishop. Old Nikolas had gone to Godown the previous summer, leaving a hole in the administration and authority of Godown’s church. But today, the feast of the Mercy of Godown marking the end of the long winter, was not the time to be making any decisions.


“In Godown’s name, be blessed,” Toman sang, sounding a little weak on the low note to Pjtor’s ear.


Pjtor joined the refrain, “Blessed be God-down.”


“In Godown’s name, seek mercy.”


“Blessed be God-down.”


“In Godown’s name, be blessed.”


“Blessed beeeeeeee God-dooooown.”


The words almost came easily, so long as Pjtor paid attention. He inhaled, breathing deep of the sweet spring incense, eyes on the gilt and silver gates that separated everyone but Godown’s anointed from the instruments of grace. To either side, ornate wooden screens decorated with pictures of the saints and of Godown’s works marked off the holy space, while above rose the dark blue dome of heaven, dotted with more gold and silver to show the stars. It needed more stars, Pjtor decided, to truly match the sky in summer on the plains, so deep he thought he would fall into it.


“—and thanks to Godown, holder of the Sun, maker of the stars, Lord of the endless spaces between worlds.” Pjtor missed the first words and rejoined quietly, lest his voice’s absence be missed. “Blessed be Godown, greater than the stars, wider than the universe, brighter than the brightest stars, merciful maker of all creation, and blessed be His chil—dren.”


Archpriest Toman needed better breath control. Otherwise Pjtor had no problems with the man as a liturgist. Well, Pjtor was not perfect, either, singing voice notwithstanding, and if he did not keep his mind within the walls of Godown of the Endless Stars, he’d cause a problem. Pjtor bowed deeply as one of the secondary priests held up the gold-decorated copy of the Holy Writ. “Behold the word of Godown.”


“Thanks be to God—down.”


“Hear the words of Godown for his children, ‘Godown is my shepherd, I shall need for nothing. I am a shahma of His herd.’” The familiar words came easily to Pjtor’s memory, but he blinked. That was not the usual reading for the feast of Godown’s Mercy. It was an alternate approved text, to be certain, but what was Godown doing? For the next two hours Pjtor listened carefully, attentive and focused. Godown did not speak to him, but then when had Godown spoken directly to anyone since the Great Fires? It was not until he assisted with the instruments of grace that Pjtor caught a possible hint of what Godown desired.


Pjtor rinsed his hands three times in the basin of water, allowed a junior priest to dry them, and then bowed as the gates of grace opened, allowing him and Toman to enter the chamber of holiness. Here they blessed the oil and bread, bowing low and offering thanks as well as asking pardon for any shortcomings before they touched the blessed instruments. Pjtor carried the bread, a large loaf of the finest white bread, wrapped in green, gold, and white layers of cloth. Toman, in green and gold vestments, carried the silver and gilt flask of scented oil. “Behold the visible signs of Godown’s grace and mercy. Come, all ye who labor and Godown will give you rest,” Toman sang.


“Come all who profess Godown as Lord, all who truly love and honor Him. Come as children, equal in Godown’s eyes, come and be blessed,” Pjtor sang.


The congregants, from priests to nobles to soldiers to service-slaves from the palace formed two rows, coming forward in pairs without preference or rank, men and women mixing as they did not do during the rest of the liturgy. They seemed to emerge from the dark shadows and haze of the incense-filled sanctuary, approaching, kneeling to be anointed with oil and served with bread, then rising and disappearing once more. A woman in a plain gown and simple head cover came forward, bowed, and knelt. As the Toman bent to anoint her, Pjtor caught a hint of color around her. His breath caught as the color shifted, almost forming a ring like the crown empress-consorts wore in the early pictures. Toman stepped to the side and Pjtor’s body followed the ritual as his brain scrambled to catch up. He offered the loaf and Alsice took a small piece. The ring of color disappeared and now he could see a plain band of material holding her headdress in place. She bowed and left, giving way to another person.


When over half the congregants had been served, a junior priest took the loaf and Pjtor bowed to the Writ, then joined the line. At the greatest feasts he went last, a reminder that in the end the servant and the emperor both came as equals before Godown. Actually, Pjtor had a suspicion that the servant had it a little easier, because she had less responsibility to Godown for the safety and salvation of other people. Godown gave no man more than He knew they could bear, but as the saying went, some days Pjtor wished that Godown did not trust him so much. But not this day. Today he served by serving, and so he bowed then knelt, feeling the soft touch of oil on his forehead and tasting the sweet, light bread as it melted on his tongue, breaking the fast that had begun at sundown the night before.


The feast of the Mercy of Godown also marked the end of the great winter fasts, the season of dearth and darkness. It would be a while before the first spring foods appeared in large quantities, but they would come. Someday, when we have the south and can grow food there, the winter fasts will no longer be how we keep from starving, Pjtor thought after the benediction, as he walked back through the warm sunshine to the palace. The old books, some of them forbidden to anyone but Pjtor and the priests, talked about the Church putting the winter fasts in place as the “little hunger” in order to prevent a “great hunger.” Well, Pjtor had a great hunger right now, one that physical food alone could fill. And a different hunger, but that he’d learned to curb as well. That was optional. Food, his stomach informed him as servants removed his outdoor boots and offered him soft-soled house boots, was not.


Life is so much better without Sara he thought yet again that afternoon, toying with a precious cup made of plaztik mounted in silver and cat-eye stones. After her confinement in the convent and the demise of her incompetent fool of a lover, Pjtor’s servants had found all sorts of precious treasures in the pair’s quarters, some of which had disappeared from the imperial treasure books or had never been entered. For that alone Pjtor would have killed Grigory again, and he hoped that Godown had kept a detailed list of the lout’s failures. For now, he watched the women talking, listened to the musicians playing quietly at the end of the great feasting chamber, and wondered what next?


Other than the next course, which proved to be several wonderful smoked fish, served with preserved and spiced fish and yard-fowl eggs and a sprinkling of the first spring herbs, raised in protected gardens in the foreign district. Strella, seated beside Pjtor, clasped her hands with glee as the manservant gave her a portion only a little smaller than her brother’s. He preferred meat, but she loved smoked fish and would probably have eaten her weight in it if she could, or so Pjtor teased her. She denied his claims but not too vehemently. Now she brushed the ends of her headcover back out of the way, making certain the soft white and green embroidered material stayed clean, before tucking into the fish. Pjtor did not really savor food, probably because of eating with soldiers and sailors, but the fish tasted good and he liked the squeak and pop of the fish eggs as his teeth closed on them. Everyone ate happily, even those who usually preferred finer dishes. Compared to the last month’s meals, this was a fine dish indeed. The yard birds had just started laying again. At the end of the long tables stretching away from his, he noticed Tabor inspecting the dish carefully before eating, and wondered why. Oh, because the heretics drowned themselves, that was it, and rumor had it that their supporters tended to avoid fish for several weeks after.


Strella leaned over and murmured, “Tabor’s wife was terribly sick last summer. A cook did not know how to tell if a river fish was still fresh, and she got the purging flux, so bad she gave birth early. He’s been nervous around fish since he came back and heard the news.”


“Ah. Thank you, I can see why he would be concerned.” No one in their right mind ate much meat in summer for that very reason.


Pjtor finished his portion and sat back, drinking a light winterberry spirit and watching the women of court. They adapted much faster to his new rules than most of the men did, and he noticed a few greybeards glaring, or doing their best to ignore the women seated around them. I wonder what Tarnoii would say about the women of the Sea Republics? Probably flee, especially if one of the professional woman approached him or was at dinner with him. One of Pjtor’s first orders after coming into his own had been to open the homefolds, allowing any woman of sufficient rank to attend social functions. It was not new, despite what Tarnoii and others complained, but going back to the ways before the Harriers, when women had mixed with men. Strella enjoyed it, so did others, but some women did not. Pjtor would not require them to attend, just encouraged it, and welcomed the very few foreign women who accompanied their husbands to full events and fairs. Granted, that was in part because their fashions allowed him to enjoy their charms without being obvious about it. The long, high-collared underdress and overdress of the NovRodi women left everything to the imagination. It was graceful and practical, but Pjtor preferred a more detailed view.


The men’s robes bothered him even more, especially in winter. Robes and beards, both long and flowing and all too often dirty with only Godown knew what living in them. Supposedly Godown had ordered men to grow long beards as a sign of their manliness and dedication to Him, but Pjtor had yet to find that passage of scripture. And Godown said nothing about not bathing in summer or not using the steam bath in winter. Something else Pjtor would change, and soon. He was just as happy that Archpriest Tan was too frail to come to the end of season feast this year. The cleric refused to bathe in winter or to use the steam bath during fasts, and he never cleaned what few teeth remained in his head. Pjtor could no longer tolerate the man standing close beside him.


But he was absent tonight, the food was good, the company acceptable, and he did not need to remember anything or to keep his thoughts from wandering. Although, he thought as he sat back, allowing the metal plate to disappear and be replaced with a smaller “plate” made of dark, honey spice bread containing spiced dried fruit, the wall hangings needed to be removed or replaced. They’d been there since he could first recall using the great dining hall for fighting lessons as a small boy, and the two closest to the old hearth could barely be told from the wall, they had darkened so much. Thanks be to Godown that clay and ceramic stoves had been rediscovered not long after the flight from the Harriers. Was that rumor true, about some people who had lost even basic civilization and had become no better than animals with fire? Probably not. He ate the fruit, drank the rest of the spirit and the light tea that followed, and chewed the dense, spicy bread plate.


Strella had no shame and let her enjoyment of the food show. He smiled as she gnawed a corner of the bread-plate. Dignity did not trouble her over-much, but then after this much food and spirits, even Lord Tabor had relaxed and seemed on the verge of smiling, perhaps. This was far, far better than Sara’s banquets, although Pjtor had to admit that he’d enjoyed watching the lords in her court knife each other verbally. He’d learned a great deal at this table, and had used all of it against Sara and her allies. But that was then, and Godown willing, he’d never have to deal with another uprising against himself.


The next morning Pjtor drilled with his soldiers in the cold morning air, rode out of the city and back, and then went to the imperial work room, a sort of combined small audience chamber and library not far from the main council chamber. A stack of papers waited for him, along with a monk. Pjtor wished for an instant that Geert had come, but there were limits to what Pjtor could ask of the man from New Dalfa, across the sea. Church matters lay outside those limits.


The monk bowed and Pjtor gestured for him to return to his seat. He was present to answer questions and to pray. Pjtor had already prayed, but offered another quick private invitation for Godown to send him wisdom, a sign, or both. The papers held the names of those priests the church council believed were capable of serving as archbishop and as archpriests. The previous winter had seen a wave of deaths and retirements and Pjtor wondered if Godown were taking a harvest in order to prepare the field for a new crop. Mysterious are the ways of Godown, who orders all things for good for those who follow Him. Blessed be Godown. Although not a member of the clergy per se, as emperor of NovRodi Pjtor held a great deal of authority within and over the church, and had been consecrated in ways similar to a deacon or junior priest. Grant me wisdom, please, Godown, or at least keep me from losing my temper. It was best to give Godown at least one easy option, Pjtor had long ago decided.


Two time candles had burned down before Pjtor finished reading and considering the men named by the council. To his mild dismay he liked only two, and one of those was being raised to archpriest, and thus was not a candidate for archbishop yet. He’d set aside two of the episcopal nominations easily: Archpriest Tarn was too old and ill, and Bishop Melchior of Wendland held views that edged too close to the heretics’ theology for Pjtor to be comfortable elevating him to head of the church in NovRodi. The man had a fine reputation for personal piety and as a good shahma-herd for his flocks, but Pjtor could not risk offending Godown. If he came back to the reforms instituted by Archbishop Nikolas and the council, then Pjtor would elevate him in an instant. That left four episcopal candidates: Archpriest Rudy of Muskava, Archpriest Thomas of White Rocks in the far north, both heads of monastic groups, and Bishops Adam of Westering and Robert of Marshton.


Something about Thomas of White Rocks set of a warning in Pjtor’s mind, but he could not recall quite what. Was it Father Thomas or something else? Pjtor let his eyes droop half closed and started humming under his breath. Music helped him remember things. He’d gotten to a second tune before a picture came to mind of a woman and child tied up and laid on a pile of wood, a priest ready to light the fire. That was it! Three Rivers parish looked to White Rocks and Bishop Josko for guidance. Pjtor and his men had arrived at Three Rivers barely in time to save a woman and her son from being burned alive because the priest claimed they’d prejudiced Godown against the community and Godown had killed the crops in revenge. Pjtor had seen justice done, but even three years later had not heard an explanation for how things had gone so wrong. They’d found two other towns in the far north with priests almost as ignorant, leading to a major discussion about training and the quality of men entering the priesthood and monasteries. Pjtor uncapped the ink jar, confirmed that it was thawed and mixed, and made notes on a separate page. The archpriest from White Rocks might be an exception, but his former bishop had failed at least once, and Pjtor could not risk that kind of failure in Muskava. That bumped Thomas to fourth place.


Archpriest Rudy also bothered Pjtor, but that had to do with his voice more than anything. Rudy sang with poor tone quality. Godown did not care so long as the celebrant’s heart were pure and his intentions were proper, but Pjtor suffered from a good ear and superb sense of pitch. Rudy’s liturgical performance grated Pjtor’s nerves. He also had a few odd beliefs about bathing and fasts, but Pjtor could ignore that, most of the time. That was for Rudy’s colleagues to deal with, and Pjtor made an additional note to ask the council to “give him guidance” on the Holy Writ’s texts on bodily fasts. Fleas and lice are not signs of holiness, not in any thing that I have read or heard. Pjtor placed Rudy as third.


Pjtor knew nothing about the two bishops that would dispose him to oppose their nomination as Archbishop. For that matter, Robert of Marshton might as well have been a creation of some history writer, because Pjtor had never laid eyes on the man. He served a parish on the edge of the White Sea, where one of the smaller rivers had a hundred mouths that emptied through a great swampy marshy area into the sea, an area rich in birds and bugs and fish. As Pjtor thought about it, it was the southernmost parish district, surviving only because even the Harriers avoided the place, probably because you couldn’t ride through it on raids. You had to travel by flat-bottomed boat much of the time. The marsh people tended to be traditionalists, loyal to Godown and the emperor, and preferred to be left alone. The nobles from that area were few and, well, odd. Pjtor thought about Lord Martin Borislov and his memory produced a picture of a wading bird. He bit his tongue to keep from chuckling, but the image fit. Martin’s legs seemed to stretch for most of his two meters of height, and his red-brown hair stood up like a storch’s crown-feathers. Lord Martin came to Muskava only when forced and left as fast as possible. After some thought, Pjtor named Bishop Robert of Marshton as first choice and Adam of Westering as second.


The monk seemed as happy to accept the lists and pages back, bow, and return to the chambers of the church council as Pjtor was to dismiss him. Pjtor stopped by a necessary and went to his chambers. Food arrived and he inhaled it as he read the latest messages, then sent a servant to Strella, asking her to meet with him in the library.


He looked at a map as he waited for her. Trouble came from the south and west. How could he hold the south with so few people? He needed men—women too but especially men. Godown might select one woman as His chosen war leader, but Pjtor did not have that power or judgment. The Harriers would attack come spring, that everyone knew. And Pjtor knew that a long supply line and a few men in the fort at the end of it would never last against the Harriers. “I have to hit them so hard and so terribly that they never recover. How?”


“Use your fist, honored brother?” He straightened up, closed the map and turned around to see Strella bowing.


“You may rise, and my fist does not reach that far. Not yet at least. I would have less success than sending children to catch the mound-rats Lord Arkmandii complains of.”


She smiled. Strella was pretty with a round face, small pink lips, a nice nose, and light brown hair that she kept covered in the traditional way. She wore a plain white underdress with a touch of light blue sewn on the tight cuffs, a sleeveless overdress in light brown embroidered with darker brown and blue, and some kind of lace-like stuff around the square neckline. Her mind was far less traditional than her clothes, and Pjtor respected her knowledge of domestic matters and management. “How may I serve, my lord?”


He walked over to the wall by the window and leaned against it, shoulders against the cool, pale wood of the wall. He crossed his arms. “You can tell me how greatly my taking Alsice as my mistress, if she is willing, would upset the Homefold.”


Strella’s eyes narrowed and she pursed her lips. “Hmm. Permission to speak freely, brother.”


That’s interesting, usually she just gives me a piece of her mind. “Speak.”


“Not greatly at all, brother. In truth, it would be easier in some ways if you did, because her position is awkward. She is not a service-slave nor a regular servant, but she’s not quite one of the noble ladies, either. She has good basic skills for managing things, just not on the scale of the palace, and she managed to calm down a spat between two of the ladies last week. She’s—well, for lack of a better world, calm, honored brother. No one can stay too upset around her, and she has not lost her temper yet that I know of.”


That was good to know. “What problems would it raise?”


“Oh, gossip, some reorganization of the service-slaves, but we probably needed to do that anyway. Half of them are getting too old to truly serve and need to be pensioned out. If anything, brother, and forgive me if I go too far, but I would take her as mistress and train her to wife. If she bears you a son, marry her. There are no safe daughters to marry right now.”


Pjtor closed his mouth, recovering from surprise at her words. None? What in the name of shahma does she mean? There’s at least three that seem to appear every time I turn around. “What do you mean by safe?”


Strella walked back and forth between the table and the closest book case before answering. She counted off on her fingers. “Tabor’s daughter is too young. Arkmandii’s daughter is spoken for, and by a non-heretic. You can’t marry Nilgal’s daughter even if she were of age.”


“No, I can’t. That would,” he shook his head, “no. She’d probably knife me in my sleep.”


Strella shrugged. “There are ways to prevent that, but you’d gain too many enemies and start rumors that you executed Nilgal just to get her, like someone out of a bad story.”


Pjtor tried to recall who else had eligible female offspring. No one that he could trust as a father-in-law, and the others either had sons or the daughters were too young. “Geert Fielder already said his wife wants a very high bride price for Anne.”


Strella snorted. “I can imagine. And there is that, honored brother: you cannot marry a foreigner.”


He’d never considered it, but she did have a point, at least for the moment. “It might be entertaining if I mentioned that I was considering it.”


A firm head shake and foot stomp met his words. “Fun in what way? Watching the daggers, literal as well as verbal, come out against the foreign women? The suffering the poor girls would go through at the bride show? No. I remember hearing from one of the dowager sisters what happened to mother’s grandmother.”


“What did happen?”


“She was not sick, and was not struck by Godown. Lord Mornovi’s wife was one of the dressing women, and she and her maids tight-laced the candidates they disliked. Two fainted, including great-grandmother, because they could not breathe. The other girl was sent to a convent in the north by her family as punishment for disgracing them.”


Pjtor stroked his mustache and frowned. “No, that is not funny.” He nodded. “Then a month after Tamsin takes vows, I will raise Alsice to mistress, if she agrees.”


Strella tipped her head to the side. “Why ask her?”


“Because a wise woman in New Dalfa warned me never to impose myself on women. She had a point.” He squirmed a little at the memory. “And I still do not want to get knifed in bed. Or to find that she’s embroidered rude words into my shirt or something.”


“Oh, you noticed that too? I thought it rather clever of the girl, getting even with Karliniov’s son without being obvious.”


Since young Karlinov probably could not read, it was a good idea, Pjtor had thought at the time he’d first seen the shirt and coat. Now he wondered how the sewing master’s girl had learned to read and write. “So I will invite Alsice to become my mistress this summer, and we will see what transpires.”


She shook her head. “After the summer, brother. If something goes wrong, people will not say that Godown in punishing you for taking her to bed.”


I do not care what people think about who I sleep with. Except the church does, and the new archbishop will not have had time to lose support yet. Although he should realize the need for an heir. Well, just because she wasn’t his official mistress didn’t mean he couldn’t tumble her a little more often. Once more he wondered how Strella knew about such things. Well, she’d probably learned from watching what transpired in the Homefold during Sara’s tenure. “After summer.”



[image: * * *]



The next day Pjtor met with General Boris Poliko, Captain Thomas Anderson, Admiral Paulson and General Franklin Green. Landis attended as well, listening, dark eyes watching from over the scarf he always wore to cover the scars the Harriers left. Maps overflowed the table in the center of the room. “I anticipate trouble,” Pjtor stated.


“So does everyone else, imperial majesty,” Green sighed. “We have to expand our holdings, start fortifying the southern roads, and make certain that the bastards can’t retake what we retook.”


“I want the army to go south as soon as possible and push, hard, to the west and around the lake that feeds the Sweetwater Sea. Not capture the Harrier city unless Godown grants us a sign, but push the heretics farther away from what we hold.” He spread his fingers across the map, then pulled them in a little. He couldn’t take and hold that much territory.


“What about the western edges, imperial majesty?” Green pointed with the stem of his unlit pipe at Tabor’s lands. “If the Harriers attack here, and hit hard enough, they could cut us off here.” He gestured to an area well north of the Sweetwater Sea, a few days ride from the settlements south of Muskava.


Let them kill Tabor’s heretics and Godown will claim His own, Pjtor thought. But the heretics do pay taxes, and they do stand in the way between us and the Harriers. I do not want a repetition of my first encounter with the Harriers, not after executing for Grigory for allowing them to get so close among other things. “Tabor has arms and should be anticipating an attack, since they worry him every year. Should we divide the army, I think we will lose everything.”


Captain Anderson, the old retired soldier from the Sea Republics, grunted. “Aye.” He rubbed beside his nose. “But we may well lose the fort on the lake either way. It is too easy to starve out, or to catch from the water side, now they know how we did it. Granted, the Harriers do not have kettle guns, not yet. But the Turklavi might, and they may decide to turn their attention this way, to this side of the Split Sea. Godown forefend,” he added quickly. A flurry of blessing signs and saints’ signs followed his words.


Pjtor straightened up, and paced a little. He needed to move, to be out, to get away from the walls. Anderson and the others said he was impatient. No, he was trying to make up for his half-sister’s follies. And he had wood-working projects he needed to start, wanted to start. That new lathe he’d rigged up might work on the— Pjtor dragged his mind back to the summer’s plans. “Fine. Give me two plans, gentlemen. One for holding only, keeping the road and the fort, possibly expanding both, and scouting. And one for pushing out, expanding the, no, expanding here.” He ran a finger along a valley where a major stream crossed the south road before flowing into the Dawn River. “For setting up a secondary defense line here. And moving people in to settle behind, with one of those earthen border lines that book shows, um, what was it?” He started humming a little.


“Suveroff’s fortifications, imperial master?” General Poliko offered. “The one that we have half of?”


“Yes, that’s it. Thank you, Poliko.”


The men looked at each other. Admiral Paulson nodded. “And continue with the naval plans, imperial majesty?”


“Yes, oh yes.”


Ships, he would have ships and a port and a new city. And ships to sail the world, ships fit for an emperor.
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Pjtor shook with anger, hands clenched into fists. The red haze came over his vision and he took a deep breath, about to roar. How could they, how dare they, he had left specific instructions, he would have them flogged with the five-tailed whip as a warning to all the other service-slaves that— His thoughts tumbled into incoherent fury.


“Oh, what if—? Perhaps, imperial master, if they lifted this corner of the roof?” Alsice had dismounted from her little horse and picked her way around the corner of the collapsed boat-shed. “Yes, imperial master, if they raise this side, carefully, they can slide the, ah, hmmm.” She backed out of his way as Pjtor stormed down to see for himself. Geert Fielders followed at a safe and respectful distance.


Pjtor had gone to the manor farm at Hornand for the first part of summer, to get away from Muskava and to see about his favorite boat, the little sailing craft called Swift One. He’d brought Alsice and Master Fielders as well as his usual personal servants, and soldiers and couriers. The emperor of NovRodi could no longer disappear into the countryside as the emperor-in-name-only had once done. Now Pjtor fumed at the destruction someone’s carelessness had caused. The special shed for Swift One had collapsed under the weight of snow and storms, and none of the servants had thought to try and rescue Pjtor’s personal sailboat. He wanted to kill them all for destroying his favorite thing. He should, to teach the others not to take his mercy for granted.


“She’s right, Pjtor Adamson,” Geert called from the other side of the wooden structure. “The main posts held, and the boat looks intact. You’d stepped the mast down, hadn’t you?”


“Of course,” Pjtor snapped. He unclenched his fists and took another deep breath, this to keep from smashing through the wooden remains to get to the craft.


“By your leave, imperial master?” Alsice asked, kilting up her sturdy, plain skirt and giving him a nice view of her legs. “I can fit inside and see if it is so bad as it seems.”


“Go.” He should not have been sending a woman, but just then he did not trust any of the servants or service-slaves cowering at the top of the slope. She crouched down, wiggling through the open side of the boat shed, the side facing the riverbank. Geert finished his inspection of the far side of the shed and rejoined Pjtor. He stayed quiet, looking at the river and then up at the horses and farm staff. “Well?”


“The uphill gave way,” he tipped his hand back, “pulled the downhill side loose, then it all settled, but not on top of Swift One, my lord. Or so it looks. Someone neglected to dig drains around the shed, or so I’d guess.”


Well, yes, because we don’t build near water the way the people from the Sea Republics do, so they never thought about that. The people of NovRodi built away from water, because . . . Why? Pjtor thought hard. They just didn’t, except there had to be a reason. What was it? “Because building near water is bad, not ‘tempting Godown’ bad but risky, since Godown sent fire once and may send water next time, and because water is uncanny. Strange things happen near water.”


Geert’s pale eyebrows rose to touch the bottom of his broad-brimmed hat. “I’ll say, my lord. Remember the fishwife, the brewer, and his doxy?”


Pjtor found himself grinning despite his anger. “How could I forget? Especially after the fishwife called in St. Gimple and St. Alice to witness for her. That was bold.” He’d never quite understood exactly what triggered the fight, but the ancient woman had a deadly aim with rotten fish. She had launched two at the brewer’s regular whore and had hit the woman square on her rather impressive—


“Imperial master?” A hand waved out of a gap between two of the wall boards. “Imperial master, it is as Master Fielders says. If the men lift the front, carefully, the ship seems intact, as best I can tell.”


“Good. Come out.”


She emerged, lowered her skirts, and joined the men. Alsice had taken Pjtor’s orders to act as a free woman to heart, and while obedient and respectful, she did not defer excessively. He liked that. He also liked her practical turn of mind, and a number of other bits of her as well. She could barely ride a horse, but that would improve, and well, most women of rank rode inside enclosed wagons for protection. Alsice’s reaction to that suggestion had been, according to rumor, blunt, terse, and drew on vocabulary she’d picked up from the army. Pjtor found the tale too charming to question. Now she waited at a respectful distance, watching the men.


“Do you think any of the servants have died of fright yet, Pjtor Adamson?”


Pjtor snorted. “If so they were probably overdue for pensioning off.” Or for having their contracts sold, he growled. The service-slaves served for a set period in order to repay their debt for food and shelter. Within that time span, they could have their contracts sub-let or sold to other owners, although the church had firm words for people who abused that law, meaning it was done, just quietly, Pjtor knew. He’d not done it, yet. Alsice had almost ended up a service-slave, except for having been claimed as war loot by Gen. Poliko. She remained a servant of sorts, which was another reason to bring her with him. That and Pjtor hated the disturbances that came when he bedded a maid or service-slave and she tried to use his favor to get out of work or to pull rank among the other servants. Strella had bent his ears a few too many times about the chaos that ensued for him to forget her warnings. “You, and you,” he called, pointing to two of the sturdier-looking men. “Get some of the men and come back with lift-poles and rope.” The touched their foreheads to the ground and fled. “The rest of you, what are you waiting for?”


A mad scramble ensued, followed by the appearance of a very nice meal. Alsice served the men, then ate almost as heartily. She’d put on a little flesh since her rescue, and curved in all the right places and ways. And she seemed interested in Pjtor’s own interests, unlike Tamsin and almost every other woman he’d met.


Well, first came the boat, then summer’s wars and a few other things. He would have to return to Muskava in order to accept the fur and gold tribute, and to attend the anointing of the new archbishop. How long did it take the leaders of the church to select someone? Granted, they were as worried about the reforms and the heretics as he was, probably more so, but still. Two months should have been enough prayer and contemplation. Pjtor gulped the mintwater, a sort of summer tea, and watched the light dancing on the Drow River. The sun felt like a blessing, warm and welcome on his shoulders and back, balanced by a touch of breeze. Down the long-grassy bank of the river, a flash of silver and darting movement caught his attention. A fish jumped, landing with a splash that made Alsice giggle. “Someday you will have to see the flying fish,” Geert said, winking at Pjtor.


Alsice blinked light green eyes at Geert. “Truly, Master Fielders?”


He raised one hand, as if making a vow. “Truly. They are in the southern waters and leap from the water, soaring behind ships, then dropping into the water, sploosh,” he mimicked the movement with the hand. “Blue and silver with little blue-grey wing-fins.”


“Aye,” Pjtor grunted, affecting a Dalfan accent. “And in stormy weather, if there’s rain and wind enough, they fly beside the ships for half a glass or more of time. The rain lets them breathe and the wind helps them stay aloft.” And women with tails instead of legs wave at sailors from floating rocks, too. Or so Michael Looven swears he heard from a sailor he trusts. Which shows what happens when you trust a sailor.


“Nay, Pjtor Adamson,” Geert protested. “Not so long. A quarter to half a glass, not a full turn of the glass.” He shook his head, then added, “Unless a wave has turned your ship upside-down and Godown’s letting St. Issa tease you.”


Alsice looked from one man to the other, confusion and suspicion both on her features, torn between believing them and the growing sense that they were having fun at her expense. “Perhaps, imperial master, Master Fielders, Godown will grant for me to see with my own eyes these flying fish.”


“All things are possible if Godown wills,” Geert intoned.


“Ameen,” the others intoned in response.


By later afternoon the servants and peasants had lifted the shed off the boat. Pjtor rolled up his pants legs and supervised the careful removal of the little boat from the shed, then stood in the very chilly river and pulled one of the ropes guiding the small craft around to the improvised dark wooden dock. The other dock had washed away with the spring rush, as usual. It had been two years since he’d been able to come out to Hornand and sail, and as he and Geert suspected, the boat leaked, but not as badly as he’d feared. He’d already ordered new sails and rigging because mees always got into the sails unless you locked them in metal boxes. Alsice had brought sewing with her in her saddle bags and worked on something up on the bank as the men inspected Swift One. Pjtor looked at the woodwork and frowned, shaking his head. “I cannot believe I did that.” He crouched lower and inspected the uneven plank and the patched knothole. “Ugh. Master Van Daam would beat me with that stick of his and make me sharpen tools and plane wood for a week.”


“Aye, my lord, and then assign you to teaching tow packing and proper blending of tars for another week.” Geert shook his head. “A few more years and you will have seasoned wood enough for good, stout ships that last. But that takes time.”


I don’t want to wait three years. I don’t have three years. Maybe in the future, but not now. Pjtor wanted the boat repaired yesterday, wanted his navy built yesterday, wondered again why other people could not see and keep up with his needs. He swore under his breath and patted around in his tool-chest until he found what he needed and resumed work. The peasants had the tar-pot ready and he started the messy, smelly, and vital job of stuffing the smaller leaks with tarry bits of unwound rope, filling in where the wood had warped or shifted. They had not found any rotten spots yet, but he knew how to mend those too. He just did not want to do it. He wanted to be on the river, sailing.


He was tired enough that night he did not call Alsice to his bed. She’d retired early, pleading “woman’s things” and he considered asking what, then changed his mind. Some concerns belonged to women, some to men, and Godown had made them separate for reasons best left unquestioned.


Two days of hard work followed by a Holy Day left Pjtor vibrating with the need to go sailing. The weather behaved, with a light wind from the north to push him upstream and the current still strong enough to bring him back. He and Geert went out, and Pjtor managed not to tip Swift One over and did not get hit by the boom, although it came close. They sailed into Lake Morava, tacked back and forth, then docked. Pjtor almost relaunched the boat before he remembered not to jump ashore. What one could do from one of the heavy gunships did not work so well with a light sailing craft. He heard his first sailing instructor, a retired sailor named Gerald Allen, growling, “For every push there is a back-push. You jump forward and she’ll slide backwards, and you’ll take a bath, Pjtor Adamson.” And he had, twice in fact. The lake was still cold this early in the summer, and Pjtor did not care to repeat the experience.


He enjoyed eight days of drilling with his soldiers and messing about in the boat before the first couriers came from Muskava and the army. As when Pjtor had been a few years younger, Geert sat in the room reading a book or answering his own correspondence as Pjtor read the dispatches and messages. Strella passed on news from court, young Pjtor’s latest progress with his lessons, and news from the Homefold in Muskava, including rumors of a new problem within the church, this related to the monasteries. Pjtor started to growl and changed it into a cough. He stood and walked over to the stove, shook out and loosened his hands, then returned to the desk. “Where in the Holy Writ does it encourage every able-bodied male to take monastic orders?”


Geert blinked and took his long-stemmed pipe out of his mouth. “Nowhere, my lord, as best I can recall, but I’m not a scholar of the Writ.”


Pjtor could not think of any place, either. Calls to piety, and to charity, and to seek the will of Godown and to obey His teachings, yes, and warnings about the wages of sin and of bad behavior, and of not doing one’s best to serve Godown in whatever capacity He had given to a person, and of the roles of men and women, and the spiritual equality of all, but nothing about healthy young men taking up lives of not working. Well, not necessarily not working, but of withdrawing from their duties to NovRodi. He needed soldiers and farmers, and had precious few of both, in part because of the Harriers’ raids, and in part because of the monasteries. “There are no monks in the Sea Republics, are there?”


“No, my lord, nor in the eastern empire and none in the Thumb. Men enter the priesthood, and women join communities of the Sisters of Service, but there are no monasteries such as are found here. I’ve heard, ah—” he stopped.


“Yes?”


The tall, pale man shifted in his seat. “That is, I’ve heard that at the time of the Great Fires, there were a very few groups of men and women who sought to live outside of society, either for religious reasons or other causes, but they all disappeared after the Fires, either pulled into society or killed off in the chaos. But that is second hand at best, my lord, from someone who had a relative who worked in one of the libraries and archives in Aa’sterdee.”


Pjtor’s mind shied away from the thought of monasteries and convents that had been destroyed in the Great Fires. They must all have been heretics, or they would have been sheltered by Godown. Yes, that made sense. A monastery of heretics? Ugh, Pjtor could imagine what sort of punishment Godown would inflict on him if tolerated such a thing. Hmm, how do you tell a true calling from someone taking advantage to avoid family or other duties? Women are not supposed to enter the convent until they’ve born a child, preferably three, with a few exceptions like Sara. But why not men?


He must have spoken, because Geert snorted and chuckled. “Because it is far, far easier for us to sire offspring than it is for women to bear them. Can you imagine what the young men would do if the church said they had to get at least two women with child before they could enter the clergy? How many would have sudden attacks of vocations, and then just as suddenly decide that they’d been in error?”


Pjtor studied the ceiling beams, taking careful note of the patterns painted on the spaces between the rafters. Since he had the right to bed almost any woman he chose, a right that he’d not really taken full advantage of, Pjtor could easily imagine the trouble that might ensue. Might? Would ensue, with men convincing girls that they were really doing Godown’s will by laying together and the fathers who could not really challenge because who is to say what Godown speaks into another’s heart? No. Absolutely not. “Godown preserve us from that very idea.”


“Selah.”


He’d need to find someone who could go through the oldest records, from the few scraps salvaged after both the Great Fires and the Harriers, and see what they could find. It might be that he had no way to stop men from entering the monasteries. But Pjtor suspected that Godown would not frown too harshly on weeding out the few who lacked a true vocation.


He returned to work, breaking only for the midday meal. Pjtor hated the work of governing, but he forced himself to go over everything. Then he suffered no guilt when he ignored it the next day or five. He noted another report from Strella, this one about the household of the palace and the estimated date of the arrival of the fur and gold gift. Pjtor read the army reports with greater care, going slowly to make certain he understood everything. He was not truly a soldier, could not be. He’d fought and been blooded but until he had another heir, preferably two, he dared not risk going into battle again. That had been pounded into his head over the winter by Anderson, Paulson, Green, and less firmly by Geert. “At least wait until your son is old enough to escape the summer flux and the winter cough, my lord. Or your women may hand him over for you to care for, with both ends running and no clean clothes.” Pjtor had no idea what one did with a sick child, or how to clean up after one, and decided that he’d rather not know.


He sat back and glared at the ceiling, angry at the army and the Harriers and the weather and everything. “Blast it, that’s not supposed to happen.”


“The Harriers arrived with cannon, warhorses, and a flying machine?”


Thanks be for none of the list, Pjtor thought with a grimace. “No. Dry storms, grass fire, and the Dawn is running low this year, so they cannot bring as much by ship as planned. And some of the former Chosen Guards have abandoned the frontier forts and joined the Harriers, or so it seems. None have been heard from since they headed south.”


Geert took a deep breath, then exhaled slowly. “They abandoned their families.”


“Yes. Some of the women took other men as husbands after petitioning for release from vows. The local priest did not object.” Pjtor knew why: the women could not support their assigned lands and families without men, and the garrisons had more men than women. Plus any man who converted to the worship of Selkow lost all rights under the law, including marriage right. Pjtor made a note that any who were found were to be executed. They’d betrayed his trust once: they’d not be given a second chance.


The earth-wall was well underway, but the horse soldiers were having trouble finding fodder, and as feared, the long supply line to the fortress on the lake upstream of the Sweetwater Sea meant that they had difficulty keeping the men fed, clothed, and armed. The Harriers seemed to be shadowing the army supply trains, picking off one or two wagons at a time, trying to kill the oxen. Without oxen they could not move the wagons and had to abandon them, destroying whatever could not be loaded onto the other vehicles. They’re trying to bleed the army to death just as they’ve bled NovRodi for hundreds of years. And the men of NovRodi could not fight the Harriers using their own tactics, that the foreigners now serving Pjtor all averred, and Pjtor knew from experience. They had to take land and hold land, denying the Harriers’ access to the enormous pasture that was the southern grass plains. Once they could grow more food and feed more beasts and people, he’d have more men for the army and his navy, and could push the Harriers that much harder.


It all took time and he had no time. Pjtor wanted it done years ago, it should have been done years ago except they’d lost a decade to Sara’s foolishness. And he needed a son. Well, that he was working on, and a most pleasant exercise it was indeed. With that thought he returned to the last of the messages.
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Just before midsummer he returned to Muskava, along with Geert. Alsice remained at Hornand. She had been feeling ill in the mornings, and begged permission not to travel just then. He granted her request, in case her sickness was not simply from bad food or unfamiliar water. The crops along the road to the capital seemed in good condition, the heads of grain swelling and fading from deep green to rich gold as they should, and no hail yet. The calf, foal, and lamb crop also seemed good, and Pjtor took it as a sign that Godown was pleased with his efforts so far. His good mood faltered a bit as they passed one of the gibbets, now empty, where the last of the Chosen Guard and the rebel lords had been hung. Well, Godown willing that had been the final rebellion against Pjtor. Geert took his leave before they entered the first gate, going to his own residence in the foreigners’ district. Pjtor sent him off and rode into the city, taking the salutes from the soldiers watching the road. In theory, no enemy lurked close enough to cause trouble. Grigory had thought that as well, until a bloodied and furious Pjtor had burst into a banquet, turned the table over into Sara’s lap and had informed them of a Harrier raid within sight of the city walls.


Two layers of storm-silvered wood and grey stone encircled the city of Muskava, while rivers on two sides helped keep the water sweet and attackers distant. Distant most of the time, Pjtor thought with a grimace of memory— in Pjtor’s great grandfather’s time the Harriers had attacked the city and been driven off after getting almost to the palace. The outer wooden walls stood on stone, dirt formed a solid barrier between the outer and inner wall, and offset gates forced any attackers to slow and gave the defenders a chance to rain arrows, rocks, and less gentle things down on their heads. But if an attacker got inside the wall . . . Well, Pjtor sighed, he’d lose most of the city. Wooden houses and churches burned very easily, and the roads offered no good way to stop the attackers. Now that he knew what to look for, he could see the faint traces of the original Lander settlement in the straight streets and open squares. Wall Street had once been a wall before Muskava grew south, away from the rivers, and a trace of the old ditch remained “outside” the old wall. At the north end sat the palace fortress, still on Lander foundations now hidden underground.


As he rode, Pjtor looked around. The people seemed well, what he could see as they fell on their knees or bowed so low their noses almost touched their knees as he passed. No one had accosted him crying for—


“Oh great imperial master, hear the pleas of your miserable servant,” a woman in patched clothes begged. She knelt in the roadway, not exactly in the middle but still in the line of traffic, her hands upraised. He slowed the horse, then stopped.


“What is your cry, child of Godown?” I hope it is nothing complicated. I’m not in the mood.


“Oh merciful imperial master, my husband died in the winter. His brother seeks to reclaim my widow’s portion, leaving me with nothing for my son and two daughters.”


“What are the ages of your children?”


“Eight, three, and one, imperial master.”


Pjtor stroked his mustache and frowned. “Who was your husband and of what church do you belong?”


“Ivan Borislov, imperial master, and St. Landis-on-the-Market.”


