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“Thanks be that we have land.” István Eszterházy shook his head a little as he read the days-old newspaper from Budapest. “Otherwise we’d starve or be bankrupt.” He carefully avoided looking at Agmánd and Aunt Claudia, lest the True-dragons think that he was referring to them. He was, but not directly. All God’s creatures had to eat, and if True-dragons ate more than humans or HalfDragons, well they were larger, and had stronger psionic Gifts. As he turned the page, István contemplated what Hans, the True-dragon huntmaster, would do to Minister Poincaré should their paths cross, and smiled at the rather bloody mental image. Although just cornering the vicious, vengeful French bastard in his office might be humiliating enough. The hateful creature would probably soil himself if Hans smiled and extended his forefoot to shake.


Orange and grey Agmánd finished setting the coffee pot down before responding. «My lord, has anyone spoken with the Gallic Houses about the hardships being caused?»


“Not that I know of, although I understand several of the Houses remain very bitter toward House Hohenzollern and the Germans, and that carries over to those of us still allied with House Habsburg.” The World War had ended five years before, but the French refused to believe it. István closed and folded the newspaper and applied himself to breakfast. By prewar standards, the rolls, eggs, and slices of venison sausage and ham slivers failed to meet his definition of breakfast. Compared to what they’d been forced to make-do with during the war, it was plentiful and luxurious.


Aunt Claudia looked up from trying to keep Erzsébet, now six years old, from wiping her fingers on the tablecloth instead of her napkin.


«My lord, will there be another war?»


The concern in her voice matched the look in her crimson eyes, and her round pink ears tipped back toward her skull.


“Not if His Majesty can prevent it, Aunt Claudia. Although the Russians do seem determined to cause mischief, again, don’t they?” And the French, well, Lord save any Frenchman who dared to tell a German or Hungarian that they deserved to go bankrupt and starve. Poincaré had even threatened the Bohe— No, they are Czechs now István reminded himself—threatened the Czechs with economic punishment for daring to choose to remain within the Habsburg Commonwealth, along with the Croats and South Tirolians. Between Poincaré and Wilson, and no thanks to that bastard Lenin, Europe might well stay unsettled and impoverished for years.


«At least the armies are gone,» Claudia said. «No, Miss Erzsébet, that is not allowed.» She deftly removed the table knife from her charge’s fist and set it back on the table. «Manners make the lady.»


Erzsébet stuck her lower lip out, brown eyes getting wide and soft, and István felt himself starting to take pity on his daughter. Then he caught a look from Aunt Claudia and steeled his will. There was a reason Mátyás Imre took breakfast in his room this week, and indulging Erzsébet would just lead to more trouble. István still had difficulty believing Imre had managed to get the door to the cellar chamber open and had moved the two cases of tinned meat away from that door by himself. Well, he wouldn’t touch the coins and other things down there again, at least not until he could sit down. István hated swatting his son, but no meant no, especially with dangerous things. And eight years old was more than old enough to obey the order to stay out of the cellar.


István finished breakfast, savored the last of his coffee, and set his napkin down on the table. Grey-green Tadeas whisked the dishes away, her talons making no sound on the floor as she balanced the tray on her forefeet and carried it off to the kitchen. Agmánd had trained her well. István nodded his approval, stood, and walked over to his daughter’s chair. He bent down and kissed her bouncing brown curls, then went to brush his teeth before starting office work. He indulged the children shamefully, but after losing their mother and an unborn sibling to the influenza, he’d decided that a little laxity and affection at home would not hurt them.


Count István Joszef Imre Martin Eszterházy, Head, War Lord, and Guardian of House Szárkány-Kárpátok, representative of the Matra District in the Hungarian Diet’s upper chamber, and royal councilor, glanced at the papers and ledgers on the table beside his desk and stopped by the window, staring out at the forest surrounding the hunting lodge of Nagymatra. He’d rather be outside, teaching his son the ways of the forest, tracking deer and boar, supervising the woodsmen, than in his office. But responsibility and duty came first. He glanced over at the papers and missed his brother keenly. Mátyás had been the businessman. But the same influenza that stole Barbara had taken Mátyás as well, along with so many others. István still felt their absence, still wanted sink into mourning and let the House tend to itself. But duty forbade it—duty and his children. Those losses had spurred István to redo the interior of the lodge, changing the parlor into his office. The bright, airy space felt better than his former office—dark and snug—had done. And it allowed room for all the documents and records now living at Nagymatra.


István sat carefully, as always mindful of his war-damaged back, and cast a doleful look at the papers. Well, he sighed. The longer I wait, the worse things will be. Literally, at the rate the pound and franc are rising against the Hungarian koruna. France and Britain remained at war with the Habsburg Confederation and Germany, but instead of bullets they were using coins. The damn Germans are not helping either. He didn’t blame the Germans for the strike in the Ruhr and Saarland mines, but they’d given that thrice-cursed Frenchman an excuse to grind the Habsburg Confederation further into the dirt. At least the rate of currency decline had slowed for the koruna and shilling compared to the German mark. It would be another starvation winter in Germany at this rate, and then the Americans would wonder why food riots had become the new postwar sport in Germany. Naïve children—they mean well, but that damned Wilson and his every-nation-a-state politics and lines on maps. István picked up a timber report and began reading.


He managed two hours before he had to stop. István leaned back and stretched, then stood and stretched more, taking his time, reaching down then up, twisting a little each direction, bending a little to each side. Mistress Nagy, the House Healer, reminded him every time they met that he had to keep the muscles strong but relaxed. More damage, and he’d lose use of at least one leg. István cursed the Russian artillery soldier once again, then wondered which side the man had ended up on: Red, White, or under the ground? The Russians were still fighting each other, despite the official end of the Civil War, so who knew? That was one reason for the Habsburg Confederation’s survival. István wondered if the Soviet government would ever import timber. It was probably not a market worth considering, given the size of Russia’s forests.


And the Russian currency was the only thing besides the mark worth less than a koruna or shilling. He’d taken gold and silver coins out of the family’s secret reserve the last time he’d gone to Budapest and left them with Ferenk and Dobroslov so they could pay the staff and purchase supplies. They would know how to hide the coins, and where to exchange them for food and other necessities without attracting too much attention. Gold and silver and barter were the only ways to pay, unless you could earn enough in the morning to carry the currency in a wheelbarrow. And the money lost value every day, even worse than during the war. He was glad he didn’t have to deal with those bills himself right at this moment.


István looked at a smaller, separate stack of letters perched on the end of his desk. They referred to another topic he’d prefer not to think about, but the House had made its feelings plain. He needed to consider remarrying. He did not want to. Barbara had died less than five years before, and he still loved and missed her. The children were doing well, and his mother-in-law would have the vapors at the very thought of his “replacing” her daughter with another woman. Which was exactly what she’d threatened him with the last time the topic had come up, in reference to another House union. But House Sárkány wanted him to at least consider the possibility. Worse, so did House Habsburg. István had complained, in a sideways and respectful manner, to Archduke Rudolph about the growing pressure. Rudolph’s response had been so personal that it had left István stunned. I will never, ever complain again, even to myself, about what the House asks of me. Ever.


As he sat back down, Jirina appeared in the doorway. She dropped a small curtsy and asked, “My lord, Luka would like to know when my lord wishes to eat dinner. And if my lord would like tea.”


István glanced at the heavy, ornate gold clock on the end of the shelf over the fireplace. “Dinner at one, please, and yes to the tea.”