A courier had been riding with Pjtor and Pjtor turned in the saddle, beckoning the boy. “Can you read and write?”


“Yes, imperial master.”


A servant brought Pjtor’s saddle kit and he scrawled a quick note to the priest at St. Landis. “Take this, and the woman, to St. Landis-on-the-Market. If the priest is away, find him or his superior, give him this message, and stay until he agrees to it. Get his answer in writing.” Pjtor used the ink-seal he kept for quick army messages, and handed the page to the courier. “Your brother-in-law is to leave you your widow’s portion as well as child funds. The law is clear on that, and the priest is to ensure that he upholds the law. Go with the courier.”


“Thank you, oh great imperial master! May Godown bless you for your mercy and justice, oh anointed of Godown.” She touched her head twice to the dirt, then got to her feet, still bowed, and backed out of the road. As she did, he could see the baby-sling across her chest. She was not as old as she had first looked, and Pjtor made a note to tell Strella so she could see if the woman had sustenance. If not, she might do for a wife for one of the peasants down in the south, or as a servant. With three children she should be able to find a man easily enough.


Servants waited at the gates to the palace. Pjtor dismissed the soldiers and dismounted. One boy took his horse, almost lifted off his feet by the large beast when it tossed its head. Another offered him water to rinse his hands. That was a hint and Pjtor did as suggested. When he reached the doorway, Strella waited with bread and salt. Behind her he caught a glimpse of a priest’s robe and Pjtor wondered what it meant. She bowed low, “Imperial master, your servant greets you in the name of Godown. Be welcome.”


He tore off a bit of bread, touched it to the salt, and ate. “In the name of Godown, thanks for hospitality and rest.”


She bowed again and stepped gracefully out of the way, allowing him to enter. He ducked without thinking, then straightened. As his eyes adapted to the darkness, he saw a figure in an archpriest’s robes. “Yes, father?”


“It is with sorrow and joy that I bear news, imperial majesty. Archpriest Tan rests with Godown.”


“Thanks be to Godown for His mercy and grace.” Pjtor meant the words. Tan’s last years had been painful and difficult, Pjtor knew. He’d done what Godown called him to, as best he knew, and if age had made him stiff and snappish, well, Godown had mercy on the ill.


“Ameen. The council will meet to confirm the new Archbishop and appoint a new archpriest to the imperial household after the next Holy Day.”


“Very good, Father. Thank you for the news, and may Godown go with you.”


“And also with you, imperial majesty.” The priest moved out of the way, allowing Pjtor to get into the building. Pjtor handed coat and hat to a servant, allowed others to remove his dusty and dirty riding boots, and went to his quarters. There Boris, his valet, took the rest of his clothes and offered him water for washing. Pjtor made use of the basin of cool water, removing more of the dust. On the farm, he could rinse off in the creek, but no one in their right mind bathed downstream of the city. No one drank from the rivers, either, if they could avoid it, unless they purified the water first and then made tea to kill the flavors that caused illness. Even Pjtor knew that if you said two invocations of Godown of the Stars while boiling water, it drove the disease out of the water. Tea leaves or chokofee beans helped as well. Tea, mint tea, waited after Pjtor finished rinsing out his beard and mustache. Which reminded him of something else he wanted to do . . .


But not that afternoon. No, he needed to plan. And he had returned to Muskava in order to accept the gold and fur tithe of the western forest men and their families. That took priority over everything but naming the new archbishop. Without gold and furs Pjtor could not have an army or navy.


Two days later he met the representatives of the western villages. Pjtor preferred them to many of his subjects. They seemed less deferential, still respectful but not cringing like the people of Muskava. Of course, the people of the city had seen Pjtor’s anger, the bodies, the head still mounted beside the eastern gate. But the westerners lived on their own, answering to few lords, making a life as few had done since after the first wave of Harrier attacks drove the people of NovRodi north into the forests and swamps. A few had run far to the west, almost to the foot of the great mountains, and emerged only slowly, led back by the church. They gathered gold from the streams and furs from the forests, as well as precious wood and a few gems. They farmed in the clearings around their villages when the weather allowed. A hundred years after their first appearance from the forest, the imperial family had taken them in as free peasants, providing them with grain and other supplies in exchange for the furs and gold. The crown had been scrupulously fair with the people of the forests, giving them full value for their gold and furs, and limiting other taxes. In exchange the foresters gave the Svendborgs ferocious loyalty. Pjtor had reaffirmed that loyalty by personally seeing that the church sent priests to tend to the people: Sara had not.


Pjtor met with the western men just after dawn prayers. Their leader, a man almost as big as Pjtor, or so he seemed in his brown long coat and shaggy hair and beard, spread his arms where he knelt. “Oh great emperor, blessed of Godown, ruler of NovRodi and protector of the faithful, hear your miserable servants and grant us mercy for our poor gifts to you.”


“Rise, oh servants of Godown, for all who labor to help the faithful are worthy in the eyes of Godown and his ministers. Nothing done for the Holy One, the maker of forest and plain, is unworthy when done with a good heart.”


The men stood, as always their intent gaze reminding Pjtor of hunting cats and other predators. But Pjtor was now a warrior as well as ruler, and they did not intimidate him as they did so many others. “Many thanks are due you for your labors. Have you ought that you desire? If so it shall be granted, if legal and within the power of man.” From this point on the words changed to the actual needs of the men and their families, instead of ritual.


The speaker bowed again. “No, imperial master, we have no requests grantable by men, only of Godown. Your generosity to our people has already been shown, most gracious master.”


That’s different. Something set Pjtor on point, like one of the great dardog hunting hounds, the ones that stood as tall as a half-grown child. “What do you seek from Godown? The prayers of the imperial household shall join yours in humble petition.”


“That the most mighty Godown, creator of all worlds, soothe the land. Earth shakes have cracked the ground near the mountains, imperial master, and good water has turned foul, while foul water has ceased flowing in other places.”


Ay yay, holy Godown, what does that mean? We’ve felt no shakes here! But he stood over two months’ hard travel from the mountains, and much could disappear over that distance. Could it be something beyond the mountains? “Our prayers will join yours, that Godown soothe the land and restore peace.”


“Thank you, most worthy imperial master. If this most miserable one might ask, are the stories of new lands to the south true?” He seemed eager, reminding Pjtor once more of the great hounds.


“They are, but the land remains raw, unplowed and dangerous. The Harriers haunt it still.”


“Ah.” Several of the men nodded and made complicated gestures like blessings or the Easterners’ saint signs. “Thank you, imperial master, most generous and wise lord of NovRodi.” After a little more back and forth Pjtor dismissed the men. They would find a feast waiting in their guest quarters when they returned, as was traditional. As they left, he heard one saying, “So the prophesy is true—the earth shakes and new lands appear! Perhaps the world is stretching.”


Pjtor bit his tongue to keep from smiling at the foolish image. Then he recalled that odd bit in the ancient book about the Split Sea and the mountains around it, where fire supposedly oozed from the very ground. Godown makes all things, and so long as it does not come to NovRodi, fire out of the ground is not my concern.


The furs and gold were his concern, and his delight. Almost ten kilos of gold, powder and nuggets, sat in fat leather bags in the treasury, and a wagon and a half of furs, ranging from the black and white digger pelts that made winter hood linings that never frosted to the fine black and blue-washed silver pelts of the lagomophages. Strella had already found the furs and she inspected, stroked, and sniffed the pelts. “Leave a few for trade, sister,” he called to her as he approached.


She bowed, but not before he saw her stick her tongue out at him. She never took anything he did not approve of first. Indeed, he noticed that she’d pulled some of the thick winter lagom pelts and one digger pelt, but none of the most expensive and rare furs. “You may rise.” He took his time judging the skins, then stopped. “What in St. Simon’s name?”


The spotted brown pelt was as large as his outstretched arms. It had been tanned with the head on, as well as the tail and paws, and it had to be the second largest pelt Pjtor had ever seen. “I do not know, imperial majesty, but I do not want to meet the beast that wore it in life.” She bent over and looked at the teeth. “This would terrify a dardog.”


One might not, but two certainly would be a match for a dardog pack. Pjtor claimed the enormous hide. On a sudden whim, he picked it up and draped it so his hands were under the forepaws and the head rested on his own. “Grrrr.” He lunged at her, pawing the air. “Grrrr!” Strella’s laughter filled the enclosure, a most delightful reward for his effort. The pelt was heavy, and the leather under the fur quite impressive now that he looked at and felt it. I need to send some extra goods with the foresters, for the man who tanned this. He is a master.


Pjtor ordered more salt and fine cloth sent to the foresters, along with a silver framed image of St. Annie attributed to one of the first post-Fire masters. St. Annie, protector against sudden death and especially against dardogs, seemed appropriate, Pjtor decided.


Thinking of the furs and gold sweetened Pjtor’s mood. So did the honey the men had brought, a very rich treat with hints of wildness in the flavor. Both proved to be necessary after the anointing of the new archbishop.


First Pjtor and the clergy of Muskava as well as the ordinary believers all fasted starting at noon the day before the ceremony. Pjtor attended the first hours of the all-night vigil, then went to the palace and slept. He dreamed of dardogs and ground that split open to spew forth Harriers, making him wake up twice, drenched in sweat both times. He’d not had such nightmares in several years, and he whispered prayers to Godown and asked St. Klara to guide him to clear vision. After that, the liturgy came almost easily.


All the candidates stood in a row facing the gates of grace and the altar at St. Molly-of-the-Fields, once the ancient private imperial family chapel, now a lavishly-decorated church. Pjtor stood behind, along with most of the clergy not on the elders’ council. He let his mind drift a little after the opening invocation because everything was for the priests. The paintings inside the church fascinated him, and some had to date from the Landers, including one of St. Molly wearing a crown and a blue cape, with stars floating above her head. She had a child on her lap as a sign of her favor for the young, a role the Easterners assigned to St. Foy, Pjtor had learned. Well, all NovRodi needed help.


“Most Holy Godown, who guides His people like a shahma herder and protects His flock like a shepherd, give to Your anointed wisdom and strength for the tasks You have assigned, and grant them discernment and care in separating their will from Yours.” Pjtor didn’t twitch, at least not where others could see his reaction. Another lesson he’d learned from Sara. The priest continued, then lifted a staff of office off the altar, held it in his two hands, turned, and bowed toward the gates of grace, acknowledging the source of all power and authority. He turned back, facing the gathered clergy and nobility and others, rotated the staff so the shahma-herd’s hook was on top, and presented it to a short man in dark blue vestments. Adam of Westring bowed and accepted the staff. He knelt, and two priests removed his simple round cap, made the sign of Godown on his forehead with holy oil, then replaced the cap with the taller and more ornate headcover and hat of the Archbishop. Archbishop Adam turned and the congregants bowed as one.


“Th—” Adam paused and swallowed. “Thanks be to Godown for His blessing. All honor and praise to Godown who knows our hearts better than do we ourselves. I crave your prayers and blessings, for I am not worthy to lead Godown’s flock.”


“You shall have them,” the watchers replied in unison.


From that point on the liturgy followed the usual practice for the season, except that Pjtor did not participate as a leader, only as a congregant. From what he’d been told, this dated back to the days even before Godown’s people first reached Colplatschki, when only the priests participated in the service as more than quiet witnesses. The priest explaining the liturgy professed no idea as to why it had been that way, and Pjtor could not think of any, unless the instruments of Grace had been used differently so that the congregants had been kept farther away from the altar or something. His concern was the present and future, not the past. Besides, the history of the liturgy was a priest thing, not an emperor thing. He considered his heart and the condition of his soul, and took the elements with a clean conscience.


Today was for the priests and the people in general, and for the new Archbishop to bless each church and chapel in Muskava. The next day he’d meet with Pjtor in his secondary role as spiritual guide for the imperial family. As a result, once the liturgy came to an end, Pjtor, Strella, and a few others returned to the palace and enjoyed a very large midday meal, but not a formal court banquet. In the future Archbishop Adam would be invited. Today it was family only, plus a few favored court members, and Pjtor enjoyed the novelty of not wondering about who was trying to displace whom.


That afternoon Pjtor napped and then went to his workshop, a small building within one of the inner courtyards of the newer part of the old palace. He kept a full set of woodworking tools at both Hornand and Muskava, plus his traveling tool chests, and enjoyed making things. The sweet scents of wood and tool polish perfumed the snug building, and even the smoky air coming through the open windows didn’t overwhelm the seedar scent. Pjtor relaxed. He did not have to fight his own thoughts when he worked the lathe pedal and held the gouge or chisel against the wood, carving off long, fine shavings that curled into sweet-smelling strips of white. Some of the women collected the longest shavings to use in making baskets, and the rest went to be used as fire starter. Pjtor finished the chair leg he was working on and set about mounting it on the seat, tapping the dark little iron-wood wedge into the top of the leg, pushing the wood apart and locking it into place. If he hit too hard, he risked splitting the wood and having to drill the entire piece out and start over. He hated that. This time it did not split, and he dabbed a bit of hide glue onto the top of the leg and set a plug of wood in, lining up the grain with that of the seat. He turned the chair so the legs faced down and set it on the floor. It looked even and did not shift when he tried to rock it. Pjtor held his breath a little and sat carefully, easing his weight onto the seat and the legs. He heard a soft creak, but nothing moved. He sat more firmly and the chair held firm. Oh good. No surprises. After that, putting the rest of it together would be relatively easy.


He’d brought back hundreds of tools as well as craftsmen from his stay in New Dalfa. Already he saw the changes in the furnishings gracing the palace and some of the finer houses, and in how wagons and other things were made. Now, in addition to ax and adz and wedge, his men had planes and chisels and drills, big drills, and his smiths were learning how to make more tools and finding ways to change them to fit the different wood of NovRodi. Muskava needed a true sawmill, one of the water-powered ones, but that would come later. For now, they had small tools and with small tools you could make bigger and bigger tools. Pjtor dusted off the chair and set it out of the way. I like having furniture that fits me, even if I do have to make it myself. He didn’t, not anymore, but he liked working with wood. His mind didn’t run away from him when he had tools in his hands. And it worked or it didn’t, right then and there. He didn’t have to wait a year or two or more to see the results. The chair held or he found himself sitting on the floor again. Maybe he’d make a smaller version for Strella, assuming the back and arms of this one worked. Some of his attempts at bending wood had been more exciting than successful. It had only taken one surprise to teach him not to lean his head over freshly boiled and bent wood as he pushed it into the shaping blocks.
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The next afternoon, following his meeting with Archbishop Adam, Pjtor hauled out a wedge and a maul and split an ironwood log by himself. When he finished, he was hot, sore, dusty, and less inclined to break the first person to cross his path. He took a steam in the steam-hut, splashing water on the hot rocks with ferocious strength, then rinsed the last of the wood dust off and joined Strella in the Homefold. She waited until he finished an entire pot of mint water and had started on the summer beer before venturing, “I take it your meeting did not go as well as hoped, honored brother.” She’d attended the chapel service Adam led, then had retired with the other women.


“In short, no.” He dipped brown bread into the thick, creamy redroot soup and ate. “He has ideas about the role of the church and the emperor that go beyond Nikolas’s reforms. He also believes that unless we,” he waved his hand, indicating all the people, “take up arms against he heretics immediately, Godown will punish us.”


Strella pursed her lips. “I thought the Harriers were already seeing to that.”


“Indeed. Although Lord Tabor’s people drove off two heavy raids with only a few people killed and some cattle stolen, so perhaps Godown has other plans for them. Or the Harriers will return in force and remove them from NovRodi forever.” Alas, Pjtor sighed, he’d have to do something about them next year. Probably order them to convert or leave. Would they try drowning themselves as they had a few years before? Better do it in the spring then, so the rivers would carry away the bodies before they could rot. Damn, they needed to see reason and come back to the church. He needed living men and women, not fish food. Why had Godown not turned their hearts? Were they too far gone into error, so far that Godown had turned His back on them?


“What does he want you to do for the church?”


He blinked. “What? Oh, he implied that as archbishop he has more authority over spiritual matters than I do, which is true, and that the emperor should listen more closely to his council and the council of the church as a whole.”


“And what does that council include?”


Pjtor picked up his bowl and finished the soup. “Greater respect for the rights of the church, fewer questions about the monasteries, and more tithes, as well as restricting the right of worship of foreign guests in NovRodi. He wants their books confiscated.”


Strella’s eyes bulged and she took a deep breath. “All their books or just the religions books?”


“All of them, so the clergy can go through and destroy all those that are inappropriate. Archbishop Adam would decide what is appropriate, and they would be returned, along with uncorrupted copies of the Writ.” That alone had lost the man a great deal of favor in Pjtor’s eyes. His response to Pjtor’s observation about his need to remarry had not improved Pjtor’s mood.


“It is for the Church to decide when a couple may break the bonds of matrimony, not for one party alone,” the short man had stated. “Just as it is for the church to declare when one or the other party may seek the blessed state of marriage again, unless a spouse has gone to Godown and the family needs support.”


Yes, and that is the law, but I am the emperor and the empire needs another heir. Godown has not seen fit to cause a cradle with a son in it to appear in the Homefold or chapel, so I need to have a son by the traditional method. He had not said that aloud.


She opened her mouth, closed it again, and leaned forward, looking intently at Pjtor. “You have soup all over your mustache.” He wiped his mustache with a clean piece of bread, causing her to roll her eyes. “I see where young Pjtor gets it from. Your son attempted to get out of the Homefold by climbing out the window.”


Since he’d done the same on several occasions, Pjtor just grinned.


“The window above the women’s steam-hut that leads to the changing area.”


He grinned wider.


She tipped her head to the side and gave him a tired look. “Before your son finds a way onto the roof of the baking shed and then falls into the dough trough, honored brother, may I suggest moving him to the men’s quarters? He is six years old, after all.”


“An excellent point, and I will see about having him relocated. It is time he started training with the soldiers and learning to read and write, after all.”


“Thank you.” She drank a little more of her beer. “A message came from Hornand.”


“Oh?”


“Alsice believes that she is with child. Normally I would not be pleased, but in this case . . .”


Pjtor bit his tongue to keep from shouting with joy. After all, pregnancy was what usually followed activity such as he had indulged in. “I’ll bring her back with me.”


“Do that. I will see about reordering the Homefold to accommodate her.”
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The news that waited him in his work room brought far less joy. “How many?” he thought aloud after reading General Green’s initial report.


“Several thousand, imperial master,” the courier hissed. He’d strained his voice earlier. “It seemed as if every male Harrier rode against your army. We held the road and the wall, but that was all. General Green did not wait to hear from the fortress before sending me.”


Damn it to all hells, known and unknown. Now what do I do?





[image: 4: Defeat and Defiance]


As he rode past the men of the army, Pjtor started to wonder—had any survived to come home? The soldiers marching past, worn, gaunt, seemed to come out of some of the paintings of the Great Fires, of the last of the Lander unbelievers walking to their doom. They still had their weapons and their pride, but little else. And the line stretched for kilometer after kilometer, or so it seemed to Pjtor. He rode on, reaching General Poliko after another hour by sun had passed. The man seemed as flat as the shadow stretching from his horse’s hoofs. Pjtor stopped. Poliko tried to speak, coughed, accepted a water flask from an aid, and then croaked, “Imperial Master” as he bowed in the saddle. The grey gelding tossed his head, sending foam everywhere, then hung it low once more, as weary as the humans.


Pjtor started to demand answers to his questions, but stopped and instead handed the man one of his own saddle flasks. Poliko stared at the water skin, blinked, and drained it. “Th—” he coughed. “Thank you, imperial master. The bastards fought hard.”


“Our bastards or the Harrier bastards?”


A faint smile appeared from under the road dust. “Ours, or rather yours, imperial master. We held. The fort is still ours, the road is still ours. They beat us but we held.”


Not exactly, but Green says the defeat never became a rout. That counts for something, but only Godown knows what. Pjtor would have to ask Anderson. In fact, Pjtor decided, he was overdue for talking to the man. He’d avoided him during the summer because of other concerns, but he needed to learn more of what Anderson could teach him. The army did not return victorious, but they returned. That was better than Grigory had done, and Pjtor wanted to celebrate that, but did he dare? There had to be a way.


Instead of asking for more, Pjtor turned the black horse’s head and rode beside Poliko. Their shadows soon stretched long beside them, as if black horses and riders paced atop the ripe wheat beside the road. The harvesters would begin work the next day. The first signs of winter danced in the late afternoon air, the ghost flies of autumn that swarmed just before the first hint of frost appeared at night. Some of the trees had shifted from green to gold and brown, with red turning the berry bushes into small bonfires that blazed in the yellow sunlight. They were a day’s hard ride from Muskava, in the rich farm lands surrounding one of the small rivers that flowed south and east to become the Dawn. The air smelled of dust and grain and the coming of winter. A golden haze rose from the road as the wind faded and died with the sun. Nothing existed but marching men and plodding horses and the last light of day.


On a whim Pjtor had ordered a camp set up for the men just outside one of the villages. Now he gave thanks to whichever saint had encouraged the idea, because the men seemed to take heart from the smell of food and the presence of campfires and buckets of water. “Don’t starve your beasts and don’t starve your men,” he heard Anderson growling in his memory. Even if they’d failed him, the enemy had played a part, as had the hot, dry summer in the south. Pjtor rode around the large camping area as the soldiers got sorted out, found places and settled in for the night. He’d taken over a nice, solid farm house for his own use and found a hot meal waiting, along with beer and a serving wench. He shooed her off. That was what Alsice was for, after all, and he didn’t trust her hungry looks. The woman wanted something and he was in no mood to grant the kind of request he guessed she had in mind. Instead he ate, drank, made his plans for the next day and went to sleep.


He was up before dawn, riding out to meet General Green. Green brought up the tail end of the army, chasing the usual flotsam of camp followers and others ahead of him. “Eh, not so many as there once was, imperial majesty,” Anderson had observed the year before. “Between your cleaning out the dead wood, and what the Harriers do to females, who’d want to come along?” Now that the army actually fought, the wash-women, cooks, nurses, and whores tended to stay home. Pjtor suspected they’d found a welcome in the new forts along the wall, as well as some of the road forts and new settlements. Good riddance. If they settled down and raised crops and families, then fine. And fewer women meant less disease, at least that kind of disease. No one could prevent march fever, wound fever, and the galloping trots.


“Imperial majesty,” Green bowed in the saddle. The redhead also removed his hat as he bowed, spooking Pjtor’s aid’s horse. Luckily the beast took off away from the line of march, causing some laughter and muttered insults that Pjtor decided to ignore.


“General Green. Your report?”


“Your army stopped the Harriers, imperial majesty, but that was all. We lost a lot of men, and horses and oxen, but the fort is still yours, as is the road and the land around it.”


Pjtor wanted more. He wanted the Harriers’ city, he wanted triumph and victories. He wanted to yell at Green and demand a proper accounting, he wanted to flog the army with the five-tailed whip for failing him. Instead he nodded. “Good.”


“No, imperial majesty. Only Godown is good. We just dug in and fought as best we could, for the most part. There’s a few officers who are feeding the vulbati and fulchers for turning their backs to the Harriers.” He spat. “We found no more prisoners, but did capture two of the former Chosen Guard.”


“Ah.”


“They died.”


“Thank you.” Next time, if Alsice carries a boy and it lives through birth, I’ll come with you and kill them myself for their treason. He had before and he would again.


For reasons he never could say later, Pjtor turned in his saddle, looking behind. He saw dust. “Who follows?”


“No one, imperial majesty, unless it is farmers come to trade.” Green turned as well. “Fuck. That’s not farmers.”


“No.” Pjtor felt his blood starting to sing as trumpets called. The men in Pjtor’s personal guard and his private regiment rushed toward him, along with some of the soldiers from farther up the road. Green began to give orders and Pjtor rode along the line. They needed pikemen and didn’t have many. “You, go to the campground and tell Poliko that the Harriers have not finished the season yet.”


The courier raced off. Pjtor stopped long enough to remove the safety patches from his two pistols and to confirm the load in his saddle gonne. It was one of the new ones from over the sea, a top loader that used pre-measured powder. He wouldn’t draw his saber, not yet. He wanted to ride out and meet the Harriers, but that would be exactly what they wanted. He’d not grant them their wish. The lines formed, two ranks deep, three sides of a square with the wagons inside, those few that hadn’t already started racing north at the trot. “I hate parting gifts,” Green muttered beside Pjtor. “The big gonnes would be nice.”


“So would Godown’s holy fire, but I fear we do not merit such a gift.” If they did, Pjtor was not certain he wanted to know just what would be riding toward them. The entire Turklavi nation?


“An excellent point, imperial majesty.” The dust grew closer and Pjtor heard a few shots coming from the cloud.


He drank a little water and cleared his throat. “Fire by ranks, on my command,” he called. Green grunted his assent. Pjtor’s voice carried farther.


They could hear the yells. Were the Harriers trying a cavalry charge? Shit, it looked like it. “Pikes forward, join the front rank. Fix barrel knives.” Those too were new. A flurry of activity and the clink of metal on metal. “Ready!” The sergeants hurried a few stragglers into place. The pike-men crouched, half-grounding the long, heavy spears. The pikes stuck out like one of the prickle-pigs of the woods, ready to impale any rider who tried to charge the ranks, or so Pjtor hoped. The gunners should stop them first. He could start to see individual riders, all in yellow, the sign of the most determined of the Harriers. He swallowed as his mouth tried to go dry.


“Aim!” Please Godown may this not be a distraction. Where the fuck is Poliko?


“Selkow! Selkow and Her faithful!” The riders came closer and Pjtor heard more shots as a few of the Harriers fired from the saddle. A man ahead of him grunted and staggered, dropping his gonne. One of the sergeants grabbed the weapon and took his place in the line. The riders in yellow and brown and black came closer, and closer, and closer. Pjtor shook, impatient. The horse beneath him rose a little, dropped down, reared and danced in place on his hind feet before standing again.


“End rank fire!” Bang a staggered pair fired. “Second rank!” Bang the next pair while the first rushed to reload. “Rolling volley!”


Boom-m-m. The sound rolled a little as the men fired down the line. The pikes braced. Harriers fell, horses screamed, men screamed.


“End rank fire! Volley fire!”


Bam-m-m the lines fired a second time, reloading in sequence down the line. Fewer riders approached, but more men around Pjtor staggered, hit by Turklavi shots. Pjtor ground his teeth. he’d given the order with the Harriers too far! He had to wait, had to wait, had to—


“Fire!” It seemed as if the first riders could touch the pike tips before he called.


Bam-m-m. Powder smoke and dust filled the air, men and horses called and screamed. Horses and men fell and a horse ran into the line, dying on the pikes. A few men panicked and fired, or were those Harrier shots? Pjtor couldn’t tell. More riders appeared from the dust and powder smoke. Without a wind, the air grew thick with white and brown, hiding attacker and defender alike.


“Fire!”


“Damn it man hold the line,” someone called. Pjtor did not look.


“Fire!”


“Fire!”


The Harriers broke and turned, the sound of hoofs fading a little. Men and horses still cried out, screaming and cursing, and a commotion at the end of the line showed a small group of riders trying to break and turn the line. A horn sounded and a few men from the reserve turned, running that way to meet the threat.


“Orders to pursue?”


“No,” Pjtor and Green said together. “You know better, boy,” Green snapped.


“You want the fulchers to feast on your bones, you ride after them without an army at your back,” Pjtor boomed, not bothering to lower his voice. “Just wait.”


The dust to the south and west thickened again as the Harriers circled and regrouped. Or were they? Pjtor rose in the stirrups, peering into the fog. He sat quickly as something zipped past his head. The black horse snorted a comment about his rider’s folly. Pjtor slapped the sweat-darkened neck.


“Three dead, five wounded but none seriously, imperial master,” a lieutenant reported. “Trumpets and drums behind us.”


“Ours, I trust?” Green inquired before Pjtor could.


The messenger flushed a little under the coating of dirt. “Yes, sir.”


Pjtor took a drink of water and capped the skin, then hung it from his saddle hook. He slipped both pistols into his belt. Green shifted his horse to the side as the black trotted in place, then rose onto his hind legs and held the pose, Pjtor steady on his back. “Down boy,” Pjtor commanded, quietly this time. The horse dropped back onto all four feet and Pjtor slapped his neck again. “The bastards don’t want to learn, do they?”


“Our bastards or theirs,’ imperial majesty?”


Pjtor bared his teeth at the older man, who grinned back without humor.


The dust reformed and drew closer. “Ready,” Pjtor called.


“Selkow! Kill the unbelievers! Selkow and the true faith! Ai-ai-ai-eeeee!” One of the riders, wearing all yellow including the ribbons streaming from the spike on his helmet, charged on his own, saber twirling over his head, dusty brown horse racing head low. Pjtor wanted to meet the challenge. Instead he waited. He was the emperor, not a common cavalry soldier.


“Aim.”


“Fire.” Horse and rider dropped together. That seemed to be the signal because the rest of the Harriers charged in.


“Fire!”


The riders drew closer.


“Fire!”


Pjtor called the order three more times before something odd caught his eye. A few of the riders were trying to flank the formation, and he heard a voice yell, “For the true emperor! Down with the murderer, long live Isaac!”


“You’re in charge,” Pjtor told Green, hauling his horse’s head around.


“Imperial majesty!”


Pjtor ignored the shouted plea, instead spurring after the traitors. Oh, he knew it was a trap, but he refused to ignore the challenge. When he reached the end of the line he slowed, stopped, and pulled the saddle gonne out. He aimed and fired as he’d trained. The black held steady as he’d been trained. “Good boy.” Pjtor opened the top of the gonne, bit the top of the paper open, added the powder and ball, closed and latched the top, tapped the lever that pushed them into place, cocked the flint, sighted and fired again. His man fell, although Pjtor was not sure if he’d hit him or if the horse threw him. Either way he was on the ground.


He slid the gonne into the scabbard, drew a pistol and fired, and then rode into the melee. More cavalry had arrived and the fight turned into a clean-up. The Harriers did not charge a third time. Instead they faded into the distance, leaving their dead and wounded behind. The wounded soon became dead. Pjtor rode among the enemy, looking at them.


One man, shot in the leg and gut, spat. “The true emperor would never have deprived my family of our honors,” he managed.


Pjtor backed the horse, cued him to rise, and then dropped, crushing the traitor’s head beneath the iron-shod hoofs. He did not deign to speak, instead rejoining General Green and the rest of the soldiers. Rot in Godown’s hell, traitor, and may Godown have mercy on you because I never will.


The sun had not yet reached noon.
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“. . . no more than sixty, imperial master, sirs, as best we can tell. They slipped up the river, around the wall. Arkmandii reported tracks but nothing else, and I suspect these were the same group.”


The Harriers had burned some crops as they left, but inflicted no major damage aside from that done to Pjtor’s pride. “Why no signals? What about the mirror towers?”


Green tapped the map. “Because they found one of the gaps between mirror lines, imperial majesty. We do not have enough trained men or towers, or mirrors, yet and they came through here, once they cleared Arkmandii’s lands. A lot of empty space remains, imperial majesty.”


“And the bastards will find it, just one of those things about war.” Captain Anderson tapped the map with the tip of the long stick he’d picked up somewhere. “They’re used to disappearing into the grass and open country, and while the wall helps, farms and people will help more.”


Pjtor frowned at the map draped table. “What are the red marks beside those for towers?”


Poliko lifted the edge of the map and found the page with all the markings and their meanings. “Those burned down this summer, imperial master.”


“Grass fire?”


“Yes, imperial master, after one of the dry storms.” Pjtor recalled seeing one of those fires from a distance the previous summer. The entire horizon had turned red, and the land afterwards had smoked for several days, gusts of wind picking up the ash and ruining the water as well as the air. “Godown willing, they will be rebuilt by the first snow.”


Pjtor nodded. One of the first things the foreign military men had discovered was the enormous distances in NovRodi. The other end of the world positively teemed with people and villages compared to NovRodi, and moving supplies took much more time and effort. That was one reason Admiral Paulson sat in on so many army meetings—he was used to empty spaces and carrying supplies with him, something that the others still struggled with at times. Anderson too had grown used to NovRodi over the years, and served as a check on the ambitions of the others. They thought in days and weeks—NovRodi moved in weeks and months.


“More farms, imperial majesty,” Anderson observed. “More farms farther south will shorten the supply lines for us and drive them back.”


“And how will you get them to move? No one wants to take the risk yet.”


From behind Anderson, Landis snorted. “Make them, as the southern kings do. Any family with more than four sons, one must leave to the frontier. He gets free land and exemption from taxes for two years if he clears the land and plants a crop, builds a house. Otherwise half the children are claimed by the king for sea service or personal service in the spice fields and forests. Amazing how many young men are willing to leave, or their parents are willing to shove them into the arms of the settlement leaders.”


“Interesting.” Pjtor stroked his mustache, then twisted one of the tips. He’d been considering something similar and the southern man’s words cemented his basic idea. That plus the beard tax would solve two problems. Godown had not spoken to him warning that he should do otherwise, and Pjtor hummed a few notes, locking the information into his memory. “There will be a feast of celebration for this year’s campaign, following the service of thanksgiving.” At this moment, not losing the land is a victory. The army lost the battle and too many men died but the Harriers remained away from the main settlements for the first time in years. That is worthy of honor. He’d already decided that this was different from what Sara and Grigory had done, claiming victories after defeats. He wasn’t claiming a false victory, and was not publicly rewarding failure. He was giving thanks for not losing. Totally different.


And at that feast he would have all the nobles together. He looked over the other men’s heads imagining the scene. Yes, that would work very well. And the public feast would soften the news for the common people.
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Strella had agreed with her brother’s view of the matter. Alsice had not said a word, but then she’d been a little surprised by Pjtor’s request that she become his mistress. “Imperial master, is that not for you to decree?”


He’d counted to four. “Yes, it is. But I will not have an unwilling woman in my bed or as a free member of my household. A mistress has duties outside the Homefold.”


“And outside the bed chamber, imperial master?”


“Yes.” Of course, or else there would be no difference between the mistress and a common servant that caught my fancy. Her resistance frustrated him.


“Will someone teach me, imperial master? I know little of the running of a large household, or of the manners of the great nobles and court.”


That makes more sense. He should have thought about that, but the Homefold was Strella’s to manage and women were hers to teach. “Yes. There are several women and stewards who can teach you comportment and the ranks and titles you will need to learn.”


“And what becomes of me and of,” her hand touched her stomach, just starting to show a little roundness when she pulled her dress taut. “Should your favor change, imperial master.”


“You will be supported, as will the child.” The emperors supported their bastards, as all men were supposed to do. Legitimate or not, all were children of Godown.


Alsice took a deep breath, and finally looked up at him from where she knelt. “Then I accept your invitation, imperial master. Ah, I trust my duties do not begin at once?”


He smiled. “No. The feast tomorrow is for men only. There will be separate celebrations in the Homefold and I encourage you to participate there. Until you deliver, if you prefer to remain in seclusion, it is permitted.”


A lot of tension left her. “Thank you, imperial master.”


He extended his hand so she could rise more easily. “And from this point until I say otherwise, use my patronymic or ‘my lord,’ as Geert does.” Her soft, warm hand gripped his with steady strength as he pulled her to her feet. On a whim he kept pulling, drawing her closer so he could put his other arm around her. She was soft and curved where he liked curves to be.


She reached up with her free hand and brushed his cheek with her fingertips. “I trust my lord does not object to a slight delay before I take up all my duties?” Her green eyes glinted with something Pjtor would come to recognize as humor and mischief combined. “Travel clothes are perhaps not the most comfortable garments for—”


His lips touched hers and she did not finish. Then he gently pushed her away. “Quite correct, and there is much to be done before tomorrow.”


“Indeed, my lord.” She had curtsied, something she’d learned from Geert’s wife probably, and he departed.


He reminded his appetites that they had more than sufficient time to be gratified after the meeting. “So, plan for next season.” He paused, an idea bubbling up. “How long until the Harriers have cannon and other weapons like ours?”


The others exchanged looks and Poliko shrugged. Anderson tapped his pointing stick on the map. “Where would they get them? They have what they could capture from us, yes. But where else can they obtain metal, powder, and finished firearms? The southern kings?” He looked to Landis.


“Nah, they love the Harriers as much as you do, as we do,” he corrected. “They raid south as well as north, sir.”


“Through the Turklavi, perhaps, but they are in trouble, assuming the Turkowi of the Eastern Empire are the same people,” Paulson said. “The Eastern Empire has hit them so hard, is hitting them, that even with Frankonia supplying some big gonnes and other things, the Turkowi are falling back into the Grass Sea between the mountains. And how would they get past the Split Sea with that many supplies? I’m not saying they couldn’t, but I suspect it is very far and the Turkowi have more important concerns.”


“From your lips to Godown’s ear,” Green murmured. Pjtor wondered if Godown really had ears, and what they would look like, then shook the idea away. Of such things were heresies bred.
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The next afternoon Pjtor sat in his great chair in the feasting hall, eyes narrow as he studied the nobles gathered to honor the year’s victory. Tabor remained on his lands, as was proper, given how late his harvest seemed to be running. And Tabor had begun trimming his beard more like Pjtor’s own and kept it clean. Some of the others, well, they were clean at the moment but come late winter Pjtor shuddered to imagine what grew in them. How could the men tolerate living with seam creepers and other insects on their flesh? Fleas were one thing, and ticks in the field and woods, and lice while on campaign, but here in Muskava or on their own lands? Nothing in the Writ discouraged bathing or the use of louse combs.


Three courses had been served and removed, along with enough drink to satisfy even the thirstiest. Pjtor himself felt rather mellow, and caressed the shears concealed beside him. Now, I believe, is the time. He caught the eye of the chief servant and nodded, then made a cutting motion. The man gulped, nodded, bowed and disappeared. Pjtor drank more of the beer and waited as several soldiers appeared in the doorway and spread out around the hall. The nobles, if they noticed, ignored them. They had their knives and nothing more, as was law. Pjtor smiled to himself and stood, shears in hand beside his leg.


He walked around the end of the head table and stepped down to the main floor. That was a sign and outside, he heard the sound of wood on wood as a bar slid into place, locking the nobles in. “So, my lords, it is time for a small change in proceedings.”


“How so, imperial master?” Tarnoii asked. Pjtor crossed the distance between them in two strides. He held up the shears. “What? What are you doing, great master?”


Pjtor reached down and took a firm grip of the black and grey beard. It stretched almost to Tarnoii’s waist. With a smooth motion Pjtor lifted Tarnoii and cut the beard off level with the bottom of the man’s collar. He dropped the hair onto the floor. Then he grabbed Arkmandii and repeated the gesture. Three more times the shears snicked and long beards fell to the ground before any of the stunned nobles could speak. “There is nothing in the Writ or the Rule of Blessed Martin about beards and devotion,” Pjtor said, barely raising his voice as he moved to the next noble. “There is much in the old writings about cleanliness and in the Writ about purity of spirit and body, is there not, Archbishop?”


“Indeed there is, imperial majesty, but neither is there ought condemning a man for cultivating a manly dignity.” The brown-bearded archbishop had eased away from the table. Pjtor had no intention of touching him, since he was head of the church and almost Pjtor’s equal in worldly matters. Plus he was clean.


“What,” snick “is dignified about having creatures living in one’s hair?” Pjtor stalked back into the middle of the great hall. “From this day forward, any man who comes into my presence who is not a priest or peasant, and who has a beard longer than his collar, will lose it. Even better is a clean-shaven face and a clean body as well as heart, but winters are long.” Giddy with his success, he removed the remaining beards. Thirty piles of beard lay on the floor before he was finished. None of the nobles dared refuse save one.


“No, imperial majesty.” Karlinov the Younger held up his hands as if to block Pjtor’s shears. “My beard is what makes me a man and not a boy. You have no righ—”


Pjtor’s fist hit the young man on the side of the head, stunning him. As a soldier grabbed Karlinov before he could fall, Pjtor removed his chest-length red beard. “I have every right. I am Pjtor Adamson Svendborg, emperor of NovRodi, anointed of Godown. I have put a dagger in the heart of the Harriers, I have pushed the border back to beyond my honored great grandfather’s time, and I have spread the land pledged to Godown and held by Godown’s people. You hold your lands by my grace and favor. The books of honors have been amended once. They can be amended again.” The dead silence told Pjtor that the older nobles had taken his hint. They remembered the men dancing from the gibbets. Neither rank nor age nor degree of relation had stayed Pjtor’s hand and they never would.


He returned to his seat. The soldiers departed and servants brought the next course, along with the first full beer of the season. No man looked any better than the others. The musicians began playing once more. He would have them sheared when they finished for the night. Pjtor drank and was content.
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“Oof!” Alsice hit the ground, flattening some of the lush spring grass as her horse trotted ahead. “Ow, my dignity.” She got to her knees, then stood, brushing off her skirts and sleeves. Pjtor rode up beside her. She shook her riding stick at him. “No comment about crossing the jump together with the horse, my lord.”


He was more concerned about her safety, but grinned anyway. “No, I was merely going to observe that it is easier when one stays with the horse after the jump as well.” A service-slave caught the gray mare and led her back, then helped Alsice mount. Pjtor decided that teaching his mistress to ride as a soldier did was not quite a wasted effort, but not far from it either. She rode well and could handle small jumps, but preferred to ride sideways like the famed woman warrior of the Eastern Empire, Princess Elizabeth von Sarmas. One of the trading ships had brought back a woman’s sideways saddle that fit Alsice’s preferred horse, and while Pjtor still thought she lacked common sense about riding safely, he’d given up trying to convince her otherwise.