“One and tea, thank you, my lord.”


She disappeared as silently as she had come. István sighed, wondering yet again how he was going to find her a husband. A lot less easily than I could find a wife, especially now. He took a deep breath and read the first letter, impressed by the heavy rag paper and blue-purple ink. They must come from a prewar supply. Richard Schwarzenberg, General Schwarzenberg’s son, inquiring about István’s health and mentioning that his niece Paula Margareta had finished her schooling and would be joining the social season at court this winter, and did István know of any dowagers or couples who might be interested in helping sponsor her? No, István didn’t. Duchess Rozemberg might, but he was not inviting his mother-in-law to manage more of his family’s life, thank you. She’d already tried to take over raising his children twice.


The second one bore Archduke Rudolph von Habsburg’s personal seal and István set it aside. If Rudolph had started matchmaking, István would abdicate and flee to Australia.


The third letter came from Krakow. Huh, who do I know? He opened it and out fell a card with a very ornate shield on it. Oh, Prince Potoki. I know him by reputation, anyway—or is that right? István leaned back, looking up at the white-painted ceiling and trying to remember. No, he recalled old Prince Potoki, Wladislav, not the current head of the family. The letter came from Prince Alojyz Wladislav Gabryjl Potoki, with an invitation to a social gathering at the Potoki town palace in Vienna in November. István set that one in a different pile. Which Potoki was he trying to remember, something political, something . . . Karol Tadeus, that’s who! KTP can’t be related to the House, surely not. Unless it was by a very distant acknowledged bastard or adoption. Not KTP the fire-breathing Polish nationalist who hates Russians only a touch more than he hates Germans, Ukrainians, and the Habsburgs and Czechs. The one who makes Cousin Imre look like a model of moderation. KTP had been the first nationalist István crossed paths with who was not a Pan-Slav as well. KTP would not even piss on a burning Russian. Well, the Poles might be Slavs but they looked west, not east. And they’d seen Russian management first hand, even before the Russian Revolution spilled into their borders and the new Polish Army had had to fight both the Reds and Whites right back out again.


István’s tea arrived. “Thank you,” he said, adding the Potoki letter to the “to consider” pile. At least Prince Potoki was not throwing a niece or daughter at István, unlike some. Even the House had been appalled by Lady Szecheney’s behavior, and her nephew had apologized profusely after dragging his aunt away from István. Full mourning had meant nothing to Odile Szecheney. István wrinkled his nose as he drank, recalling the distasteful scene.


“Is something wrong, my lord?” Catherine Novak, the maid on duty, asked.


“What? No, nothing wrong with the tea. Just remembering someone’s absolute lack of manners.”


“Thank you, my lord.” She refilled his empty cup, curtsied, and disappeared.


Yet another wounded soul under István’s care, he sighed to himself. He’d rescued her, her sister and a Russian soldier from a farmer down on the Alföld who’d raped every girl on the farm. Catherine had delivered the farmer’s child and refused to even look at the little girl, so Petr Klarfeld and his wife had taken the baby and were raising her as their own, with the House’s support. Thanks be, Ivan and Marie’s boy looked just like Ivan, but smaller. Ivan was proving to be an excellent addition to the House, and István understood what Marie had seen in him, even if he was a Russian prisoner of war. Their son Peter Stephen was a HalfDragon, and Ivan had weak passive telepathy and strong something else, although even Mistress Nagy couldn’t say exactly what his second Gift was.


István poured himself a third cup of tea and picked up Archduke Rudolph’s letter. He opened it, unfolded the heavy paper, and discovered that Rudolph had apparently purchased a typewriter. That’s strange. The letter made no sense, either. The words and sentences were in German, but they did not make proper paragraphs, which set off warning bells in István’s mind. Either the Powers had finally driven Rudolph insane, or he did not trust someone within his inner circle and had encoded his message. And Rudolph being Rudolph, he hadn’t bothered to warn István or give him the key in advance. István heard someone coming and set the page down, dropping an invoice from the other stack on top of it just in case.


“Da! Da, I’m done with everything,” Imre called out, charging into the room.


“Young man, I’m afraid you are too big to be running like that in the house,” István said, ruffling his son’s fair hair. Imre remained shorter and lighter than István thought he should be for his age. But all the war children were small.


“I’m big? I’m big now?”


“You are getting big. Have you finished your lessons?”


“Almost, sir.” Imre said, then added an afterthought. “I don’t like math.”


His father didn’t like math either. “If you finish your math before dinner, and do it right, without rushing,” István said, “you can come look at deer trails with me this afternoon.”


Imre’s eyes got big.


“May I?”


“Yes, if you do your math and Frau Magda is satisfied with your work.” The nurse had become the boy’s summer tutor, at least for now.


“Yes, Pater. I’ll do very well.” István leaned over and gave Imre a hug, then stood and took his hand, leading the blond blur out of the office. Imre disappeared around the corner and István stretched, used the washroom, and only then returned to the mystery letter.


The invoice had fallen across the page, so that he could see only the first word of each line. István glanced at the words, then read them slowly. He slid the invoice over by one word, but the resulting column of text made no sense. The third column did make sense, and the final column also contained information. When he’d finished reading the whole of the message, István wondered if moving to Australia would be far enough away. Emperor Josef Karl wanted to come to the Matra and hunt. Which meant that Rudolph would probably come as well. “Since the Galician harvest remains poor,” Rudolph said. Galicia . . . István’s mind shied away from the memories of what had happened to Galicia and Ukrainia, and he felt the Power of the Matra shifting as well, the ancient creature echoing his discomfort.


At least he had a few weeks of notice. István rang the silver bell on the table beside his desk, and Agmánd appeared within moments.


«My lord?»


“We will be having guests during hunting season. Very important guests.”


Agmánd’s whiskers fluttered as he tried to sort out who this might mean, and his ears tipped different directions. Then the amber whiskers shot out, perfectly horizontal and stiff as steel rods on either side of his flat muzzle. He raised one forefoot talon. «Ah, my lord means a very, very important guest, a very Powerful guest?»


“Precisely, Agmánd. I do not have official word yet, but I suspect we will be asked for an invitation very soon. Plan on a couple, with perhaps two older children, and a single gentleman, plus their servants.”


The butler gulped, the tip of his tail beating a frantic rhythm on the Turkish rug.


«Very good, my lord.»


“I wouldn’t say that, Agmánd, but at least we have been warned.”


The tail tip slowed a fraction.


«That is true, my lord.»


“Hans and I will sort out where and what we will hunt, so that is not your concern.”


The whiskers dropped, as limp as they had been stiff, and pure relief suffused Agmánd’s voice.


«Very good, my lord. Thank you, my lord.»


István hid his smile. “You are welcome, and you are dismissed. I would not announce anything to the staff until we have official word, just in case plans change.”


The True-dragon’s vigorous head nod stopped abruptly as a sweet voice called out.


“ ’Arkany! I see my ’Arkany.”


Erzsébet trotted in and hugged Agmánd’s tail before he could pull it away. To István’s shock, he and Agmánd both heard more.


«’Arkany hurt. I can fix ’Arkany, make ’Arkany better.»


Agmánd’s eyes bulged and István reached out as fast as his mind could move, blocking his daughter’s attempt to Heal the butler’s arthritic tail joint. The two males exchanged worried, and weary, looks.


“Please have Jirina stay with Erzsébet until Mistress Nagy is free,” István managed.


He got up and collected his daughter, picking her up and holding her as she beat against the shield.


“No, dear, you don’t do that without permission,” he scolded gently, trying to sound kind instead of terrified.


If she could do this now, at the age of six and a bit, what sort of power would she have as she grew older? And would she have the physical strength to match it? He shouldn’t have been able to carry her, had she been as strong and big as her mother and aunt at that age.


Agmánd vanished as quickly and quietly as he’d appeared. Did all butlers learn to teleport, or was it just done in the presence of toddlers and young children? The little girl pouted, and István bounced her a little, then carried her back to the nursery. She smiled and giggled, waving at the servants as they passed. If only all his troubles were so easily solved.




After dinner, and after confirming that Imre’s math work did indeed meet Magda’s standards, István took the boy with him on the trails, letting him run ahead and back this once, rather than insisting that he focus on reading the trail. István and Hans needed to talk, and the huntmaster sighed a little as Imre charged around a corner, eager to be out of sight of the lodge.


«My lord, I think I remember having that much energy. Perhaps.»


István leaned on his hiking stick, studying the deer browse in a clearing just off the trail.


“So do I, Hans. Perhaps we can have him lead the hunt this fall.”


The green-and-brown huntmaster considered the clearing and the idea in turn.


«If we station the hunters in Moravia, my lord, he could drive the deer to them from here. And we do need a hunt, my lord. On all the lands, not just the hectares around the lodge. Master Gellért should have no objections if we hunt last in years’ timber cuts.»


“We can hunt into Moravia, can’t we? So long as we stay on House lands and not the leased lands.”


Hans took a deep breath and let it out, his ears tipping back a little and the end of his tail wagging back and forth. He sat on his haunches and raised one forefoot, rocking it back and forth.


«Yes and no, my lord. Yes, we are legally permitted to hunt on House lands. But I do not have all the required Czechoslovak permits and licenses yet, even though we applied for them in January.»


Before István could do more than stare, Hans explained, «The government does not want former nobles hunting or exercising any privileges unless they are Bohemian or Moravian born, my lord. His Majesty excepted, of course. I think.»


Hans did not exude confidence. István looked up at the blue-white sky. Should he laugh or cry? He decided to laugh, or at least chuckle a little.


“So I have to poach my own deer and birds, in other words.”


Hans stuck the tip of his tongue out.


«Um, yes, my lord. It is rather foolish when you phrase it like that, my lord.»


They started walking again, looking for deer sign. István sighed to himself, We did not think about that when we divided the House lands in order to protect them. We just assumed that the laws would remain the same for the House. Even with a new country’s border between us. Blessed St. Hubert, what a foolish problem to have. Well, it was less of a problem than dealing with timber export tariffs on logs from House land in Hungary going to Czech mills and vice versa—and the falling value of the koruna against the Czech crown.


«My lord, will the House be expelling the True-dragons?» Hans asked out of the clear air.


István tripped on a root and barely caught himself before he fell.


“What? Absolutely not, no. Not just ‘no’ but ‘hell no,’ as the Americans say. Who says we will be expelling anyone who has not been found guilty of crimes against the House?”


Hans ducked a little.


«Your pardon, my lord, but there are rumors. House Schwarzenberg held a vote last month, and they are going to keep all members who wish to stay, but the vote was very close and there are bad feelings, or so I am told. With only half their lands and less than half their income, my lord . . .» He left the thought unfinished.


“So long as House Sárkány can hold, we will not turn anyone out because of their birth. And where is Imre?”


The two men stopped, listening. István lowered his shields and felt for his son’s mind. He sensed rapidly growing fear and physical pain.


“Shit.”


Moving as quickly as he could, István ran up the trail. Hans caught up to him and passed him. István pointed with his hiking stick. The huntsman disappeared into the woods, and two deer surged out of cover and fled. Damn, but they’re thick on the ground, István thought, distracted for an instant.


«I have him, my lord.»


István left the trail and followed the mental scent to a steep creek bank. The flattened ferns told the tale, and István stopped, going down on all fours and leaning over the edge. Imre sat on the ground two meters below in a streambed, his foot at a strange angle. He was trying hard not to cry or make much noise. Hans was with him, looking at the boy’s leg.


«I do not believe it is broken, Master Imre, just twisted badly.»


István stood up and followed the stream until he found a lower bank, climbed down, and returned to where his son sat. Imre looked up at him, blue eyes full of unshed tears, lips white with pain.


“I’m sorry, Pater. I know better than to run ahead without looking, but I saw bear tracks and wanted to follow them. I forgot about the hidden stream.”


István crouched down beside him.


“Yes, you do know better. And you won’t run ahead without looking anymore, will you?”


“N—no, Pater.”


Hans and István found two straight pieces of wood to use as a brace. István sat beside Imre in the mud and held him, blocking his son’s view of his ankle as Hans straightened and splinted it. Imre buried his face against his father’s shoulder, muffling a cry of pain. István felt as though his own heart would break.


Hans sent word ahead through the House, and more servants met them halfway back to the lodge, taking the weight off Hans and István.


“Frau Magda is not going to be pleased,” István warned.


Imre drooped even farther, if that was possible. “Frau Magda will make me do more math.”


“Worse. She will fuss over you, pile blankets on you, and insist that you stay in bed and rest. With no books.”


As István thought about it, he realized that was probably the worst punishment Imre could suffer.


They heard Magda’s voice calling from the deep verandah as the lodge came in sight. “My lord, Master Imre, what’s wrong?”


“May I stay in the shed, Pater?” Imre pleaded.


“Too late, young man.”


At least they knew where the deer and bear were, István thought. And Imre would not be roaming the woods unsupervised for the next week at least, assuming Hans was correct about the state of his ankle.


So much for the quiet, retiring life of the gentry. István shook his head and scraped the mud off his boots as the servants carried Imre up the steps. Attila Szombor, his valet, would have a fit about the mud on his trousers and jacket. At least that never changed.


I hope Barbara didn’t see that. She’d kill me.
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“This is a hunting lodge, after all, not a country house with deer.”


István stood in the gun and trophy room, making certain that everything looked as it should before His Majesty’s arrival that afternoon. If he reminded himself often enough, he might believe it. House Sárkány had not hosted a full hunt since before the war began, and now that Nagymatra served as Count Eszterházy’s main residence, it felt strange to have guests descending on the place. Or ascending, in this case, since they would be coming up from Eger. Thanks be they’d had three months’ warning!


Now he missed Barbara—oh, how he missed her—with her calm, quiet ways and her social training. Once his sister Judit had made it clear that she preferred to remain in Budapest, he’d leaned on Agmánd and Luka, the cook, and Tadeas, relying on them to go through the books of manners and make all the necessary arrangements. At least Rudolph wasn’t bringing a mistress, and it was not a full, old-fashioned shooting week, like the ones he recalled from his childhood. Imre would miss the event, which István regretted, but school came first, especially since none of the royal children would be coming, as it turned out. Erzsébet remained at home, despite thinly veiled demands from her grandmother that she come for an extended visit. Maybe remarrying wouldn’t be such a bad thing, if it meant the children saw less of Dowager Duchess Rozemberg. But then I might have two mothers-in-law, István reminded himself. He triple-checked that the trophy heads had been cleaned per his orders, then walked back to the main room, where he found Agmánd waiting.


«My lord, Their Majesties and His Grace are on the way. They had the train stopped at Eger, in order to shorten the overland journey.»