She tapped her hat brim with her riding stick and trotted ahead, leaving Geert and Pjtor to catch up. “If I may be so bold, my lord, you did say you preferred a more spirited woman as spouse,” Geert ventured.


“Yes, I did. I may live to regret that desire.” At least she isn’t as determined as Mistress Margit Fielders. Geert’s wife never hesitated to let the men in her life know what she thought, and that included Pjtor Adamson. In the two years since Pjtor had formally selected Alsice as his mistress, she’d born him a son and a daughter. He was rather impressed that she could still ride this soon after her confinement and purification, but she was a hardy wench. Margit Fielders thought Pjtor needed to marry Alsice and not-so-subtly hinted at that whenever they spent time together.


As the men rode after Alsice through the fields around Hornand, Geert asked, “Will this be the year, my lord?”


“Godown willing.” They’d lost the fort on the lake upstream of the Sweetwater Sea two autumns before, but the men had done their best to see that the Harriers paid a very high price and received little in return. They’d been successful in that, and spies reported that the Harriers had not tried to rebuild the outpost. Pjtor tried to be philosophical about it, failed, and ended up making a desk to replace the one he’d turned into kindling with his fists. Alsice, Godown bless her, had not said anything beyond ordering the service-slaves to make certain not to remove any papers or writing supplies as they took away the remains of the furniture. Pjtor spent the winter making a new desk, sized to fit him. He’d ordered some of the craftsmen to decorate it with inlay. He could not seem to master the finicky detail needed to do it to his own standards, nor did he have any patience when the delicate wood and other materials refused to cooperate with him.


“I’m going south.”


Geert almost fell off his horse and did lose his stirrup briefly. “Imperial majesty, are you certain?”


“Yes, I am damn fucking certain,” he snarled. Geert flinched away and the horses drifted apart. After several meters of nothing but bird song and hoof beats, Pjtor grumbled, “But not to fight. I’ve been, ahem, informed that such would not be wise yet.”


“Very good, imperial majesty.”


Actually, what Captain Anderson had told Pjtor bordered on grounds for execution had it come from a man of NovRodi. As it was, Pjtor had almost broken more furniture, and Anderson’s servants had fled the house in terror at Pjtor’s outburst. The old man had sat firm, literally. “No, Pjtor Adamson. You think about it. You have two sons, true. And neither are old enough to take the reins of power if you die.”


“I won’t die,” Pjtor had snapped.


“You tell that to the bad water, to a wild horse, to a grass fire, to an accident with the guns like happened on board the Mighty Pjtor this spring, or to the Harriers hiding in the pockets and folds of the ground. I dare you. See if Godown will protect you from that much foolishness. The age of miracles has come to an end, if you recall, Pjtor Adamson.” The stinging truth in the words had penetrated Pjtor’s anger at being denied his desire and he’d flinched. “How are Alsice and Strella supposed to hold the empire together if you die now, hmm?”


“They can’t. They’re women.”


Anderson had glared up at his chosen lord until Pjtor looked away. It was a novel sensation and he did not care for it. He’d looked up at the odd open rafters of the former drying barn instead, counting the thin rods stretching from wall to wall in the main chamber. “Go down south, yes, my lord, on an inspection. Give justice, look at the land, remind the people on the edges who their lord is and how far your reach extends, but do not get in the way of the army. You’re the biggest target in NovRodi, literally.”


Pjtor had clenched his fists, growling. Anderson puffed his pipe and ignored the warning.


“Damn it.” Pjtor had calmed down and sat. “Damn it, I may have to raise you to the council if you do that again.”


“Godown protect all of us from such foolishness.” He’d taken the pipe out of his mouth, pointed the long white clay stem at Pjtor and shook it like a warning finger. “How old are you, my lord?”


It had taken some work for Pjtor to recall. The NovRodians counted years from first anointing, not birth. “Ah, twenty-six years?” He’d thought aloud, counting on his fingers. “I was eighteen when I overthrew Sara, nineteen in New Dalfa, twenty-one the year of the first battle in the south, no, I’m twenty-four or twenty-five.”


“Still young enough to be impatient for glory but old enough to know better, in other words, my lord.” Anderson had pointed to the white hair that reminded Pjtor of curly snow on black rock. Anderson’s ancestors had come from Lost Benin, or so he claimed. “I stopped counting at fifty-five. Unless you want to die young, do not put yourself in more danger than you must. You will get a lot of men killed trying to protect the emperor, even if Pjtor Adamson just wants to see what the front lines are like. Or do I need to remind you what Green and Paulson have told you at least twice?”


Pjtor had actually ducked. “No, you do not.” His memory still recoiled from Paulson’s very professional, calm, quiet, ass chewing.


“Good. Now you’ve had enough of a lesson for today, my lord, I do believe. And unless I go talk my maid and the cook down from whatever trees they’ve climbed to hide in, I will be cold and hungry this evening.”


“They probably dove into the same barrel the grocer hid in to get away from the women last year.” The man had tried to short-change two of the foreign traders’ and craftsmen’s wives, assuming that they knew as little about math and accounts as did women of NovRodi. Two dozen had descended on his shop as a group and it was considered a wonder of Godown’s mercy that he’d escaped with his life and stock intact. Several of the women had very good aim with the rotten onions they’d found in his “premium stock.”


Pjtor shoved the memory aside, concentrating on getting the brown gelding to pay attention to him and to ignore the grass on the side of the path. The foreigners could speak to him like that because they’d earned the right. Others had not, and needed to be reminded of that soon unless the came to their senses on their own.


Splash!


“What was that?”


Geert shook his head and tapped his horse’s flank with a heel, picking up the pace and turning off the path toward a pond used for soaking flax. As the men rode closer they heard an angry woman using bad words in two dialects. “She did not learn that from me,” Geert assured his friend.


Pjtor’s face felt warm. “Ah, no, she didn’t.” The emerged from a thicket of blue-needle trees to find Alsice standing on the bank, holding her horse’s reins in one hand and shaking the riding stick at the mare with the other. Several small pfiggies swam across the pond, making Pjtor blink. He had not realized they could swim. He looked around as Geert chuckled behind his gloved hand. “Where’s the sow?”


“Oh shit.” Geert turned, looking for the sow as Pjtor rode toward Alsice.


“Woman mount up now!” He heard snorting and turned the horse, putting it between Alsice and the furious, large, mother pfiggy. He drew his saddle pistol and removed the safety patch. Dear Godown please may she not attack please please. Even dardogs gave enraged pfiggy sows a healthy distance.


Squeeeal! A black and white mass broke from the blue-needle trees, running straight for Geert. He kicked his horse and the gelding wasted no time getting clear. The angry sow continued past man and horse, heading around the pond to reach the little pfiggies climbing out of the water. Pjtor put the safety patch back on the pistol, holstered it, and turned to yell at Alsice.


He didn’t have to. All color had drained from her face and she bowed in the saddle until her forehead touched her knee, somehow not losing her balance. “Forgive me, most gracious imperial master, forgive your slave. I— I did not think. Spots shied from the pfiggies, spooking them into running and I almost lost my seat. I dismounted to check the belly strap and did not think about the sow. Forgive your slave, please.”


This is not the time or place to beat the mother of your children. Not now, not here. She made a mistake but no one is hurt. Pjtor did not yell. He did not raise his voice. Instead he said, “I believe we should return to the manor,” turned his horse and did so.


Later, after she had fed their daughter and after the late meal, Pjtor said, quietly, “Please be more careful in the future. I forgive you. Do not do it again.”


She kissed the toe of his house boots.


“And do not do that again, either. You are a free woman, not a service-slave. You are my mistress, soon to be my wife, if you will. Quit groveling,” he caught himself before he scared her again.


“I will, please, my lord.”


He’d raised her to consort, more or less, after she delivered their son. The baby had been born with hair as dark as Pjtor’s own and he considered it a good sign. Now, if only Young Pjtor would see that, his father sighed, life would be better. The boy’s tutor had explained to him the reason his father had set his mother aside and the need for at least one brother, but the boy refused to hear reason. He was eight years old! He should have understood and accepted the fact. That he resembled Sara, lightly built and pale-eyed, made things harder for his father. Once Alsice and I are wed, then he’ll understand. All the children are the same after that. But that would come in a few weeks, before Pjtor rode south to see his new lands and what the army had accomplished. Pjtor helped Alsice stand and kissed her. She returned his affection in full measure and more, something he appreciated.


Alsice settled onto one of the high-backed benches near the ancient open fireplace in the hearth room. She began working on some sewing, keeping her hands busy. She wore a simple brown head cover and dress, both plain but made of the finest cloth Pjtor could find. She preferred to let Strella set the tone for clothes and Pjtor applauded the women’s sense of propriety, although he had insisted that Alsice lower her neckline. She didn’t reveal as much as the foreign women did, but it still caused whispers among the wives and daughters of the nobles of court. “When are you going south, my lord?”


“Three weeks, Godown willing, just after the furs and gold arrive.” That he insisted on doing himself, and there wasn’t much point in leaving earlier. The army had gone south a month before and the grass would need time to regrow. And for the Dawn River to fall from spring flood, allowing supplies to move by barge and boat. The winter had been warm and the westerners would be coming early so they could get back to their holdings early. A bitter winter followed a warm one, as everyone knew. Godown balanced all.


Two weeks later, after returning to Muskava, Pjtor and Alsice stood in St. Molly-in-the-Fields. Archpriest Boris faced them, holding the bands of marriage. They’d not been betrothed, so the ceremony combined both. Alsice was known to be fertile and had delivered live and healthy children, so that did not pose an objection for anyone. They found others in plenty, however, until Pjtor firmly reminded everyone in court that he was the emperor, he needed heirs for the good of NovRodi, that he’d not married a foreigner, that Alsice’s family was not too closely related to his, and that the court could not agree on a bride for him, so he had selected his own. She had no living relatives, something that had placated many in court. No one would suddenly rise from being common to being the emperor’s in-law. And even Nilgal and Tarnoii agreed, along with Tabor—which was a wonder in itself—that no compromise candidate of age existed among the families of court. The only possible option was far too young, and as Nilgal had allowed, “Her sisters have not been blessed with children, raising some concerns, although Godown is gracious and merciful and gives in His time and season.” The poor girl in question looked like a stick as it was, and Pjtor really wondered if she fasted too much.


Alsice, standing beside her husband-to-be, was not a stick.


Archpriest Boris raised the embroidered band of colored cloth. “. . . Pjtor, son of Adam, son of Martin, son of Mikael, son of Alexander, take the hand of Alsice,” Fr. Boris sang. He did as ordered, noting that Alsice’s hand felt warm and dry. No nerves on her part. Good. “Pjtor, in Godown’s name, do you take this woman as your betrothed, to keep in your homefold, to honor with your body, and to take as wife, as Godown blesses the union?”


“I, Pjtor, take this woman as my betrothed and wife, to keep in my home and to honor with my body.”


Archpriest Boris raised one thin brown eyebrow but continued. “Alsice, do you take Pjtor to be your betrothed, to live in obedience under his care and to honor with your body, and to take as husband as Godown has blessed this union?”


Pjtor could see her smiling behind the fine vail as she said in a clear voice that carried to the far end of the sanctuary, “I, Alsice, take this man to be my betrothed, to obey, to honor with my body, and to take as my husband.”


Archpriest Boris nodded with approval, although if it was for her declaration or for Pjtor’s finally marrying her he couldn’t tell. A junior priest returned the crimson and green betrothal band, and Boris lifted the long strip of embroidered cloth for all to see. Then he laid it over the couple’s joined hands, whispered a prayer, and wrapped the long strip of fabric around the hands, tying it in an elaborate bow. “Those whom Godown has joined, may Godown bless and all men honor. Blessed be Godown,” he sang.


“Blessed be Godown, lord of hearth and home,” the witnesses and all present sang back. The candle flames flickered, and the gold and silver of the mercy gate shone brighter as the shadows danced.


“You may kiss your wife,” Fr. Boris told Pjtor. Pjtor lifted the veil, assisted by Alsice, and they kissed lightly. The celebrant untied their hands and handed the cloth to his assistant, who would add it to others kept in a special niche in the chapel, under the watchful eyes of St. Landis. The usual wedding feast had been delayed, given the seriousness of the fighting to the south and the concerns about harvest this year. And because no one in court truly approved of the marriage. But like the beards, none dared complain. Rumor whispered that young Karlinov had never returned to himself after Pjtor boxed his ear. Pjtor thought it a great improvement as he seemed to have knocked sense into the fool.


That night Strella handed Pjtor a set of keys, some of them so ancient that no one knew what sort of lock they might once have fitted. “The Homefold is yours, Alsice, care well for it guardian of my treasures,” he told her, handing her the keys.


Alsice took them, bowed, and then bowed to Strella. “My sister-by-marriage, I ask that you keep these in your care until I know better how to keep the treasures safe.”


“Godown grant that it be soon,” Strella replied, accepting the ring back.


As soon as she left and Boris, Pjtor’s valet, had finished collecting Pjtor’s clothes to be cleaned and pressed, Alsice almost jumped him. “Now, O husband, I get you to myself.”


Apparently she’d finally recovered from their daughter’s birth, Pjtor thought briefly. Then he stopped thinking as her lips met his and their hands entwined. It was very nice, having a wife who enjoyed marital congress. Very nice indeed.
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Three months later, at the edge of autumn by the sun, Pjtor sat on his big black horse and stared across the army at a city that made Muskava look like a child’s toy. “Dear Godown, I want that.”


“You shall have it, your majesty,” Green said. “Assuming the bastards have not planted any surprises like the old books describe.” A flurry of saints’ signs and blessing gestures followed the words. “Although I wonder what is going on that they retreat so easily and fast.”


“Godown is punishing them,” Father Martin, the chaplain stated. He rode a donkey with a mind of its own, and Pjtor thought the pair were a good match. “He tolerated their heresy until we saw the truth and repented of our sins, allowing Him to grant us victory.”


I think it has more to do with cannon, ships, the loss of the pastures, and the Turklavi collapsing, but Godown has a hand in all those, thanks be to Godown. “As you say, Father.” Pjtor studied the city, marveling at the broad streets and low white buildings. A wall and a natural ridge formed a perfect circle around it, and on the other side from the ridge, a broad river sparkled in the early light. A few puffs of white marked where the big cannon had begun to batter the city wall. How had the Harriers managed to hold such a place, since they were barbaric horse nomads? Or had the Turklavi been here, sending the Harriers out, and only recently leaving? That possibility seemed more likely, and raised questions Pjtor preferred not to ask or to try to answer.


The round city interested him more. He’d never really seen evidence of the Landers on such a large scale. Muskava had Lander elements but they’d been buried deep under part of the outer wall on the river side and under the palace. The monastery of St. Landis dated to just after the Great Fires, built as a place of refuge, but what bits were how old no one quite recalled. And it was one building with walls, not an entire city. Was this what Vindobona, the center of the Eastern Empire, looked like? No, because he’d seen a copy of a picture when he was in New Dalfa that showed Vindobona with a big church in the center as was proper. Nothing like that appeared before him, aside from a yellow smear that might be some buildings or an odd-looking open market area. And why round? It looked as if the city had been fitted into a shallow hole in the ground with walls built on top of natural stone. Thrifty if that’s what it is, but why dig a large shallow pit for a city? Strange are the Landers and mighty the works of Godown, blessed be Godown.


Pjtor took his leave and rode down the back of the ridge, away from the main part of the fighting. He’d get there soon enough, Godown willing. As it was, he had much to do, since the relay riders and mirror signals had at last caught up to him. He’d left Geert Fielders and Captain Anderson in charge of matters related to the foreign workers and traders, and a stack of letters and what appeared to be plans of some kind waited in his tent. To Strella, Archbishop Adam, and Lord Borislov he’d given the empire, and copious instructions on how they were to manage the council. Thanks be that Strella and Alsice got along well.


Thanks be, also, that the river was too large for the Harriers to successfully foul. As it was they’d had to bring a lot more wood than Pjtor imagined, and even some earth coal. Truly Godown had been with them, because they’d found a seam of the slick, hard black fuel only a week’s steady travel by wagon to the west. It was well worth the trouble and effort to dig out of the dry stream bank where the scout found it, because a little burned for so long and so hot. The smiths were singing the praises of Godown every time they plunged a weapon into the fire to repair. Surely Godown had given them two prosperous years in order to prepare NovRodi for this effort.


Still, Pjtor thought as he nodded to the guards on watch, pride went before disaster. Sara had been proof of that, Grigory even more so. The men and women of NovRodi were not that much better than those elsewhere. He snorted and waved away a fly. Godown did as He pleased for His own reasons. Pjtor’s job was to not squander those opportunities granted and to keep the people on the proper path. Speaking of which, he kneed the horse onto the right-handed way. Left-handed took him out of the main camp to the waste dumping ground, where what could be burned or buried, was. An army made a lot or ordure, no matter how careful the men were. No one had yet found a way to train horses, oxen, and mules not to go where they chose. Was that why the Landers had devised machines that rolled without needing animal power? Because they got tired of cleaning up manure? How had they fed and cleaned up after animals as they crossed the stars, anyway?


An enterprising soul had dug a well that provided clean water—more or less—not far from where Pjtor had ordered his personal tent pitched. The water needed to be boiled, of course, to remove any miasma that might cling despite the cleansing soil around the well, but it was better than river water. Pjtor knew what floated down the river.


Once off his horse and after a glass of tea, Pjtor looked at the first plans for a new city on the Sweetwater Sea. They’d only mapped half of it, but what they’d found so far was amazing. Landis had pointed out spice trees, with the bark that produced warming flavors such as were used in winter porridges. They’d also found some more ruins, Lander or perhaps later, overgrown by the forest that began on the southern side of the great body of water. The northern side had earth coal, plentiful water and not too many marshes, stone for building and several herds of what Landis called “beesolow.” “They are like wild cattle, imperial master, but do well in heat. Their hides have little hair. Do not anger them, imperial master. They will come back to get revenge. The great kings hunted them on foot for sport, like the jungle cats and pseudo-boar.”


Landis had more than earned his freedom and Pjtor’s respect over the past months. He’d gone south early, traveling with the first of the scouts. Originally from even farther to the south, beyond the great hills the lurked in a faint blue line well south of the Sweetwater Sea, he had not tried to return home after the men of NovRodi found him, for reasons he kept to himself. He hated the Harriers and desired revenge for his slavery and for what had been done to his face. Alone among men Landis always wore a veil or scarf, concealing hideous scars and the hole where most of his nose had been before the Harriers splashed him with burning oil for having dared to protect other slaves. Pjtor’s men had freed him, Alsice, and other Harrier captives when they’d captured the fort on Fort Lake, upstream of the Sweetwater Sea. Several men reported that he’d taken to sneaking out at night, returning with black braids taken from dead Harriers. Pjtor had been at a loss what to do about that until Lord Jan Alicorn had taken him into his personal troops, directing Landis’s fury where it did the most good. The two shared a similar philosophy concerning the Harriers, and Pjtor listened to the latest report about their doings, rubbed his forehead, and wondered what he would do after they defeated the Harriers. Would the men’s anger be spent by then? Godown alone knew.


Pjtor returned to the rough sketch of the new city. It would sit on a bluff away from the lakeshore proper, with a protected road leading to the docks. Father Martin said one of the ancient cities on the Lander homeworld had something like that and it had served them well for hundreds of years. That it would keep the city away from the water, and any trouble away from the ships in the lake, went without saying. As with all modern cities, the streets inside twisted and jumped, preventing a direct attack through from one side to the other. Is that really needed now, if Godown grants us the victory? Would it not be easier to have a neat, rectangular pattern like that part of New Dalfa, especially if the Harriers are no more? As he considered it, it seemed as if Pjtor saw the waters of the lake beyond the city, shimmering and lovely like a rainbow.


Oh no. He went to his cot. An orderly removed his boots and Pjtor lay down, eyes closed as curtains of colored light danced across his eyelids. The familiar sense of peace and deep joy, a joy he had no words to truly describe, filled him with the faint hint of what Godown’s full blessing must be like. Then his body seemed to fall away from him. He came back to a ferocious headache and angry mood. The soldiers had better do well, or he’d chase them back to Muskava himself, beating them with the five-tailed whip every step of the journey.


Thanks be he’d not had a spell on the way down, he managed to think through the pounding. “Salibark,” he croaked. After the foreigners had helped his people rediscover the power of that wonderful, nasty-tasting brew that eased pain and tasted far too foul to abuse, unlike poppy extract, he’d begun carrying some in all of his supplies. Geert, Anderson, and a few others had warned him to never, ever mix salibark, something called mudmallow, and alcohol. Right now he didn’t especially care if the brew killed him, so long as his head quit aching and he got his legs back. A cup of the bitter, tongue-coating tea appeared and a quiet voice said, “It was steeped for two repetitions of the Shepherd’s Prayer and one iteration of St. Basil’s Blessing, imperial master.”


“Good.” He sat up enough to drink it, gulping the too-hot concoction. It burned his mouth enough that he didn’t taste it. He handed back the cup, waited for a count of one hundred to make certain all of it reached his stomach, then lay back down, one arm over his eyes. How had Blessed Toni managed to lead her Sisters and run the convent with these blasted spells coming daily, as the records claimed? Only through Godown’s gift, and as he recalled, Blessed Toni had the headache first, then visions and the sense of peace. That must have been the secret, Pjtor decided. The pounding dwindled to a dull throbbing. One book from New Dalfa claimed that eating a bit of bread baked from moldy “rhy” also helped, but of course did not explain what “rhy” was or what sort of mold. Typical, Pjtor growled as he started dozing off. They gave the answer but not the important details.


Another Holy Day passed before Pjtor heard a sound that made everyone with him stop, turn, and stare. He’d ridden around the camp, stopping by one of the areas reserved for the wounded, visiting some of the men and a few minor nobles who had been injured. As he left the tent, he felt something shake his bones and his ears ached. A deep, thundering boooom rolled across the world from the direction of the Lander city. A plume of smoke rose up, and up, and up, and Pjtor stared, slack-jawed. “Holy Godown, what is that?”


“By Saint Sabrina’s shimmy, did they pull a suicide strike, like the men of Sigurney did against the Turkowi?” one of the foreign churigons wondered.


“Damn if I know but what was that?” a different voice demanded.


“And is something going to come out of that cloud? What goes up does come down, after all.”


Pjtor turned away, striding, not running, most emphatically not running, to where his horse and guards waited. “To the ridge” he said. They trotted west and north, skirting the main part of camp. The closer he got to the ridge, the more men joined them, streaming toward the battlefield. Then he saw the first of those leaving the field, many holding their heads, seemingly unable to hear or to speak. They parted for him and he slowed his horse, walking up the ridge. The men with him whistled, gasped, and swore at the scene. He made Godown’s sign. “May the most holy Lord of all have mercy.”


A portion of the inner city, where the yellow spot had once stood, smoked. Black streaks and more smoke spread away from it. Pjtor hunted in his saddlebag until he found one of the distance glasses he’d gotten in New Dalfa and peered at the remains. It looked like, well, he had no good comparison unless it was like the cannon that had exploded when he was a boy, made a hundred times worse. “Imperial master, I wonder if that was the sanctuary of,” Landis hawked and spat. “Selkow.”


“They destroyed it so we couldn’t capture it?” It made as much sense as any idea. although Pjtor also wondered if Godown had smote it Himself. Perhaps He did, if they were storing weapons in there, like some of the fortified churches on the western frontier. As Pjtor swept the distance glass over the scene, he noted brown and grey figures beginning to push into the city, met by a few in yellow, but not as many as Pjtor would have thought. Why were they not fighting to protect their women and children, or to allow them time to escape? He looked past the city but saw no signs of people trying to escape the far side of the ring wall.


No. Surely not. No, not even the Harriers would have, would . . . Yes, they might if they assumed we would do to them as they have done to us. If they killed their own women and children rather than let us capture them and kill them as a sacrifice to Godown. The very idea of such a thing made Pjtor want to vomit. He hoped it had been an accident instead. The Harriers were dangerous vermin, but they were also men whose ancestors had crossed the stars, just like the men of NovRodi. He tried to imagine killing a woman to please Godown but his mind rebelled along with his stomach. What about that nasty priest in Three Rivers, hmm? He certainly was willing to make a living burnt offering to Godown. Pjtor shut off that thought, stowed the distance viewer, and urged his sturdy grey gelding forward down the front of the ridge to where he thought he saw Green’s standard.


The general could hear, barely. “Imperial majesty, I have no idea what happened. We received no messenger, no warning, no offer of surrender, nothing. At least the Turkowi will surrender if we let them leave, or warn us when they won’t. A messenger had just told me that the gate on the river side had been breached when,” he spread his hands as if he were holding a large ball of something. “Godown as my witness, it was none of our doing.”


That Pjtor believed easily. They had no cannon that could reach so far. He nodded. Green turned and scrawled the same thing on several strips of paper, handed them to waiting couriers, and pointed the men in the proper directions. “No looting and be careful, in case there are traps,” Green explained. “I don’t want to play the role of the Turkowi at Sigurney.” Pjtor nodded again. Even he’d read about that battle, in a book he’d brought back from the Sea Republics. The defenders had held on for far longer than anyone should have been able to, and then had sallied out of the small fortress, attacking the much larger Turkowi army. They died, all but a dozen, and the Turkowi rushed into the fort. A slow-burning match had been run into the powder magazine and the explosion killed thousands of Turkowi, including several major priests and generals. Disease killed the Turkowi king, or so the account claimed. The Turkowi had won the battle but lost the fort, the entire campaign season, and a lot of soldiers. Pjtor agreed with Green—that was not the kind of victory he wanted to duplicate.


“Where did they go?” was the question almost everyone asked by the time they finished scouring the city. Pjtor still had not seen the inside and champed at the bit, eager to claim the prize. Claim it for Godown, of course, he made himself add. Green had insisted that Pjtor wait until they had scoured the entire place, which took less time than anticipated.


“It’s the damnedest thing, imperial master, sirs,” Landis reported to the army’s leaders. “If I were to say anything, it would be that they camped within the walls and inside the buildings, but did not truly live here. We’re found where they kept lots of animals, and the butchers’ area, and what were garden plots of some kind, but nothing that looks really lived in, like people had slept within the walls and made things the way they like them.” He’d moved his face-wrap aside in order to drink and left it open, causing many men to look away from him, Pjtor noticed.


Lord Alicorn brushed his fingers over his mustache, then through his black hair. “Imperial master, generals, I, perhaps, well, that is, when I was named to the council I spent some time with Master Michael Looven, one of the foreigners, when he was in Muskava. He said that there are groups within the church that consider Lander remains cursed forever, because Godown smote them for using technology rather than trusting His will and following His word.”


“St. Mou’s followers, yes,” Green said.


“He also said that he’d heard from the believing horsemen, the Magwi? Yes, the Magwi, that some of the Turkowi also avoid Lander places and things, holding them cursed although for their own strange reasons.” Alicorn took a deep breath. “Imperial master, generals, what if the Harriers followed that path? That is to say, they made use of the city for whatever reason, shelter in the winter would be my guess, but stayed only when they had to, in case Godown smote them for coming too close to the Landers?”


Pjtor and the others considered the southern noble’s words. They did make sense, assuming the Harriers shared certain beliefs with the people of Godown. That was where Pjtor had difficulty, and he wasn’t the only one, if the men’s expressions matched their thoughts. “There is logic in what you suggest,” Pjtor allowed.


“Aye,” Green said, and Poliko nodded. “However, there are other possibilities. One, that the women and children did not come this far east this year, given the state of the grasslands and our pressure on the Harriers. We do not know how far to the west the grass and river continue. They could be a few days or weeks’ ride away, waiting for us to follow, or to strike when we relax our guard.


“Another possibility is that, for some reason, the city cannot be truly lived in.” He lifted his hands in an expansive shrug. “I know nothing about the Landers beyond what we all do, and it may be that without their technology, the cities cannot support people full time. The Book of Flame in the Holy Writ says that after the third visitation of the Great Fires, many left the cities and those who remained died as the machines failed.”


Alicorn nodded. “And it could be that like the Magwi, the Harriers do not want to live settled in one place. Trying to keep their herds and flocks alive in the city would be, ah, challenging at best?”


Pjtor stroked his mustache. “I suspect that there are elements of all these ideas. The fodder and pasture within two days’ ride is poor, although the army has been here longer, in larger numbers, than the Harrier herds.”


Landis made an odd motion with one hand. Pjtor acknowledged him. “Imperial master, they have five horses and ten sheep for each man, woman, and child, at a minimum, plus the great oxen that move their rolling tents. That’s a lot of livestock even for a few people.”


Now Pjtor shrugged. “That is so. Howsoever it happened, the Harriers seem to have left.”


“We did find out how, imperial master. At least how those without horses got out of the city.” Landis and Alicorn both wrinkled their noses, or what Landis had left of a nose. “There are passage-ways from the buildings and streets that carry water and probably other things away from the city, to the river. We found lots of tracks leading away from the big tubes, going up onto the bank a kilometer upstream, at what may be a ford. Beyond that the tracks fade into the grass and I did not care to send troops after them.” Alicorn clasped his hands behind his back. “I recall the stories about what became of Kiron’s army.”


“It is too late in the season to be chasing them. The books say we should, that we should drive them into the Split Sea so that their horses stay exhausted and they have to surrender. But we are very far from home and supplies, winter strikes even down here, and I believe it best to stop where we are. It is defensible, sheltered, has water, and once the priests purify it of any trace of Selkow, safe for the soul. Not make the city a permanent place of residence,” Pjtor added quickly, before someone could raise the argument about the Landers, “but allow people to stay here in winter until a new city is built on the Sweetwater Sea, and a small fort upstream to control the ford, if that is a ford.”


Grumbles of assent followed his words, and Father Martin said, “I have sent word to have more priests come, especially those familiar with the Harriers and their evil.” That satisfied all present at the army council, although Pjtor suspected many in the army would prefer to stay very far from the city. Old beliefs about the Landers died hard, no matter what the priests might say.


The next morning, just as the sun rose, Pjtor rode into the city. Landis rode beside him, and guards followed. The morning light gave the buildings a faint pink glow that shifted to pale grey. Nothing was taller than three levels, and the roads ran straight. After a few road crossings, Pjtor noticed an open area, like a market. Some had plants and what might have been the remains of gardens, others were hard-surfaced. The horses’ hoofs made a dull thump-thump on the black material of the road. This must be what the wonderful road into Vindobona was made of that the trader in New Dalfa was talking about. Black, a little soft, smooth and even, and unworn despite hundreds of years of use. Pjtor smelled a little stink on the morning breeze but nothing truly foul. And he saw a few signs of fighting, and of fires, but no major damage, unless the open window openings and doorways of the buildings counted. Well, any wood would have been long gone, and glass shattered at a touch. And maybe these had been open from the beginning because of warm weather, like Landis said the southern kings’ palaces were.


A little of Pjtor wanted to explore the city, to look inside each building and peer around. Part of him wanted to run very far away, in case the popular whispers about Godown’s wrath for any who took after the Landers was true. Mostly he wanted to see the black spot in the middle of the city. The buildings seemed to be getting taller. “Imperial Master, I wonder if this was a church district,” Landis half-asked.


Pjtor shook his head. “It would make more sense to have a church in each district, as we still do, but . . . Hmm. Perhaps the entire city was a church district, like a very large monastery or place where priests were trained, with a great central church for the great feasts.”


Landis considered Pjtor’s words for several more rows of buildings before replying, “That would make sense from what I understand of the Landers, imperial master, but then my people have different traditions from yours.”


Anything Pjtor might have asked disappeared as they came onto the main market square of the city, or what had once been the market square and the yellow thing. Black soot and bits of building scattered the area, and Pjtor suddenly wondered if those broken windows had only happened recently, with the great explosion. Soldiers stood watch, and Father Martin had spent the previous day cleaning the area of any spiritual danger. Pjtor dismounted, sniffing. It stank a little like powder smoke, but also like rotten eggs and burned meat. As he walked closer to the blackened area, he noticed a charred, almost familiar looking something perched on the ledge of a window several levels up. He squinted and recognized a hand. He swallowed hard and looked at the market square again.


“Holy Godown and all the saints,” Pjtor breathed, making Godown’s sign as he looked at the charred remains of the yellow building. Part of it had been blown to powder, or so he guessed, and the hole in the ground in front of the remaining walls made his eyes bulge. What in Godown’s name had they done? It would take the entire army’s store of powder to make a boom that big. Did Godown smite them? Or did they have something else here, like the flour mill near New Dalfa that exploded and that Basil van Deiman said was from flour and a flame mixing. Whatever it was, Pjtor wanted nothing to do with it. Truly, some knowledge is cursed. Of course, if they had been careless with their flour supply, then they deserved the results. Or had it been both, or something else entirely, like what was making the earth shake and hot water leap from the ground in the far western mountains?


Pjtor looked away from the hole and the smashed ruins, studying the pattern of streaks and char. “Imperial master, if I ventured to guess, I’d say whatever happened went that way,” Landis pointed up a street at right-angles to the one they had ridden in by. “Like the door was open, or most of the explosion was directed like the mouth of a cannon.”


“The char and bits of building seem to agree with your guess.” Pjtor tried to imagine a cannon that could produce the kind of explosion that made the mess. How far would it shoot? How many oxen would it take to move? Too many and too far, probably. Barracks-room jokes aside, bigger was not always better. Pjtor looked around and got a little closer to the remains of the once yellow thing. He thought he could see melted and twisted metal, as if they had used metal for the timbers instead of wood. By St. Issa, how much metal and earth coal had it taken to make those?


Landis had crossed the market square and was poking at something on a wall, then crouched down to look at the ground. He pulled out his knife and pried at the surface. Pjtor came over to see what he’d found. “Glass, imperial master? Melted and then spattered like when a man has a mouth full of soup and sneezes?”


Pjtor hesitated. Father Martin blessed everything. It can’t hurt you, not after getting spattered like this. He reached out with one finger and touched the dark, shiny stuff. It felt smooth and cool, very smooth, and did look like spattered soup, or drops of water or paint on a wall. He also drew a knife and poked it. It chipped on the edge, like broken glass did. “Huh.” Had the yellow building been covered in glass? No, that made no sense. Maybe it had colored glass windows like the churches in A’Asterdee, which would fit his idea of this being a religious center, a sort of holy city for the church. If that had been the case, then the people of Godown had even more right to reclaim and make use of the place.


It took some work, but Landis pried two glass disks off the wall for Pjtor. He prayed over them, and when nothing happened, he stowed them in a belt pouch and returned to the horses. They rode out more quickly than they had ridden in. At one point they stopped and Landis pointed to something at the edge of the road. “That opening there, imperial master? It lets water flow into those tubes under the city that run to the river.”


“Huh.” Could he do something like that in Muskava, to carry away the rain so the streets didn’t turn to mud? No, because the mud would also wash away and then what would you have? A muddy river and canals instead of streets. What worked in A’Asterdee would not be so good for Muskava.
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The feast of the harvest had passed before Pjtor and his men returned to Muskava. The city remained intact, aside from one section that had burned down after a baker’s assistant failed to completely douse ashes before pouring them in the bin for the soapmaker to collect. Little Adam had begun running and babbled non-stop, further proof that he was truly Pjtor’s son. Alsice rocked Klara and sighed. “That’s the good news, my lord husband. The not so good news is that the lords of council have decided that the time to root out the heretics is last summer, that the beard tax is too high, and that they all need enormous estates in the south.”


“Of course.”


“And Lady Strella says the sausages are not curing as they should, the last batch of smoked fish was too bland, she wants to try to import sheep from the Sea Republics to improve ours but she won’t say ‘ram’ she says ‘noble sheep,’ and that there are rumors from St. Molly’s that Sara is, hmm, not as devoted to matters of the spirit as she should be.”


Pjtor’s blood went cold, then hot. “Indeed?”


Alsice gulped. “Yes, imperial master,” she whispered. “It is said that the sons of the Chosen Guard have spoken to her.”


Crunch tinkle tinkle. The beer glass in Pjtor’s hand shattered. Shards fell onto the top of the rear-feed brick stove, dancing and bouncing off the blue and white glazed bricks. A bit of blood dripped and hissed on the hot surface.


“I see.”





[image: 6: Family Matters]


Pjtor watched the snow falling onto the ground of the palace’s courtyard and wondered why he had thought Sara would recognize her error and turn to Godown for forgiveness for her sins and the deaths she’d caused, her and her fool of a lover. No, her heart remained too hard, her ambitions too all-consuming. And the sons of the men who had risen up against him . . . His fists clenched and he saw in his memory the bearded faces and muskets and pikes, felt air under his little boots as Grigory held him out over the courtyard and the gathered Chosen Guard as Alyx’s body seeped blood into the carpets in Pjtor and Isaac’s chamber. “See, the little emperor lives!” Grigory had shouted to the foul mob.


No longer little, now emperor in truth, and I have had enough of this. No more mercy, no more forgiveness. He was Godown’s anointed, Sara was not. They shared their father’s blood but nothing more. Sara had been sent to St. Molly’s to pray and make penance for her errors—her pride and her abuse of power that had never truly been hers. No longer. He turned and looked at the map Fr. Andre had brought. Pjtor’s eyes roamed north, north and west, into the empty lands far from Muskava. A few religious houses dotted the landscape, home to the most devoted, the monks who sought solitude and the wilderness to live austere lives and to tame the wildlands for Godown, making the barren places bloom. Convents followed them, places for women who sought pure seclusion for their devotions. He closed his eyes, breathed a prayer, and opened them again. “St. Klara the Wise.”


“Imperial master?”


“St. Klara the Wise.” He walked over and tapped the map. “I wish to sponsor a sister to that house. I will pay for her maintenance and for the support of the house there.” His half-sister would not be able to plot against him there. Well, she might, that was her sin, but she could not have visitors who would seek her out, coming and going without being observed and noted. She might be family, blood of my blood, but she threatens NovRodi and my children, and I will not have that. “Are there any copies of the rolls of honor, the volumes that date to my father’s time, in the archives?”


“I do not know, Imperial master. Shall I find out?”


“Yes. Please,” he added, since it would require going into the Archbishop’s library.


“Very good, imperial master.” After exchanging blessings, the man departed, leaving the map.


Tap tap. He turned to see Strella. “Yes?”


She bowed low. “Our half-sister.”


“Yes.” He gestured and she came into the library. “She refuses to learn.”


Strella seemed about to speak, then made a cutting motion with one hand. “She is the imperial sister still, my lord.”


And would that I could change that. “Her blood remains sacrosanct.” Even though Isaac’s and mine would not have been, had she and Grigory acted as they wished. “But she shall not remain here. She will go to St. Klara the Wise.” He pointed.


Strella’s eyes followed his finger well to the north, several weeks’ travel from Muskava. She gasped, covering her mouth with her hands. “So far?”


“The sons of the Chosen Guard do indeed seek her out, for ‘council and wisdom’ or so the priest in charge of St. Molly’s reports. I cannot tolerate that.” He drew himself up to full height, his hair brushing the ceiling. “Market rumor holds that several of the men are planning to find a way to regain their ‘rightful rank’ by force. I will not tolerate it.”


She’d cowered back from him, face pale, eyes wide. “Wh— What do you propose to do, imperial majesty?”


“You will learn in due time, sister. I will shed no more blood than is strictly necessary.”


She nodded, bowing as low as a servant as he strode out.
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“You want to do what?” Archbishop Adam’s face darkened with anger. The snug private meeting room in the archbishop’s house felt very small as Pjtor confronted him.


“I will burn the last copies of the old Rolls of Honor in the beast market, for all to see. The descendants of the Chosen Guard will have no further grounds to claim rank their fathers forfeited. What they earn themselves they may keep, provided they are loyal to me and to the church.” Pjtor kept his voice quiet and his hands still.


“I cannot allow that. Those books include families that go back to the early days of Muskava and are the final record of service to Godown and to the lords of Muskava.” Adam stood and paced back and forth before turning to Pjtor again. “They are too precious to destroy.”


“And NovRodi is less precious?” Do not meddle in my world, archbishop.


“No, but there is no need to destroy the volumes. You have said that the families of those who refused to do their duty have been returned to common rank. That is sufficient. Allow them to retain their past and pride. Godown charged you with rendering justice, not with vengeance.”


Ice filled Pjtor’s voice. “Their pride has led them to seek out Sara and to plot against me once more. Without the books there is no proof to their claims that they are only seeking to reclaim what their families earned a hundred years ago and more. Some of them have not lifted a finger to protect NovRodi during their lifetimes, but they demand the privileges of service. No, Archbishop Adam, justice demands that the last possibility of claim be erased.”


“And you have proof?”


“Proof of Sara’s treachery and power-greed. Proof of her meeting with them when she is not supposed to, just as no cloistered sister is to meet with anyone. And rumor of treason. For that reason I do not seek them out, Archbishop Adam, not unless rumor becomes solid evidence. Sara will leave, going well away from the temptations of Muskava. And I would remove the temptation of the Rolls of Honor, like removing an irritation from near a wound so that it may heal.” He’d practiced the words with Strella, trying to find a way to keep his temper in check if the meeting did not go as well as he had hoped it would. Why would the archbishop not see reason?