The butler gave his master a careful non-inspection before going on, from shoe top to jacket shoulder, his sideways look and crooked whiskers conveying the suggestion that Lord István might wish to consider changing into something more appropriate for royal visitors.


«It appears, my lord, that all is in readiness.»


István took the hint, since he could see Attila Szombor, his valet, lurking around the corner, a look of distress on his round face. Well, if István looked shabby, then people would say that his staff had not done their job, and Agmánd and Szombor could not allow that to happen. István might be Head of House Sárkány, but he knew very well who ruled Nagymatra.


“Good. I leave matters in your forefeet, then.”


Half an hour later, István studied his reflection in the full-length mirror. Szombor’s quiet grunt suggested that he was satisfied with his master’s appearance. István looked into the amber eyes in the mirror and wondered. He’d returned to being clean-shaven, his short brown hair now streaked with grey along the temples and at the back of his neck. Tiny lines around his eyes made him look older than his mid-thirties. István’s square face and strong cheekbones fit his square personality, at least in his own way of thinking. The green Tyrolean-style jacket and leather trousers acknowledged his connection and loyalty to Their Majesties and to His Grace the Duke of Inner Austria and the Tirol. Besides, here in the mountains, the loose clothing and bright colors of the Alföld felt out of place. They’d also probably scare the deer—at least, any that didn’t die laughing when he got caught in a bramble thicket.


“I am given to understand that large, fluffy fur coats made of washing-bear pelts are very popular in the United States, my lord,” Szombor observed from behind István.


“For men or ladies?”


“For men, my lord.” Szombor’s dry tone made his reservations about the style clear.


István tried to imagine such a thing. He shook his head and turned from the mirror.


“I believe there is something in the air of North America that causes collective insanity, Szombor.”


“No doubt, my lord.”


István retreated to his office to hide, feeling out of place in his own home. The staff could arrange everything better than he could. Hans had the actual hunting aspect well in forefoot, and without a lady of the estate to escort Her Majesty, there would be no socializing, or at least not as much as he recalled from before the war. He lit a cigarette and stared out the window into the woods.


Something stirred, and he lowered his shields, reaching for the House and the Power of the Matra. The Power responded, and he opened to it, his vision shifting as it turned inward and then out, perceiving what the ancient creature sensed. The mountains and their adjacent lands felt healthy, aside from the emptiness where once Galicia and Ukrainia had been. Had something moved into the gap? The Matra suggested not, and shied away from those death-haunted lands. It recalled all too well both creatures’ death spasms, and István crossed himself at the memory. He’d sensed it through two channels simultaneously, once through the Matra and once through Pannonia and Bohemia via his emergency link to His Majesty and Archduke Rudolph. The remaining Powers had built a wall of sorts around the empty region now. Pannonia had implied at the time that only more death would restore the land, and István shuddered, flinching from the very thought. Instead he looked north and west, and the Matra joined him.


The western lands felt healthier, despite the previous decade’s unrest and woes. The new Guardian in Bavaria had settled into his duties remarkably well, given his relatively young age. Well, he was no younger than István had been. And Brandenburg remained quiet. István did not try to read more, returning his focus to his own lands and duties. The Matra agreed, and he could feel it’s contentment at his remaining within the Power’s domains. Did it object to the coming of another Guardian? No, he sensed, although the feeling carried a touch of wariness about Pannonia. The Matra dismissed Bohemia as a minor nuisance. István soothed the being and assured it that he’d happily thump Rudolph over the head and send him back to the lowlands if it came to that. The Matra sent a skeptical reply, pointed out a pocket of forest that needed to be purged of excess deer, and released him.


István took a deep pull on his cigarette, let the breath back out, and shook like a wet dog. He glanced at the heavy clock: fifteen minutes had gone by while his mind roamed with the Power. Once again he wondered just how old the creatures were, and marveled at how little even the Guardians knew about them. Then he hurried, with great care, to his desk and tapped off the long ash before it could drop on him or the floor. Every month or so, usually when paying bills, he considered giving up the habit permanently—and every time he recalled that it was his one true indulgence and decided that he needed the comfort more than the little bit of money.


A flash of warning touched his shields. He hurriedly finished the cigarette, straightened his coat, and walked with unrushed dignity to the verandah, joining the line of servants as a carriage, followed by an open touring carriage and two baggage wagons, rolled up to the front of Nagymatra. Petr Klarfeld’s son, acting as footman, jumped down from the back of the heavy-sprung touring carriage and opened the door, lowering the iron step and bowing. A well-proportioned man with red hair and a luxurious mustache of a darker brown stepped out, offering a hand to a shorter woman clad in deep forest green. Behind them, a slight figure in brown-and-green tweeds followed, looking left and right as if he were sniffing the air. István walked down the four broad steps and bowed low.


“Your Majesties, welcome to Nagymatra.”


Queen Sophia Marie Odile Hildegard von Tarn und Würtenburg von Habsburg spoke first.


“Thank you, Count Eszterházy. It is a pleasure at last to see that about which I have heard so much.”


She held out her hand and he bowed again, kissing it.


“I entertain no hopes that Nagymatra can meet your expectations, but we will do our best.”


King, once Emperor, Josef Karl Anton Wolfgang Leopold Marie von Habsburg-Lorraine-de Este smiled, his rose-gold eyes dancing with laughter for the first time István could recall seeing. Josef Karl was the only human István knew who had a HalfDragon’s color-shifting eyes, but with round pupils instead of slits like HalfDragons and True-dragons.


“I should have asked you to join the Foreign Ministry, Count Eszterházy. Your golden tongue is wasted on domestic matters.”


“Such grace and beauty as Your Majesty’s lady queen brings to the mountains inspires eloquence, Your Majesty. Otherwise, I fear my words would cause more harm than good.”


Queen Sophia giggled behind her hand and Josef Karl chuckled, sounds heard all too rarely in recent years.


“But please, your pardon for keeping you standing after such a long journey.”


In truth, he’d been buying time for the servants, who had rushed to carry the guests’ baggage to their rooms and to take Their Majesties’ staff to the chambers. István bowed again, gesturing for Their Majesties and His Grace to enter. The double line of servants bowed or curtsied as the couple passed, and Agmánd bowed low as he held the great main door open.


As Archduke Rudolph passed, he snorted under his breath, a little smile dancing at the corners of his mouth. Rudolph Tomas Martin von Habsburg, the Emperor’s buffer, looked much better than in years past. He seemed more relaxed, and his odd, tan eyes glanced left and right, taking in the scene. He had visited Nagymatra before when he’d Tested István for the House, but hadn’t stayed longer than necessary.


“I trust you reminded the staff that I do not bite,” he said, voice pitched so only István could hear.


“I fear they took my assurances as seriously as they take mine insistence that I can tie my own ties, Your Grace.”


The eloquent snort warned that Rudolph’s strange sense of humor remained as strong as ever.


“My goodness, this is larger than I imagined,” Sophia’s exclaimed in a warm voice. “A small hunting residence, my lord husband?”


Josef Karl turned to his cousin and raised one eyebrow.


“Your Majesty,” Rudolph said. “It certainly felt small with more than sixty witnesses present for the Testing and accession.” István hid his own smile at Rudolph’s discomfort. “And it was at night, and the lights are . . . oh my. Was that shot here?”


He stared at the enormous elk head that hung above the fireplace in the main room.