“No. The books are part of our history. They remain. The matter is ended.”


“Very well, Archbishop. Godown be with you.”


“And also with you,” the cleric replied automatically. Pjtor turned and walked out. Servants waited in the courtyard with the horses and a small cart that had carried supplies, part of the tithe from the southern lands that Pjtor had brought with him. As he glanced into the empty cart, he noticed some corners and edges poking out from under the canvas that had covered the cart’s load. He smiled a little. Michael Looven had accomplished his task.


He had not stolen the books, Pjtor thought as they returned to the palace. He had removed what belonged to the emperor from the Archbishop’s custody. And it had been done before Adam had forbidden it, so Pjtor had not defied one of Godown’s priests. Looven had a fair hand and would copy out the parts that were truly important for the history of NovRodi, and then have them printed on the new printing press in the foreign district and made available for anyone who wished to read. The names? Consigned to the flames.


Pjtor did not want to confront Sara himself. He wanted her gone, removed from Muskava and any possibility of attempting to claim the throne. She had died to him, wallowing in sins of disobedience and pride, and needed a spiritual healer, someone who could break through her will and make her see the danger she’d put her soul in. Her soul and NovRodi both. The nobles will never listen to her. She cannot lead men, she cannot fight, and if she tried to act as regent through Pjtor and Adam, the lords of court would fight each other in order to dominate the council. The Harriers would return and destroy all that I gained. No.


After thinking over the matter, Pjtor gave his orders. “Take a full company, plus enough provisions for ten women for a month. Sister Annie Muskava will travel in a locked sleigh-coach with two other sisters to preserve her reputation. If the two choose to return with you, they may do so. If anyone attempts to attack her, or to kidnap her, act as you see fit.”


“Yes, Imperial Master” Captain Alyxson murmured. Pjtor had chosen him because of his good sense, his loyalty, and his loathing of Sara. She’d forced the captain’s mother into service-slavery for five years to pay for a dress that Sara claimed the serving woman had ruined, and the woman’s master had treated her so badly that she’d died not long after earning out her contract.


The next market day, as soon as Looven finished copying the important parts of the books and cutting out the decorated pages in order to preserve them, and once Alsice, Geert, and Strella had confirmed his judgment, Pjtor and his personal troops took the books to the beast market. Either Archbishop Adam had assumed that Pjtor would not disobey his orders, or his clerks failed to check the library after Pjtor’s visit, because Pjtor had not heard anything from the church about missing volumes. Any guilt Pjtor might have had shrank to the size of a pepperseed when he thought about the damage Sara and Grigory had inflicted on NovRodi. He looked at the high walls around the noble houses, the few bare branches rising above the stone and wood marking the presence of orchards. Once again he wondered how foolish the Harriers had been to try to starve Muskava just before his great-grandfather’s day. But they came close, when they burned the outer gate and breached the first wall. Truly Godown was with us that day. Only a third of Muskava’s people had been killed or enslaved.


Pjtor wanted Geert with him, but had decided this once not to order his friend to accompany him. Murmurs against the foreigners grew in strength every winter, fading in spring and summer, and Pjtor did not need someone trying to destroy the foreigners’ district. The foreigners and the soldiers they’d trained had broken the Chosen Guard five years before. People remembered that and some had never forgiven the foreigners for their intervention, eve foreigners who had sworn allegiance to Emperor Pjtor Adamson. Pjtor sniffed, smelling smoke from cooking and work fires, the familiar damp wet of old snow, and a sharp, eye-stinging whiff of someone rinsing freshly dyed dark-blue cloth. His horse snorted and shook his head as he clopped along. I agree. They’d better not pour the dye into the river.


The main sales had finished for the day when the men arrived at the square that held the beast market. Peasants and small farmers had brought old, dry-of-milk cows in to sell as food beasts, along with geese, pfiggies, and other animals they could not feed through winter. The laws of Muskava permitted fowl to live within the city walls, and beasts of burden, and pfiggies between the first frost and St. Basil’s Day. Otherwise all large animals stayed outside the walls. Pjtor had heard that it dated to just after the Fires, when a pfiggy ate one of the noble’s children during the chaos following a cattle stampede. He was just as happy not to have people keeping large beasts in the city—they made too much waste. Pjtor signaled the soldiers and the removed wood from the sleigh and piled it on the hard-packed dirt at the center of the market square. The novelty attracted attention and soon a good-sized crowd had gathered to see what might be happening.


“Light it.”


The dry wood, touched with rancid oil, burned easily once the men lit kindling and fed it into the pile. Pjtor gestured and the men pulled the three enormous books out from under the canvas in the sleigh. He stood in the stirrups and called, “It has come to pass that Sister Annie of Muskava, once known as Princess Sara, the regent of NovRodi, has allowed temptation to lead her back into danger of rebellion. Against the orders of the council and the holy church, she has met with young men eager for worldly prizes and glory.” He paused looking at the crowd. Yes, he saw at least three young men acting nervous or upset. Two wore long beards, showing their willingness to pay the tax rather than obey. He looked at them, watching, weighing them.


“It is said that a good father does not guide his children into temptation, but instead shields them from evil. For that reason,” he stopped, swallowed, and continued. You forced me to do this, Sara, you and the puppies who refused to heed the warning. “For that reason the temptation to rebellion is being removed. The Rolls of Honor do not exist. Honors must be earned, not inherited. For too long some people have rested on the works of their great grandfathers and grand-uncles. No longer.” Pjtor rode as close to the fire as the black horse would tolerate, accepted a volume from the soldier, and tossed it into the center of the flames. The crowd gasped and some moaned. Books, precious treasures, the relics of the Landers, burned!


“No! You will not destroy my family,” one of the bearded young men yelled, rushing toward the fire and the soldiers holding the other two books. “The true emperor would not do this! The true emperor cherishes the Rolls of Honor. We earned our lands and you have no right to keep us from our privileges!” He drew a sword and attacked one of the soldiers, who used the book to fend off the attacker. The crowd gasped, seeming to take a step backward. Good, Pjtor thought. I won’t have to punish the rest of you.


Pjtor also drew his sword and rode around behind the idiot, leaning down and cutting his head and shoulders. The boy screamed and turned, daring to attack a mounted man. Pjtor struck again, almost beheading the man as the soldier tossed the second book into the flames. Another man tried to grab the third book and the soldiers wrestled him to the ground, restraining him. The third book flew into the fire’s maw, and another moan rose as the crowd watched the flames turning the cover and pages black. No one moved. The cold wind encouraged the fire and soon the books disappeared, joining the wood and ashes.


“Honors must be earned. The stories and images in the books have been preserved, recopied in a fair hand or cut out to be re-bound elsewhere, but the names are no more. The Chosen Guard no longer exists and will never exist again. Honors must be earned.” Pjtor glared at the crowd, daring them to challenge him. None did. You are right to fear me. I am anointed emperor of NovRodi, charged by Godown with the safety and protection of the land and the people.


“What about this one, imperial master?” the lieutenant in charge of the soldiers asked, pointing to the struggling young man, now trussed up and unable to fight.


“He will return here in two days to receive the payment for disobeying his emperor.”


“You can’t do this! My family served the emperors for generations, and my father stood by Lady Sara and Lord Nilgal!”


“Yes, and Nilgal the Traitor’s skull still hangs at the eastern gate as a warning. A warning that should have been heeded.”


Two days later, Pjtor watched from horseback once more as two strong men brought the five-tailed whips down on the young traitor’s back. He lasted for almost fifty blows before dying. “Leave the body on the frame until noon. Then hang it where the old traitor’s body hung.” The second fool’s body already decorated a gibbet, feeding the carrion birds.


Archbishop Adam had exploded at Pjtor when he learned of what happened, then threatened Pjtor with being cast out of the church for allowing the hand copies of the book to be reproduced on the foreigners printing press and made available to those who wished to buy copies. “I ordered you not to take those books! You destroyed priceless treasures of the church.” The cleric’s face had darkened to a deep reddish-brown that almost matched his eyebrows, Pjtor noticed. Huh. That’s interesting. Not sure I’ve ever seen that before. I wonder why his face does that. Does anyone else’s? Strella didn’t change color, so maybe it’s something only men do. Huh.


When Archbishop Adam paused for breath, Pjtor replied, “If anyone had looked at the books, truly looked at them, they would have been quite disappointed, Archbishop. The names had been written between the lines of older copies of texts. They were not Lander inside, although the bindings and the pictures might have been. The pictures had been taken from other works and added to these. My scribe had no difficulty removing the picture pages.”


“He what?”


Pjtor pushed a stack of loose pages across the smooth Lander-era tabletop to the archbishop. “These are the picture pages and some of the other pages from the second volume. Some of the images were only fastened to the page at the top.” And the images underneath . . . those women needed to eat more. I wonder if they were for a sort of bride show, or perhaps service-slaves willing to work for a brothel.


The archbishop found one of those pages and he looked through the stack. His face went from red to dead white. His mouth opened and closed. “These—” he looked at three more pages, one more with the hidden picture, before re-stacking the pile. “I am appalled that these were not found earlier and removed from the church’s collection, Lander or no. These are horrible.”


I don’t know, there’s a blond who looks like she’d be fun on a winter night. “You will be pleased to know that the majority of the pages, aside from the names and those inappropriate pictures, contained lists of church and royal properties and of tax reports. The truly vital historical material was less than anticipated. All the contents, including the lists and reports, have been recopied and preserved.” Because Master Looven has a point about the property lists. Those could be very useful to me.


“And they will be kept away from those who might be tempted by such knowledge.”


Pjtor shook his head. “No, Archbishop, printed copies will be made for sale to anyone who will pay for them. I believe ten orders have been placed already.” He drank his now cold tea before adding, “Three of those are from monasteries interested in filling gaps in their collections.”


Adam turned red again, almost matching the collar and trim on his robe of office. It was fascinating, really. “You cannot allow people access to such things without authority from the church. Without proper training and supervision, they will be led into temptation and away from the disciplines of Godown.”


Pjtor rolled his eyes. “Archbishop, how many men in Muskava can read?”


“That doesn’t matter.”


Enough. “I take it you are not interested in taking the image pages back into the church’s archives.”


“No I am not.” He hissed through clenched teeth. “Some evil Lander put those in the book to profane the work. I am going to have every volume in the archive searched for more such foul trash.”


I wonder what color he’d turn if I told him that the Lander women apparently read, because there are pictures of nearly naked men at the bottom of that pile? He’d probably faint. “That is most wise, Archbishop. And perhaps the good brothers will find works that have been overlooked for too long, like the ‘Life of St. Boris’ the abbot discovered at St. Landis-on-the-Shore two years ago.”


“Truly Godown guided his hand, indeed, Pjtor Adamson.” Distracted and perhaps mollified, Adam raised one hand in blessing. “Godown be with you and your household.”


“Godown guide your paths and protect your goings out and comings in.”


“Thanks be to Godown,” both men said in unison.
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“My lord father, why were the books burned?”


Pjtor glanced up from his food to see his oldest son’s unhappy expression. You need to eat more. You are all leg and no shoulder, almost like a girl. “Because young fools who had been warned tried to use what was in the books to defy the law.”


“Master Tom, my instructor, says that books are our most precious relic of the past and are to be guarded and treasured, not destroyed.” The boy did not contradict or challenge Pjtor exactly, but his father still frowned.


“The contents of some books are indeed valuable. The contents of others are less so, especially of books that hold nothing but lists of names and dates of common people.”


Young Pjtor hesitated, licked his thin lips and dared to say, “Those were not common people, my lord father, Master Tom said they were of the Chosen Guard, the men honored for their efforts during the Great Fires to—”


“Enough.” Pjtor refused to roar at the table, but he felt himself getting close to raising his voice. “Master Tom is in error. About the contents of the books and about the men of what was once called the Chosen Guard. I will explain when you are older.” And I will replace Master Tom. Surely there is a northern monastery that needs an archivist.


Pjtor stuck his lower lip out.


“You may go.”


The boy bowed and went. At least he had wit enough to show proper respect. Pjtor finished his late-morning tea and bread, then stood. He needed to finish that table before the snow came again and interfered with the light in the woodshop.
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“How many?” Pjtor needed to be certain he’d heard correctly.


“At least a hundred and fifty, imperial master,” the courier repeated. Pjtor wondered if he was hearing a faint hint of sympathy in the man’s voice as he explained, “Many of the bodies caught in a fishing wall ten kilometers downstream, before the river rose again.”


Godown knows his own, but damn, I need people, people who work and break land and pay taxes. “Did the priest send word as to what caused the suicide?”


“Yes, most gracious imperial master,” the courier reached into his bag and handed Pjtor a sealed page, along with several more packets of letters. “The others are from way-posts along the route.”


“But the road is almost dry, you say?”


“Yes, imperial master. Terribly rutted, must gracious imperial master, but dry.”


“I see. You are dismissed.”


The man bowed low and backed out of the room. Pjtor glanced that the letter packets, then opened the note from the priest. Ugh, can the man even write? Or read? Pjtor was poor at both, but his hand and spelling looked like those of a master scribe compared to the pinched scrawl on the pages. Pjtor stood and took the letter to the window to read it in the warm spring sunlight. His lips moved as he deciphered the text.


“Most imperial majesty, anointed of Godown, little father of believers, greetings. Be advised that your mercy and patience have been abused by the self-styled True Spirits. They have recruited more to their evil, especially on the eastern coast around the mouth of the Grassy River and inland along the Fallbroke River.” Pjtor glanced at the wall map and found the places, both of them tens of kilometers south of Lord Borislov’s lands, then returned to the letter. “Men of the holy church had not visited the area for too long, most imperial majesty, and—”


Pjtor stopped, went to his desk, and added another to his list of complaints to and about Archbishop Adam. Granted, it was not entirely Adam’s fault that Archbishop Nikolas had not sent mission priests out that far south, but someone should have realized that the area was mostly safe and unattended. You know, that makes three times now that I’ve read or heard complaints about the lack of priests on the edges of the empire. Godown will punish us even harder than He is right now for this if it is not corrected immediately. The Writ says that if the shahma seek guidance and the herdsman ignores their need, then ten times the woe of the herd will strike the herdsman. Pjtor returned to the window and the letter.


“Father Tom discovered that the so-called True Spirits had grown in number and wariness, luring free peasants to their false ways and corrupting the district. They still claim to preserve the only proper ways of worship and devotion, including the two-finger sign of blessing and the single ‘Ameen’ following the recitation of the ‘Prayer of the Waters’ during the Liturgy. They have also, most wise imperial majesty, begun praying against the true church and have begun to say that Godown has provided signs of His pending wrath. Rumors of a false teacher abound, one who claims that Godown is sending another wave of warnings and punishments like the Great Fires and will restore freedom and perhaps even technology to the faithful, although there is some uncertainty about the last.


“Most mighty imperial majesty, Father Tom hurried to the nearest road fortress when he had observed this nest of heretics and traitors. Lord Tarnoii had stopped there before returning to his own lands from the south, and agreed that the heretics must be removed or brought back to reason and true belief. He ordered the soldiers to go with him and Father Tom. Imperial majesty, they must have had watchers and allies hiding along the road, because when Father Tom, Lord Tarnoii and the soldiers arrived, they found none in the main village alive save for the livestock. A check of the river revealed a message cut into a tree and downstream, the bodies. All had drowned themselves, claiming that Godown would preserve their souls from corruption.”


Damn, but Tarnoii couldn’t leave matters well enough alone, could he. Pjtor had a sudden thought and scribbled another note, this on stone board with a bit of shalk, so he could erase it if anyone came in. Was Tarnoii positioning himself as a rival to Pjtor? He desperately wanted Arkmandii and Tabor’s lands, and if he were using the heretics as an argument for supplanting Pjtor as the protector of the safety of the church . . . He’d better not be. High noble or not, he’ll swing.


Damn it, but this was the same blasted thing that had happened the first spring after the church council that had recommended the reforms, clearing out novelties and additions to the liturgy and superstitions that had developed over the centuries. At the time Pjtor had not been pleased with how Archbishop Nikolas and Sara had dealt with the schismatics, but he’d not come into his manhood and power until later. After the first wave of suicides, all by drowning, the church had stopped seeking the True Spirits out, instead praying for them to allow Godown to correct their error and return to proper belief. Pjtor still suspected that Godown really did not concern Himself overmuch with how many fingers the priest held up when he made the blessing sign, or how many times the worshippers said “Ameen” following the major and minor prayers. He had more important matters to turn His attention to, like the Harriers and the Turklavi, and great sinners. That the True Spirits had fled to the southern and western frontiers where the Harriers killed and enslaved goodly numbers of them had also encouraged Pjtor and his half-brother to ignore them, despite Archbishop Nikolas’s insistence that Godown would destroy NovRodi if Pjtor failed to extirpate the misguided idiots.


I wonder how many of them really believe that the church has gone into error and how many are foolish, ignorant peasants who have gone so long without a priest to bless, anoint, and serve them that they are desperate for anyone who will minister, especially if the false priest is on scene and available? Probably most of them, poor bastards. I’ve let the shahma of Godown’s herd go untended for too long. Pjtor scribbled a message for the priest acting as messenger to the archbishop’s assistant, and then erased the stone-board and went riding.


The map from the church’s records was—almost literally—damning. Pjtor and Geert studied it, and Geert shook his head. “My lord, no offense intended, but this makes no sense.”


“How so? To me it makes a very plain sense. Priests do not want to leave their comforts to go where they are needed and the bishops are not making them.” With a few notable exceptions, like the area assigned to Bishop Robert of Marshton on the eastern coast, the distribution of priests resembled a bull’s eye centered on Muskava. The farther from the imperial city, the fewer dots appeared on the map, representing filled parishes. One or two Pjtor could understand because the only thing in that area was a monastery and well, how many priests does a monastery need? He could also understand the gaps to the south, because that would not be formalized into parishes until the next church council, to be held in three weeks. “And there is a shortage of priests, or so it is said.”


“That’s what makes no sense, my lord, at least not to me. Granted, I’m a foreigner and the church is arranged a touch differently in the Sea Republics and to the east, but why are there not more priests? Is there a rule that says some men can only serve as monks but not priests? In a true emergency of life and soul, even a professed Sister of Service can administer final absolutions and first anointings, although those are so rare as to be almost unheard of,” he added quickly.


Pjtor could not imagine one of the convent sisters granting final absolution. How would the man get into the convent? Ah, but remember that the sisters in New Dalfa and other places serve in the world, not through prayer alone. Truly the ways of Godown are strange. And had not the sons of the Chosen Guard found ways to speak with Sara despite her being cloistered? Pjtor shook the thoughts from his mind and returned to the topic at hand. “No, there is nothing in the Writ that says some must become monks and some priests, although in the second Life of St. Ladislas, the younger version, it is said that St. Ladislas counseled most men who came to him to set themselves apart from the world, for most are not strong enough to resist its temptations without the protection of walls and fellows to hold them accountable.” Pjtor stroked his mustache, twisting the end. “But that version is not Writ, nor is it recognized by most as being more than an answer at a very specific time and place, since it coincided with the first Harrier attacks and Ladislas preferred peace to war.” Good thing he was the only one, or there’d be no believers left. Yes, it is easy to avoid fighting if your walls are strong enough and numbers large enough and supplies numerous enough that no one bothers to attack you. That does not apply to most of us.


“Ah. Thank you, my lord. That clarifies something I’d wondered about.”


But it did not answer Geert’s question about the lack of priests. Pjtor sat firmly in his chair in the comfortable private meeting chamber. It neither creaked nor shifted. Finally, people were making things that fit him. Pjtor accepted a mug of hot spiced wine to ward off the wet spring morning air. “There are not enough priests because too many young men are going into the monasteries in order to avoid work and service. Yes, some are truly called to a life of poverty and contemplation. But,” he drank and frowned. “A very large surge in applications for the monasteries took place just before the push to recapture the southern lands. Another surge seems to have begun since the edict of settlement.”


Geert squinted and looked to the left, as if trying to recall what Pjtor meant. “Ah, the requirement for families with more than two able-bodied sons to send one to the south with the army or to farm the new lands for at least three years, in exchange for reduced taxes.”


“Yes.”


“And there is an exemption for men in the church, my lord.”


“Yes.”


Geert smiled a little with his mouth but not his eyes. “And a brief check of the applications to the monasteries showed a most unusually high number of third and fourth sons with vocations that only appeared recently.”


“Yes.” Pjtor frowned. “Enough so that two of the larger houses have asked their bishops for exemptions from taking new brothers for the next year or two, until space opens up or they obtain new lands.”


Geert raised one eyebrow. “And I take it they do not mean new lands in the south, my lord?”


“No. Which is another matter I intend to discuss with the church council because it centers on land distribution and taxes.” Pjtor finished his wine and cradled the empty mug in his hands. “You read what Looven copied.”


“Yes, my lord.” Pjtor waved and Geert sat. After Pjtor took a refill on the hot wine, Geert accepted a mug. “It seems that the church’s claims about how much land they possessed at the time of the Fires and the flight from the Harriers, hmmm, have expanded with the years, at least those houses close to Muskava and Hornand.”


“Precisely. Godown provided the church with resources to survive, and donating to provide for those who pray for Godown’s grace and mercy is commendable. However, it worries me that those sworn to poverty and separation from the world possess greater wealth than does the crown.” He raised his eyebrows and asked, “How does the church keep priests from being too wealthy in the Sea Republics?”


Geert shifted in his chair and studied the ceiling as he tried to remember. “Ah, I don’t know, my lord. Although it is—ah, priests do not stay in one place their entire lives, nor do they join monasteries. Some of the bishops do have a great deal of wealth, and I recall many years ago, when I was a boy, several priests in the parishes around New Dalfa complained to the episcopal council about their bishop living too comfortably while others suffered after a glitterwing swarm in Frankonia and the western Thumb. But funds go to the parish, not the priest, and he’s not supposed to take things with him when he moves. And Godown allows the sale of excess vessels and vestments in times of emergency. I have heard of such a thing being done once, in Hämäl, after plague and such a hard winter that the ice cut the city off for almost a year. The patrician and bishop agreed and sold platters and basins and four seawolf jaws, using the funds to buy grain and livestock as well as earth coal and earth oil for heating because the wood supplies had been exhausted, along with the city’s reserves of earth coal. Godown forbid such things happen here.”


“Ameen.” He started to ask another question and realized he had trouble holding his mug. His fingers did not want to obey, and the light from the windows shifted, swaying and turning colors. The feeling of peace came over Pjtor and he closed his eyes. He felt someone removing the mug before he dropped it, and Geert’s hands on his shoulder, holding him in the chair as the world faded away.


He woke lying on a bench, his head throbbing. Geert’s voice said, “And that’s when I sent for you, your imperial grace.”


“Thank you, Master Geert. You are right, he has not had a spell so bad in many months. You may go.” A door opened and closed quietly, and Pjtor felt Alsice’s cool fingers on his forehead. “My lord husband, can you drink?”


The words made the pain worse and he wanted to scream at her for making noise. Instead he whispered, “Yes.”


“This is hot salibark with one half grain of poppy tincture. And a slice of fever root, in case you decide you want more poppy,” she warned.


Ugh, no I do not. Fever root spread the effects of poppy over a longer time but the taste made salibark almost palatable. She helped him sit up a little and a servant handed him the cup. He drank as fast as he could but still tasted too much. Godown take me home please, just to get the taste out of my mouth. He allowed the servant to help him lay back down, his head in Alsice’s lap. She massaged his forehead and temples, wiping them with cool water scented with lemon and something soothing. He fell asleep and did not wake until late afternoon.


The attack was obviously a sign. So was the news that arrived from the west and north the following week. An earth shake had struck the northwestern forests, shaking two settlements until the houses fell apart and turning the ground in what had been a marsh into a lake while raising a hill on the other side of the marsh roughly three meters. The hunters and animals all shunned the new lake because it smelled of sulfur. And the Harriers had attacked along the western edge, not taking captives but driving off livestock and burning any building they could ignite. Lord Tabor had been injured and suffered from either a mild case of wound fever or a recurrence of the summer fever, the one caused by bad smells and the air of stagnant, low places where blood-biters congregated.


Three signs marked the limit of Godown’s patience, everyone knew that. The Fires had come three times before the last technology failed, and the Harriers had been seen three times before they overran the southern lands the first time, driving the people of NovRodi north into the swamps and forests. Pjtor sent Archbishop Adam a letter stating that he would be attending the church council to confer with the clergy on the best ways to deal with the heretics and the shortage of priests.
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Pjtor listened to the babble as the nobles all tried to voice their objections at the same time. After letting them interrupt and speak over each other for a minute or two, he raised his hand. Absolute silence.


“In order.” He pointed to Tarnoii.


“Imperial majesty, are the records trustworthy? Clerks make errors, especially when rushed.”


Pjtor pointed to Lord Mike Karlov-Boison, the nephew of Pjtor’s late former father-in-law and current lord of the Boison lands. The redhead nodded. “As Lord Tarnoii says, are the records correct? I beg your pardon and mercy, imperial majesty, but is it risking my soul on an error to agree that the church’s claims are far weaker than anyone had suspected?”


“It would be had I not seen the originals myself.” He pointed to the next noble.


Karlinov the Younger nodded. “That is all I ask, imperial majesty. Are the books correct?”


As they worked around the council of nobles, only Lord Broislov from the eastern coast had a different concern. “Imperial majesty, my lords, perhaps the records mean that the funds from the lands are to go to the church to be redistributed as aid, rather than for the upkeep of the monasteries on the lands?”


Pjtor thought as the other nobles murmured. “It appears that while that is probably what should have been done, that is not what was originally intended. You do make a good point, and one that is worthy of including in our proposal to the church. To deprive the church of income is a grave offense to Godown. But to encourage false vocations and to tempt the weak to refuse the duties Godown has given to all men is also an offense.” And setting aside a portion of the land’s income, say Godown’s Portion plus another half of that, would soften the blow if the council decided to act on the records. He hummed something he’d learned when sailing to New Dalfa, setting the idea so it wouldn’t disappear.


He had not mentioned his idea about the monastery lands during the church council. His observation that “ ‘Godown will provide’ covers a great number of shortcomings and excuses” had been enough to set the council at odds, with just over half the bishops demanding more priests be sent to them and to distant parishes, and a large minority and Archbishop Adam insisting that the number of vocations would rise as Godown willed it and to order urban priests out into the distant lands would not help matters. “The heretics on the Fallbroke River had priests enough, so that falls under Bishop Robert’s guidance,” Adam had glared across the room, adding, “or lack of guidance.”


Pjtor had stepped in. “Bishop Robert, how many priests do you have for how many parishes?”


“Eight for twelve, and those are double-parishes, a day’s ride across. At best, in fine weather with good horses and mules, my priests can celebrate liturgy at each church twice a month, and each church serves two settlements. For final absolution I have an additional twelve lay-brothers who have been taught by the priests and who are permitted to hear final confessions and to grant peace, but it is, my brothers, imperial majesty, not ideal. I request permission to train more lay-brothers and to allow them to do first anointings if the child is sickly and a priest is not available.”


The tall, round-faced cleric’s words had started another uproar, one quelled only by Archbishop Adam and Pjtor both roaring “Quiet!” The vote to allow the additional emergency powers to the lay-brothers passed by two votes, and Pjtor made very careful note of who disapproved. He was disappointed to count Adam among the traditionalists. The council had also agreed, although by a wider margin, to send more priests to the south at least for now, and more with the army when it marched against the heretics. Pjtor sang under his breath as he memorized the faces and names of those who opposed the motion, aside from Bishop Robert. His objection was from the temporary nature of the assignment and from allowing priests to refuse the assignment.


The church council’s decisions were what had inspired Pjtor to call the current nobles’ council to order. He regretted that Lord Arkmandii had thrown in with the heretics, and he wondered who to elevate to hold those lands, or if he should fold them into the crown’s holdings. That might be better, and if he parceled out some of the church lands to the lords it would sweeten the blow. Tarnoii had settled down a little, in part because he realized that the Harriers were not completely gone, and in part because he wanted to stay on Pjtor’s good side. Lord Tabor was also absent, due to sickness, and Pjtor had considered punishing him for harboring the heretics. No, the Harriers took care of that. He’ll be fortunate to survive and to be able to pay taxes. Tabor was not himself a heretic, he just closed his eyes to their presence. Given the man’s need for people and the number of Harrier raids he’d endured over the past five years, Pjtor was quite willing to let Godown deal with Tabor Himself.


“I do not anticipate more business until after the campaign against the heretics concludes,” Pjtor said at last. “Unless there is something of interest?” He left the question open.


Lord Broislov raised his hand. “Several of my fishermen report seeing sailing ships close to the coast. They are not stopping on my lands, or if they sent people ashore for wood and water I found no sign of them, but my people say the flag on the ships is strange to them.”


That sounded odd, and Pjtor and a few others frowned. “What is the device on the flag?”


“White over red with a green stripe corner to corner, and a white flower in the center over the stripe, imperial majesty. That is not one of the Sea Republics or the Eastern Empire, is it?”


“No, it is not. It is Frankonia. They are probably sneaking in for water and then sneaking out again, since they have not agreed to acknowledge our trade and shelter rights and so we have not done so either.” Pjtor spoke a half-truth, but he didn’t want the fishermen trying to raid a Frankonian ship. They had gonnes and cannons. His fishermen did not. And it could well be that the Frankonians had been caught by storms at sea and needed water and a quiet place to do repairs using their own stores, something every country and city-state permitted so long as the vessel in distress stayed no longer than necessary and did not attempt to trade, raid, or spy. Pjtor made a note to ask Geert to inquire in New Dalfa. He’d be leaving in two days.
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For once Pjtor did not desire to ride with the army. Something within him recoiled from the idea of slaughtering large numbers of his own people, assuming they did not drown themselves first. They probably would try, even as low as the rivers had dropped now that full summer beat down on NovRodi. Instead he went to Hornand, taking his children with him, and sailing. To his great frustration young Pjtor refused to learn how to sail and showed no interest in Swift One. Alsice did, and while she’d never be a good sailor, she learned how to help with the sail and to hold the tiller.


“Young Pjtor is angry with you, my lord,” Alsice told him one afternoon while they were crossing Lake Morava. High clouds streamed out of the west, taming the sun. The cool breeze on the water made the air a little less stifling.


“Because I dragged him away from his tutor and friends?” He sniffed. The wind seemed to be shifting a little. This late in the summer that could be a hint that a storm lurked in the distance.


“No, my lord. Because of Tamsin, the books, and the new tutor.” She peered over her shoulder, shading her eyes to see better. “I think the wind is changing.”


“It is. Look at the tops of the trees.” He started working the sail and tiller, bringing Swift One around so she could reach the shore closer to where the service-slaves waited. “Master Tom was not the right tutor for a boy Pjtor’s age.”


“That is so, my lord, but Pjtor is not at the age to understand that fully. And I fear Tom indulged him more than Master Stepan does.” She tied her headcover’s corners under her chin and snugged the brow bands tighter.


“He’ll come to understand. I think we may get a little wet.” He caught the first glimpse of black on the horizon as the sunlight dimmed even more.


They got very wet even though they reached the shore quickly enough that the service-slaves and Pjtor had the boat tied down securely before the first drops of rain. They still had to ride almost a kilometer before finding shelter, and the rain came like a flood from above, a cold flood. They returned to the manor farm house drenched and chilled. Hot drinks and dry clothes improved Pjtor’s mood, and he noted that he had no need to go to the steam house. All he had to do was stand in front of the open fire.


Hornand lacked a true Homefold and Alsice retired to one of the attic rooms instead to dry and change. Her husband would have preferred she do it in his presence, but some of the male staff at the farm might be a little too attentive to her, something Pjtor could not allow or tolerate. He never doubted her fidelity and chastity, but she was his and his alone. While she dried off he went to the little chapel and led prayers for the safety of the crops, and for Godown to turn aside any hail that threatened.


The next day a courier arrived. There seemed to be something about Hornand, Pjtor decided, that caused important news to arrive after storms. Strella had made a pilgrimage to St. Molly’s shortly before Pjtor went to Hornand, and she reported that the sisters were praying for Sara and were not entirely unhappy that young men no longer came seeking “spiritual guidance.” Some especially fine large fish had appeared on the market and she’d authorized the steward to purchase them for pickling and smoking for the winter. He set the rest of the letter aside for Alsice, since the homefold was her domain as well as Strella’s. Alsice had been reluctant to learn to read, but she could now do it more easily than Pjtor could.


The other letters dampened Pjtor’s mood almost as much as the rain dripping down outside the manor house walls. Many of the True Spirits fled west and south into the unknown ahead of the Army. Because of the lateness of the season, the priests had agreed with General Green that further pursuit might hurt the Army more than the heretics. And if the heretics were seeking death, would it not be better to allow the elements and the Harriers to account for them? I do not like the idea of driving my people into the jaws of the Harriers. But they are not really mine any more, are they? Not since they refused to accept the church’s efforts to remove superstition and new additions to the liturgy and to devotions. The church is Godown’s representative in the world, and by rejecting the church they have rejected Godown. I am Godown’s anointed and they reject me as well. That realization eased his mind greatly, although he still did not relish losing people to winter storms, dardogs, wulfs, and the Harriers. Well, Godown would know His own and take them into His keeping, sorting the faithful from those who chose darkness.


And if they fled to the grasslands, they were not fouling the rivers with their bodies. Pjtor could not understand, did not want to try to understand, men taking their women and children and throwing themselves into the waters to die. “Godown will protect our souls and wash away our errors and we will die in His grace and blessing” the latest message had read. Since the Holy Writ and later commenters permitted very, very few exceptions to the teachings against self-murder, Pjtor had serious doubts about their eternal fate.


He made notes on a wax board that yes, the army had gone far enough for the season and that he agreed with Green’s assessment.


In contrast to his feelings about the army’s news, Pjtor smiled at the results of his agents’ investigations into monastic land holdings and territorial claims. They’d gotten permission to look at the old books in order to “clarify some legal questions that related to the new lands.” It was not on Pjtor’s conscience if the monks and priests interpreted that phrase as being in their favor.


The next letter sent him striding back and forth the length of the great main room. Alsice, trying to keep Adam and Klara from getting completely under foot, gestured for one of the maids. The woman and a nurse carried the children out and Alsice added a log to the fire before approaching her husband. “My lord?”


Should he tell her? He probably should so she could correct the gossip that would flow and be prepared for petitions from the women. “Archbishop Adam, in his wisdom and concern for the future needs of the church, claims all the lands formerly assigned to the Arkmandii family, as well as the area south of Marshton where the heretics were found last winter, and in fact desires any property touched by the heretics to be given to the church for its use and benefit. And priests will be provided as Godown calls them to serve.” He returned to the sprawl of paper, shifted several pages and moving maps around until he found what he wanted. “We are here, at Hornand. Here is Muskava, here the Sweetwater Sea.”


She touched each place as he named them and nodded.


“The areas with faint stripes diagonal across them are where the heretics have been reported. I have some doubts about this bit here, since,” he snorted.


She bent down and looked more carefully, then straightened and smiled just a little. “Bare rock without any water is probably safe from them, yes, my lord.” She measured the other section with her hand. “This is more than um, a quarter of the lands regained from the Harriers, my lord.”


“It is, and Archbishop Adam also wants the Tabor estates, although Tabor and his family are in good standing with the church and the heretics left his lands last year, moving south and a little to the west and away from his protection.”


Alsice wrinkled her nose and tipped her head to the side. “My lord, ah, your pardon if I overstep, but how much land does the church need? Are their holdings in the north plus our tithes and donations sufficient for the work of Godown, in most years, that is,” she added quickly. “Special calamities do require additional resources.”


That was an excellent question and Pjtor suspected, no, knew that he and the archbishop had rather different answers to it. “I believe we will find out this autumn, Alsice. Because land requires people and,” he selected his words carefully, “I have some concerns about the, ah, discernment of vocations to be pioneer monks sufficient to hold these lands. But Godown will provide,” although perhaps not as Adam has in mind. Pjtor too was one of Godown’s anointed.
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Pjtor set the letter down on the table with great care, as if he were handling the most delicate of ancient plaztik or the famed Lander ceramics in the imperial treasure, the ones light shone through and that still bore such beautiful colors and details after all these years. Alsice had claimed a single cup and its tiny plate as her marriage night gift. Pjtor tried to stay at least a meter away from the shelf where she kept them when she was not using them. Small, delicate things tended to shatter it he came too close. Given the contents of the letter, Pjtor felt a great temptation to shatter the messenger as well as the sender. Instead he stood up, unfolding vertically out of the chair and looming from behind the desk.


“A reply will come in due time. You may leave.”


The pale, sweating junior priest bowed so low he might have been prostrating himself before the altar in Godown of the Endless Stars, and fled.


Pjtor left the work room, stalked down to the woodshop, found an ax and began attacking one of the logs in the firewood pile. Chips of dark bark and paler wood flew left and right as he vented his fury on the hapless log. Pjtor turned almost a meter of log into firewood sticks before he felt confident that he would not kill a service-slave or frighten someone to death. Although going to the episcopal residence and jamming one of the land-claim maps down Adam’s throat still sounded rather enjoyable. Let’s see if he can chew what he’s bitten off, shall we?


Pjtor’s messengers went out that afternoon, summoning the nobles of court to meet. Pjtor did not call Tabor, because he already knew Tabor’s feelings. The border noble’s latest letter suggested with great tact and circumspection that perhaps the church was in error in discerning the will of Godown when it had selected Adam of Westering over Robert of Marshton for Archbishop of Muskava and head of the church in NovRodi. And less tactfully stated that he was not turning his lands over to the church as an act of penance for having encouraged heresy because he had done no such thing. On the last point Pjtor had some doubts, but otherwise he fully agreed with Tabor.


Of the other lords, only Broislov had not come to Muskava for the winter yet, delayed by more reports of Frankonian ships along the coast. He’d sent word that he needed to check every village and settlement within easy raiding distance, in case it was not Frankonians or if the Frankonians had mischief in mind. Pjtor approved the delay. The others came the next day just after breaking their fast following the dawn liturgy, filing in to the great throne room by rank and seniority. Some of the younger men, or those nobles seeking Pjtor’s favor, wore shorter coats and had shaved their faces, leaving at most a mustache like Pjtor’s own. The old men clung to long, embroidered coats and full but clean and well-trimmed beards. The patterns on their coats reminded Pjtor of the tapestries in the homefold, clashing colors and patterns that moved as the men walked. Old Karlinov had always reminded Pjtor of a walking roll of cloth, two meters tall with coats that brushed the ground no matter how wet and muddy the world outside might have been. Those days had passed—no man’s hems touched the floors any more. Pjtor pulled his mind back to the business of the morning and gesturing to the waiting servants. As the nobles entered the room, servants handed them each a page.


Pjtor’s scribes had prepared copies of maps for them, showing the old lands originally given to the church as described in the books of the Rolls of Honor, and showing current holdings and Archbishop Adam’s claims. At least half the men could not read well, and this seemed the best way to get the information to them. And it provided solid evidence that Pjtor had grounds for changing things. After all, the land belonged to him.


The lords bowed and then knelt to Pjtor, standing beside the throne, now carefully reinforced to better take his heavy frame.


Pjtor sang, “Godown be with you.”


“And with thy spirit.”


“Blessed be Godown and all His works,” Pjtor sang back. Then he sat and allowed the others to stand. “Lords of the council, you will recall the matters we discussed last spring, including your thoughts concerning the distribution of the newly recaptured lands in the south and west. The campaign against the heretics took precedence over all else this summer, as Godown willed and permitted. The Harriers have not made major attacks against the holdings along the Sweetwater Sea or the dirt wall, aside from the burning raids of the late spring. Truly, Godown has been good.”


“Ameen” several men replied, and all bowed their heads, as did Pjtor.


“The time has come to settle those new lands and to divide them as is proper, in order to prevent strife among Godown’s people. Given the large amount of land in question, and other matters in the older lands, this is also a good time to redraw a few other borders and properties.”


Several of the men began turning their fur trimmed hats in their hands, nervous. Pjtor wondered what part of their consciences had begun pricking them. Well, with Young Karlinov he knew damn well, because he’d warned the man off himself. If Karlinov tried to force another free farmer into service-slavery without just cause, Pjtor would beat him with the five-tailed whip himself and enslave Karlinov for four years, sold to the first bidder.


“If you will look at the maps, you will see lands outlined in grey. Those are what was originally given to the church, including the houses founded within the last fifty years.” He stopped to let them look and discuss among themselves. Murmurs rose and fell, growing louder each time. Gretchalii, Alicorn, and Tarnoii seemed especially agitated, and Alicorn crossed the room to compare something with Tarnoii. Interesting, because usually those two are at each other’s throats, literally. Pjtor whistled under his breath, locking the observation.


After several minutes, Karlinov cleared his throat. Pjtor acknowledged him. “Most worthy and gracious imperial majesty, the area of the original gifts appears rather smaller than the church now claims for its upkeep and support.”


“It is.”


Alicorn held up his copy. Pjtor nodded, “Yes?”


“Imperial majesty, from what sources came the current holdings claimed by the church?”


“From their own records, as did the original gifts.”


The room seemed to explode as the nobles began to complain. “How dare they?”


“What is going on?”


“This is an insult!”


“If they have so much, where are our priests?”


“And they want more? That’s an outrage!”


“How can Godown permit this?”


Pjtor let the roar continue until it faded of its own accord. “I suspect some of the error is accidental or came from good intentions. Rivers and streams do move, and for example St. Molly of the Meadow near the Colrodo River? It petitioned church and crown to take custody of the new land created when the river shifted course after the great floods eighty years ago. The petition was granted.”


“That doesn’t explain how Godown of the Forest tripled its property in fifty years,” someone muttered. Pjtor could not tell who, although he suspected Karlinov.


He looked at his notes. “The records of Godown of the Forest monastery show it having title to no more than the original fields and meadow. They did have wood rights in much of the claimed area, and it appears someone either miscopied the gift or decided to expand the claim without petition, in hopes it would be ignored.” It had been ignored, until now. It would not be ignored again.


“Imperial majesty, are you going to grant their request for more land?”


“No.” Silence fell. “In fact, I am going to reclaim the unneeded lands and change how the church receives support.”


The lords gasped, or enough did that he could hear it. All looked at him with wide eyes and several stood slack-jawed, reminding him of the large, pale false-karpf fish that the poor ate in winter. Alicorn and Tarnoii seemed the least shocked, but then Alicorn had the shadow of being cast out of the church hanging over his head for telling Archpriest Boris to “go stick his head in the river and see if some sense might wash in.” Pjtor disapproved of the words but agreed with the idea. Godown would not tolerate pride and greed for much longer, and some of the senior clergy had an excess of both, or so it seemed. “Most imperial and wise majesty, what do you intend?”


“That which was given to the church will remain with it. Gifts given in free will out of thanks for the generosity and mercy of Godown belong to Godown and cannot be taken back except in the most extreme of circumstances, and even then it is the priests who have made the gesture before the donor could request it.” Several men closed their eyes and their shoulders dropped. One or two made blessing signs, probably out of relief that the emperor was not going to tempt the wrath of Godown.


“However, the excess will be redistributed for the good of Godown’s children, so that as the years of peace continue and our numbers increase, all may find land and a living and so better do Godown’s will. The income from Godown’s portion of the new southern lands will go to the church for the maintenance of priests caring for the souls of the settlers. The heretics would not have spread so easily or confused so many had enough priests been available to see to the needs of all, and to guide the common people back to the correct path before the false shepherds led them to their doom.” Pjtor drank a little wine and waited.


“How do you intend to enforce the new property lines, imperial majesty?” Gretchanii inquired. He’d come into his title only this summer, and held at the moment a sliver of forest at the edge of the southern grasslands. Pjtor planned to change that.


“By going back to the original reason for the gifts—they are to support the work of Godown, are they not?”


Everyone nodded, although Karlinov looked confused. “I thought they were for prayers for the souls of the dead?”


Where did he get that idea from? I’ve never heard that. And what do the dead need prayers for, once they have passed to their eternal rest and the four memory years are past? Before someone could accuse Karlinov of heresy, Pjtor said, “And that is a work of the church, yes. The difficulty is that even with the recent surge in, hmm, vocations and callings among the younger sons, this is far too much land for the monks and lay-brothers to work or make use of. Much of it would generate more income if it were farmed and Godown’s Tenth paid, along with first-fruits, instead of producing nothing but trees and weeds.”


Pjtor felt the mood in the room shifting as the shock wore off and the nobles began to see possible advantages for themselves. Well, not entirely, Pjtor knew, hiding his smile behind his mustache. Several of the lords would neither lose nor gain anything at first. In fact, if Tarnoii kept pushing matters, Pjtor might take back some of the land his grandfather had given Tarnoii’s father. The man was wearing Pjtor’s patience thin, and greed among the laity was just as bad as greed in the clerical ranks. “The income from the new lands will remain with the crown for now, those lands that are not redistributed to farmers and to nobles. Anyone taking such lands must be able to show that they are prepared to defend them against the Harriers and to settle and improve them, not just hold them in hopes of selling them at a later date for a high price.”


A hand rose from the back of the group and Pjtor acknowledged Georg Mandovic. It had to be him, because Pjtor could not see anything more than the hand. Mandovic was the shortest man in the council, probably one of the shortest healthy men in NovRodi. “Great Imperial majesty, will foreigners be allowed to settle the new lands?”


“Not in their own name. If Lord Tabor or Lord Broislov hire foreigners to make improvements and to farm, for example, that is permitted. Foreigners may not own property in their own right unless they swear allegiance to the crown and provide military service.”


Mandovic heaved a loud sigh. “Thank you, great imperial majesty. I had heard rumors and now I can stop them.”


“Do so.” He nodded to the clerks waiting behind him. The men in drab knee-length coats and plain caps passed out another map, this showing the new holdings. Before anyone dared to protest Pjtor said, “I will be retaining Arkmandii’s holdings for the crown until the spring at least. They are almost empty. Gretchanii, you have land to the south and east of Tabor now. Are you prepared to defend and people it?”


“Yes, most generous imperial majesty! I— Thank you for your generosity and favor, most imperial majesty. I despaired of finding places for my people, now that the Harriers have stopped killing or enslaving so many of us.” Several others nodded and murmured their agreement. The peasants seemed to be multiplying like lagoms at the moment. Well, so too were the nobles, and having land for younger sons who survived their time in the army would help ease tension on the old lands. Which reminded Pjtor . . .


“The exemption from army service has been rescinded and the church is putting a block on new monastic vocations for those men under age thirty and on women with fewer than three living children, unless their families petition otherwise.”


The shocked expressions returned.


“The monasteries have complained that they lack room for new novices, given the number of vocations in the past years. And there is nothing in Godown’s Writ that a man must leave the world as soon as he senses that he might have a calling. In fact, some of the oldest writings including those of Saints Landis and Boris council waiting for several years before allowing a man to enter monastic life. It seems,” Pjtor leaned forward and raised one eyebrow. “It seems that during Prince Adam the Second’s reign, in the Years of Dearth, an amazing number of young men claimed vocations in the late autumn only to realize that Godown had other plans for them in the following spring. This led to some, hmmm . . .”


Young Nilgal’s lips curved up but his dark, glittery eyes did not smile. “To some adjustments and clarifications in the guides for those seeking to discern a true vocation, imperial majesty?”


“Thank you. That is exactly what happened, and the brothers firmly encouraged young, healthy men to spend more time at labor and prayer before retreating from the world. Firmly encouraged.” The records for St. Landis-on-the-Lake described angry monks taking the large sticks usually used to make temporary drying racks for laundry or grapes and beating a group of men who thought they could force their way into the monastery rather than working in the fields and forests.


He waited for questions or comments. “Imperial majesty, are blended rights also being redistributed?” That was Tarnoii, who did have a good question for once.


“Yes, as you look at the maps, you will see that hunting, trapping, and fishing rights are being redistributed as well, in order to better fit the needs of the church and the general population. The right to black and white weasel winter furs and to any gold remains with the crown, as has always been.”


The silence returned as they studied the maps. Pjtor was mildly surprised by the refreshing quiet. Usually shouting matches of a volume to raise the dust from the painted ceiling beams shook the hall. At least, after a lot of foot scraping on the stone and wood floor, and twisting of map pages and of hats in hands, Young Boison dared ask the question Pjtor had been waiting for. “Imperial Majesty, what says the church?”


I’ll find out in three days. “The majority of those I have spoken with are in favor of the changes and especially in favor of increasing the number of priests. Never again, Godown willing, will people go without spiritual guidance and comfort so long that they turn to heresy out of desperation.”


“Ameen!”


After the last lord left the council chamber, several of them stopping and kissing the toe of Pjtor’s boot in thanks for their expanded holdings, Pjtor closed his eyes and rested his full weight against the reinforced back of the ancient throne. That was painless, quiet, and simple. Godown, please may the meeting of the church council go half as well.
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Godown has answered my prayers. Should I be worried or should I pay for liturgies of thanks and honor? The liturgies, I think. I hope. Peace and two years of plenty, and an early frost that turned mud roads solid, had allowed almost two hundred clergy from all of NovRodi to meet for the largest council Pjtor could recall. Abbots from monasteries as far away as the mouth of the Colrodo River far to the north and east sat in rows behind priests, archpriests, and bishops. Two abbesses also attended, one from St. Molly’s and one from Godown-of-the-Waters, the westernmost convent. They represented all women in service to the church, and Pjtor had already decided that the mother in charge of Godown-of-the-Waters probably had a special direct connection to Godown Himself. Her house had survived three earth shakes, a forest fire, and dardogs that managed to get as far as the first courtyard of the convent, all within the past four years. She stood almost as tall as Pjtor did.


In order to make room for so many people, one of the covered markets had been closed and the partitions between the market stalls removed. This had proved far easier to accomplish than first thought, because the dividers fit into grooves in the floor and could be lifted out and stored intact. Pjtor had spent several hours looking at the woodwork and the cuts in the stone floor. Everyone knew that the market occupied one of the oldest buildings in Muskava because the roof was so high and the wall and ceiling beams so small for such a weight. But how old was it? Pjtor recognized the durable, tight-grained blackbark wood of the partitions and furnishings, but were the walls and roof truly wood, or something else? Now he suspected something else, but kept his thoughts to himself. Lander or not, the building served its purpose and Godown only knew where else they could meet if someone objected.


He sat at one end of the gathering and Archbishop Adam sat at the other end. The first day of the meeting they had sat side-by-side, listening to the reports from the various monasteries and convents, and the larger bishoprics. Adam cared for the safety of the souls of the people and Pjtor cared for the safety of their bodies, and in those duties they remained equal in the eyes of Godown and the law. The reports dealt with physical as well as spiritual problems, and several of the reports emphasized the need to divert or restrict vocations at least for a year, and of the need for priests in rural areas. Even Adam and his supporters had been taken aback at how thin some of the parish priests had to spread their time and presence. It turned out that Robert of Marshton was not the only cleric allowing laymen to administer Last Rites in emergencies, and one Archpriest had gone so far as to permit women, especially herb-wives and birthing-women to do so if no man could be found. “Yes, I granted two birthing-women permission to anoint ailing newborns,” Father Mitch stated, arms crossed, eyes locked on Adam. “I am at worst three days’ ride away from their hamlet, and babies do not always coincide with my schedule.”


No, they seem insistent on making their own, Pjtor knew. Alsice was three months into another pregnancy, to her mild surprise. Pjtor was not certain why she was surprised, but he left that sort of thing to her to sort out.


Father Mitch continued, “Your reverence, would you have babies die without anointing? I will not have such on my conscience, and the Book of the Shepherd, nine, and Gleanings four both encourage mercy before purity of ritual.”


Beside Pjtor, Adam twitched. A quiet rustle of movement and a brief murmur from the dark-clad gathering suggested that several clergy noticed the archbishop’s response and probably did not approve of what it suggested. Pjtor certainly did not.


“Thank you for your report. We will be addressing the lack of priestly vocations later in the council, as you know.” If Adam meant for his words to put the matter to rest, he failed, Pjtor thought, at least judging by the continued rustling and frowns.


Indeed, the next morning Pjtor discovered that a good number of the clergy agreed with his growing disapproval of Archbishop Adam. “Your Reverence,” Archpriest Tamar began. “I am rather puzzled by the church’s claim to the new lands. Are there truly that many men with monastic vocations that so much land is needed to provide food and support new foundations?”


Adam frowned. “The land of the heretics is forfeit to the church because of their refusal to accept the rule of the church. And the rest was given by Godown to NovRodi and it is only fitting that the church should manage the gift. In this way the monasteries will no longer have to stop accepting vocations until they have room for more novices.”


Tamar appeared unconvinced and tapped the map on the table with a short, stubby finger. He’d lost three others from frostbite, Pjtor noticed, and wondered what had happened. “Where are the houses, your reverence? I see none, only farms staffed by service-slaves.”


“What?” Pjtor exclaimed “I was told those lands were to be farmed by free peasants employed by the monasteries.”


Adam glared at both men and sniffed. “You are out of order, imperial majesty. And the houses will come after sufficient funds have been gained from the land to provide for construction of proper buildings and churches worthy of Godown’s servants.”


“And we are to remain doubled up until then?” someone muttered from the monastic rows, loud enough to be heard but quietly enough that Pjtor could not identify the speaker.


“Archbishop Adam, to back up,” Pjtor said, keeping his voice as mild as he could, given the heat of his temper. “You said that the land the heretics had settled and broken belongs to the church because of their rejection of Godown. Pardon my error, but I thought part of the reason for their falling away from the true church was because no priests went among them, correcting and leading them back to the proper paths.”


“That is correct.” Before Pjtor could respond, he continued, “Godown, in His unfathomable grace, permitted them to lapse into error at a time when He has called only a small number of priests to the parish ministry. In His time Godown will call more, because Godown provides. Until then the prayers of the monasteries are even more important because they alone stand between the children of Godown and eternal punishment.”


Pjtor did not have to say anything, because a third of the men and both women gasped, then began to protest, filling the large market building with the sound of complaints and rebuttals. Several black and brown-clad figures surged to their feet in protest, not just priests, Pjtor observed with some satisfaction. However, as much fun as it was watching the priests and monks go after Adam, it did not dignify the church. Both Pjtor and Adam stood. “Order.” Pjtor called. The noise faded but not enough. “Order!”


The roar sank to a babble then faded back into a murmur. “Thank you.”


The abbess of St. Molly’s stood. “Your reverence, truly all prayers are valuable and Godown hears them. But what good are prayers when the body starves? What good are distant prayers when closer voices council error? Even we,” she gestured to the other abbess, “have had difficulties convincing older members of our communities of the rightness of the church’s alterations to the liturgy. If those of us with vocations experience confusion and hesitation because of doubt, how much worse is it for laymen and women without sufficient teachers and shepherds?”


“The changes are not alterations, they are corrections and reversions to the true form of worship,” one of the archpriests called.


She bowed a little. “Thank you for the correction. My point remains—without sufficient clergy among the people, how can they be assured that their doubts are exaggerated and unnecessary? ‘For the closer fruit, though only half-ripe, is at hand while the full fruits of Godown’s truth remain out of reach for now. Be patient and wait upon Godown and he shall bring the full fruits within your grasp,’ as Gleanings six, three says.” She turned a little to face more of the men. “If we have difficulty waiting for the full fruits, why are we surprised when weaker or less well taught children cling to half-ripe fruit when it is all they can see?”


Pjtor flinched, as did a number of the others. The small woman’s words struck hard. Another verse came to his mind. “For have My words not come to you through children and the humble, yet you refused to listen? Behold the proof you demand. Blessed are those who have not seen and yet believed.” The Book of Flames is scary for a reason, and sky fires still dance as a reminder. I think Godown is trying to get our attention. Pjtor also made a little promise to give more to St. Molly’s the next time he made offerings. Both she and Klara had served as conduits for Godown’s will and wisdom in their day, after all.


“Godown is preparing for more priests and He will call them in His good time. Thus, the provision of land for the church in order to support the priests, and allowing the settlement of those lands so that the newly-ordained will not be forced to labor in the physical as well as spiritual wilderness,” Archbishop Adam repeated. “He has given the lands to the church through His intercession and grace alone, not through any effort of mortals.”


Creak. Pjtor heard the sound of wood starting to break even over the sound of gasps and the rustle of fabric as people made Godown’s sign and saints’ signs. Pjtor released the chair arm before he broke it and made St. Issa’s sign, warding off lightning and Godown’s wrath.


Father Mike, the priest who had gone south the previous year as an army chaplain, stood. “Your reverence, what shall I tell the widows and orphans of those killed fighting the Harriers, should they return again?”


Adam missed the point. “That Godown takes the souls of the faithful to His rest and that He will provide justice as He always has.” He leader of the church frowned, thin eyebrows disappearing in the wrinkles of his forehead, or so it looked from where Pjtor sat. “As we tell all who die in Godown’s grace.”


Pjtor could not see the chaplain’s face but doubted that the man was happy about the answer. “Thank you, your reverence.” He sat.


“As I was saying before the distractions arose,” Adam said. “The new lands belong to the church and the crown will take steps to confirm and grant the titles to the appropriate houses and orders for new foundations, as well as protecting the service-slaves sent to open the soil once more and to make it bloom for the harvest. Those priests who wish to serve in the new lands may do so, but no one will be ordered to relocate.”


Pjtor braced for another outburst. Instead absolute silence descended on the gathering, a silence that raised the hair on the back of Pjtor’s neck and that felt horribly like the moment before a storm unleashed its wrath on the land. Dear, holy Godown, merciful beyond the understanding of man, forgive Your children when we stray. Great Shepherd, have mercy on your wayward flock, for we scatter like shahma and stray from Your pastures, he recited as fast as he could. Have mercy upon us, have mercy of most Merciful Godown, all wise and all powerful. Preserve us your shahma from the wicked herdsman and from our own errors, guide and shelter us we pray, pardon us for our pride and error holy Godown, maker of all and judge of all, have mercy please pleasepleaseplease. Even those who usually supported Archbishop Adam leaned away from his seat and several of those seated on the back rows began whispering bead prayers, the soft click of bead against bead the only sound in the enormous room.


“Your reverence, is such truly the will of Godown?” The still, small voice seemed to fill the room in a way Pjtor had never felt before.


Adam blinked. “It is what I believe Godown’s will to be, and He has set me as the head of the church in NovRodi. He has given NovRodi gifts of land and of truth. The church is the guardian of both and I am the one whom Godown has entrusted the church to.” The words made Pjtor want to fall on his face in terror and fear of Godown’s wrath. He knew Adam had enjoyed his position more than Archbishop Nikolas had, but even Nikolas never dared say such things as Adam spoke.


On the second try Pjtor managed to speak. “Archbishop, bishops, archpriests, members of the clergy, I believe Godown has made His truth known. May Godown have mercy on us all, and especially on those who stray for lack of shepherds and shahma herds. I go to pray for discernment and guidance.” Pjtor stood and fled the market hall. He went straight to the church of St. Molly within the palace walls, bowed, lit the altar candles, knelt on the hard floor and began reciting the bead prayers that he’d neglected for far too long, interspersed with prayers for the church and the council.


He stayed there until the candles burned down. Only then, unable to feel his knees, did he get to his feet, staggering and light-headed. As he left, he found a messenger from the council waiting. “Imperial Majesty, the council has adjourned for prayer and contemplation as it seeks Godown’s guidance. It will resume tomorrow two hours by sun following dawn prayers.”


“Thank you,” Pjtor croaked, throat dry. “You are dismissed.”


The novice bowed and departed. Servants met Pjtor at the door to the palace living quarters with hot broth, bread and butter under ham, and then a hearty vegetable and sausage soup with warming herbs. And more tea. Alsice helped him sit, served him, and then sent the servants away. She waited until he finished eating and cleaning the last bit of broth out of the bowl with the bread, then asked, “The church is not in entire concord and unity?”


“No. May Godown have mercy.” Pjtor stopped there.


She nodded. “Strella and I feared as much after yesterday, my lord. The household has been taking turns praying for the council and fasting.”


He leaned over and kissed her forehead just under the band of her head cover. “Thank you, and Strella. Prayers for the guidance of the church are never wasted.”


To his surprise she snorted and rolled her eyes. “Margit Fielder told me about the followers of St. Mou and the silliness they caused in the Eastern Empire twenty years or so ago. Godown truly must love us to put up with our behavior some days.”


“That may be the single greatest evidence of His love indeed. What is that saying about Godown and shahma?”


She pursed her lips. “You mean the one about ‘Thanks be that Godown doesn’t answer all our prayers, or we’d have no horses, sheep, or shahma,’ my lord?”


“That’s it.” He’d recovered from his fear and wondered how he could broach his proposal to the church council. Archbishop Adam needed to go into retirement, at least until he saw that his will and Godown’s were not identical all the time. Pjtor’s destruction of portions of three books paled in comparison with the chief shahma herd’s willful refusal to care to the needs of his charges, two footed or four. Pjtor still had trouble reconciling Adam’s earlier service to the church with his three-fold refusal to heed the warnings and concerns of the clergy and Pjtor. He didn’t sleep well that night.


With some trepidation Pjtor rode to the market hall now meeting hall. He joined the procession of clergy and observed gaps in the line. I wonder if they are taking turns praying for the council? That makes sense. Unless they stalked off after whatever happened yesterday. I certainly would have if I’d been one of the rural parish priests. Which may be why Godown did not make me a parish priest, since obedience is not one of my strengths. Pjtor took his seat and almost fell out of it when he saw Bishop Robert settling into the chair at the other end of the rows of benches and tables. Blessed St. Issa what happened? Surely Godown did not strike Archbishop Adam for his error? Pjtor could not recall reading of that happening for the past two centuries, and he would have, since his great-grand-uncle had been the sort of person everyone else thought Godown would smite, maybe not with lightning or a holy dardog but something equally obvious and firm.


Father Mike stood after the opening invocation, picked up a sheet of paper and held it at arm’s length, squinting a little as he did. “The notes of yesterday’s session as recorded by Brother Anselm and seconded by Father Tim and Mother Klara.” He glanced at the tall abbess, who nodded. “Archbishop Adam of Muskava presented the council with plans for land claims and distribution based on the previous two years of military expansion to the south against the Harriers. He also addressed questions concerning the scarcity of clergy and the ratio of priests to cloistered monks. In the course of the discussion questions concerning his discernment of Godown’s will arose, leading to further discussion, prayer, and debate. Following his imperial majesty’s departure . . .” He stopped reading and turned toward Pjtor. “To seek intercession?”


“That is correct. Prayers for wisdom and discernment were offered by the imperial household as well as fasting.”


“Thank you, imperial majesty.” Father Mike bent over, accepted a freshly dipped pen and filled something in, then straightened up and resumed reading. “Following his imperial majesty’s departure to seek intercession and wisdom for the council, Godown moved the council to encourage Adam to seek further discernment and openness to proper understanding of Godown’s will. When brother Adam assured the council in heated tones that he fully knew Godown’s will and challenged the rest of Godown’s anointed, the council voted to remove Adam until such time as he accepts in all humility that his understanding may have been in error. He and several other brothers in Godown departed the council chamber. After further prayer and three rounds of voting, Bishop Robert of Marshton accepted Godown’s will to act as leader of the church in NovRodi until such time as Godown sends a leader better fitted to the task.


“The council also decided, after discussion and thoughtful contemplation, that the church will leave those lands taken from the Harriers with the crown to manage, and will encourage those with monastic vocations to delay their novitiate until they have served Godown in the world for two years and remain certain of their calling.” He lowered the page and said in a relieved voice, “Thanks be to Godown.”


“Ameen,” the group replied so firmly Pjtor thought the roof might shake.


Pjtor stood, then bowed to the group. “Thanks and praise to Godown for restoring concord and unity to His church that together we may better guide and protect His people, body and soul. As a sign of my thanks and joy, in addition to Godown’s Tenth, I offer an additional Tenth of all crown revenue for the good of the church, to be used to meet the needs of all believers. And will have three liturgies of thanks and rejoicing offered at Godown of the Endless Stars and St. Landis-on-the-Beast-Market.”


“Ameen.”


After that, the discussion of Pjtor’s proposal to return property lines to where they should be seemed mild and harmonious, and a compromise reached without hard feeling or prejudice.


Archbishop Adam sent a letter announcing that he would be at St. Tamar-on-Dawn, waiting for their request for his return and the council’s apologies and plea for pardon. Pjtor struggled to hide his smile and to keep from thinking thoughts stronger than I hope he is more patient than most men. Very privately, Pjtor thought dardogs would begin eating grass, horses would fly, and the grasslands sprout bushes bearing chokofee beans overnight before the council begged Adam to return.


After the council concluded four days later, Pjtor lay in bed, fingers laced together under his head, and smiled. Now I can start worrying about my new cities. Thanks be to Godown!
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After eight years of construction, Pjtor sniffed, you’d think I’d have a bigger city. Alsice kept gently reminding him that the impossible required a little more time than did the merely extremely difficult. The mouth of the Colrodo River was the perfect place for Pjtor’s port city, other than being cold, marshy, prone to floods from both river and sea, and overrun with blood-biters in spring and again in mid-summer. He’d had to pay extra for free labor, at least at first, until enough flat, dry places were finished for workers to live above the mud. He tapped the roll of plans against his leg, frowning a little at the difference between his desires and what existed so far.


Ten years had passed since the Great Council of the Church and the destruction of most of the True Spirits. NovRodi had prospered despite two killing winters and drought that led to a fire that devoured a third of Muskava, including part of the palace’s defensive wall and several outbuildings. Even so, more souls served Godown in all parts of NovRodi, from the Sweetwater Sea to here, in the far north east of NovRodi, far from Muskava and the old men who kept their estates within the walls and who lived like spirits who refused to understand that their time had passed. Young Pjtor claimed to prefer Muskava to New Rodi, but his father suspected that had more to do with the differences between them than his son’s actual tastes. If father liked something, son hated it. Alsice and Strella, and Adam and Klara and Toni and Olga and even little Issa had all tried to mediate between the two, with varying amounts of success.


Pjtor heard hoofbeats and turned as Alsice rode up the gentle slope on the landward side of the hill overlooking New Rodi. She still preferred to ride sitting sideways and her husband had given up trying to order her to do otherwise. As long as the horses remained sound, who was he to order the empress of NovRodi to do anything? Riding made her almost as tall as he was. Instead of the light near-ponies of a decade before, now she rode sturdy geldings and mares better suited to her rounder figure. Pjtor liked the roundness as much as he’d liked her in her more slender days, and after another son and three daughters, plus one child who lived with Godown and one mis-birth, her health outweighed fashion. As it was she scandalized the older women by wearing eastern riding suits and the new, square neckline and bodice that emphasized her womanly attributes very well indeed. She bowed in the saddle.


“So much remains to be done,” he told her.


“Pjtor, everyone but Godown says that. Surely founding two new cities and dozens of villages, having two new ports, and keeping the Harriers at bay for ten years is enough for a mere mortal.” She smiled as she spoke, teasing him in her gentle way.


Pjtor patted her hand, then stepped out of the dapple gelding’s path before he decided to try to nibble either his hat or the roll of plans. “Large men have large ideas and great duties.” He turned back to the scene. “Geert says the steeple-light works. He could see it ten kilometers from shore.”


“Thanks be to Godown!” The church of Saints Issa and Molly looked exceedingly odd compared to the usual low, rounded churches of NovRodi with their stocky bell towers. This spire rose almost seventy-five meters into the air, with a bright lantern at sixty meters made brighter by special stacked lenses imported from A’Asterdee. Pjtor did not pretend to understand how they worked, but work they did and he now had an additional beacon to guide traders and others safely to his port. The rest of the church appeared more traditional aside from the four colored glass windows imported from New Dalfa. Staadtfather Robert had expressed serious doubts about the innovation, but granted Pjtor an exception so long as the rest of the interior remained well within the bounds of tradition. That Pjtor had no difficulty agreeing to. Robert of Marshton had, after all, refused the title of archbishop in favor of a far older term, Staadtfather, which seemed to mean “leader of priests in towns and villages” in a dialect that pre-dated the Landing. Adam the former archbishop refused to surrender the title and staff of office, but Robert and the others felt this to be the most honorable and satisfying solution and one that most people found comforting.


Comforts were what New Rodi still lacked, although they now far surpassed what had once been here, Pjtor knew. “And the port facilities survived that last storm dry and secure, although a few awnings blew away.”


Alsice made a rude noise. “And how many times have the port masters told people to take wind and storm warnings seriously?”


“As many times as a shahma herd complains about his beasts, my love.”


“At least that many, Pjtor.” She scratched her horse’s crest with her riding stick. “The gardens also survived, you will be pleased to know.”


Not half as pleased as you are. The gardens, open to all who wished to walk through them without bothering the plants and trees, had been Alsice’s idea and pet project. Pjtor thought them a waste of space and had been surprised when people expressed their delight. She’d also pushed for the schools for workers’ children, something the parents appreciated far more than their offspring. Pjtor had thrown his hands into the air and let her try her foolishness, so long as it did not disrupt life. He’d decided that while having more people who could read and write was a good thing for NovRodi as a whole, most farmers and peasants did not need to be bothered with such things. “That’s good.”


“So is New Rodi.”


“Yes, it is.” Their hill rose fifteen meters above the flat plain where the mouth of the Colrodo River fanned out before reaching the sea. The White Sea shimmered in the distance, its grey-blue waters blurring into the grey-white northern sky. To the far left the twigs and sticks of masts rose above ships anchored at the military dock, and the dark, low walls of the port-fort on its island lumped against the water and sky. Separated from them by the main channel of the Colrodo, more masts marked the commercial port. Somewhere in the thicket Swift One sat in her special shed, the pride of the navy of NovRodi. She’d come by wagon from Hornand to the head of navigation on the Colrodo, then Pjtor had sailed her down the NovRodi to her new home. Colorful buildings made of brick covered with tinted plaster, or cream-colored stone, marked where the city had grown from the port, built on a grid like the old Lander cities. In a few places, canals replaced streets to allow supplies and building materials to pass more easily, and to give rainwater a place to go and escape the streets. Master craftsmen from the Sea Republics and Free Cities of the Eastern Empire had taught the men of NovRodi how to sink logs into the mud to form a foundation for stone buildings as well as how to carve curves and other delicate shapes from the soft stones found upstream. Tile and thin plates of a dark blue-grey stone the Easterners called “slat” covered all the roofs, making fire less of a danger. The workers’ houses kept their thatch or wooden roofs, but they clustered outside the gates and away from Pjtor’s view.


The slanted late-afternoon autumn sun warmed the city, making the yellow into a deeper gold touched with cream and deep grey. And every bit of it belonged to Pjtor and Godown. He wanted more, faster, just as he always did. The passing years had not changed that, much to his wife and sister’s frustration. And why should he change? He was as Godown made him, emperor of a far more prosperous and peaceful NovRodi than what he and his half-brother had inherited from their father. And NovRodi no longer had to hide behind the waves of the White Sea or the dirt wall that blocked the Harriers from easy raids. Oh, they still harassed the far western settlements and rumor held that they’d turned their attentions even farther south, to the lands of the Spice Kings. Pjtor did not wish them on anyone, but did not regret their choice of targets, if indeed that was what had happened. He had sufficient to keep him busy, like Frankonia.


He handed to the plans to a waiting servant, walked back from his private view and mounted his horse. He liked large, black horses, and had imported several from the Sea Republics and Hämäl at great expense. All had survived the voyage and their get did wonders for the NovRodi stud. Some of the nobles had imported work horses and donkeys, with similar excellent results, although a few of the crosses proved very disappointing, or so he heard. Pjtor left animals to other people. Ships and men and his cities demanded enough of his attention and energy. He turned the stud around and rode side-by-side with Alsice. She’d been crowned empress, the first in several generations, and served as his deputy and chief advisor for certain matters. Her calming manner and skill at soothing tempers and feelings helped keep things quiet at court and elsewhere. He’d given her permission to deal with small grievances and needs, with her own scribes and funds for good works. As the rode, she sighed. “I wonder if there is something in the water in Frankonia that leads their kings to such rashness in their early years.”


“Geert claims there is, although he thinks the family needs to marry away from the capital more often as well.” Pjtor had not believed Geert’s words at first, but his agents had found a reliable history of Frankonia and sent it to Pjtor. He, Geert, and Alsice had all shaken their heads at the contents. “And here I thought that our villagers and some court families needed to marry out more often,” she’d tisked.


“Indeed, my lady,” Geert said. “There is a reason the church refuses to allow cousins to wed, and why the Diligences are so important and are kept for several generations, even in the larger cities.” Pjtor had decided to introduce the Diligence to the church in NovRodi at some point, and Staadtfather Robert agreed that they would be a tolerable innovation, “a codification of tradition, now that more priests are new to their parishes and less familiar with the local family lines.” I wonder how the kings managed to avoid being put under a ban, given how close-bred they are. There is a difference between maintaining a family property and being struck by Godown for putting wealth before safety. The history book described five generations of first cousins, and rumor whispered even closer in one case, although the book’s author called that a “scurrilous lie.” The heated denunciation suggested to Geert that the rumor had been true, making Pjtor wince. Rumor or truth, the boy who would have been Laurence VI had been named unfit to rule by his father and the church. Instead, one of Laurence V’s acknowledged bastards’ legitimate sons had been named heir. His first act, with his grandfather’s permission, had been to declare NovRodi outside the fellowship of countries and her ships and coastline fair for raiding and settlement, since NovRodi “lacked people and governance both.”


Even Young Pjtor had agreed that François III should have stayed on his own side of the White Sea. That had been two years ago, and Pjtor shook his head as they rode. “Perhaps it is something in the air as well as the water, because it is said that the southern part of Frankonia is trying to break free from François’s rule and form a separate country under one of old Laurence’s other bastard’s sons.”


“Whatever it is, my dear, they seem singularly lacking in sense. Which is too bad, because I do like the sweet wines from near Sarmas.”


“You also like the patterned silk they make,” Pjtor accused. She blushed a little but did not contradict him. “And I agree, Colplatschki would be much better off if, oh, they helped the Easterners against the Turkowi instead of sailing all the way across the White Sea to bother my peasants and fishermen.”


After they’d ridden a kilometer toward the new palace, Alsice said, “Speaking of fishermen, Adam will be back tomorrow, according to the mirror messages. Assuming no storms come up or other difficulties.”


“Good. Lord Alicorn’s daughter will be presented in a few days, and I want to see if they are compatible.” Adam would marry whichever girl Pjtor selected, but Pjtor did not intend to force the boy to be betrothed to someone he detested. Not that the betrothal would be consummated for at least another two years, granted, but both fathers wanted their offspring settled as soon as was reasonable. That Young Pjtor refused to agree to a match irritated his father greatly and served as another reason for Adam to pair off. If another year passed without the older boy getting betrothed, Pjtor would order him to pick from the best candidates or be disinherited. Enough was enough.


“I hope they are. She is a quiet, steady girl, a bit like Strella and Klara that way.” Alsice pointed with her riding stick, “Is that where the new St. Olga will be?”


“Yes.” Officially the church would be dedicated to Godown Lord of Harvest, but it had been pledged by several minor nobles after Godown turned back the wind and stopped an especially terrible fire on the southern grasslands, south of the farm line. Large stretches remained in grass as pasture for the herds and flocks. Because not enough people had moved south to break the land yet, fires remained a serious concern, and that one had devoured tens of kilometers of grass in only three days, driving animals ahead of it and threatening the Great Road as well as the new city on the Sweetwater Sea. Just as all seemed lost, Godown turned the wind from out of the north to out of the south and southwest, forcing the flames back onto already-burned ground and stopping the fire. Lord Alicorn said that in some stream valleys the air had smelled of roast beesolow for several days more, before rain and snow had washed the air clean and settled the ash into the ground. Pjtor thought that much free, pre-roasted meat sounded delightful, at least until he considered what would happen after the dead carcasses thawed and began to rot. Alicorn also reported that the man known only as Landis had fled to the ruins of the Lander city and refused to set foot outside the wall until it rained again. Alicorn and Pjtor had pardoned him for not assisting, given his fear of fire. He’d died not long after, exhausted by helping map and explore the new western lands. He’d been far older than Pjtor had guessed, or at least had looked older. The horrible scars on his face and upper body from the Harriers’ torments probably added several decades to his calendar age, Pjtor thought. St. Olga now had several new churches in the south, in thanks for her assistance with escaping from the flames, and the same nobles had offered to build her a shrine here, in New Rodi. Pjtor had agreed to the request.


“Let’s see, Master Geert says there are four ships behind him with goods and fish. The new lake in the west is really just an old lake that now has water in it again. Apparently the river moved after the spring and refilled it. Klara has decided that she likes apples again, Issa has teething fever which should surprise no one.”


Pjtor glanced over at her and smiled. “Especially not you.”


“Most certainly not, which is why he will be weaned to the milk sack sooner rather than later!” Pjtor had heard the yelp when Alsice discovered their son’s first tooth. To add insult to injury, Issa’s teeth seemed to be sharper than average, or so his mother and the nurses all swore. “I believe, should Godown grant us more children, I will find a wet nurse.”


Pjtor raised his free hand. “So long as the child is not harmed, that is your choice. The Homefold and nursery are yours.” He turned his head to look at a new building, allowing him to ignore her stuck-out tongue. Godown made men to protect and provide for women and women to provide shelter and comfort for men and children. Pjtor trusted Godown’s wisdom in that implicitly.


“Ah, my lord husband, there is also word from the army.” She hesitated, waiting for him to reply.


“Is it something I can read for myself or a spoken message?”


“Both, my lord.”


That means it could not be trusted entirely to a courier. Or is so delicate that Poliko does not want anyone else to know. It would have been easier if Alsice had possessed enough reason to understand that Poliko’s personal flaws vanished in the light of his strengths and skills as a soldier, but she remained blinded by her first experience with the man. Well, she was a woman, women were like that. “I’ll read it and decide what to do as soon as we get back to the palace.”


Not the old, dark, cramped, low-ceilinged palace of Muskava, though. No, Pjtor thought as they rode into New Rodi, at least he had a palace worthy of the term, one with light and air and space and freedom for him to move, without any dark corners for lurking. The old lords’ stink did not taint his new residence. The building sprawled, fifteen rooms long and three high, fifteen rooms deep along the outer walls but not entirely solid. A large open space in the center allowed more light and air during the long summer days and twilights, and provided space for outdoor gatherings in summer. Pale yellow and light blue plaster softened the cream-colored stone, and one large window per room told passers by of Pjtor’s might and wealth. In deference to tradition, a corner shrine to St. Boris and another to St. Molly graced opposite corners of the palace. The chapel within the walls resembled Godown-of-the-Waves and the image of St. Issa had been a gift from the patricians of New Dalfa. Staadtfather Robert tolerated it.


Servants took Pjtor and Alsice’s horses. He changed boots and went to his office, one on the upper floor where he could see the ships and his harbor. Papers and a courier waited for him. “So what news,” he asked as he strode in.
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An hour later by the water clock, Pjtor finished listening and reading. He dismissed the courier, stood, and stared out the window into the distance, looking past the harbor and the new city and even the distant clouds, as if he could see into Frankonia. It would be easier to get my son to obey than to get the Frankonians to act like civilized people. Perhaps being defeated three times by a woman drove them insane? No, probably more like that family that thanks be to Godown died out after old Lord Nilgal forced them to move to different villages and sold two of their service contracts a hundred kilometers away. I remember even Sara and Grigory were appalled at what the priests and Nilgal’s manager found. The stories about the village of fools all named John Johnson Johnson are supposed to be stories, not family guides. Geert had probably been right about the Frankonians. The rumors about Young Pjtor and Frankonia . . .


No, that much Pjtor knew were lies, no doubt sown to cleave the two apart and destabilize the empire. It would not be the first time. But that ancient saying about where one found smoke, one should look for fire also held merit. Pjtor preferred not to use any of his watchers if he could avoid it, because men once corrupted could be turned even more easily a second time, but he needed facts to clear the smoke.


The Harriers were regrouping, but well to the west, or so it seemed. The army’s scouts and a few brave souls mapping and claiming land upriver from the empty Lander city had found signs of horsemen and small herds, and the remains of butchered beesolow, but no Harriers. The nomads seemed to be staying away from the men of NovRodi, which suited Pjtor quite well. They could all ride into the Split Sea and drown themselves and he would not shed a tear. Perhaps they had gone to beg aid from their Turklavi masters? That idea, suggested by Lord Jan Alicorn, did worry Pjtor but not excessively. If the Turklavi were the same as the Easterners’ Turkowi, and if they did come to the aid of the Harriers, then Pjtor would fight them and defeat them. Captain Anderson, General Green, and the other foreign military men who had served Pjtor, and still served him, insisted that the army of NovRodi be ready to fight an enemy armed with gonnes and cannons and other modern weapons. Just because the Harriers had not chosen to use them did not mean they never would. “After all, Frankonia gave the Turkowi bastards cannon to use against the Easterners, and instructors who taught the monsters how to use them. Why not do the same over here?” General Green had not been entirely persuaded that it would happen, but it made sense.


And now rumor had it that Young Pjtor had friends who had friends in Frankonia. His father shook his head and played with one end of his mustache. And rumor has it that west of the great mountains, by the Split Sea, are fabulous white horses with horns on their forehead, and that the islands south of the Spice Kings’ lands have fish-tailed women living near their shores. Of the two he thought the horned horses were more likely, given some of the things the Landers had brought to Colplatschki before the Great Fires. No, my son is a fool, too much like his mother’s father for his own good or for the good of NovRodi, but not a traitor, not until I see proof with my own eyes and hear him confess from his own lips. All young men are fools, but he does not have the luxury to stay one for much longer. Godown be praised, I have other sons.