“Yes, a century and a quarter ago, Your Grace, I regret to say. He left no descendants that we have found, and there are still rumors that he had fled here alone to escape Napoleon’s armies in Lithuania.”


“He was wise,” the king of Hungary, Bohemia, and Austria observed.


Before Rudolph could make some sort of smart comment, István felt Agmánd’s mind touch.


“Your Majesties, Your Grace, I am informed that your chambers are available should you wish to refresh yourselves before coffee hour.”


“I do,” Queen Sophia announced. “I hope your daughter will be joining us at coffee, Count István.”


She will now. He flashed the message to Agmánd, who passed it along to Jirina and Magda.


“Most certainly, Your Majesty.”


István showed the royal couple to their chamber while Agmánd escorted Rudolph. As he studied the room, Josef Karl said, “Please inform your staff that we are visiting as the Duke and Duchess of Lower Austria, along with the Margrave of Styria.”


István let out a mental breath and felt his shoulders relaxing and his back muscles easing.


“I will do so, Your Grace.”


That made things much, much easier, and he could sense that Agmánd’s was relieved as well. He really needed to give the butler a bonus.


As he went to confer with Magda and Mistress Nagy about Erzsébet and coffee hour, István tried to see the house through different eyes. Well, yes, it was rather large compared to the townhouse they’d once owned in Kassa, and slightly larger than the House’s town-palace at the foot of Buda Hill. But it came nowhere near rivaling his lowland relatives’ estates at Eisenstadt or Eszterhaza, or the fortress at Forchtenstein. The house and grounds at Eisenstadt went for kilometers, or so it felt, and the library alone exceeded the value of the entire lodge. But the great room at Nagymatra was almost as large as the one at Archduke Rudolph’s residence in the Vienna Woods, now that István thought about it. And the entire house might be considered larger if one counted the three-meter-deep verandah on three sides as a room, which István did. But the furnishings could not compare with the great lodges like Hlubolka. Nor do you have to pay the taxes on Hlubolka, he reminded himself. As he reached for the nursery door, it flew open and a brown-haired whirlwind threw herself at him, hugging his legs.


“Oof!” She reached his waist—no, a little above it. Erzsébet might one day reach his father’s height, he realized with a start. “Young lady, we have very important company who would like to meet you this afternoon.”


A gap-toothed smile met his words. The smile faded as a woman’s deep voice issued a warning.


“Which will not happen if you do not finish your lesson, Mistress Erzsébet.”


The little girl let go of István’s legs and returned to the nursery. He followed and bowed a little to the woman in brown seated at a table near the fireplace. Mistress Nagy, the House’s senior healer, acknowledged the gesture. He still found her entirely black eyes a touch disturbing, something that she in turn found amusing. She and Archduke Rudolph shared that trait.


“I made no promises, Mistress Nagy, until I could speak with you. May Erzsébet take coffee with their Graces and the Margrave?”


The Healer studied her young student.


“She may, if she finishes her lesson and keeps her shields up at all times. Impulse control is still a weak subject, my lord, as is common with the young and well meaning.”


Those impulses had led István to call in the Healer despite his daughter’s youth. Jirina could not block her all the time, and they feared that she would try to Heal someone, with potentially dire consequences for both Erzsébet and her “patient.” Mistress Nagy had taken one look at the girl and had begun lessons that instant, pushing her harder than István cared to think about. But a Healer’s gift had to be trained, he knew, and he trusted Mistress Nagy with his life.


“If Erzsébet is ready, coffee will be served at four.”


He ruffled his daughter’s hair, and she made a face, then leaned against him. He indulged her shamefully, he thought for the thousandth time, caressing her cheek and playing with a curl. She was so much like her mother.


He returned to his office and Agmánd all but pounced on him.


“Problem?”


«Not yet, my lord, but you should be aware that the Margrave appears rather taken with Tadeas and has asked for her to be assigned to his service during his stay.»


Well, the True-dragon maid was of the age of consent, and she had no spouse or betrothed that he knew of. And István trusted Rudolph to take “no” as an answer, especially while Their Majesties were present.


“I foresee no difficulties—unless the rest of the staff are concerned about the request.”


«Very good, my lord. Shall I add Mistress Erzsébet at coffee?»


“Yes, but please advise Luka that Mistress Nagy may refuse permission.”


«I will do so, my lord. Thank you.»


He bowed and disappeared around the corner.


That night, after supper, Duchess Sophia excused herself for her private evening devotionals. The men adjourned to the smoking room, a dark, paneled chamber that served as library and secondary trophy room. Agmánd and a footman set out nuts and liqueurs and then left. The door shut, and Josef Karl leaned back into his chair, studying the deer heads on the opposite wall. A cheerful fire threw yellow light from the fireplace.


“There are matters we need to discuss, Count István,” the king began without preamble. “I prefer to get them out of the way so my lady and I can enjoy a quiet hunt for the rest of our stay.”


István’s mouth went dry and he swallowed hard. “Certainly, Your Grace.”


“Galicia.”


“Your Grace?”


Josef Karl exhaled a plume of cigar smoke. “You are familiar with the Potoki family and their House.”


“Yes, Your Grace, although not with the current leadership. My understanding is that they opted to relinquish the majority of their holdings in Galicia and remain in the new Poland.”


Rudolph spoke. “They have, and it appears that Prince Potoki’s son may become the next Guardian for the Power near Krakow.”


“You think.” Josef Karl gave his cousin a firm look.


“As I said, my lord, it appears. The Powers in that area remain—hmm . . .” He looked to István.


“Unsettled Your Grace, my lord?”


“Thank you. Unsettled is an apt phrase.”


Rudolph drew a little smoke from his own cigar, rolling it in his mouth before sending a long plume into the shadows of the ceiling. István had a sudden sense of where the discussion might be heading.


Josef Karl nodded. “For reasons I will not burden you with, István, we need Poland and the Polish magnates to remain favorable to the Commonwealth. If not favorable, at least neutral, not favoring Russia or France.” He raised one eyebrow.


“I believe that no Pole who wished to survive more than a few hours would express the least bit of desire to work with the Russians, Your Grace, given Lenin’s continued demands for the return of Polish lands to the Soviet Union.”


A smile and nod acknowledged István’s observation. “That is true. And the Powers fear the Soviets.”


István rocked back into the depths of his chair, stunned by the news.


“Ukrainia.”


“Yesssss,” Rudolph hissed, his eyes starting to shift. The Matra stirred, uncomfortable, and István reached without thought, starting to raise a shield between Rudolph and the Power.


“Stop.” The cold command froze both men. “That is past and done. Stand down and leave him alone.”


István could feel himself bristling, though he knew that Josef Karl was speaking to someone, or rather something, else. Rudolph sagged back into his chair, eyes closed. István released the energies he’d gathered and the Matra withdrew.


“We need the Potokis to remain in contact with the Commonwealth,” Josef Karl repeated. “And Prince Potoki’s sister has expressed interest in marriage. The first candidate proved unsuitable.”


“Dare I ask why, Your Grace?”


A bit of cold crept into the rose-gold eyes. “He was, shall we say, a touch too eager to wait for the formalities of marriage.”


He tried to take advantage of the situation and seduce her, and her brother did not approve. How delightful.


“And my current situation is acceptable to the young lady and her family?” István tried to keep the bitterness out of his voice.


“It appears to be. My lady wife knows more, because the prince’s aunt approached her looking for information about you.” Before István could respond, Josef Karl said quietly, “It has been five years, István.”