He returned to his desk and looked at the map the courier had brought. The burned fishing village was not a rumor. The men had been out in their boats and the women and children had gone inland, tending gardens and animals where the land was not salt-weakened. Whoever had attacked had burned the village, destroying what supplies and fish-drying racks they could find. They left claim markers, or what Lord Broislov took to be claim markers. Instead of words the stakes bore a pattern of three colors and a white flower like that on the flags of the Frankonian ships. Broislov had passed the stakes on to the army. The fishermen scouted the coast after they confirmed their families’ safety and had found a campfire and signs as if a boat had been beached and then re-floated just upstream of a creek-mouth a few kilometers south of the village. Since the men had been fishing to the north, they had not seen the fire themselves.


Pjtor looked from the message to the map. Where had the main Frankonian ship hidden? Little in-shore boats did not cross the White Sea, even in summer. Pjtor’s eyes traced the coastline from the village south, noting the spot where the fishermen found the campfire, and then farther south, several kilometers, to a headland that jutted into the sea. He remembered hearing Landis and Broislov speculating about it, because nothing grew on the tongue of dark stone. Three kilometers inland a slight rise formed a rough half circle about a kilometer or two long and perhaps ten meters high, like a dirt bank beside a trench, with the black stone pointing from a low spot in the hill toward the sea. Broislov had told Admiral Paulson that he thought it would make good harbor, aside from the lack of fresh water to the north, south, and west. And the northern forests would be wonderful farmland aside from the ten meters of snow, two months of not-winter, and lack of drainage.


If Pjtor were a Frankonian captain, he’d hide there and send boats out to scout and get water. He’d be sheltered from the wind and tides in the cove and natural breakwater, no one farmed or lived nearby, and NovRodian patrols tended to ignore the area for that very reason. Could it be someone else? Of course. Was it someone else? Not likely. Why would the Harriers go to that much effort, riding overland from the far western side of the Sweetwater Sea to burn a fishing village and then disappear? Pjtor made a note on a wax-board that the mirror-towers needed to expand to the south along the coast as well as along the roads and rivers. But what did the Frankonians want? They’d burned a summer fishing village and left what seemed to be a form of claim stake. But no one would believe their claim, and Pjtor’s army would run any settlers right back into the sea. His agents in New Dalfa had already protested François III’s argument that no one lived in or claimed the lands of NovRodi.


Pjtor scribbled a few notes, sent an order to the army’s communications’ clerks, and wrote a short, coded message to a certain individual along the Great South Road. Then he turned his attention to other, happier things, like the plans for the Great St. Issa. As soon as the last materials had been gathered, work would begin on his flagship. Pjtor had already sharpened his tools and given his orders.


Geert answered Pjtor’s question the two days later. They had a long-standing agreement. The day Geert got back to his family and the following day belonged to him unless he brought critical messages of some kind. He sent word to the palace once he was ready to speak with the emperor. At first Pjtor had champed with frustration at the delay. Being married to Alsice had opened his eyes to why Geert needed a day or two at home before seeing anyone officially. It was a privilege Pjtor granted no one else, but then no one else was Geert, just as no one else had been Captain Anderson. Pjtor had accepted tongue lashings and dressings-down from the older soldier because Anderson knew his business and because he kept his mouth shut. He’d died in his sleep three years ago the coming winter, catching everyone off guard. At the gathering after the funeral and liturgy for the dead, Paulson and Michael Looven had been comparing notes and trying to decide how old Anderson had been. “Well, I still say he shouldn’t have given up liquor,” Paulson had stated at last with a firm nod of his head. “I’ve seen where milk comes from, and everyone knows what fish do in water.” Even Pjtor had laughed. He’d respected Anderson for keeping his vow never to touch liquor even as he questioned the man’s sanity. But then Pjtor could drink anything short of a beer-mug full of blue-apple spirits without getting truly drunk, and did so at least weekly.


Geert appeared at the palace carrying several parcels, a stack of map books that he left with the clerk for the navy and merchant captains’ library, and a number of official letters from various governments and princes. He wasn’t exactly an ambassador, but Pjtor trusted him more than anyone outside the imperial family, and more than some of his more distant relatives and former in-laws. The blond man now limped a little, thanks to an accident on board ship during a storm some years before. Pjtor kept forgetting that Geert had at least a decade on him, probably more, but the years were only now beginning to show. He stood in the doorway and bowed, waiting to be acknowledged.


“Come in, come in,” Pjtor growled. Something about the mast fittings just did not look right, and after more under-his-breath snarling he dropped the stylus and leaned back. “Whoever came up with this steeply raked mast is either a genius or an idiot. I’m leaning toward idiot.”


“So is the mast, with all due respect. The rigging looks too close to the base of the mast, but if you walk it farther, Pjtor Adamson, you may run out of ship.” He backed away from the desk and straightened up. “Raked masts of that size and angle do not fare so well in open seas, my lord.”


“I didn’t think so, but it looked like a possible solution. The solution is causing more problems than it solves.” He wanted the ship to carry more sail for more speed, but doing so made her hard to handle and required a more complicated rigging and construction than the size of the vessel warranted. A servant brought a chair for Geert and morning beer and bread with butter and smoked fish for both of them. Geert waited for Pjtor to be served before helping himself.


“So, what news?”


Geert swallowed his bite. “The silver-belly run is really good this year, so prices are down for fish and up for salt and barrels. Sea Wolves were seen as far south as A’Asterdee, so everyone is getting ready for a hard winter with good fishing next year, Godown willing. Which means the captains are glooming around and sighing over their beer about how terrible prices are and how they will go bankrupt if these good catches continue.”


Pjtor smiled. “And there’s not enough room for all the grain and it will rot, and there will be more meez because of all the grain and they’ll get into everything else and foul it and a bad year always follows a good one and the sheep will bloat on the stubble and the price of sacks and barrels is so high that the apple crop will be lost for lack of storage and pfeaches will be made cheap by the excess of apples. And the pfiggies will all taste like apple and the peasants will keep too many over winter because of the good harvest and glut the market next fall and it will all be horrible.”


“Yes, exactly, my lord.” He drank more beer. “On less amusing news, the sea ice is already forming. We cut well south of the usual route and I suspect the sailing season next year will be at least three weeks narrower.”


He leaned forward and lowered his voice, “And the Frankonian ambassadors have been spreading word in every court, council, and place they can find that NovRodi has no grounds to claim anything south of where the Redwater flows into the Dawn, and the crown is arguing that they have a right to claim unused land, even on the other side of the White Sea. One of the books I brought back has the Lander-era laws that they are trying to use.”


The arrogance took Pjtor’s breath away and for several heartbeats all he could do was stare at Geert and blink. “What in Godown’s holy name? Of all the stupid, unjust, immoral, foolish—François must be out of his damned mind, that . . .” Pjtor ran through several descriptions of the Crown Prince’s ancestry, his probability of salvation, his close resemblance to several noxious beasts, and his presumed inability to please a woman, let alone sire offspring. When he ran out of breath, Geert refilled Pjtor’s beer. “He has no claim.”


Geert wagged his hand. “In reality, my lord, you are absolutely correct in that he has no claim that anyone will believe. Your merchants and navy ships are recognized and admitted in all ports but those of Frankonia and her two allies on the Thumb, and even the Eastern Empire supports your claims to the southern lands by prior right dating to the Great Fires. In theory, according to the legal archivists I spoke with, Frankonia does have a claim, or would if they could prove that the laws from the Landing remain in force and that they can appeal to a higher authority for adjudication. By higher authority the laws mean whoever the Landers had sworn allegiance to, not to Godown.” He shook his head. “It took me twice listening to him to understand what Frankonia is trying to say happened and why they think they can take over the southern two-thirds of NovRodi.”


Maybe I should go back across the sea, find where this young bull lives and show him myself why NovRodi is not his to claim. Alsice had already talked Pjtor out of returning to the Sea Republics once, based on Pjtor’s own childhood. “Dear, what will stop the younger nobles and the old ones who still resent you from taking over in your absence and placing young Pjtor on the throne as their token emperor?”


“They wouldn’t dare. The church won’t allow it.”


She’d raised one eyebrow and gave him a “think-about-it” look. “How many armies does the church have?”


She’d had a point. And there are still whispers that I’m not the real Pjtor, that Isaac did not die but snuck out of the palace and has a family and is waiting to return and reclaim the throne and make everything right again, right meaning “my family is back in power and yours isn’t.” The whole thing confirmed to Pjtor just how gullible some people were, and that he’d been right to reduce the power of the nobles as much as he had. And if they were that foolish, how much weaker were the common folk? He took a calming breath, drank some beer to sooth his throat and his temper, and asked, “What does François claim this ancient law allows?”


“May I open this seal, my lord? It has one of the copies of a Lander-era map in it.” Pjtor nodded permission and watched as Geert broke the seal of the archive in—


“Wait, is that Sarmas?” No one else Pjtor knew of used the mountain and cat-head crest.


“Yes, my lord. The pages came through one of your representatives in the Bergenlands through the free cities to the Sea Republics. The Dukes von Sarmas have taken an ancient saying from the homeworld as their motto: touch not the cat but with an armored glove. The cat in question is one of the mountain hunting cats, two meters long, light brown and cream, teeth and claws like so,” he held his fingers several centimeters apart. “Frankonia has been trying to conquer Sarmas for centuries. No one knows why, since Sarmas produces nothing but frost wine, herbs, and soldiers. And miners, but mostly in iron and useful things, not much gold or silver.”


As Pjtor thought about the information, Geert unfolded the map. Pjtor moved the beer glass out of the way and looked at the picture. “This is, ah,” he looked for a date.


“A century or so after either the first arrival or the Landing, my lord. Um,” Geert’s lips moved as he calculated. “A hundred and fifty years before the Great Fires, I think, my lord. I can never remember how it converts. I’m a sailor, not an archivist.”


“Long before the Great Fires, that’s close enough.” Pjtor tried to find things he recognized, besides the sea and the land. “Here’s the Sweetwater Sea, so this must be the Lander city. That makes this the Dawn River, and this one is,” he looked more closely. “A road, not a river.” No wonder he did not recognize it. Did it still exist under the grass? Had it been torn up or burned by the Great Fires? Or had someone dug it up to keep the Harriers from using it? That didn’t make sense, since the Harriers didn’t use— He dragged his wandering thoughts back to the map. “Muskava is here, or is it?”


“It is, just not the way it is today. The key says it is a historic reproduction center, whatever that means, probably some place that made copies of old equipment to replace things that wore out, my lord.” Geert shrugged. “This is interesting. I wonder what happened to it?”


He pointed to a city on the sea, a very large city, about fifty kilometers north of Lord Broislov’s holdings. Pjtor hunted around for a more recent map and they compared. “It is as if the sea bit off the shore and swallowed the city.” Instead of a promontory, that place now had a stream that flowed into the sea and a small cove.


Geert made St. Issa’s sign. “That has happened, or so I’m told, on the northern coast above Stormy Point. There are tall cliffs there, and during great storms, entire chunks fall into the sea after the waves chew them out from below.”


Pjtor shrugged and moved the newer map back out of the way. “This shows roads and a few cities, but no borders.”


“And that, my lord, is why François III thinks he can claim NovRodi. According to what the archivist explained to me, as best the archivists have pieced together, when the Landers first came to Colplatschki, or Solana or whatever they called here, after the initial assignment of land, large parts of the world remained unclaimed. The people who sent the Landers did so because other worlds had grown too crowded. Because of that a law remained that once they got here, if the same thing happened, people could move from an area on Colplatschki with too many people to one with too few. If fewer than a certain number lived in that region, anyone could claim land if they proved that they needed it and that it had not been set aside for something else.”


Pjtor could see a very large number of problems with that idea. “And so François says that there are too few of us here and too many Frankonians there.” What tripe. And those laws died with the Landers.


“And he says that since this map shows that all of NovRodi was unclaimed and lacked government, there is no reason for him to honor your family’s claims, or anyone else’s.”


Pjtor sat in his chair and leaned his head against the top of the backrest, looking up at the elaborate paintings of clouds and the sea on the ceiling. “If it were not for the burnt village and claim stakes, I’d think he was drunk or had gotten into some of those mushrooms the foresters say make you see spirits and strange animals.”


He looked down again to see Geert setting his beer glass on the serving table with exaggerated care. “My lord, claim stakes and a burnt village?”


“Yes, on Broislov’s land. One of the summer fishing settlements. No one was there when it was burned down, but people found claim stakes with the Frankonian flower and evidence of a boat being put inshore and of a large campfire a few kilometers to the south.”


Geert’s face flushed red, then went pale. “So that’s what that drunk Frankonian in the tavern in KilCumry meant, my lord! He was babbling about the king finding good empty land, and if it wasn’t empty before it would be after his people go there. I just thought he was drunk out of his mind.”


Pjtor raised one hand. “He still may have been drunk out of his mind, Geert. What would a sailor know about the plans of kings, and after how many turns and twists of the tale?” But it makes sense, a terrible sense, and Frankonia still refuses to even acknowledge that we worship Godown, let alone that we are civilized.


Pjtor and Geert sat for several minutes, thinking about the news and the potential problem. At last Pjtor said, “What will come will come, and I had already ordered two more near-shore ships with eight-kilo cannon in addition to the smaller gonnes. One more will not deprive Alsice of her new harvest-festival gown.”


Geert nodded, then rolled his eyes. “Some of the younger set in New Dalfa? They have started wearing skirts that are higher in front that show the knee. Not just for wading for mussels or field work, my lord but at all times. With high collars that open a little like so,” he made a triangle with his fingers, the lower part of the triangle where the swell of a woman’s bust would be. “I doubt it will last past winter.”


“And what does Mistress Fielder say?”


“My lord, I would not use such language in your august presence. But if Anne ever thinks of trying it, I will tan her rear until she can’t sit down.”


Pjtor could see the girl doing just that, and climbing out a window to meet her swain as well. She’d inherited a full portion of her mother’s plain-spokenness and will, and her father’s sense of adventure. Maybe he should see about betrothing Young Pjtor to Anne? Pjtor’s whimsy died. The boy would probably lock himself in a sleeping cupboard out of fright.


“Any other news?”


Geert looked a little sad as he said, “Princess Elizabeth von Sarmas died in early summer. Her husband went to Godown following a short illness not too many weeks after. She had over seventy years and had campaigned last season in the southeast. It is said Colplatschki will not see her like again.” He raised his white-blond eyebrows. “And some hope that the need is never again so dire that Godown must send such a woman.”


“Ameen.” Pjtor did not want to see that bad of a situation either.


“And someone found a new dye for a very special bright blue green that all the women must have, my lord. It costs as much as a warhorse and smells about as bad.”


Pjtor winced and rubbed his forehead. Of course it would. Strella and Alsice and Klara will all want meters of the stuff once they learn of it. So much for my new ships.
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Pjtor came out of the spell of Blessed Toni’s Fire in an even worse mood than usual. He felt Alsice’s hand on his forehead and kept his eyes closed. Can’t think. Hurt. Brain hurts. Someone breathing too loud. Make the pain stop. Please.


“What’s wrong with my father? What’d he do?” Young Pjtor’s whining tone grated on Pjtor’s already painful skull and if he’d been able to move he would have hit the boy to make him shut up.


“Your lord father is touched with Blessed Toni’s Fire,” Alsice murmured, pitching her voice lower than usual. “Please leave until he has rested.”


Pjtor heard steps on the carpet. He can’t even walk quietly on a carpet. He’s doing it deliberately, I know he is. I’ll kill him. Hands pushed under his shoulders, lifting him enough so he could drink without choking. “My lord, this is hot salibark with one grain of poppy and wintermint.”


Why wintermint? So it stays down this time. He drank, almost retching as usual. The world spun more than usual, then reversed directions as the hands laid him down. Cool wet touched his forehead, helping calm the pain. The pounding eased just enough that he could breathe without making his head hurt. The cool helped. Alsice’s presence helped more. Pjtor drifted to sleep.


He woke well after nightfall, although night came so early this far north that it might well be late afternoon on the Sweetwater Sea. He opened his eyes, closed them again, waited, then tried once more. The ceiling did not rotate. That was good. The sound of wood popping in the rear-feed oven did not make his head hurt. That was better. He smelled something food-like and his stomach did not churn. In fact, he wanted food, wanted it very badly. He had been preparing to have dinner when the spell took him. Pjtor sat and heard a faint whistle. Alsice, about to slide out of her chair, whistled a little in her sleep. Should he move her to their bed? Not as weak as he felt.


He stood with care, and servants presented him with warm water to wash his face and hands, then served him freshly-warmed flatcakes with cream and spice-simmered apple, sausage in broth, and hot tea. As he ate, several maids eased Alsice out of her chair and into the bed. She did not waken, although she did snuggle down into the feathers. If she had her way she’d probably sleep inside the mattress, and then complain about trying to get the feathers out of her hair the next morning. She still wore her hair in the traditional two braids of a married woman, but had replaced the NovRodi headdress and all-concealing headcover with a smaller headcover when indoors, and a lace cap under a hat when outdoors. Pjtor still had not decided if he would ever forgive Basil von Deiman for bringing Alsice a feathered hat. She’d fallen in love with the style, wore it everywhere and had requested several more, in the process scandalizing everyone and causing sermons against vanity for a year. Hell, a few priests still used her as a bad example, Pjtor snorted. He took care of another bodily need, then returned to bed, sleeping until dawn.


Pjtor felt well enough that morning to inspect his soldiers. Young Pjtor followed along, acting as his father’s aid. He still had not filled into his bones and looked far more like a wader bird than a man, almost as tall as his father but thin like his mother’s late brother. The crown prince’s hair was the same color as Tamsin’s, so were his eyes. He had his father’s brow and a weak jaw. That, plus his tendency to stoop made him look even weaker in Pjtor’s eyes. For the moment he stood like a proper soldier, but as soon as he removed his uniform the boy drooped like a wilting plant. At least he could ride and shoot, and performed his military duties properly, such as they were.


Pjtor finished the inspection and allowed the officers to dismiss the men back to their barracks. They would drill more later, once it warmed enough that a man did not lose fingers touching the metal on the new muskets. Pjtor dismissed his son as well and the boy saluted and vanished as soon as he could. Pjtor fumed. He’d better be back in time for the discussion after dinner, or I will give him three blows with the five-tailed whip myself. The crown prince had his own small court, with like-minded younger nobles and second sons. Pjtor had a listener in the group, one of Gretchanii’s sons. The young man reported nothing truly treasonous, but the whining and muttering about Pjtor’s policies and orders that he repeated caused Pjtor to seriously consider requiring his eldest son to dissolve the group and attend his father’s council and court. Alsice counselled time, but time was wearing short. The boy was eighteen, a man grown and more, and needed to start a family and produce heirs to ensure the safety of the empire.


Fortunately for Young Pjtor, he appeared a few minutes early for the war council. Geert Fielders, Admiral Alex Basilius, both Pjtors, Lord Broislov, General Green, now retired but acting as Pjtor’s minister of war, and several scribes and orderlies sat or stood around a table with a map showing the coastline of NovRodi from the edge of the ice in the north to below the low mountains that served as the unofficial border between what Pjtor considered his and the Spice Kings’ territories. Red dots marked places where Frankonians had been seen, either close to shore or on shore. They’d tried to demolish one of the mirror towers, the platforms where men stood when they used mirrors to pass messages along the coast and inland, but had failed or given up. Too many dots appeared on the page for Pjtor’s taste. At least no one else supports Frankonia in their folly. Several of the letters Geert brought back with him had included warnings about Frankonia’s claims, along with acidic comments about if old Laurence had that many people he should allow a few to leave and take up land in the East or North. Another wave of the spotted plague had struck the Empire and Bergenlands two years before, leaving too many dead even though the preventative scratch was well known. Pjtor had been scratched as soon as he’d learned of it, as had his family. Being a little sick for a few days was much better than dying in agony.


“When?” That was the question they had to answer. If Frankonia was serious about attacking NovRodi and trying to take a chunk of Pjtor’s lands, when would they come?


“Not next week, imperial majesty,” Green chuckled, and Basilius nodded his agreement. The old soldier picked up a silver and gilt rod and pointed at something off the map, in the south. “If they do decide to attack, they will establish a depot on one of those islands, or so the books claim would be wise. And I suspect they do not have enough supplies to feed an army on board ship for the time it takes to cross the sea, then to feed them once they get here. Unless you can live on grass and fish, there is precious little to eat down here until you get well inland.”


Pjtor played with the end of his mustache. That made sense, assuming the Frankonians had the same limitations as everyone else. “So no sailing until after winter.”


“No, my lord. The winds won’t allow it. As the storms move north in winter, the winds go calm down here and it takes too long, especially with an army on board ship. What a lone trader can tolerate and stock for an army can’t,” Geert said. “Not until after St. Basil’s day at least.” That gave them several months to prepare.


“And if we can trap them off-shore it would be even better, imperial majesty,” Basilius said. “Stop them from even putting a foot ashore and end their claims cold.”


“Aye. Stopping them off the coast of Frankonia would be ideal, but I suspect some elsewhere would take that amiss,” Pjtor snorted.


Geert and Young Pjtor nodded. “It is said, honored father, that tales circulate that ships of NovRodi have captured and looted ships of Frankonia. Nothing firm my lord father, but Lord Alicorn’s nephew visited the Thumb last season and said that market tales hold us to be sea raiders as well as land-greedy.”


Would that my ships could strike that fast. Pjtor’s navy grew, but turning peasants into sailors proved more difficult than was turning trees into ships. The rumor that crossing salt water separated a man of NovRodi from Godown had proved especially bad for recruiting, and peasant men had fled into the woods to avoid the recruiters that year. Pjtor would personally whip the man who started that tale through the streets of New Rodi and Muskava if he ever found who it was. “The coast is too long to patrol easily, and storms will be a problem. I want to start at least two more ports, deep-water ports. What about the mouth of the Klaar?”


Green shook his head and Basilius pointed to the spot. “The river is too shallow, imperial majesty. It looks far deeper than it is, and we have yet to find a main channel. Something made it scatter sand and choke, even though it looks perfect on the map. In late summer a man can walk across the mouth.”


Well, damn. “And we do not have the great digging machines of legend to assist us.” And I’m not going to drown service-slaves trying to dig sand to make the channel deeper, at least not yet. “What about . . .”


Young Pjtor grew more restless as the discussion continued, until shortly before the first time-candle burned out, he said, “Honored lord father, why not let them have land?”


The older men stopped and turned to look at him. “Excuse me?” What did I just hear?


“I—I said why not let them have land? They are overcrowded and desperate, my lord father, and does Godown not say that it is a great blessing to help those in need?”


Pjtor straightened up and folded his arms. Geert stepped a little closer to Pjtor, probably so he could hear better. “Why do you want the Frankonians to take control of a portion of what will eventually be yours to rule?”


“Because they need room, my lord. Alicorn said that he heard from someone who visited one of the Frankonian cities that people had to live in houses four and five rooms high, trapped by the walls because they had no place to go. I’m sure that Laurence V and François would not try to settle people here unless the need really was great.” He swallowed and Pjtor watched the lump in the boy’s throat run up and down. “They are not like the Harriers, my lord father. Why can’t we give them what they need, help them?”


“Because Alicorn is a fool if he believed that Frankonia and the rest of that part of the world are running out of room,” Pjtor snapped. “They are crowded compared to us. But so are the Sea Republics and Vindobona and the free cities of the Empire. Leave the walls of the cities and they are only a little more populous than we are.”


“Aye, my lord prince, and you cannot trust Frankonia. People seeking peace do not burn fishing villages or attack mirror towers,” Geert said. “Nor do they attack their neighbors to avoid paying for things. I lived through the Frankonian war, my lord, I know what they have done.”


“But that was thirty years ago! Things are different. A new generation is on the throne, my lord father. It is better if we do not fight, but act in peace.”


“No it is not. When you are older you will learn that there are things worse than war,” Pjtor said. Fool boy.


“Like falling down because Godown has cursed you? Like burning books because you do not like what is in them?” Young Pjtor started shouting, red-faced, eyes bulging as he pointed at his father. “Like killing your father-in-law and exiling your wife for no reason but that Godown is punishing you for not being a good ruler? I’m older than you were when you came to power, Father, I’ve fought more with the army than you have. I know what NovRodi needs and I don’t fall down, piss myself and drool because—”


Pjtor lunged at his son. I—Will—Kill—You—For “Grrraaaah!” No one spoke to Pjtor Adamson that way! No one! Red filled his vision and Pjtor struggled to grab the boy, to break him, to teach him proper respect. Something held him back, something kept his arms back. Pjtor lunged again, dragging the weight with him. “Let me go, damn you.” Pjtor fought, trying to twist loose of the hands, to tear free and reach the insolent boy and punish him as he deserved for that insult. “Let me go!”


“No, Pjtor,” Geert panted in his ear. “No, not until you calm down. Godown never forgives kin-killers.”


“He is no blood of mine who would give everything I’ve won to the foreign bastards.” Pjtor relaxed, then lunged again, dragging Geert across the floor. “Let go or I’ll kill you too!”


Where was the bastard? Pjtor strained, trying to see where the coward hid. Then he realized the door was open and the other men had left. “No!” He twisted, getting one arm free, and punched Geert in the face. Geert ducked back, avoiding the worst of the blow but releasing Pjtor. He turned and charged for the door. I will kill the whelp. Something grabbed his waist and legs, dragging him to the floor. He reached for his knife, twisting and clawing to break loose again.


“Pjtor, no!” A woman screamed, and soft, clutching hands tried to take the knife from him. “No, love, no stop,” she sobbed. Alsice hung on his arm, holding it to the floor or trying to. He threw her off but she came back, throwing herself across him. “He didn’t mean it! Whatever he said he didn’t mean it, please, for the love of Godown Pjtor, stop.”


The two of them, Geert and Alsice, kept him from following. Pjtor wanted to kill them too, but couldn’t. They held him down. “Damn it, man, think,” Geert panted, face red with blood from over his eye. “Yes, he’s a fool. And he’s just like you were twenty years ago, my lord. But he can’t control himself yet.”


“He’s gone, Pjtor. Listen to me,” Alsice begged. “He’s gone, fled as if dardogs hunted him. Please, my lord, imperial master, stop.”


Pjtor lay on the floor, panting. He let them talk him into stopping, thinking. I will not tolerate that insolence. What kind of stupidity filled his head to be so blind?


“Pjtor, I’ll go after him, Looven and I and we’ll teach him about what Frankonia really is. Promise me you will not kill him,” Geert begged. “Don’t leave the empire without an heir.”


“Adam is too young, so is Isaac, and no one will listen to me if something happens to you, Godown forbid,” Alsice said, tears running down her face, cap missing and clothes torn. “Please, imperial master, lord of NovRodi, don’t leave your people without a wise leader and shepherd.”


“What does the Book of the Shepherd say, Pjtor?” Geert hissed. “Will you risk Godown’s anger by trading safety for pride and wrath?” Geert’s Dalfan accent thickened. “Aye man, kit yeer brain back aboard ship and furl sail, ye greet loomp ov foor ‘n tallow.”


Pjtor clenched his teeth, breath hissing in and out. “I will not kill him, not yet. But Godown as my witness if he does not repent and beg forgiveness I will drive him out of NovRodi, east west north or south matters not.”


“Heard and witnessed,” the others chorused. Alsice buried her face in his coat, weeping still, and Geert got to his knees, then backed away. It took him three tries to stand. Pjtor pried Alsice off and rolled onto his side, then got to his feet and stood. “I’ll go after him,” Geert repeated.


“Not until you clean that blood off,” Alsice sniffed. “Or Margit will think you two have been carousing and she’ll scold both of you.”


“Godown forefend,” the men said. Pjtor took a deep breath. “You may leave, Master Fielders.”


“My lord.” He bowed from the waist and departed.


I will not kill Pjtor, holy Godown, but it is the five-tailed whip and exile if he does not repent and beg forgiveness. I cannot tolerate insolence, over-confidence, and stupidity combined.
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Two weeks and a major storm passed before Pjtor heard anything more from his son or his friend. He still had trouble imagining Alsice attacking him the way she had. She wasn’t that strong, and she did not seem especially fond of young Pjtor. That night he’d found her in the small chamber he’d given her to hold receptions for the wives and daughters of the men in his court. She’d been sitting in a chair in a dark corner, curled in on herself and weeping. He dismissed the maid and walked into the dimly lit room.


“Alsice.”


She slid out of the chair, crawled toward him and threw herself onto his feet. “Forgive me, imperial master, please forgive me, o generous and merciful master, forgive your unworthy slave.” She sobbed, hair and clothes askew, as pitiful as she’d been when he claimed her from General Poliko fifteen years before.


Dear Godown, does she fear me that much? Yes, she did, because under the law both she and Geert should be executed for laying hands on Pjtor’s person. And technically, as a former battle captive, she had no rights of any kind and he could do with her as he chose, unrestricted even by the law governing abuse of wives and children. Law be damned, she’s my empress and the mother of my children. I still want to kill Pjtor, even though I swore not to, but I did swear. He turned around and shut the door then came back. He crouched down beside her, knelt on one knee, and worked his arms under her torso, lifting her partly off the carpets. “I forgive you, Alsice.”


She put her arms around his neck, still sobbing. That gave him better leverage and he took a stronger hold on her and lifted her to her feet as he stood. She staggered and he caught her, then held her against him as the lamp guttered and burned out. You are a brave woman, my lady, and I admire you for it, even if your mercy is gravely misplaced. Godown is a lord of wrath as well as of mercy, and so am I. As she calmed down, he led her to the door, opened it, and let her maids take her to prepare for bed. He made a hand sign to one of the older women and she nodded her understanding: they’d put a little something in her tea so that she’d sleep.


He did not sleep. Instead he drew up plans for a new ship, a coastal craft, fast but well armed. This time I will get that raked mast correct, blast it. He needed something that could maneuver in tight spaces and calm waters . . . calm waters . . . something like a row boat but much bigger and with guns? That meant he’d need men to row. Where would he find spare men? Pjtor made a few notes but set them aside and returned to his initial ideas. Raked mast and large ship did not seem to be working, at least not as he sketched it. He ground his teeth and tried several more times before he hit on a combination that seemed to be what he wanted. Yes, he could have ordered his men to do it, but old Master Van Daam would have his hide if he couldn’t design and build a proper ship himself.


The storm that blew in from the sea the next day perfectly matched his mood. The cold wind howled in from the east and south, driving grey and white water up into the canals and harbor with enough force that as the tide rose, the water did too, backing up the river as waves broke on the seawall and the spray froze, coating things in strange gritty white shapes. Snow churned on the howling wind and Pjtor wondered where his son, Geert, and Michael Looven were. Out of the storm, if any of them had the slightest bit of sense. Pjtor warmed his hands in the heat pouring out of the great tiled stove in the corner of his office, admiring the green and white tiles with their ship pictures on them, then returning to work. The reports from the south had come in, as had the first counts of harvest and of the timber cut for the year.


Eight days passed, then nine. The weak sun slowly melted the frozen spray and the sea and river returned to their banks, although not without claiming their tithe in lives and land. The pale grey skies made the pastel colors of the new city sing, and Pjtor gave thanks for the sight. And for the absence of dardogs. They had not found the new city yet and if they did, he did not intend to allow them to get close enough to carry off children. Pale blue skies returned and along with them, the cold. The sea seemed to ease the cold a little, or perhaps it was just Pjtor’s fondness for the sea and the city that made it seem warmer.


And a message arrived, formal, bearing Young Pjtor’s signature and seal and requesting a brief moment of his father’s time. Pjtor considered and granted the request. Two more days passed before the gangly boy appeared in the doorway, subdued and quiet, dressed properly as befitted the heir to the Empire of NovRodi. Pjtor waited. The servant on duty bowed very low and ventured, “Most imperial master, the young master wishes to enter your presence.”


“He may come.”


Young Pjtor advanced five steps and bowed almost as low as the servant.


“You may rise.”


Silence. Pjtor waited, watching the boy.


“Most honored father—” He hesitated, then started again. “Most honored imperial father, I apologize for my rash words and thoughtless speech. In my frustration I allowed emotion to overcome me and I offended your person and your office. Please forgive my haste and folly.” The words did not quite run together in the boy’s haste, but his father could tell that Young Pjtor’s nerves were about to get the best of him.


Pjtor clenched one hand under the desk, out of the boy’s sight. His anger returned and he considered boxing the fool’s ears. He was much too much like his maternal family. Then Pjtor recalled his promises. “What have you learned since your—departure?”


“I—I learned that Master Fielders and Master Looven spoke truly when they said that Frankonia had no need for space for her people, most honored imperial father, and that, if anything, the records understate the, um, unwisdom of some of Laurence V’s policies. To attempt to assassinate then-Duchess von Sarmas in order to assuage Laurence’s pride was—” He shook his head. “Even the Harriers would not stoop to that.”


If only because they have not figured out how to do it, Pjtor snorted. “I see.”


“And I was wrong to speak of your, your, um, your—”


“My infirmity.”


The boy seized the word with both hands, so to speak, and sounded relieved. “Your infirmity, yes, most honored father. I was out of line and such matters are not to be discussed in front of servants or others.”


“That is correct.” Pjtor considered his son. “Come here.” To his credit the boy approached Pjtor’s desk. Pjtor looked him over once more. “I forgive you. But you will dismiss your court and join mine, and you will be presented with several possible bridal candidates this spring. You will select one, or one will be chosen. And you will never, ever speak of my—infirmity—again.”


Young Pjtor bowed. “Yes, honored father. Thank you.”


“Where are Master Fielders and Master Looven?”


“Master Looven is at the chancery looking for information on the man rumored to be the new minister of the navy for Frankonia. Master Fielders,” he looked down and wiped his palms on his trouser legs, as if they were wet. “He is ill, very ill, pneumonia he caught in the storm.”


Pjtor’s rage flashed white hot and the arms of his chair groaned as he clenched his fists on the wood. “Thank you for informing me. You are dismissed.” If you do not get out of my sight, I will beat you as I ought to have two weeks ago.


His son bowed and departed.


Slowly, over the next few weeks, winter locked the port at New Rodi closed. Ice spread and thickened to the north and east, making it too dangerous to put out to sea much beyond the harbor. The sight of large chunks of white-grey ice bobbing or grinding together on the green-grey waves deterred even Pjtor, who admitted that the sea had bested him, at least for the moment. He pushed Broislov and other eastern lords to finish a new investigation of the coast, to find a place where he could have an all-year harbor. He also ordered the men to look for signs of Lander roads, but quietly.


The darkness of midwinter passed before Geert Fielders recovered enough for Pjtor to visit him. He’d sent his own churigon to see to the man, and had also sent fuel and food in order to ease the family’s shortages. Why did he not tell me they had so many debts? Pjtor fumed as he looked at the stack of bills. Because he thought he could pay them all, and because he did not want or dare to tell me that when he was doing my business he could not do his own as well. Geert had not earned enough on his trading trips to pay his private bills in NovRodi, only his business bills, and now owed a number of people the equivalent of half the cost of a fitted-out warship with fifteen-kilo guns. “Did Margit Fielders say anything to you?” He asked Alsice one night.


“Not exactly, love, but I noticed, well, I thought I recognized that material in one of her dresses. I suspect she’d remade it and added some trim from something else, in order to hide their problems.” She snuggled closer, resting her head on his chest. “I should have said something but then she tends to buy fabric and store it away, so I was not certain.”


He sighed. And Geert would never have said anything—that wasn’t how he handled his personal affairs. Well, Pjtor had paid the family’s debts and more. That eased his conscience a little, although Young Pjtor remained solely to blame for Geert’s illness, in his father’s view. Damn it, but Geert should have spoken, especially if his wife and children were having to make do! They were Pjtor’s people and if they suffered, it reflected badly on Pjtor personally.


When he finally visited Geert, Pjtor spoke not a word of what he’d done. Gleanings twelve, verse six said “When you give, give in secret and Godown who sees will reward you in secret three, five, even unto tenfold. Give in the open and the praise of men is all that Godown shall allow you.” The house, larger than the family’s old home in the foreigners’ district in Muskava, faced a quiet square. The fronts of the buildings had been decorated with cream-colored trim around the doors and windows, and each side of the square used a different main color, pink to the east, yellow in the north, pale green in the west and an orangey-yellow on the south side. Geert’s faced south and also sported a small painting of St. Issa beside the door, nothing excessive but certainly different from the other three facades. Pjtor’s sleigh-coach stopped and the footmen hopped down, opening the door and lowering the step for their master. Someone, probably Margit Fielders, had kept the short walk and five steps leading to the door clear of snow and ice, and as soon as he set one foot on the lowest stone step, the door opened.


Anne curtsied low, exactly like her mother down to the little lace trimmed cap on her head. Young Geert had remained in New Dalfa, learning the merchant trade there, but Jan, five years old and very serious, bowed as well. He had his father’s coloring, as did Anne, both fair haired with pale eyes. Martina, the second daughter, curtsied as well. She looked enough like Pjtor, with dark hair and a sturdy frame, to inspire much gossip even though Geert and Margit both averred she looked identical to her paternal grandfather. Pjtor would never lay a finger on Margit Fielders, much less try to seduce her. He preferred his ladies quieter and less likely to attack him with a fishing spear if he tracked muck into a room, something Geert swore Margit’s mother had done to her father and older brother.


The narrow entry hall, where a maid took his coat and hat and a manservant cleaned his boots, opened into a light, airy reception chamber. A bed had been made for Geert and Margit stood, surprise on her face, then curtsied low. “Imperial majesty, please, I apologize. I did not realize—”


Pjtor waved off her apology. “I did not send word in advance, Mistress Fielders. Please, be seated. And you may use my lord.”


“Thank you, imperi— my lord. If you will excuse me, I need to heat Geert’s medicine.”


“Of course.” She bustled past and he caught a glimpse of attractive calf in a twice-mended stocking. That would not do. Pjtor went to the side of the bed. Geert, always pale, now blended into the bedding and had lost much of the round from his face. “You have a strange way of requesting time away from court, Master Fielders,” Pjtor said, trying to cover his dismay.


Geert snorted and managed a partial smile. “It seemed easier than filing a formal petition, my lord. And I was hoping for lovely nurses, like in the story of St. Basil’s sick sheep, but my wife cancelled the request.”


That made Pjtor smile and he decided that Geert was on the way to recovery. Pjtor found a chair that would support his weight and sat, carefully. He liked the room, with its ship models and a picture of a ship at harbor. “Tell me, does hot salibark taste as bad to you as it does to me?”


The vigorous head nod made Pjtor’s smile wider. “I tried to get rid of it, my lord. She fastened the window shut. And moved the nightsoil box out of reach.”


“That was cruel.”


“Not as bad as the onions, my lord. Hot onion paste to loosen my chest and clear my cough. I think it scared my body back to health.”


Probably not as much as a hot dung poultice would have. Which may be why I do not seem to get sick anymore. Pjtor wondered if the Landers had developed their magic healing tools in order to avoid dung poultices. He would certainly have been inspired to find a different way to drive the bad djerms out. “I do not understand why the bad air and miasmas from standing water and corrupt flesh cause illness but the poultices are supposed to heal.”


“That, Pjtor Adamson, is because like cures like. Although only within the body. Falling out of a tree a second time will not cure a bruised head.” Margit had returned, followed by a manservant. The two did something to the bed and raised it, locking it up so that Geert now sat almost upright. It seemed to be a ratchet-type mechanism and Pjtor wanted to take the furniture apart right then and there to see how it worked and had been assembled. Margit must have seen his fingers twitch, because she warned, “My lord, if I return and find my husband laying on the floor and the day-bed in pieces, I will—” she shook her finger before turning to get a steaming mug off the tray a maid brought in. Behind her back both men made faces.


Geert downed the brew without gagging, which was more than Pjtor had managed to accomplish. “And here,” Margit presented her husband with a bowl of something far more appetizing. Two more maids brought in a much fancier serving set and chokofee for Pjtor, along with a platter of the small pastries called kookees from New Dalfa that he so enjoyed. Margit took a seat on the other side of the bed and worked on a piece of sewing as the men ate. Pjtor told his conscience that he was a guest and the Fielders followed a different custom and under their roof breaking the lesser fast of St. Olga would not require as much penance, if any. Because he knew that the kookees had butter in them, and probably other good things as well. His conscience did not bother trying to argue the matter and he had a few more, just to be polite.


He did not stay long because he could see that Geert needed rest. Two weeks and more of illness drained a man down to the core, and for once Geert truly looked the decade older than Pjtor that he was. Pjtor excused himself, the couple protested, and he insisted. Margit followed him to the sleigh. “Imperial majesty, thank you for your time and,” she gulped, eyes suddenly full of tears. “And for the assistance. Your generosity to foreigners such as my husband is, that is, ah, Godown bless you, imperial majesty.” She curtsied again.


He raised her. “Mistress Fielders, your husband’s service to the crown and to my person deserves proper reward. It is a very poor master who does not see to the needs of his people, as Godown has charged all of us to do. Should an expense come that you cannot resolve easily, inform my lady.” He locked eyes with the woman, reinforcing the order. “Godown be with you.”


“And with thy spirit.”


He returned to the palace with a clearer heart, and decided that truly, kookees did not break the fast. And he’d only had a few, to go with the chokofee. And those had been very small, not enough to assuage hunger. No, kookees did not count.
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“You are not surprised, my lord husband?” Alsice stood behind Pjtor on the crown deck of his personal warship as he watched the other ships of his fleet parading past under the sweet spring sky.