The weight behind the words hurt István, and he bowed his head. He did not want to . . . but the House . . . and now his Majesty . . . So be it. He would do his duty. István looked up again and met Josef Karl’s eyes.


“I will court the prince’s sister. But if she refuses my suit, that will be the end of it. I will not marry her if she is unwilling—that I insist upon.”


“And I will not—could not—force you into a marriage of that kind.” Josef Karl leaned back in his chair as well, tapping the ash off his cigar and picking up a glass of brandy. “I could have, once, but no longer. It is for the best, I think.”


Rudolph shifted in his chair, stretching out his legs and crossing his ankles. He lifted his glass, watching the liquor in the firelight. “I believe it is, sir.” The glass twisted as he rotated his fingers, throwing bits of light as István watched.


“That is simply because you do not want me ordering you to sell that monster of a motor car you inherited from Uncle Antonio.” Josef Karl pointed with his cigar. “You are going to break your neck one of these days.”


It wasn’t Rudolph’s neck that got broken in Vienna. István must have made a noise, or something leaked past his shields, because Rudolph turned his head a bit and winked, a predatory gleam in his eyes.


“As if no one in any of our families have ever come to grief on horseback, my lord?”


A brown eyebrow rose in challenge, and István snorted. He had once been a neck and knee rider himself, and still rode when possible. “I believe my grandfather came to the title a bit early thanks to a horse, my lords.”


“Yours, and ah, oh, help me, Rudolph.”


“Starhemberg’s uncle comes to mind, and there’s always been a little question about Lady Trautenfels’s husband’s untimely demise, where they found the thorns under the saddle blanket.” Rudolph sipped his drink. “And you really do need to get a car, István, and join the twentieth century. I can recommend a few models.”


István shook his head and smiled. “No thank you, my lord. I’d be safer buying a horse from a Gypsy, sight unseen. And I do not believe that they make a car that can drive through three meters of snow.”


Josef Karl smiled as well as Rudolph struggled, starting to speak and then catching himself.


“Damn, you’re right. I can’t think of one. You have me.”


The king lifted his glass to István, who bowed in his seat before answering the toast. The clock chimed eleven.


“I believe you wanted to get an early start?” Josef Karl half-asked, looking at István.


“Yes, my lord. Since we are stalking rather than having game drivers, we need to leave the lodge by five.”


Rudolph looked at the clock, then back at István, a look of growing dismay in his eyes. “Five. In the morning. Six hours from now.”


“Yes, my lord.” István bit his tongue to keep from laughing at Rudolph’s expression. Not a morning person, I take it, he snickered well behind his shields.


“Certainly. I bid you good night, then.” As the others bowed, Josef Karl strode out of the room.


Rudolph gave István another unhappy glance, tossed back the rest of his plum brandy, and slunk out, head hanging, shoulders drooping, a picture of absolute dejection. István enjoyed the sight a little too much, perhaps, but just once it was a treat to see the great Archduke Rudolph taken down a peg.


Despite his theatrics that night, Rudolph appeared alert and ready when István came into the breakfast room at half past four the next morning. Queen Sophia was also there, helping herself to the breads and cold meats set out for the hunters. István had a bit of coffee first, savoring the flavor as he always did. They could barely afford coffee now, but the royal visit provided a good excuse for a treat.


“I do so hope to get a good deer,” Sophia announced. “I’m tired of Countess von und zu Gutenberg gloating about that stag she bagged last fall.”


István looked a question at Rudolph, who held up both hands, fingers spread, as he chewed, and then closed and opened his hands again. István felt his eyebrows rising into his hairline. Twenty points? Rudolph nodded. Oh my. I’d be bragging too.


Sophia resumed. “And I am not going to sit and have the deer chased at me this year, I trust you understand.”


“Your Grace, we have not had that kind of hunt since 1800,” István assured her. “We stalk, or use blinds. As thick as the deer are at the moment, stalking should be just as easy, St. Hubert be willing. There are also bear, and wolves, Your Grace, so please be ready for surprises.”


Her blue eyes went wide for a moment. “Bear and wolves? I’ve heard stories about the Matra being as wild as the Carpathians in Transylvania, but I never believed them.”


“They are true, Your Grace.” István cut open a roll and tucked meat inside, while Catherine prepared more breads for the guests. “They tend to avoid hunters, but anything is possible.”


He thought back to the year before the war, when he and Hans had been attacked by a pain-maddened bear.


“I’ve climbed trees before,” Rudolph sighed.


A new voice chimed in, “And here you do not have to worry about a leopard waiting in your chosen tree, either.”


“No, Your Grace. If I meet a leopard here, I believe I have far greater things to be concerned about. Like what herbs mine host’s chef put into the sauce and salads.”


Josef Karl shook his head a little before tucking away bread, meat, and coffee. István excused himself and checked in with Hans. When he returned, the guests had all finished and were collecting guns and hunting bags.


How times have changed, István thought, How times have changed.




István reminded himself at least twice over the next four days that coveting was a sin—and envy was a mortal sin. It did not help. He coveted Rudolph and Sophia’s deer. Rudolph had stumbled onto an eighteen-point buck, literally stumbled onto it. He’d been off the trail, then straightened up from what he’d been doing.


“I swear by St. Hubert’s horn and St. Leopold’s armor, the bastard was resting there, staring at me. Then he jumped up, turned sideways, and froze.”


Rudolph, however, had not frozen.


Queen Sophia at least bagged hers in a more traditional fashion. István had been with her when the buck broke from their left, running across the clearing ahead of them. She’d followed and fired, as if hunting birds instead of a deer, and the big male had disappeared into the woods. They’d found him only a few meters farther on, shot through the heart.


“I led the shot,” she explained to her astonished husband later that afternoon. The buck must have been a king of the woods, and Hans had boggled at the rack. It was not perfect, but the size!


«Blessed St. George, Your Maj— Your Grace! That may be a record for the Matra.»


«I think that takes care of Her Grace’s concern about Countess Gutenberg’s claims,» Rudolph observed in a private sending as they followed the hunt servants back to the lodge.


«I believe that you are correct, my lord.»


István wanted that mount so badly that he could taste the cordite on his tongue. But it was not to be. The woods could not hold two such beasts.


Josef Karl, meanwhile, found two deer and a bear and pronounced himself satisfied.


“The season is just starting, and I will be hunting in the Alps soon.”


Rudolph got another deer, and he and István shared credit for a decent, but not overwhelming, boar.


“I don’t suppose I could go out purely on my own,” Rudolph said as István finished cleaning the pig.


“If you want to go out with Hans, my lord, but not completely on your own, no. I’m sorry, but you don’t know the land well enough, and,” he sent Imre’s accident to Rudolph, followed by his own encounter with the injured bear. “My lord, I do not know if the Matra would block you if you tried to call for help mind-to-mind.”


A puzzled and curious expression passed over the archduke’s face, followed by serious concern. “Ah, I had not considered that. The Matra reacting in that fashion.”


“I do not know if the Matra would react like other Powers, but assuming that you tried to draw on your usual sources to boost your mind-to-mind range to His Majesty, it might block you—or even lash out. When I tried to reach the House from the Alföld, your associate,” István tipped his head to the south, in the direction of the Pannonian Plains, “warned me off. As you may recall, my lord.”


“Oh, yes, I do remember now.”


István wondered why Rudolph wanted to hunt on his own. It couldn’t be because he wasn’t seeing game. Were the servants bothering him? No, that couldn’t be it. Hans tended to disappear into the background, almost literally given his coloring. István picked up his share of the boar with a grunt and a wince as his back and knees protested. He needed to do more of those back-strengthening exercises Mistress Nagy had given him. Rudolph waited until one of the other men picked up the other half of the boar before following István back toward the lodge.


The thought struck István about half way between the kill and Nagymatra: what if Rudolph did not want to hunt on his own per se, but just to be away from other people for a few hours? In that case, István had a few ideas as to how he could accommodate his guest without risk of injury. Well, he recalled the chaplain sneaking up on him the day of his Testing, without greater-than-usual risk of injury. Wasn’t it that grocer in Prague who had tripped in the WC, fallen, and broken his neck? It had been in all the papers in August. After he gave the meat to the servants, István stopped Rudolph.


“My lord, if you just want a short walk through the woods, that narrow trail leads to a small shrine a kilometer or two up the ridge.” They both looked at the faint path. “The hunters usually visit in the early morning, and the servants only go on their days off, and then in the mornings.”


“Ah. Thank you. I’ll keep that in mind.”


He walked up the steps and into the house, already calling for his valet, while István lingered outside, enjoying the late morning sun through the leaves. The light looked thin, and he wondered if it might be a rain warning. If so, perhaps a day of rest would be welcome, even if it did mean entertaining his guests indoors.


An hour later, as he finished replying to another letter from Prince Potoki and wincing over the bills from the house in Buda, István heard someone clearing their throat. He looked up to find Hans in the doorway.


“Yes?”


«Margrave Rudolph has gone out alone. Should one of us follow?»


“No. He’s going to the shrine.”


«Very good, my lord. And it feels like rain is coming later today.»


“Already?” He got up and followed Hans onto the verandah. The shadows had disappeared along with the sun, and a hint of southwest wind stirred the leaves. “Are Their Graces back?”


«They are less than a kilometer away, with two more deer. Her Grace is rather good with a gun, my lord, if I might be so bold.»


“She is.”


Rudolph returned just as the rain began, a steady, quiet shower that would last for several hours at least. The royal couple retired to their chamber after lunch, requesting a late dinner. István finished his work and decided to smoke on the verandah and watch the rain.


He sensed, rather than heard, steps coming around the corner. Rudolph seemed disappointed when he didn’t jump or startle.


“I grew up here, my lord. My brother and I slipped out that window on multiple occasions, and got our hides tanned by my honored father—or Hans, or Agmánd—on almost as many occasions.” He offered Rudolph the lighter, which the leaner man accepted to light his own cigarette.


“Thank you.”


They watched the rain in silence for a time.


“I envy you, you know,” Rudolph observed after several minutes.


How do I reply to that? Or do I? After another minute or so István ventured to try.


“Because of Nagymatra?”


“Not exactly, although I would pay a very nice sum to anyone who could bottle the quiet and bring it back to Vienna. No, I envy you Imre and Erzsébet, and having known a woman who loved you.”


Rudolph pulled on his cigarette, then tapped the ash over the side of the railing into a puddle. István considered the archduke’s words as he watched the rainwater trickle off the corner of the verandah roof onto the bottom step. He had no idea what to say. Rudolph didn’t seem to want a reply, because he finished his smoke, tore the last bit apart, and tossed the scrap into a puddle.


“So do we go fishing this afternoon?”


István shook his head.


“Not unless you wish to stand up to your knees in very cold water while hoping for a miracle, my lord. The trout are smarter than—”


The House slammed into his mind, and István grabbed the post beside him, holding on as the world shifted to the green and silver of House and Power.


«My lord, we found a body» came the sending, along with the image and scent of a decayed corpse. «He has no identification papers beyond» the heading on a business document appeared as seen through another’s eyes. István’s stomach churned and not because of the stench of decay.


“What’s wrong?” he heard Rudolph demanding.


“Foresters found a dead man. Very dead. From Tisza Industries.”


«Do not touch anything. Have you sent word to the police prefect?»


«Not yet, my lord. We’ll cover the body but nothing else. Attila went for the priest.» Bethlem sounded apologetic.


«That’s fine, but do not move the body until the police give permission.»


The sending stopped, and the House returned István to his body, so to speak. He found himself sitting on the verandah floor, looking at Rudolph’s pant leg, Erzsébet clinging to his arm.


“Shh, I’m fine,” he assured her, pulling her close and burying his nose in her hair, smelling the dusty rose and talcum powder of her curls.


“That was a little rude,” Rudolph observed, offering his hand.


István let go of Erzsébet long enough to take the hand, and Rudolph heaved him to his feet.


“We border lords are not known for our manners.”


A snort met his words. “Not you, Eszterházy, your House. Dumping you on your rump without a care for the dignity of the Headship.”


“What’s dignity of Headship?” Erzsébet asked, eyebrows pulled into a V over her nose.


“You’ll understand when you are older, dear,” István said.


The look Rudolph gave him implied that she wouldn’t learn it from István. He managed not to stick his tongue out in reply. Then he remembered the papers, and his blood went cold.
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Two weeks later, as he prepared to go to Budapest, István finished a letter to Archduke Rudolph.


“I have made arrangements to continue on to Vienna, Your Grace, then return for the final parliamentary session. As regards the discovery that was made during your Grace’s visit, it has been confirmed that the deceased was one Martin Unger, a timber buyer employed by Tisza Timberworks. Unfortunately, it is impossible to determine the cause of the man’s death because of the state in which the body was found.”


Scorch-like marks on the decedent’s shoes had led the coroner to list the cause of death as a possible lightning strike, and there had been storms two weeks and three weeks prior to the discovery, but other explanations remained possible. What István wanted to know was what a Tisza employee had been doing on House lands.


István did not hate Col. Georg Tisza, but he could not trust him and assumed the worst. He didn’t mention that to Rudolph, however, because the matter warranted no mention beyond the fact that Rudolph had been present, so-to-speak, when the discovery had been made. In fact, István would have been happier if Tisza remained a strictly personal concern. The House, Houses, and countries had more than enough trouble to worry them. A single crooked, manipulative, greedy bastard was less than a speck compared to the comparative boulder that was the destruction of the mark, koruna, and crown by Paris and the Allies.


Railway tickets for István, his daughter, and four servants had cost two thousand koruna. He could scarcely believe it, but he’d had no choice but to pay. The bankers, driven by Paris’s demands for German reparations, had done something to the paper money, driving up the value of British, French and American currency against that of the former Allied powers. István hadn’t followed it all, but he knew that paper had no value compared to gold or wheat, not any more. Money that sat in the bank lost value daily, aside from a very few very special accounts in banks outside of Germany, Austria, and Hungary. And what pretense of value the bills did have changed weekly, or even daily, according to the word from Eger and Budapest and beyond. People were turning to barter, if they had goods to exchange. Even the Czech and Polish banks faced problems as the Germans scrambled to exchange marks for zloty and Czech crowns, driving those values up and cutting into exports.


István sealed the letter and added it to the pile to be mailed. That alone would cost over a hundred koruna. If the House had not held the timber lands and some farms, they’d have been in dire need. It would be the Mongols and the Thirty Years War combined, he thought, except from the west instead of the east and north. And we are in excellent shape compared to Germany, and better than Austria. He closed the last account book and set it on top of the others. Catherine would pack them into boxes for him to take to Budapest.