“No.” Disgusted with François III, pissed at his assumption that we are not civilized men, amazed at the puppy’s arrogance, and angry at being distracted from more important matters, but not surprised. No sooner had winter’s sea storms begun to fade than the first Frankonian ships appeared off the eastern coast. One of the books Geert and the others had brought back for the new archive in New Rodi mentioned the old practice of gathering a number of ships together in an “harmahdah” and attacking as a group, breaking through the opposing fleet that way and allowing troop transport vessels to get safely to land.


Granted, those had referred to star-crossing vessels, but Admiral Basilius and the others saw no reason why the same thing would not work on the seas. “Think of the little ones as scouts, imperial majesty,” General Green had suggested. “Then you have your musketeers and cavalry following to act on what the scouts find.”


Alsice made an interested noise. He glanced behind and saw her looking to the left, to port, and frowned. What was that little thing? Then he realized, and blinked, then started to smile. “So they did get her finished and rigged out. Well, well, I owe Geert a silver piece.” The small two-masted craft darted between the much larger warships, working the wind and galloping along, as much as a sailing boat could gallop in the current winds. “That, my lady wife, is a messenger ship, a new one.” The masts both tilted aft at a rakish angle, rather like her hat, with triangular sails that caught the wind easily, driving the little ship. The crew had sorted out how to handle her, and seemed to make full use of the ability of the sails to pivot and shift more than a full-rigged ship could. Pjtor had given up on raked masts for warships. Anchoring the masts, calculating the forces and the rigging . . . they did not work well past a certain size.


“It’s a sweet little ship, my lord.” She giggled a little behind her hand. “Is it a girl ship?”


He started to glare at her, then realized that she was gently teasing him. And compared to the great warships, the courier vessel was indeed dainty and delicate looking. “If you wish it to be, my dear.”


He’d achieved a miracle, with the help of Godown and much gold and many lives. Frankonian vessels still outgunned his, and had better powder if rumor held true, and sailed with far more experienced crews. But Pjtor had new ships, his men knew the coast, and perhaps had a few surprises of his own up their sleeves. He wanted to fight himself, as he had on the lake above the Sweetwater Sea, but knew in his heart that he could not. The risks were too great. Should Godown allow something to happen to him, his sons were not strong enough to rule, not until he saw young Pjtor safely betrothed and the girl with child. He still wanted to sail across the sea and give Frankonia what they deserved, but no. He’d also had to consider a different complication—if colony ships followed the military fleet, what to do if the colonists actually landed, but the Frankonian navy lost the battle?


That all assumed that the Frankonian bastard had not dispatched ships to the south, landing in the Sea Kings’ territories and coming overland. Pjtor’s generals had already begun moving men and supplies south in preparation for such an event, however, as well as to be ready in case the Frankonians came ashore. In the process, they had to leave the western side of the empire very lightly garrisoned, trusting Godown to protect them. Pjtor kept his unhappiness with that idea to himself. He trusted Godown, but knew that Godown preferred for men to do their part first. And Godown had already granted Pjtor a near miracle already. Pjtor did not feel comfortable asking Him for much more.


Ah, his beautiful ships, slowly sailing past on a glorious soft spring day. The sunlight shone on polished brass and gilded trim, on clean sails of linen and plant-wool. The ropes and cords of the rigging looked taut and well turned out, masts straight and hatches latched tight to keep water out of the gun ports. Each crew had a mix of foreigners and men of NovRodi. Pjtor did not want to hire so many outsiders, but he could not afford to have full novice crews either. As it was he’d pledged the next two years of gold and furs, as well as any loot from sunken or captured Frankonian ships.


The parade pleased him immensely. Pjtor had driven NovRodi out of the forests and back into the world. Thank you, Godown, for this gift and for the gift of time. They’d had fifteen years to prepare, to learn how to fight more than just horse nomads. He hoped he’d made enough of that time. On impulse he reached for Alsice’s hand and pulled her close, then kissed her hand. She blushed. So different from Tamsin, so brave and yet so womanly was his empress.


Two days later he met with Basilius, Green, Geert and a few others. Young Pjtor had departed, rejoining the army in the south. The two remained wary of each other, and Young Pjtor had already refused two of the offered bridal candidates. Pjtor agreed with his son’s first refusal. Dear Godown, what in the name of all that is wise was Lord Martino thinking to even present the girl? She belongs in a convent or locked in the homefold. Why did he even let her live this long? She’s pretty, but she’s no more than a baby inside her head. Ugh. He shook his head, ran his fingers through his hair and dismissed the matter. Today he had more important things, especially now that the hangovers from the celebration two days before should have cleared. If not, I do not want to see evidence of them.


Geert arrived first, leaning on a heavy walking stick with a silver knob on top, a much plainer version of Pjtor’s own. He had yet to fully recover his strength, but the churigons assured Pjtor that time, warm sunlight and good food would fix everything. “Enter,” Pjtor called, not bothering to look up from the chart spread across almost everything on the table.


“Ah, the new version, my lord?”


“Yes, without the currents drawn in. Those just cluttered everything.” And half of them are imaginary because the clerks have no idea what oceans do and how water moves. Not that most of us are much better. The captains swear they can tell me what and when, but not why. It did not matter, really, but Pjtor wondered once again if it was the same water in the White Sea that just washed back and forth, or if new water came in and went out somewhere. The rivers flowed into the sea and the sea did not overflow, and then there was rain. Where did rain come from, besides clouds? How did water get into the sky in the first place and what made it come down again? Everything came down, that was true, but why? Was it pulled or pushed?


“Ahem.”


What? He looked up and found servants and others waiting for his permission to come in. “You may enter.” A servant brought a stool for Geert to perch on while the others stood, as did Pjtor himself. He’d had the table made especially tall for that very reason. “What news?”


Basilius looked at some pages that he’d brought. “The last mirror messages, imperial majesty, report no sign of the Frankonians yet. Both along the coast and from those ships watching the likely routes from the Trio Islands. The yellowtail fishing is quite good, however.”


Green wrinkled his nose. “So are the silver oilers, imperial majesty. I expect lamp oil prices to drop soon.”


Only Godown would have seen fit to make a fish that burned like candles, Pjtor thought. “Is the absence of Frankonians good or bad?”


“I would call it good, imperial majesty, because it gives us time to prepare and to learn. And perhaps, if I dare to venture imperial majesty, it could be a sign that Frankonia has decided to drop her so-called claims to NovRodi.”


Green, Geert, and Pjtor all made rude noises. “Possibly, imperial majesty, but not likely. Laurence created an army in order to use it. François has built up the navy and will use it. Perhaps against the Sea Republics again, which is what they are preparing for, but also possibly against you. He might try both.” Green looked to Fielders.


From his stool Geert made a complicated hand motion. “As you say, General, Admiral, imperial majesty, possible but he would have to act against eight city-states, each reinforcing, and against NovRodi. Now, if he intends to capture merchant ships, then yes, he could attack both in the same sea lanes, but that would be an error. All merchants now have teeth, sharp teeth.”


“And that would invite the Easterners to attack him because of their treaties with the Sea Republics,” Pjtor reminded them. “Granted, Princess Elizabeth and her husband have gone to Godown, but their students cannot be that incompetent. And the Sea Republic generals studied under her as well.”


“Imperial majesty, I suspect something simple, like prolonged bad sailing weather, is keeping the Frankonians away for the moment,” Geert said. “Steady wind from the west or south would pen them into the main ports and slow things even without a storm like that last one we, ahem, enjoyed.”


“An excellent point.” The last storm had tossed waves over the walls of the port-fort at one point, and left fish in the main square of New Rodi, to the amazement of passersby and the intense joy of every cat in the city. Pjtor would prefer Godown steered the rest of those away from the coast. “So, in addition to various plans for the season, I wanted to show you this.” Pjtor moved what had appeared to be a stray page of something else off the chart, revealing a new port.


“What?”


“Imperial majesty, where did that come from?”


“Is it Lander? Or one of Godown’s miracles?”


“So that’s what Broislov was gloating about,” Lord Mandrovic said, round face animated. “Your pardon, imperial master, but I’d wondered what he kept going on about.”


“He’d best stop gloating or it may vanish once more,” Pjtor snapped. He still had trouble believing what the storms had revealed. “But yes. Basilius?”


“Imperial majesty. My lord, sirs, what you see is the long lost Lander port, or at least a bit of it. Why it vanished I will not presume to speculate, but during the St. Basil’s storm some fishermen got caught at sea. They could not make it to the estuary, and Godown in His mercy directed them to this place. They found a safe harbor and good water, and signs of Lander construction, including the remains of a very long breakwater, at least a kilometer long, that runs under this peninsula or perhaps spit is a better word, since it is so narrow.”


Everyone studied the chart. As Basilius said, north of the port, the coast ran almost due north-south, with the spit also following the line of the shore. But inland of the spit, the shore cut back hard to the west, then curved more gradually back to the southeast, forming a large inlet and long, relatively wide natural harbor. Although it was not entirely as Godown had made it, because under the spit—a long wall of some kind, possibly Lander, possibly like that odd wall to the south that emerged from the half-circle hill. Inshore someone had marked a site for a settlement and full port, with the name “Basilton.” Pjtor preferred Port St. Basil, but would confer with Staadtfather Robert about that in a few weeks. The fishermen had found a small stream of good water, trees, pseudo-deer and no sign of settlement. Pjtor wanted a city there yesterday, but agreed with Broislov that they needed to wait until the Frankonian threat had weakened or been turned back at the very least.


“If I might venture an idea, imperial majesty,” Geert said, rubbing under his nose.


“Yes?”


“I suspect that the mouth of the inlet seemed to be closed when people sailed past earlier, and that the storm scoured it clear, or clear enough to sail in. Once that starts, or so the old harbor masters say, then the tides and rivers will open the bar the rest of the way. Likewise if a storm closes it enough, then more and more sand and dirt collect and the harbor disappears again. I have not seen such a thing for myself, but I did not venture away from charted lands, imperial majesty.”


“How so ever it happened, we now have it, and we can use it, if Godown grants us a way. I have given orders for Broislov to begin a village at the mouth of the stream and to survey for a port. And to build a mirror tower.”


Talk shifted to other topics and the meeting passed smoothly. Now that he no longer had to deal with the nobles’ council aside for hearing petitions and minor matters, Pjtor could govern so much more easily. Oh, he kept them so the old men had something to do and so he could remind them of their place, but they no longer governed as they once thought they had. Those lords who had skills served him on their lands or in his government, leading ministries and answering to him alone. It required more attention on his part some days, but things happened so much faster than they had in Sara’s time, or in his father’s day, if the records were correct. And why not? He’d driven the Harriers out, he’d created a fleet, he’d done all the work to pull NovRodi together and into the world. He and Godown.
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But first Pjtor needed to go to Muskava, and to the convent of St. Annie and Godown of the Plains, a new house south of Muskava on land claimed by the imperial family as their own. As he rode into the old city, Pjtor remembered why he hated it so. The walls closed him in, trapping him with the people and the nobles. It felt crowded and dangerous without room to move or breathe. The sense grew worse as the crowds thickened, people lining the road, bowing and holding up pictures of the saints to bless him. He’d already sent word that he would hear petitions the following day, so at least no one rushed out of the mass of people to grab his stirrup and plead for aid.


He found the palace as he had left it, full of old men and old memories. The ceilings felt lower than before, or was that just him? Probably just me, since I can still pass through the doorways without hitting my head. Nowhere else was safe, though. Was that why his son preferred Muskava? Because he felt protected and sheltered like a woman? No, he probably liked simply because his father disliked it. And because Tamsin and her family had preferred the old ways. Blood called to blood in the end, and Pjtor hoped enough of him flowed in his eldest son to dilute the taint of the mother. Not entirely tainted. Tamsin tried to do her duty, and Godown closed her womb for reasons of His own, perhaps because of her father’s error and not her own. He wondered if she were still alive. He’d forgotten about her, although Alsice always sent her a blessing on her saint’s name-day. Pjtor shrugged.


The next day he spent five hours by water clock hearing petitions and granting them, passing them on to others better suited to deal with them, or denying them. After the last commoner left, he sagged, tired and irritated. He wanted a steam and a large meal, in that order. Pjtor heaved himself out of the throne, wincing at the creaks from the wood and from his joints. He’d sat for too long and he did not like to sit. He needed to move, to walk, to ride, to sail. He waved off the service-slaves and strode out to the private steam-house. As he’d hoped, he found hot rocks and fresh water waiting. He stripped, tossed fresh needle branches onto the rocks and poured a little water on them. Hssss steam billowed up, filling the clean wooden chamber with the smell of wet and sharp things. Pjtor relaxed, adding a bit more water to the rocks and then drinking some. He closed his eyes and breathed deep of the moist heat. A faint scraping sound made him open his eyes and he saw a tray with fresh hot rocks had appeared, along with another bucket of water. Hssss.


He stayed until he could stand the heat and wet no longer, then stepped into the cooling room and allowed the attendant on duty to rinse him clean. Pjtor dried and dressed, then cleaned the steam chamber himself. That was the duty of each user, to keep the bath clean and ready for anyone who followed. The peasants told stories of a spirit, perhaps one of Godown’s messengers, perhaps something else, who punished those who failed to do their duty. One tale Pjtor had heard involved St. Landis himself visiting a farm and finding a slatternly mistress of the place and a dirty steam house. He had cleaned the steam house, used it, cleaned it again, and left, taking the blessing of Godown away with him. Weeds and poverty had gobbled the place and the wretched woman died of hunger. Which Pjtor might do if he did not find a proper meal waiting in his quarters!


After three more days meeting with nobles, hearing petitions and confirming matters of local interest, Pjtor and his soldiers rode farther south, to the new convent at the edge of the plains. The trees grew thinner as they rode, until at last, after three days of travel, they emerged in the true open lands. A new brick and wood complex stood as a sign of the power of Godown and His anointed ruler. A pattern of waves and stars in blue paint graced the outer walls, and the gates stood open. Pjtor stopped at the gate and dismounted. His men would camp outside the gates and had brought supplies. He could enter, because he was emperor and because he had come to witness a woman relative’s passage from the world outside to the world of Godown’s service.


“You are certain,” Pjtor asked Strella that evening. They sat in the receiving room of the guest quarters. She’d arrived a month before, beginning her transition from the Homefold of the palace to the life of a cloistered sister. He searched her face for signs of unhappiness but could not see any.


“Yes, my lord, I am certain. You no longer need me in the Homefold, now that Alsice has grown into her duties. And in truth, honored brother, the dispute between you and your son tears me. It should not,” she raised one white hand, stilling his protest or objection, “but it does. And Young Pjtor has said that he does not intend to keep his consort in the Homefold if she chooses otherwise. I doubt she will be as inexperienced as poor Tamsin was.”


They both sighed. “No, she will not. The three remaining candidates are all capable of learning and will not require as much guidance and assistance as Tamsin did. Her father was cruel.”


“Yes, he was. It is one thing to be protected and sheltered, but another thing entirely to be deprived of the knowledge and skills needed to do one’s duty, be it to the emperor or to a smaller household.” The heat in her voice reminded him of why they got along so well. “Good riddance to old Boison.” She shook a little all over. “Well, now I have something to repent for.”


“For speaking the truth? No, I understand.” He sat quietly for a long minute. “You will not change your mind and come back to New Rodi with me?”


“No brother. I’ve been outside, and in your court, but I need walls and order. That is where I am called to serve.”


And I of all people am not going to change her mind. Not that I could. She’s as much a force of nature as the storm waves are when she is determined to do something, or to not do it. I remember the knife and the meat spit. She’d killed someone, of that he was certain although no one ever told him and she had not mentioned it. “Then you have my full permission and blessing, Strella Klara Nancy Svendborg. Godown guide you, and I covet your prayers.”


“You shall have them, brother, and thank you.” They stood and embraced for the last time as brother and sister. She sniffed. “And Alsice needs to use less cedar wood when she packs your clothes. You smell like a clothes-chest.”


“That’s because the shirt did come out of a clothes chest in Muskava, oh sister mine. Alsice has given up trying to keep my clothes in order.”


“A wise woman indeed. I’m glad Godown sent her to you.”


“So am I, sister mine, so am I.”


What had come so easily in the quiet of the receiving room at night was much more difficult the next morning. Pjtor stood behind a gate with a few other witnesses as Bishop Andre accepted Strella Klara Nancy into the sisters of St. Klara. Two of the brown-clad women raised a large piece of cloth and Pjtor heard singing, and the sound of shears. When the cloth came down, his sister now stood, barefooted and bareheaded, clad in a plain brown dress and holding a plate with her long braid on it. She approached the altar and bowed three times, then laid her braid on the altar, giving herself to Godown. Andre, with the help of two sisters, covered her cropped hair with a white and brown head cover, twisting and folding the stiff cloth just so. Strella backed up, then lay face down on the stone floor of the church as the women sang the hymn, “Hear your daughters, mighty Godown.” To his surprise Pjtor’s eyes filled with tears when the bishop sang, “As all who die in Godown rise to live in His paradise, Strella Klara Nancy Svendborg is dead. Rise, Sister Toni Klara, and take up your new life in Godown’s service.”


A very subdued Pjtor rode south and east that afternoon. The men travelled until they could no longer see the convent, and then until they found water. That night Pjtor said the bead prayers, asking Godown to be with Sister Toni and NovRodi as they sought a new way.
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Three more weeks passed before Pjtor reached the sea. Storms and a detour around an unmapped swamp slowed his progress. But they did find a few beesolow to augment the rations, and hints of a Lander road, although Pjtor wondered. It ran straight and passed around the worst of the swamp, so he used it, whatever it was. The surface seemed to be a little of the miraculous black stuff he’d heard of, with a great deal of dirt and other material on top. Whatever it was, it helped him make up some of the lost time.


This is a wonderful site, Pjtor thought as he looked at the scene. The water came from a spring, not the swamp, and the inlet seemed wider than the map had suggested. Much wider, but still sheltered, and several kilometers long. For an instant Pjtor considered moving New Rodi to the spot, but decided against it. It would be even harder to reach inland from here than it was from New Rodi, and this was far south of the fastest shipping routes from the Sea Republics. But he liked it, liked it very much despite the lack of trees. The fishermen had found some earth coal, which made food taste bad if you cooked directly on it, unlike wood, and could not be used for smoking fish.


“The Frankonians are coming, imperial majesty,” Major Alyxon reported. He’d stayed in the army and now returned to Pjtor’s personal guard as a messenger and courier. “The fast spy ship brought word two days ago that at least ten ships with Frankonian colors had left the Trio Islands coming this way.”


But were they coming toward this place or somewhere else? We need to trap them or stop them, but how? If we could lure them in here and cut them off, destroy the ships, but then if there are settlers we must deal with them. Godown give me wisdom, please. And soon.


Damn, he wanted to be out there, he wanted to sail against the Frankonian bastard. And patience, too, please, holy Godown.
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Crack! The stiffeners holding the portable field table together gave way as Pjtor’s fist came down full force. The surface parted and the halves fell onto each other, dropping maps and markers to the floor of the command tent. The message clenched in Pjtor’s other hand crackled as he crushed it. “Blast that man,” he hissed through clenched teeth. Everyone had backed up several paces, giving him room. “Blast him.”


The Frankonians had indeed watered and refitted in the Trio Islands. Worse, they had shifted around the ships so that the settlers and their small livestock now took up space on the warships. That was good because they’d be in the enemy’s way in a fight, slowing them. It also meant that they’d die when he sank the warships. “This is on his head, not mine.” He looked around at the anxious faces of the captains and others gathered in the tent. “François chose to put his people in danger. We will do what we can to keep from killing them, but do not shift your fire or hold back. We warned them, they insist on fighting, and it is on his head as their ruler. Is that clear?”


A chorus of relieved, “Yes, imperial master” filled the tent. He’d sent a messenger in a fast ship, disguised as a fishing boat, to warn off the Frankonians. They’d killed the courier and tried to sink the ship, but it made better use of the wind and escaped. Pjtor dearly wanted to sail right back out and fire a cannon into the lead ship’s hull himself.


“Keep shadowing them, and be ready to sink them as soon as the opportunity allows and Godown wills. Go.”


They all bowed and departed, leaving him with the remains of the table and the mess. “Damn it, who made this crap?” He picked up the halves of the table before a service-slave could and flipped them upside down. The support piece had been too loose and not long enough, allowing the thing to flex and break the cross piece. “By St. Sabrina’s shimmy, I could make something better in my sleep. Blagh.” The leg joints also looked poorly fitted, even allowing for the need for portability. He could fix that with some thin bits of wood to shim in and lock the joint, and if he ran a new crosspiece and pegged it then it wouldn’t—


He shook his head, set the pieces down and reminded himself why he was sitting between a marsh and the sea, waiting for trouble. Service-slaves removed the offending table and an orderly collected the maps and markers, moving them to a different, equally flat surface. It was a pity the bomb ships did not work well on the open sea, Pjtor thought. That would take care of the problem rather easily. Aside from having to get so close that they’d be in easy range of the enemy’s guns, of course. So, what to do?


That is not yours to decide, he reminded himself. It is for Basilius and your captains to decide, because they are on the water. Where he wanted to be, but could not. Pjtor had to content himself with watching from the shore or close to it, on his personal ship. It only had four-kilo cannons and deck gonnes, but it was his and it was fast and nimble. And you can’t get hit by the boom, unlike his last trip on Swift One. He’d barely ducked, and had gotten brushed hard when he misread a wind shift as he rounded the end of the port-fort. The error had been embarrassing. Now he wanted to take his ship, Imperial Sea, and join the fun. No, not fun, but the action. He made himself remember the men injured and killed in the lake battle, wounded by shot and by splinters torn from the wooden hulls by Turklavi cannon balls. They had not died easily, and several lived as part men, missing arms or legs, or both, blinded, deafened, and some drowned. He preferred to forget that part of sailing, instead recalling watching the Turklavi ship burn, the slap and song of canvas in the wind and the sound of the hull pushing through the water, the guide fish swimming beside the big trading ship on his voyage to New Dalfa, the follower birds haunting the wake, and St. Issa’s fire dancing in the masts and rigging, proof that Godown had chosen to let them live through the storm.


Pjtor would have been quite happy had Frankonia not decided to put his navy to the test. But weapons were for fighting and he would have failed Godown and his people if Pjtor did not protect them from all invaders, Harrier or otherwise. He still had trouble understanding why François III claimed that the people of NovRodi were not true followers of Godown, especially since the church in NovRodi was far closer to the original Lander practices than were the people in the east. He shook his head. Godown probably did not really find the absence of colored glass windows and the use of the gates of grace to be sufficient grounds for denying one group or the other salvation. Worshipping a female deity and making human sacrifices, on the other hand . . . Ugh. Why did they not perish in the Great Fires, hmm, if indeed tongues of flame touched the ground and burned the unfaithful as St. Mou’s followers claim? The one he’d asked about that had not come up with a good reason and had found an excuse to leave not long after.


So, now he waited. He hated waiting.
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Two days passed and nothing came from the fleets. Pjtor inspected his soldiers, met the first of the army that had come to provide a second line of defense should the navy fail to block the Frankonians, explored, and searched the horizon, looking for hints of ship. He did not go to sea. If he did, he would sail out to find his fleet and take command. He knew himself well enough to fight against the temptation. Instead he looked at the charts and tried to imagine how he would use the different ships and winds and if the Frankonians came like this would he try that formation or another one, and what if they had the windward, or could he cross their line, and what about? He wished Geert had come, but the overland journey would have overtaxed him, and Pjtor needed someone he could trust in New Rodi, assisting Alsice. She was, after all, a woman and needed a man to confirm her orders and recommendations.


Late on the morning of the third day the wind shifted, coming out of the southwest and gathering strength. No one expressed much surprise when towers of storm cloud began building inland that afternoon, and the men worked to secure the tents and small structures, trenching and relocating to higher ground when necessary. First feathery, thin streamers, then sheets of white threw a veil across the sun and an occasional cold puff of wind suggested that the late afternoon might be damp and noisy. When the wind faded and died, and the sky darkened, Pjtor confirmed that everything had been tied down or otherwise stowed and ducked into his personal tent. Heavy ropes anchored it into the ground and weights kept the door flaps closed, as did ties on the inside. Too bad Alsice wasn’t here or he’d take advantage of that as well, but she wasn’t—and bedding a camp follower? No.


Crack BOOM! The storm wind hit just as the lightning arrived, and Pjtor wondered if the horses and other animals would stay corralled. If not a lot of men would be walking and looking for livestock. His orderly ducked as rain began pounding on the outside of the waterproofed outer-layer of the tent. Pjtor rolled his eyes and went back to trying to read the report in front of him. The temperature inside the tent dropped but no water appeared to be coming in, so Pjtor continued to ignore the commotion. Godown had not granted him the power to command the storms, so why should he bother trying? BOOM! Gush. He put out the lamp and went to sleep. There would be sufficient to do come the dawn.
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“Blessed Saint Landis, what in the name of Godown happened?” Pjtor was impressed by the chaos and not in a positive way.


“The horses and mules got loose, imperial master,” Major Alyxson reported. “The mules all stayed together and got in with the oxen, but the horses ran every direction before bunching up and going north, or so the tracks show. There are men heading that direction. Your personal mounts and those of the other ranking officers stayed here.” He shook his head a little, adding, “Yours were hobbled, imperial master, the others were not.”


Someone was careless. They will not be careless again. Pjtor called Colonel Androv to him. The tall, dark man appeared quickly. “Imperial master, how may this one serve?”


“Find who failed to order all the horses and mules hobbled, and who failed to do it. That is the standing order, correct?”


“Yes, imperial master, it remains the standing order.”


“Have them flogged ten lashes with the five-tailed whip. Each.”


The colonel nodded once, a crisp motion. “Ten lashes with the five-tailed whip each, yes, Imperial master.”


“You are dismissed.”


The man bowed from where he knelt, rose, saluted and left. That was, after all, why the whip travelled with the army. Green and Anderson had expressed reservations about using it on the men, but Pjtor could not understand why they objected. The peasant soldiers needed discipline, and the rod failed to penetrate to their brains, or so it often seemed. They expected pain. The five-tailed whip emphasized their error and made it clear to their fellows the penalty for failure and disobedience. He saw no need to try to explain to the foreigners how much the peasants of NovRodi differed from the free soldiers of the east. That was his problem, not theirs. And the orders about hobbling the horses and mules should never, ever be ignored. Just because no one had seen Harriers in the area recently did not mean that a few had not followed the soldiers, looking for a chace to steal horses and cause trouble. They could be like meez that way.


At noon by sun, Pjtor watched two men whip the captain and senior sergeant responsible for everyone else having to chase the horses. He was not surprised by the apparent pleasure some of the other soldiers expressed, quietly though. They’d been out in the storm dark hunting horses in an unfamiliar land. Thus far several dozen beasts had been found and brought back, with more men still out searching. The sergeant took the blows well until he passed out after the eighth strike, but the captain squirmed in the ties, wailing and screaming worse than a woman in child bed. Pjtor was not pleased, and had Alyxson make a note of the man’s name. Officers were supposed to be examples to their men, not soft and weak. Task finished, Pjtor rode to the outer shore of the spit in hopes of seeing something on the horizon that was not a Frankonian flag.


“Easy there, it might be useful.”


“Aye, sergeant, but it’s heavy.” Huffing, puffing, and Pjtor heard men dragging something across the sand.


“Not for much longer, once that sun finishes drying it. Now get moving before the waves eat something else.”


What are they talking about? What floated up? He spurred his horse and rode over the crest of a dune to find all sorts of things, wood and canvas, rope, washed up on the beach, with more in the water. The tide was coming in, and was the after wind from the storm pushing it? It came from ships or a ship. Had the storm destroyed his fleet? He swung down from the saddle, handed the reins to his aid and walked over to the pile, careful of his balance on the shifting sand of the dune’s flank. The men all knelt as he approached. “You may rise and resume working.”


The round thing was part of a spar, probably from the topsail of a mizzenmast or foremast judging by the diameter and the few remaining attach points. He thumped the wood, noticing the good finish and smoothing work. The broad strips of canvas he ignored for the moment, instead looking at other chunks of wood. Something about the fitting looked odd, as if they’d been held together with a different fastener than he was used to. Pjtor crouched down and turned the bit of plank so he had better light on the edge. “Well, well.” Round nails. His people still used square iron nails because the tools for drawing round nails remained rare and expensive. He stood and went back to the sail.


“Pick that up and turn it over.” Two men did as ordered, struggling a bit with the awkward and heavy wet canvas. They revealed the reef points, the straps used to furl the sails, to tie the sails up to the spar in high wind or when at anchor. The attachments looked different from those Pjtor’s ships or the New Dalfans used. “You can set it down.” Pjtor returned to the officers and servants waiting with his horse. “It belongs to a Frankonian ship.”


“Thanks be to Godown!” an over-eager voice chirped.


“Aye, so long as bits of ours don’t wash up next, imperial master,” Alyxson observed. He was not smiling.


“Indeed. Storms do not care who they destroy,” Pjtor reminded the others with a glare and a growl. And if bits of ship were appearing, bodies would follow soon, or so he recalled Geert and the other sailors telling him. Apparently people floated for a while, then sank, if they were all in one piece. They’d need to be buried, somewhere. Especially if any were from NovRodi.


Later that afternoon, the wind blowing from the sea brought one of his messenger boats, a little worse for wear. Pjtor went to meet it as soon as the sail was sighted. “What news?” He bellowed.


“Godown granted us the victory, but the storm claimed one of your prizes, imperial master.”


Pjtor could stand it no longer. The next day, as soon as enough light appeared in the east, he was rowed out to his fighting ship and gave orders to sail east. The wind out of the northwest, filled the sails and Imperial Sea headed east, her look outs searching for any sign of the fleet. Happily for Pjtor’s nerves (and for the other people on board, he suspected), an hour after they lost sight of land, they caught a glimpse of sail. At the captain’s orders the gunners began preparing for action. They might have the victory, but Pjtor remembered more than a few occasions when the Harriers had feigned defeat only to slaughter those who pursued them. Why should the Frankonians not do likewise? Better run the gun drills once more and find the effort unneeded than to be sunk or dismasted. Pjtor stood on the crowndeck, above his quarters and behind the helm’s man, watching the men in the yards and noting how quickly other men cleared the deck for action.


“Flag sighted,” the watch called down to the deck. “The sign of NovRodi.” Pjtor nodded, still on guard. Some of the books talked about ships that traveled under stolen flags, using them to sneak up on other vessels and then ambushing them. It was illegal if the other side did it, Pjtor gathered, but acceptable if a touch dishonorable if your navy did it. Or so the long-ago author implied. Pjtor sighed. Godown allowed us to cross the sea of stars but He did not change our hearts? Truly, Godown’s ways are mysterious and His own. Maybe Blessed Toni had it right, that we are to be tested and tried, proving ourselves worthy of Godown’s paradise, and each generation and world faces its own tests. That makes sense, since Godown does not ask of us more than He gives. A peasant is judged on his conduct in his life, not on how much like a priest he was. Pjtor found a great deal of wisdom in Blessed Toni’s writings, even if she had not been elevated to sainthood. He’d been touched that Strella had also felt enough of a connection to take Toni as her religious name.


“Is that a cow?”


Pjtor shook himself out of his meditation and went to the rail to look. Yes, a dead cow floated beside the hull, or part of one at least. Pjtor clenched his fists. “Damn that man,” he whispered. To put animals and non-fighters on war ships . . . At least with the army the animals had a job to do. The sight of the black and white animal bothered Pjtor more than the wreckage on the shore had. It meant that other bodies, human bodies, floated in the deep.


They reached the NovRodi ships before the next turn of the glass. The captain ordered Imperial Sea to go past the fleet, then turn and double back to come along side. That took several more turns of the glass and the sun glared down, halfway to the western horizon when they came within speaking distance. Pjtor had counted at least five additional ships beside his sixteen, several being towed and missing masts or large portions of their rigging. Several had women and children aboard, and he thought he heard yard fowl clucking from one. The civilians pointed as he passed and he wondered if they knew who sailed beside them. He suspected they’d had a nasty surprise when the fighting had begun.


Indeed. A small boat took him to Imperial Pjtor, Basilius’s flagship. He noticed the damage, including a chunk blown out of the side-rail abeam the helmsman’s position. “Welcome aboard, imperial master.”


Pjtor noted the men kneeling and nodded. “Thank you, you may rise.”


“Admiral Basilius is in the main cabin, imperial master. A splinter from the rail took his arm,” a lieutenant explained.


“Very good.” Pjtor knew every inch of the ship, since he’d helped build it and had designed it. He stooped to enter the cabin, then straightened up. “As you were,” he called before anyone could move too far.


Basilius sat up in his bunk, propped by rolled clothes, blankets, and bolsters. Two other men in captains’ uniforms watched from beside a table with a large chart draped over it, and a very unhappy looking man in battered clothes of an unfamiliar cut glared at Pjtor. “Congratulations Admiral, Godown has been gracious.”


“Indeed, imperial master, most gracious and generous.” Basilius sounded unsteady, and Pjtor suspected he’d been given something to ease the pain of the remains of his arm. “If it is not too much, imperial master, please allow Captain Jones to brief you. I fear my grasp of the latter part of the battle is a bit confused yet.”


“Certainly.”


Jones looked as if he’d been born for the sea, small of stature but sturdy of build, not fat but well muscled, especially his shoulders. He bowed low. “We found the Frankonian ships three days ago at first light. The wind was with us, imperial master, and,” he gestured to the map. Pjtor looked down as the other man moved markers and tokens around, to show how the fleets had been. “Godown gave us the wind, and we divided into two as soon as we saw their formation. The copper bits are Frankonian.”


“Your damn spy boat gave you the wind, not Godown, ye bastard,” the stranger growled.


Pjtor looked him over. He wore a tight, waist-length black coat and white or light grey shirt, black pants to just below the knee and dark socks that fit into the cuffs of the pants. He’d pulled his brown hair back into a tail, like a woman or like some of the men of New Dalfa. His narrow face and pointed chin reminded Pjtor of the lagomophages, the lean creatures with sharp teeth and lush pelts that lived in the forests and hunted lagoms and other small mammals. Pjtor observed, “Contrary to what rumor might claim, my parents were married when I was conceived and born. The same is not true for your overlord’s sire, not that Godown cares. Neither does the sea.” He turned his attention back to the chart.


“We divided into two, imperial master, and planned to cut the Frankonians like so.” The Frankonians had been sailing in two clusters, an odd formation that Pjtor did not recall seeing in any of the books he’d read. Why bunch up like that? They’ll steal the wind of the leeward ships until they pass, and risk getting blown into each other. Unless they were changing position for some reason? Oh, were the ships with soldiers on board getting ahead of those with civilians? Hmm, that would make sense if they were shifting the line of action. The two sets of four ships sailed at a diagonal to each other, and Pjtor could see what Basilius had intended. One group of NovRodi ships would focus on the northeastern four, and the second group on the southwesterly set, coming down from the northwest on them in a line and then possibly swinging around to catch them from the leeward side after the initial attack, blocking their retreat. Pjtor could see it going terribly wrong in several different ways.


“And?”


The Frankonian markers separated farther. “This group slowed and furled sail. It opened the gap wider and some of us began to wonder if they had some kind of special weapon or new bow guns.”


“We were staying out of the fight, heathen.” He glared at Pjtor. “Believers do not kill other believers unprovoked.”


He’s going to go swimming if this continues. Pjtor decided to ignore the outburst for the moment. “As you were saying?”


“Um, yes, imperial master,” Captain Jones sounded a bit nervous, then recovered. “We crossed here. The lead ships of both groups opened fire first, aiming for our rigging with their deck gonnes. Northern Star lost part of her topgallant and St. Boris had her spritsail torn apart. But our broadsides caught them hard, imperial majesty. As did the rigging gunners. St. François lost her captain and steering man in the first pass.”


Damn, that’s not supposed to be possible. “And then you both turned?”


“Aye, and thanks be to Godown for the Dalfans and Hämäl-trained men. They brought us like so,” and he shifted the markers. After the NovRodi ships fired, each one had turned northeast, quartering the wind. “Um, New Dawn had a little problem, but she caught up. We fired broadsides again, aiming low, for the gunports. Not long after we began the turn, the wind shifted out of the west, then west southwest.”


“You filthy monsters aimed for the civilians is what you did. Don’t lie, you shot to kill us, not to stop the guns.” He spat toward Pjtor. “You know we have proper claim to the land and you northern beasts just wanted to kill us before we could uphold our rights under settlement law.”


Pjtor considered the map, the markers, and the obnoxious Frankonian. He straightened up and crossed the distance between table and irritant in two strides. He reached down, grabbing the man’s shoulders and slamming him hard against the bulkhead, knocking the wind out of him, then pinning him with a forearm against the throat, choking him into silence. “Your master’s understanding of law is questionable at best,” Pjtor said, keeping his voice down, speaking as clearly as possible. “And I might point out that with the disappearance of the Landers and their government, their laws fell into abeyance as well. My army defeated the Harriers, allies of the people you call the Turkowi. NovRodi had claim to the land prior to the Great Fires as well as current claim by possession and settlement. The king of Frankonia has no such right. He chose to put civilians on naval vessels. He ordered his captains to ignore my warning and to kill my courier. Do not bleat to me about law and right. I am Pjtor Adamson Svendborg, emperor of NovRodi, prince of Muskava, prince of the Sweetwater Sea, anointed of Godown to lead His people. You are a guest aboard my ship. Do not abuse my hospitality.” He pulled the man close, then shoved him into the bulkhead once more. The stranger’s head went thunk against the white-painted wood. Pjtor returned to the table. “Continue.”


“Yes, imperial master.” He took a deep breath. “It was a close fight, imperial master, and we did lose St. Boris, at least for now. She’s under tow, was dismasted and holed but the crew patched her. Despite what the, ah, guest claims, imperial master, we did not specifically aim for civilians, and did try to avoid those on deck when we could see them. As Admiral Basilius and the others had guessed, their presence slowed and distracted the Frankonians. That or they did not send first rate crews, imperial majesty. We should have lost more, should not have caught them.”


“But you did.” Pjtor spun the end of his mustache with his thumb and forefinger. “What became of the three that are missing?”


“One blew up after catching fire, we think. One minute she was across from Great St. Landis and then she was falling out of the sky.” He shook his head. “Sheep cannot fly, imperial master. And they do a great deal of damage when they come down.”


“I—I can imagine.” Pjtor bit his tongue to keep from laughing at the mental picture. “What about cows?”


“None on board that one, at least, none that launched.” Now Pjtor did have to cover his mouth with his hand to keep from laughing, this time at the very serious tone in the captain’s voice. The man continued, “I believe those came from the ones on board the Frankonia that panicked and ran off the side.”


“Ahem. And the other ships?”


“One sank slowly from an internal leak, imperial master. Apparently she’d been sprung in an earlier storm and only constant pumping was keeping her afloat. And the other was torn apart in a storm from last night. Didn’t furl sails fast enough and heeled over. The people on board had all come onto the upper deck for some reason, plus the sails made her terribly top heavy and the wind shift caught her. Terrible seamanship, imperial master.”


Pjtor glanced at the Frankonian man, but he seemed preoccupied with leaning against the bulkhead and trying to breathe. “How many prisoners do we have?”


The other captain, not Jones, found a small ledger book in the cubby at the head of Basilius’s cot and turned some pages. “Imperial master, if I may?”


“Yes?”


“Assuming four-fifty to five hundred per ship, which seems correct allowing for the Frankonians being short crewed but loaded with passengers, at the close of battle there were roughly two thousand five hundred, including injured. Subsequent losses, including those who disappeared last night, we are at one thousand three hundred sixty-three, of those several hundred are injured and at least a hundred will probably die. Around two hundred fifty settlers remain, including a few soldiers, and the rest are sailors. Some of the sailors claim they were stolen from their own merchant and fishing ships, and two insist they are from the Sea Republic, one from Deecheeara in the southern Thumb, imperial master.”


The losses made Pjtor blink, but then if they’d been packed together on the decks to be out of the way of the gunners, any splinters or damage would have done terrible injury. And what had that book said, that in one battle on the home world, the losers suffered over seventy-five percent losses and that had been considered average for that kind of fight? Yes, and then on Deepak’s World, there’d been another fight between some replica ships that was supposed to be mild and a quarter of the crews were injured by real damage from too-heavy blasts, even without cannonballs.


“Our losses?”


Not-Jones turned a page in the ledger. “Ah, let me,” he peered at the page. “Three hundred injured, forty-one badly, seventy-seven dead. St. Boris may not be repairable, imperial master, especially not if a sea storm comes up before her crew can get the hull damage better repaired.”


Basilius waved the bandaged arm, catching Pjtor’s eye. It looked as if he’d lost the hand and part of the lower arm. “Yes, Admiral?”


“Imperial Master, pardon my forwardness, but we have no priests with us. Could you, of your mercy, say the liturgy for the missing dead while you are with us?”


A shiver went down Pjtor’s back and he caught himself as he reached back to smooth the hairs on his neck. Dear holy Godown, no priests? How did that happen? I will speak with the church council about this. He hummed a few notes of the “Invocation of Godown of the Stars” so he would not forget, then said, “Yes. I’ll stay overnight, and will say the liturgy at sundown. Call the ships together, as much as possible.” He trusted his memory, plus he had a prompt book on board Imperial Sea because he never knew, after that incident at Three Rivers, when he might have to lead a liturgy. He could not consecrate the elements of bread and oil, but he could do everything else short of granting private absolution.


And so it was that as the crimson ball of the sun touched the far western edge of the world, Pjtor stood on the crown-deck of Imperial Pjtor, facing the rest of his small fleet and their prizes. He’d made certain that the word had passed to all, and what he could see of the other ships showed people crowding the decks and well up into the rigging. I hope no one tries to do the bows and prostrations from up there a strange bit of his mind whispered. He took a deep breath, made Godown’s sign, and sang, “Blessed be God-down.”


A ragged chorus came back from over the water and from the men behind him, “Blessed be God-down.”


“Blessed is Godown and all His works, praise His name.”


“Prais-ed be Godown.”


“Let us give thanks to Godown.”


“It is right and out duty to give praise to God-down our creator.”


“It is right and our bounden duty every and always to give praise to Godown, maker of the sea and stars, who separated the worlds from the stars in the endless deeps and called it good.” Pjtor took a quick, deep breath and continued, “Godown, lord of all stars and worlds, of seas and dry lands, hear our prayers for those who have gone from us and who are no mo-ore.”


“Godown hear our prayers,” the company replied.


The first stars had begun to dot the sky and the sun was a memory by the time Pjtor finished the liturgy. It was one of the longer of the non-feast liturgies, including lists of battles otherwise long forgotten and saints Pjtor had never heard of, plus a form of St. Michael that left the church scholars as puzzled as anyone. It was also one of the few “new” liturgies composed since the Great Fires, dating to the Harriers and the time when people could not spare even a few minutes to try to bring the bodies of the fallen back for proper burial. Priests also offered it for captives believed killed and “those known but to Godown.” He’d never thought about the line concerning “the day when the sea shall give up her dead,” but it suddenly made terrible sense. It did not refer to people washed downstream in floods, but to those who died in battle or in storms. What was that hymn he’d heard a bit of in New Dalfa? The one with the strange—Oh yes! “Eternal Godown strong to save/Whose hand has touched the flowing wave,/ who tells the stormy wind to cease/ and ocean depths their bounds to keep./ Hear us as we call to thee/for those in peril on the sea.” That’s it, the one that supposedly came from the homeworld.


After he finished, he wondered what the Frankonians thought. Well it did not matter, did it? Or perhaps it did. Barbarians did not offer prayers for the unknown dead. Which led to the problem of what to do with the prisoners. Pjtor returned to Imperial Sea and lay in his bunk in his cabin, thinking about the possibilities. The sailors could be offered slots in his navy if they were willing to give up any oaths they’d sworn to François III or his grandfather. The soldiers likewise, although Pjtor had some doubts about the wisdom of that. Returning them to Frankonia on a ship from one of the city-states of the Thumb might be better, assuming he could find one that would take them. That was the understanding between land combatants in the east, and seemed like it would work in this case. Although since he was the aggrieved party, maybe he should keep them, use them as a crew on that rowing ship he’d considered? That was a thought.


The settlers, however, posed a different problem. He needed people and Pjtor wondered if he should see about the western lords taking them, using them as service-slaves on the land. They’d be far from any contact with Frankonians, and he was not killing them out of hand, which was another option. But would putting them to work strengthen any Frankonian claim to NovRodi, since technically there would be Frankonian settlers on the ground? What does it matter? No one recognizes Frankonia’s claim, and they might as well be all dead under the laws of NovRodi. And if the Harriers carry some off, since the Harriers are allies of the Turklavi who might be Turkowi, and Frankonia has helped the Turkowi, it would serve them right. A little voice nagged Pjtor, though, and he rolled onto his side, jamming the pillow harder under his stiff neck. The people, civilian settlers, were not Laurence V or François III, and what the kings did the people might not agree with. Should he punish them for their overlord’s folly? Why not? he could not find a good reason either way, and decided to sleep and worry about it tomorrow. The soft motions of the ship made sleep easy.


The next day Pjtor returned to the new inlet and land, with the fleet following a day behind, slowed by the ships under tow. As much as it pained him, Pjtor decided that St. Boris would have to be scrapped. She’d sprung more leaks overnight, and while she could make it to the inlet, he did not think she’d live to return to New Rodi. Instead he’d keep the Frankonian ships that were worth keeping, repair and refit them for his use.


He’d also decided what to do about the invaders. Any who insisted on returning to Frankonia would be shipped back on Sea Republic ships, a few per ship so they couldn’t do anything stupid. Those who chose to stay would swear allegiance to him and be sent west as service-slaves under five or ten year terms depending on what skills they had. Families would stay together, but the Frankonians would be scattered between several different holdings and villages so they could not work together against him. That seemed to be the best solution. And if François tried to claim that it was evidence of Frankonian land claims, Pjtor would point out that prisoners of war had always been resettled when possible, since shipping them back in leaking and dismasted ships was to cruel even for the Turkowi. Only because they probably have not thought of it themselves, if what I’ve heard is true.


Once ashore Pjtor wrote out his orders, including a note to the church council about the need for sea-going priests in the future. He could not allow his men to die without consolation and pardon if at all possible. He sipped a little pfeach brandy, leaned back in his chair, and considered the world.


It was good. Not perfect, because then his son would be obedient, a sailor, and married, but good.
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“Imperial Master, we have nothing.”


Pjtor blinked at the archivists and church scholars gathered in the lesser receiving chamber in the palace at New Rodi. “Nothing? Nothing in all the archives and books?”


Father Boris and Master Polikarpf both shook their heads. The priest explained, “Nothing like this has happened in the civilized lands, and there are no laws or precedent in church teachings for the treatment of such people. For those who convert from unbelief, yes, but not believing captives who are not soldiers.”


“The same is true in the books of law and history, either of NovRodi or those from the foreigners, imperial master. No one has attempted what François III did, imperial master, or at least not that was recorded in what we have access to.”


Which tells me it never succeeded if anyone did it, and so no one bothered to make notes since everyone had died or been killed. Pjtor leaned back a little in the great silvered and gilded chair, resting his hands on the snarling cat head and guide-fish carved in the ends of the arms. “Very well. Thank you for your work.” He smiled. “Since this is new, I shall set the pattern for others to follow.” For once NovRodi is not catching up with the easterners. How delightful! “Staadtfather Robert agrees that unless François III sends payment to redeem his people, it is within my rights and within Godown’s laws for them to work off their debt. So they shall.” He’d already decided and set the process into motion, but having support from the church helped.


He dismissed the men of books and waited, fingers tracing the fine carvings on his throne. The cat for the mountains and the guide fish for the sea, NovRodi controlled both and he controlled NovRodi, by Godown’s will. Pjtor allowed himself to savor the moment again, even as icy rain pounded the windows and the wind moaned around the building. The harvest had been disappointing, but enough surplus from the previous year remained to see the people in the north over through to spring. And the first grain form the southern lands had arrived, gracing the altar of Godown of the Seas for the liturgy of Godown’s blessing.


Bang, bang, bang, a servant in blue and brown uniform banged a large staff against the floor three times. “The men of the settlers request an interview of your mercy, imperial master.”


He’d summoned them. “They may enter my presence.” Pjtor remained seated as four soldiers of his personal guard, men almost as tall as he was, entered first, followed by a dozen of the surviving settlers. When two failed to kneel on their own, the soldiers saw that they did so. Pjtor watched and waited, observing the men and one woman. She claimed to represent all the women, something Pjtor doubted. Several of the Frankonian wenches had already taken NovRodi husbands, or been taken as wives by his men. After letting the quiet last as long as he had patience for, Pjtor said, “It has been decided. You will go south and west, to the new lands on the edge of the great western plain.”


The oldest-looking man, with grey hair and hands twisted by joint rocks, protested, “Imperial majesty, we are free men and women, promised land here. We paid passage and have land right.”


“If this were Frankonia, that might be true. If we lived before the Great Fires, it might be true. But neither of those are true. You came to NovRodi as invaders. I am permitting you to work off your debt. After the end of your contract, should you desire to stay and take up lands within NovRodi, you may do so, Godown willing. Otherwise you may return to this city and purchase passage back to Frankonia or elsewhere. That is the contract.”


“Can we claim the land we work, um, imperial majesty?” The question came from one of the younger men.


“If your lord permits it. It may also be that you decide to go elsewhere to take up a holding.” Or that your contract is sold away from the frontier, although not for two years. I need you bent to my will and trained in our ways before you are permitted in more civilized areas.


The woman spoke up, glaring at Pjtor. “What is this about women not having land right and law right?” One of the soldiers moved to punish her for her disrespect but Pjtor waved him off.


“You will find that life for women is far harder in NovRodi than in the east. Because you are under the protection of your husband, brother, father, or lord, your rights come under theirs with certain exceptions. You do not have to concern yourself with fighting or defense, aside from the homefold and that only in truly dire circumstances. All are equal in the eyes of Godown, but the law is for this world, not for Godown’s paradise. And I suspect, once you speak with the women of the frontier, you will understand most clearly why this is so.” Although, if she did not by now, she likely never would.


His eldest son had dared to suggest letting the Frankonians live by their own laws, if the lords permitted it. Pjtor had not struck him, but the wall of ice between them grew thicker. The boy would not learn! Godown turn him to the right path before I have to disinherit him and send him into exile. Except François had made that dangerous as well, damn him. Pjtor did not want to have to execute his son for stupidity.


The Frankonian woman started to protest but the others shushed her. They remembered what had happened the last time, when Pjtor had been forced to punish one of their number of disrespect. The young man had recovered but apparently his mind never quite returned from where it had gone. “You have seen copies of your contracts and understand them?”


“Yes, imperial majesty,” the oldest man said. “We do not agree, but we understand the contracts.”


“Then you may go. As soon as the weather clears, you will leave for the south, so you can find your places in time for spring and the planting and work season. Godown be with you.” They rose, bowed, and shuffled out, not happy. He did not care. He had more important matters to attend to.


The storm cleared the next day and he went down to the shipyard. The autumn storm seemed to have done no damage, and he inspected several projects under construction, including the work to convert the Frankonian vessels for NovRodi use. “I can see why they are not considered a great sea power,” Geert Fielders observed as the two men looked at some of the material that had been removed. “I could do better, and I’m not trained as you are, Pjtor Adamson.”


Pjtor picked up the offending section of deck planking and twisted it. The wood creaked, then shattered. “And I suspect that the shipwrights lined their own pockets nicely. Perhaps I should send some bits back to their former owner with a note that he needs to have his shipyard audited.” He smiled at Geert, who chuckled.


“I suspect, my lord, their former owner will not be as appreciative of your concerns as he should be. That should have been at least two centimeters thicker.”


“Well, it explains why the deck gave way under the gun.” Pjtor shook his head. “Master Van Daam would beg permission from Godown to return to this world just so he could beat my head with his walking staff if I tried something that stupid. No wonder the ships leak.” Without strong enough ribs and decking, they flexed and bent in high seas, loosening the caulking and hull planks and allowing water in. And to collapse under a twelve-kilo cannon? He snorted again. “If the rest of Frankonia is run like the shipyards, I can see why no one desired overmuch to return.”


“Hmm.” Geert said no more. He and Pjtor had collided on that topic and neither would change their minds. Pjtor tolerated the difference, coming from a foreigner as it did. Pjtor led the way to the next dock, detouring to check on Swift One in her snug shed, safe for the winter. He stroked her deck, caressing the marks his tools had left under the paint and clear finishes. The mast and boom, unstepped, lay on metal hooks on the wall, and the sail had been packed away in a large, cedar-lined metal box to keep the meez out. Geert thumped the top of the chest. “A silver piece says the meez find a way in, just to irritate you, Pjtor Adamson.”


“A silver says they do not.” The men had made the wager every winter for the past fifteen, and at the moment Pjtor was ahead thirteen to two.


Something in Pjtor’s chest fussed and he coughed, the coughed again. “I should have stayed away from the tar pots,” he complained. The miasma was making his chest feel tight.


“Two words will cure that, my lord.”


“Oh?” Cough cough.


“Onion plaster.”


Pjtor took a breath and nothing happened. He inhaled more deeply and nothing caught or bothered him. “Indeed, it works all too well.” After a few minutes of watching the men work, Pjtor said, “I’m going out tomorrow, weather permitting, in Great Cat. Care to come?”


Geert considered the invitation as they walked. He’d suffered a spell that summer that left his right arm and hand weak. “Thank you, my lord, but I believe I will have to decline. Anne’s ‘possible’ is coming over to ask for permission to court.”


“And you need to inspect him?”


“No, my lord, to protect him from my lady, I do believe. I heard flying pottery yesterday afternoon just after Anne gave her mother the word.”


Anne is a touch young, but then courting takes longer than betrothal. And any man who takes Margit Fielders on as a mother-in-law deserves to know what he’s in for. She was a wonderful woman and Pjtor still preferred Alsice.


“Shall I send guards to assist you?”


Geert laughed, as he was supposed to. “No, my lord, I do not believe that is necessary. I still remember how to use a gaff hook.”


“But so does Mistress Fielders.”


“Point, my lord.”
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Great Cat sang as she cut through the waves. The wind had freshened since they left the main harbor and the sails and rigging whistled as they cut the chilly air. Pjtor laughed, relishing the spray and the sound and the motion of the ship. She was a large boat, really, with two masts and a crew of thirty-five. The bright green sails stood full as the brisk wind from the north chased the ship along the coast. Pjtor wanted to go to the new fort and mirror tower being built at Cut Cove, a snug, fair-weather put-in for smaller ships. The shoals and sandbars made it a bit tricky unless the helmsman knew the area well, meaning any foreign ship that tried to land would likely run aground and founder, leading to trouble. A ship from A’Asterdee had almost been caught the year before, but anchored just far enough out in the cove that they didn’t have any trouble. Great Cat could just get in and out, at least at the moment, assuming the shoals had not moved. It would be easier at high tide, of course, but Pjtor wanted to sail now, while the weather remained good. Good for northern waters after the fall shift of the sun, he allowed, still smiling at the spray and the song of the wind in the rigging.


The ship took in sail as they drew close to the cove, preparing to turn. “The wind is backing, imperial master,” the helmsman observed.


“Aye. We may overnight more than once.” So what? He had no pressing business to attend to. Young Pjtor had narrowed his choices down to two girls, both acceptable to his father. Now, if he would just stop dithering, pick one, get betrothed and sire a child! Pjtor looked up and sighed. “No, that’s not how you do it!” He reached into the rigging and climbed up to the main spar on the main mast. “Like this,” he grabbed the reef point and tied it properly. “Keep water out, don’t make a pouch to hold water in.”


“Yes, sir.” The sailor ducked and did the next ones correctly. Pjtor checked the ties that he could see and all were properly done. He descended to the dark-painted deck once more. Sometimes you have to do it yourself. Like making furniture, including the new campaign table that replaced the glorified kindling pile that he’d broken.


Great Cat bucked and heeled a little as she turned across the wind, then settled down and entered the cove before the wind turned too much against her. Godown willing, the wind would shift to the south the next day. As it was, he smelled wind from landward and looked up, frowning as the clouds crossed each other. Hmm, that’s not good. Confused winds mean confused seas. Well, he still had no place to be besides his ship. He returned to his cabin to take a nap.


The motion of the ship at anchor woke him, as did a commotion from outside. “Damn it, they’re letting the wind blow them too close to the shoal.”


“Why’d they leave that much sail up?”


“Can any of them swim?”


“If they don’t shift over, they’re going to learn. It’s only six meters there, and not far from land. If they can swim.”


Huh? Pjtor blinked awake. Someone going onto the shoal? He pulled on trousers and a jacket and went on deck.


Heavy grey clouds made the sky look as if it touched the ground around the cove, and the wind had shifted out of the southwest, gusting and swirling over the cliffs on the south side of the cove. A small troop boat, the kind that carried twenty or so men, was trying to get in to the small river and up to the fort, but seemed too close to the shallows. Indeed, as Pjtor and the other men watched, it ran aground on the shoal. “My glass,” he ordered, and a servant handed him his distance watcher. What were they doing? Or not doing, as it turned out. The sailors visible on deck were trying to do something, but the others appeared to be milling around, or kneeling in prayer, and generally getting in the way. Pjtor looked at the problem, the skies, and the wind, and closed the distance viewer. “Launch the small boat and pull them off the shoal,” he ordered.


“Yes, imperial master.”


Pjtor returned to his cabin and had some tea. When he emerged again, the ship’s boat had returned. “Imperial master, we can’t get a rope to them.”


“What?” That was impossible. All they had to do was toss a line to the other boat and pull.


The boat’s man raised his hand as if giving testimony. “On my oath, imperial master, they won’t come to the point of the bow because none of them can swim. They’re terrified, praying to Godown, and the ship sounds like she’s scraping. One of the men said they were taking on water.”


“Take me over there.” Pjtor scrambled down the rope ladder to the bobbing, oared boat. He watched it rise and fall with the waves, counted two and stepped in as it rose, then balanced as it descended again. The six oarsmen strained, and the helm pushed them away from Great Cat. Pjtor got a tow rope ready. It’s not that deep according to the charts, only two meters, and about a hundred-fifty meters from shore. So they could not swim. That didn’t stop a man from grabbing a tossed rope and looping it onto the bow-post. The oar boat came closer and he could hear the men in the transport yelling, and the sound of the waves slapping the hull and the rocks of the shore. He stood, carefully, and tossed the rope. The first time, the wind blew it too far to the side. He pulled it in and tried again, aiming upwind more. It hit the bow but no one grabbed for it and it slithered into the water with a little splash.


“Blast it.” Pjtor crouched, took off his shoes and socks, then stepped off the side of the boat into water so cold it sucked the air out of his lungs. The water brushed his chin but he had solid footing.


“Imperial master!” Pjtor ignored the protest from the oar boat and walked along the shoal to the transport, pulling the rope. Faces and hands appeared over the side.


“Damn it, take the rope and put it on the bow post,” he yelled up at them. An arm appeared and a man leaned down, taking the wet, rough, heavy rope and pulling it up, then looping it around the post. Blessed Toni the water’s cold! He tugged on the rope, pulled harder, and put his weight on it. It remained fast. Pjtor turned around and called “Row!” He pulled as well, the water not quite chin deep on him. The transport shifted a little.


Splash!


Splash splash! “Holy G-g-godown it’s cold,” a voice gasped from behind him. Pjtor looked and saw that three of the men, all tall and strong looking, had dropped into the water from the transport.


“On three, pull,” he ordered, moving farther up the rope toward the oar boat. “One, two, three!” They heaved and he felt the transport moving. Two more men splashed into the water and took places on the rope, and they pulled again. This time the transport moved a goodly ways, and they pulled again, this time steadily, like pulling a wagon out of mud. Just before Pjtor ran out of sandy mud under his feet, the transport seemed to lurch and move with the wave, or so the rope said. He heard cheering behind him. “Keep towing,” he ordered, starting to swim. The others clambered back into their transport and he kept pace with the oar boat. His hands had gone numb. His teeth chattered from the cold, but he kept swimming until the transport was well into the channel and on its way to a safe mooring.


The sailors pulled Pjtor back into the oar boat. The cheers of Great Cat’s crew carried over the water and Pjtor waved, then sat, exhausted. As soon as he reached Great Cat four servants rushed him into his cabin, dried him with heavy towels and blankets, and give him dry and warm clothes, along with hot tea and hot wine. The shaking stopped but he still felt drained. And elated. Heh. Let’s see my son or another man do that. He’d saved at least twenty men and the ship from the waves.


He felt tired the next day, and the cough returned as they sailed back north to New Rodi. By the time they arrived, he’d begun to chill again. He started walking from the Great Cat up the long dock to where his carriage waited. The world spun and he staggered. His chest felt tight and he could not breathe. A faint voice called, “Imperial master? Imperial master!” The wood of the dock was cold and gritty under his hands, and the distance seemed to stretch. Under his hands? Why could he feel wood under his hands? Why was the world swaying?


Someone moved him into the carriage, and he fought for air, trying to breathe. He needed to cough, and managed to, then wheezed, too tired. Cold, he was so cold. Breathing took all his attention, and he thought he heard a woman’s voice, and felt someone carrying him, or was he walking? He couldn’t tell. Opening his eyes made it worse and he concentrated on inhaling, then exhaling, then inhaling again. A nasty sharp smell made him cough, and it helped for a moment. “No, prop him up,” Alsice commanded. “More fire, now. You, bring the blankets, you, get tea and the churigon.” The voices faded in and out and he focused on breathing.


“Love, my husband, my lord, please drink.” What? What’s that? What is drink? he felt something touching dry lips and he opened his mouth. Something warm and meaty but with a foul aftertaste touched his tongue. “This is healing medicine to give you strength. Drink, please,” she begged. He did not need strength, he was Pjtor Adamson, Godown’s anointed. Pjtor drank, but it exhausted him and he struggled to breathe. The air grew hot and wet. The wet helped and he coughed, clearing a bit of his chest. He had no strength left and let sleep steal him away.


He smelled incense and heard prayers. He choked, coughing, and someone helped him cough, if that made sense. He drank hot things, shaking with chills, wet again from getting in the water. Strange creatures passed through his chamber, purple horses and a fat beesolow with spines like a prickle-back. A seawolf with flaming teeth and a black and orange hide swam past, singing something rude. Pjtor laughed, then began coughing again, fighting for air, fighting to get free. Someone held him down and he struggled. No! They could not touch him—he was the emperor! His strength gave out and the seawolf laughed and blew pink bubbles.


Someone wiped his face with a cool, wet cloth. He waited, then opened his eyes. The ships and clouds on the ceiling bobbed, then returned to their proper places. He tried to lift one hand and almost managed it. He had no power in his arm. Pjtor blinked and looked. No, it was still attached, and as he watched, the fingers moved when he told them to. But he could not lift his hand more than a fraction of a hair off the blanket.


“Drink, please, my lord husband,” Alsice whispered. With her help he drank, a thick not exactly soup thing. “Adam, go tell the others that his fever has broken.”


“Thanks be to Godown!” his second son called, then ran out of the room, or so it sounded. Pjtor did not turn his head to see.


Alsice rested her head on his chest, her eyes closed. She looked grey, wrinkles around her mouth and eyes, her hair escaping its braids. “Thank you Godown,” she whispered.


“How? What?”


She didn’t move. “The winter cough, my lord. You’ve been hallucinating for five days. All the children are here, as are some of the court. The churigons and priests . . . you scared us, my lord.”


He wanted to answer but needed to sleep. So he did.


When he woke again, it was because someone was cleaning him. Ashamed of his weakness, he pretended to be asleep until they finished and he heard the door close. He heard another storm outside, and opened his eyes to lamplight.


“My lord father?” He turned his head. Klara curtsied and a churigon and two servants bowed. “Food, my lord father.” She got out of the way. He drank more thick soup and drank tea and chokofee with cream.


“You are excused from the fast until the spring, great imperial master,” the churigon said. Klara, now sitting beside the bed, nodded her agreement. “Staadtfather Robert sent permission.”


He drank more tea. “How long?”


“Total, imperial master, over a week and a half,” the churigon said. “Your lady is resting. You need food and drink, but not strong drink, imperial master, to recover your strength. The winter cough is not lightly shaken off.”


I cannot argue with your assessment. Pjtor managed more soup before sleeping. But when he woke he could move his arms and legs, and sit up with a little help. Even better, he could use a bed pan unassisted. He allowed a servant to shave him, just this once, and felt better. But the face in the little mirror was not his. Someone thin and old looked back at him. I was sick. Very sick. I owe a large number of prayers and liturgies to Godown and what is that saint the easterners pray to for healing? Misha? No, I think I’ll stay with Godown and St. Issa. It seemed as if all he did was eat and sleep, but Pjtor ate more and dozed off again.


Soon he could leave the bed, but not far. He ordered the windows opened to air the room and that sea smell gave him energy, for a few minutes at least. He ate real food and napped in his chair. Using a proper night-soil box seemed to be a triumph greater than defeating the Harriers. Pjtor slept again, content.


He woke in sunlight, hungry. He ate, then closed his eyes for a little. He heard slippers on the floor, and crying. Crying? Pjtor opened his eyes. Little Toni rested her head on the side of the bed, weeping. He touched her soft black hair under her little lace cap. “What’s wrong, child?”


She sniffed. “The priests say Mama’s dying. She can’t breathe and she’s too tired to get well even when I asked her. They won’t let me visit her to give her this.” She held up a floppy thing Pjtor recognized as a toy lagom. “Jumper makes me feel better and he will make her feel better but they won’t let me in.”


Pjtor pointed at the manservant standing by the door. “Where is my lady?”


“Imperial Master, gracious lord, your pardon.” He dropped to one knee, head bowed. “She, ah, her imperial ladyship is ill. Shortly after you began to recover she collapsed with exhaustion that became the winter cough. The churigon ordered us not to inform you yet, until you recovered your strength.” The man glanced up, then looked down again as he mumbled, “The younger my imperial master sent word for Master Fielders to come, now that you are out of danger.”


No! Not Alsice, please Godown, not Alsice, please, he begged as he struggled out of the bed. “A coat,” he snarled. Instead the servants helped him dress properly. He leaned on his walking stick, breathing carefully, and started to the door, Toni close behind with her lagom. The door opened and flustered servants and service-slaves hurried to get out of the way. “Where?” he demanded of one.


The woman pointed. As she did, he saw Geert Fielders coming up the hallway. Geert’s eyes went wide and he rushed to grab Pjtor and support him, protocol be damned. “Pjtor Adamson, where are you going?”


“To my wife. She’s sick. Either help me or go.”


Geert fell in beside Pjtor, not touching him but ready to if needed. Toni darted around her father and pointed to a cross hall. The men turned and Pjtor smelled incense and sickness. The combination took him back to Isaac’s deathbed, and to his mother’s chamber in Muskava. “No,” he whispered, “Not again, please.” Not Alsice, please. He needed her. “Open the door,” he ordered.


“Ah, imperial—”


Pjtor raised his hand to strike the man. The door opened. Toni rushed through, and Geert stepped back, giving Pjtor room. He staggered, but recovered and walked in, shuddering at the horribly familiar smells of illness and incense, of a room closed too long with too many people inside. Alsice lay in bed, coughing, sweat drenched. “My lord father!” Young Pjtor knocked the small chair over trying to get out of the way. Pjtor ignored him, eyes locked on his wife’s face. Their daughter tucked the stuffed lagom under Alsice’s hand.


“I brought Jumper so you’ll feel better, mother,” the little girl said. Pjtor rested a hand on her head again. “Why isn’t she looking at me, honored father?”


He swallowed around something in his throat. “She is very tired. I’m sure Jumper makes her feel better.” He turned. “Pjtor,” and he pointed down.


The boy nodded and came over, taking his half-sister’s hand and murmuring something to her. She shook her head so hard she slapped both men’s legs with her braids, then relented and let Young Pjtor guide her out, leaving the lagom behind. Pjtor knelt beside the bed and took a clammy hand between his. She looked like one of the dead, too many dead. “Alsice, don’t leave me.”


No response.


“Alsice, stay, please.” Pjtor whispered. “Godown, please send her back, please.” He’d never begged, not since Grigory and Sara had ordered Alyx killed in front of him and Isaac thirty and more years ago. “Please, Alsice, don’t die.” Tears ran down his face. “Please.”


The fingers in his moved. He rubbed them as she coughed. A maid hurried to prop her up and Pjtor helped, lifting her even though his arms shook from the effort. Alsice coughed, then coughed more, bringing up phlegm. “Thanks be its clear again,” the maid whispered as she wiped his wife’s face and the front of her sleeping robe. Once she breathed easily, Pjtor lowered her back into the pillows.


The fingers moved again, as if trying to hold his. Pjtor took her hand in both of his. Please Godown may she live, please.


“My.” Had he heard her speak? Pjtor leaned closer from where he knelt beside the bed. “My lord.”


“I’m here. Don’t die, please, Alsice, please do not die.” He got to his feet, then sat on the bed and pulled her against him.


“I’ll.” She breathed in and out, in and out. “Try.”


Try is not enough, live. Promise me, Alsice, promise me. Please, please, Godown I beg you, let her live, please. He said nothing, only holding her against him and pleading with Godown.


“Son.”


What?


“Son. Want son, Young Pjtor.” She coughed again and he held her.


“Get Pjtor,” he ordered the maids.


The priest who had been sitting in the corner spoke at last. “My lord, Alsice needs time to contemplate the state of her soul. It is better if you leave.”


Pjtor drew himself up without releasing his wife. “If anyone on Colplatschki is in Godown’s favor, it is my wife. She wishes to speak to my son. She shall do so.”


“Not yours, ours.” Pjtor bent and saw that her eyes were open. “Our son.”


What do you mean? Is she seeing things? Has the fever addled her mind? He squeezed her and felt bone under flesh, no softness at all. Before he could ask, a gangly shape appeared in the doorway and Pjtor waved the boy in.


Son and father stared at each other from opposite sides of the bed. “Peace, please,” Alsice gasped. “My lord,” she worked to breathe, sweat pouring down her face. “My lord, forgive please.”


Pjtor studied Tamsin’s son, his son, looking in his eyes. Not Tamsin’s eyes any more, he realized with a start, but the eyes of a man, his own man. They were red, as if Young Pjtor had also been weeping, or had stayed awake for too long. “I forgive you, Pjtor.”


“Son,” Alsice whispered. The boy, no, young man bent to hear. “Forgive father. Please.”


Pjtor watched his son, their son, struggling. At last he extended his hand. “I forgive you, my lord Father. You tried to do what was right, did what was right, and I didn’t understand. I do, now.”


Do you? Please Godown I hope so. Pjtor held the words to himself and took the sweaty hand. Young Pjtor took Alsice’s free hand and the three were one.


“Thank you.” She wheezed. “Water, please? Hot, too hot.”


“The fever has broken, my lord imperial master. Allow us,” one of the maids began.


Pjtor and his son got out of the way, then left the room to the women.


“Will she live?” Young Pjtor asked.


His father swallowed hard. He noticed Geert Fielders trying to be invisible a few meters up the hallway. “Yes, Godown willing. I did, she should.” She must.


“She has Jumper. Mama will get better,” Toni assured them.


His son crouched, then picked his sister up, standing with a little assist from his father. “Yes she will, Toni. You knew exactly what she needed.”


“Of course I did. Jumper makes me feel better.” She nodded firmly. “I want to see Mama.”


The men exchanged looks. “You can see her after she rests a little more, Toni.”


Her dark eyes grew round and wet, and her lower lip began to quiver. Pjtor suddenly realized why Geert never disciplined his daughter, leaving it to Margit. Oh dear, what do I do now? He had no idea. How do you tell little girls no?


Young Pjtor saved him. “Mama said you can come back after you have dinner.”


“Oh. Then let’s get dinner!”


His son passed Toni over to the maid, who assured the little one that dinner would come very quickly and then she could come right back. Both men sighed as the little girl disappeared around the corner, insisting that “very quickly” meant “that very moment.” “Was I that bad, honored father?”


Pjtor hesitated. He did not know. “Probably not. Getting out the window of the homefold seemed to be your preferred activity.”


“Ah.”


“And there was that time you hid in the laundry basket with a month and more of bedding and almost got beaten with laundry bats for scaring the women in the wash house.”


Young Pjtor looked at the long carpet running down the hall as closely as if he were trying to read Godown’s will in the pattern. “Dinner, my honored lord father?”


“Dinner.” He was very hungry, and very tired. He turned to Geert, “Join us.”


Geert bowed, “Thank you, my lord.” That was all he said, but that was enough for Pjtor. Geert understood.
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“Peet’s in the water again!”


“Am not! I just sat down to put my boat in is all.”


“Yes, you are and your pant legs are wet.”


“They are not.”


Geert coughed behind his hand. He stood arm-in-arm with Margit, in the shade of one of the trees in the Empress’s Garden at Sea Court, Pjtor’s little private retreat. Pjtor had designed and built the structure himself for the most part, a small ten-room palace where he could be away from the matters of empire. Gardens and fruit trees surrounded the snug wood and stone building.


“The pond was not my idea,” he informed his old friend.


Geert looked at him. “I do not doubt that, my lord. But the ship model?”


“Yes, well.”


“And the grandchildren, my lord?” Margit asked, smiling.


“Strictly my son’s doing, I assure you.” Young Pjtor and Lord Mandrovic’s daughter had not wasted any time providing the empire with another generation. After ten years together they had two sons and two daughters still living. Pjtor III, or Peet as his younger sisters called him, had his grandfather’s fondness for water and his father’s habit of escaping supervision as often as possible.


“Pjtor Pjtorson Isaac Boris Anders Michael, what are you doing?”


The adults exchanged looks. Nothing good came when someone used all of a boy’s names. Geert pointed to a side path and Pjtor nodded, leading the way. If he was not there, Peet could not appeal to grandfather’s authority to get out of a spanking. The long summer evening felt especially good to Pjtor. He’d needed most of that winter, nine years before, to recover, and Alsice took longer, but she did recover. Although she never did learn to ride astride. She was waiting for them in the Little Palace, having announced that she was taking over the cooking building for the afternoon. Pjtor recognized the look in her eye and had decided to flee. Swift One was getting a new sail, so he and Geert and Margit walked the gardens as the children played.


Pjtor stopped and turned to Geert. “Thank you.”


“My lord?”


“Thank you for keeping me from killing my son. I—” Damn it was hard. “I was wrong about him.”


“No, my lord, you were right, just impatient, if I may venture to say. My father chased me out of the house at least once.” Geert shook his head.


“And he threw a chamber pot the second time, in front of a procession of the St. Donn’s brotherhood, as you may recall,” Margit informed Pjtor with a wink. “And scored. Thanks be it was empty.”


“Selah.” Geert had turned scarlet red. “My lady wife, your memory is too good by half.”


Pjtor turned his back until he stopped the laughter. “Now I see why you favor St. Issa over St. Donn.”


“My lord, that has nothing to do with it, I assure you. St. Donn is patron of inland watermen, not of those who go to sea.” But Margit and Pjtor’s laughter drowned his protest.


Thank you, Godown. The land you gave me is secure, peace is here, the harvest was good last year, and my family is well. Thank you, Godown.


Later, in the light-filled afternoon room of the little palace, eating a kookee and sipping cream-laced chokofee, Pjtor smiled.


Alsice, her grey hair tucked under a lace-trimmed cap like Mistress Fielder wore but embroidered with blue-green and thread-of-silver, smiled up at him. “Godown is good.”


“Yes, He is.” Pjtor took her hand and kissed it. She blushed.


Very good indeed.
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Elizabeth of Starland


Book 1 of the Colplatschki Chronicles.


Stubborn as a mule? No, stubborn AND her mule. 


Colonial Plantation Ltd. abandoned ColPlat XI, writing the planet off as a tax loss after a series of severe Carrington-type events. Now, four hundred years later, Laurence V of Frankonia wants to write Elizabeth von Sarmas out of his kingdom, but like her Lander ancestors, Elizabeth refuses to roll over and die. 


To survive, she needs to cross the continent, thread her way through a holy war, and find friends in the Eastern Empire—an impossible task for a sheltered gentlewoman. Or is it? Never underestimate a woman with a mission and a mule.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Elizabeth-Starland-The-Colplatschki-Chronicles-ebook/dp/B00HFEWKXY/




Elizabeth of Donatello Bend


Book 2 of the Colplatschki Chronicles


Elizabeth grows into her duties as colonel and lady of Donatello Bend, and makes a fateful enemy.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/dp/B00KKY2G1M




Elizabeth of Vindobona


Book 3 of the Colplatschki Chronicles


Ten years after Elizabeth reaches the Empire, court politics and military command aren’t the only things she has to deal with. A marriage proposal, an assassination attempt, and a siege on the Imperial Capital bring new challenges... and new opportunities.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/dp/B00LNE7D2U




Elizabeth and Empire


Book 4 of the Colplatschki Chronicles


Twenty years after the events of Elizabeth of Vindobona, an untried emperor sits the throne while courtiers scheme. Elizabeth must navigate politics, religion, her relationship with Lazlo, and the Frankonians’ wrath in this fourth book of the Colplatschki Chronicles.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Elizabeth-Empire-Colplatschki-Chronicles-Book-ebook/dp/B00PNW640U




Peaks of Grace


Book 5 of the Colplatschki Chronicles


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




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.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00YHXJ3A4




Marie’s Tale


Novella


Another side of the story of Duke Aquila Starland.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/dp/B00MW7YODI




Forcing the Spring


Book 9 of the Colplatschki Chronicles


After being forced to grow up too quickly, Pjtor is determined to drag his land out of the Harriers’ clutches.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Forcing-Spring-Colplatschki-Chronicles-9/dp/1927967856
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Keep up with all the latest books by Alma T C Boykin on her blog:
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(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




Renaissance: A Novel of Azdhag Survival


Book 2 of the Cat Among Dragons prequel series.


When the Empire calls, dare an Azdhag disobey? 
Two generations after the Great Relocation and the Azdhag Empire threatens to pull apart as Great Lords, colony residents, and Freetown inhabitants struggle to control their worlds. A ghost from the past forces the King-Emperor to send the Prince Imperial and a most reluctant Tartai of Tarkeela to the colony on Pokara. Trouble, madness, and carpentry await.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Renaissance-Azdhag-Survival-Alma-Boykin-ebook/dp/B01E0CKMX8




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




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




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




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




Revolution from Above


Novella


It takes a mammal to save a planet. Caught away from her soldiers when mercenaries invade Drakon IV, Rada Ni Drako must find a way to reconquer the planet. Help comes from a strange quarter, but even that might not be enough when treason slithers into view. Lord Ni Drako needs all her wiles, luck, and dirty tricks just to survive.
When a mammal fights a mammal, even dragons duck for cover.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Revolution-Above-Among-Dragons-Novella-ebook/dp/B00JRDA7SQ




Promises and Powers


Book 4: 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/




A Touch of Power


Book 5: Short Stories in the Cat Among Dragons series.


So much for an “easy consulting job”! From wandering alien graduate students to a musician who plays more than just a guitar, Rada Ni Drako, or Rachel Na Gael as the humans call her, has her paws full of mischief. Her old friend Joschka von Hohen-Drachenburg isn’t helping, either. Rachel really should have read the fine print on this contract. 


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Touch-Power-Among-Dragons-Book-ebook/dp/B00KVP9SA2




Between Flood and Flame


Book 6: Short Stories in the Cat Among Dragons series.


What price justice, and who will pay? Rada Ni Drako returns to Drakon IV and rediscovers the joys of politics. She and her business partner, Zabet, prefer to live and let live, but a corrupt King-Emperor drives Rada to disobey a direct order. The results may bring down the government, if Rada survives. 


A dying junior cries out for justice for a long-forgotten crime. And General Andrew Whitehead decides to solve two problems with one building.
It’s just another uneventful decade (or two) for the Cat among the Dragons.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Between-Flood-Flame-Among-Dragons-ebook/dp/B00M20HW9S




A Cat at Bay


Book 7 in the Cat Among Dragons Series


When old enemies and allies collide, a Cat needs her Dragons. 


Rada Ni Drako senses something amiss, or does she? Rada’s worlds seem to be spinning out of control after an encounter with a stasis-field scrambles her Gifts. A commanding officer who can’t bring herself to trust “the Alien”, strange doings in the depths of the Drachenburg, and a flare-up Rada’s centuries-old feud with Clan Blee on Drakon IV leave Rada wondering if age has finally caught up with her. Or does something far more dangerous than just the passing years gnaw on Rada? For old enemies lurk in the starry depths, watching, waiting, as patient as Time itself . . . 


Rada’s foes are about to rediscover a deadly truth: nothing is as dangerous as a cat at bay.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Cat-Bay-Among-Dragons-Book-ebook/dp/B016LT2Y20




Shadows and Anguish


Book 8 in the Cat Among Dragons Series


Out of the embers wakes a fire. Out of the shadows comes an avenger. 


After near death at the hands of her father’s enemies, Rada Ni Drako returns to her duties, her body healing and mind intact. Or is it? The new commanding officer of the 58th Regiment of Foot does not trust her and guards his own secrets. Her strongest allies now serve elsewhere. And new dangers threaten all that the Cat Among Dragons holds dear. From the coasts of Britain to the forests of Drakon IV and the depths of the Harz Mountains, Rada Ni Drako fights her shadows.


But the price of victory may be more than a Cat and a Dragon can bear.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Shadows-Anguish-Among-Dragons-Book-ebook/dp/B01HFORQGO




Clawing Back From Chaos


Book 9 in the Cat Among Dragons Series


Rada and the 58th Regiment discover a plot to destabilize Earth, just as Joschka decides
to ask a long-simmering question. Meanwhile, an old dispute between Rada and Rahoul Khan
threatens to undermine their effectiveness.


Forced into hiding, and recovering from total
mental collapse, Rada must rally her allies to stop the plot before chaos erupts. And this
time it’s chaos not of Rada’s own making!


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Clawing-Back-Chaos-Among-Dragons/dp/1773420119




And more...


Keep up with all the latest books by Alma T C Boykin on her blog:
AlmaTCBoykin.Wordpress.com
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