He’d promised to take Erzsébet out for a walk, so he changed jacket and shoes. His daughter was waiting by the time he finished, dressed in her snug little wool coat and hat, with red mittens knitted by Aunt Claudia. He offered her his hand, and she curtsied and took it, jumping down the steps from the verandah.


“But ladies do not do that, do they?” she asked, suddenly very serious.


“Not in front of guests or strangers. And not in good clothes, or in town.”


“Yes, Pater.”


They walked into the woods. The hunters were working away from the lodge, and he’d told Hans and Wetzel the route he planned on, so they could stay well clear. Even so he remained alert, and in light contact with the House, just in case. Erzsébet bounced along, quiet for once, content to hold his hand and look around. They stopped at a blackberry tangle, and at his nod she tucked her mittens into her pockets and ate several handfuls of the ripe fruit. He used his hiking stick to keep the worst brambles away from her, but she managed to scratch her hands even so. They found a stream and she squeaked at the chill as she rinsed her hands, then shook them dry, before pulling her mittens on again.


“I envy you Imre and Erzsébet,” he heard in his memory. István wondered if his father, Janos, had ever taken Judit for walks as a child, just the two of them. No, probably not. Janos belonged to a very different time and station, for all that it had only been twenty years ago. I wonder if this is how Great-Grandfather felt, during the time between Napoleon and the Prussian defeat? Trains, the bridge linking Pest and Buda, revolutions, the end of the Ottomans, war every fifty years—did everything seem to be changing as he watched, I wonder? He was glad in a way that his parents could not see Hungary and Austria today.


“I see a white sparkle ahead,” Erzsébet announced.


“Oh?” He peered at the dirt but couldn’t see anything.


She frowned, looking very serious. “I think . . . I think its Andrej.”


István reached through the House and found the kitchen assistant, collecting wood from one of the caches where it had been drying. He raised his shields, then spoke to Erzsébet.


“Dear, raise your shields. Even with me you need to be careful.”


She gave a little sigh, but she did as she was told. “But it’s prettier with my shields down, all green and silver—like night but with the sun up.”


István crouched beside her, pulled her into his arms, and held her as tight as he dared. No, dear Lord, Blessed Lady, no. She’s too young! Please, may she not be the next Guardian. Holy One, please may this cup pass from us, please I beg you.


“What’s wrong, Pater?”


He swallowed hard. “Little one, you must never, ever tell anyone else about what you see unless I give you permission. And you need to shield. There are things in the woods that can smell it if you are not shielded—mean things with sharp teeth.”


“Like the wolf in Red Riding Hood?”


“Very like that, love, very like.”




Despair, that’s what the train smelled like, and the station, and all of Budapest. Haggard faces, people looking down at the ground, perhaps searching for something to sell or, God forbid, food. Coats ragged and shoes with holes. István knew that pride was the only thing stopping the older men and women from asking for help. As he led Erzsébet and Magda through the crowd on the train station platform, he heard a woman weeping quietly. He looked over into a corner and saw an elderly woman burying her face in her hands.


“I’m sorry, mother, but there’s nothing left. They raised prices again last hour, and we can’t afford a ticket. You’ll have to stay.”


“But I need to go home,” the woman moaned. “I have nothing left to sell for food.”


István tugged his daughter, urging her to move faster. Jirina caught his move and hurried forward, shielding Erzsébet from seeing one of the war-crippled men begging near the station’s main doors. István nodded his approval: he didn’t want his little innocent seeing or hearing the troubles around them. Please, may there not be a demonstration or riot, he begged as he lifted her into the waiting carriage. He certainly would not be buying a motorcar this year, not when his people might face hunger despite a good harvest.


He didn’t relax until they crossed the bridge into Buda, and even then he remained wary. Only when the heavy wooden doors of the town palace’s courtyard shut behind them could István let his guard drop. The carriage door opened, and Ivan Denisevich reached in, extending a paw-like hand that enveloped Erzsébet’s mitten. She giggled as she climbed down, and then István followed. Once Magda and Jirina had led Erzsébet through the main door, he turned to Ivan.


“Any difficulties?”


“No, my lord.” Ivan reminded István of a blond tree, or a block of stone. “Mr. Dobroslav sends his respects, but he went with Miss Zora to get the last of the shopping.”


“Very good.”


“My lord, if you go out on foot, Mr. Dobroslav wants to go with—either him or me. The Reds and Whites are causing trouble.” Ivan’s voice dropped to a growl. “The Reds are marching around calling for revolution, my lord. Be very careful.”


Just what I need, to be caught in the street between the nationalists and the Communists, István thought, sighing inwardly.


“Thank you, Ivan. I’ll keep that in mind.”


Well, he always went armed now—had since the assassination attempt on Josef Karl and his family three years before.


István walked up the stone steps and through the main door of the town palace, as always avoiding the place on the top step beside the rail. Ferenk opened the door for him, and Marie Denisevich curtsied before taking his coat and hat. István walked over and looked into the parlor, nodding.


“Ah, good.”


He’d had some of the furniture saved from Kassa moved to Budapest, and the staff had redone the parlor. The flowing curves of the elegant tables and chairs, and the pale, sturdy bookshelves and painted piano no doubt looked out-of-date, but he preferred the quiet colors. The old striped wallpaper had been removed and replaced with a tasteful green fabric with a hint of a shine in the finish, and cream-and-blue curtains covered the windows. It no longer reminded him of his father’s death or his mother’s collapse.


Did every generation feel the same urge to remake and redo? Probably, he decided, closing the door partway. It served to mark territory and to reinforce their claim to a particular time and place. He had a dim memory of his grandmother ordering the staff to move furniture and remove curtains after his great-grandmother’s passing. And then it all goes into an attic and we discover a century later that we own antiques that Americans will pay foolish sums of money for. Or perhaps not, now that sleek metal seemed to be the rage instead of heavy wooden furnishings. Barbara had never cared for the Historicist style, thanks be, so he wasn’t surrounded by faux medieval things. Although a suit of armor might be entertaining, propped up in a corner . . . he shook his head. For that he’d need a castle to go with it, and he doubted his cousins would loan him one of theirs.


Except it no longer belonged to them, as he discovered a few minutes later. A large packet bearing the seal of the Czech Ministry of Finance sat on his desk. István stared at it, wondering if he should open it now or wait. Now, and get it over with, since nothing from the Ministry of Finance—any Ministry of Finance, anywhere—comes with good news. He cut the top of the envelope, pulled out the papers, sat, and began skimming through them.


By the time he finished, a faint red mist covered his vision and he wanted to kill something. He sat back and covered his face with his hands. Dear God, thank you for making me paranoid and making Cousin Imre such an ass. Because otherwise he’d never have asked for the House to vote on concealing their property, in which case he’d be facing the same disaster now that his cousins and other nobles did. Damn it, why did his Majesty allow . . . István took a deep breath and made himself remember. His Majesty was now a constitutional monarch and head of the Commonwealth, not the emperor. If a parliament chose to override him, it could.


All land holdings valued at over a million Czech crowns were subject to confiscation, and no individual could hold more than five hundred hectares of farmland or two thousand hectares of forest. And even then, families had to prove their Czech pedigree or face worse confiscations. So the Eszterházies had lost some properties, including a very nice hunting castle in the new Czechoslovakia. And then there were new property taxes as well. Damn the Socialists.


Between 1918 and 1920 the Socialists had tried to ruin Austria—and Hungary as well, István recalled with a snarl—except that the moderates and Royalists had returned to power after the failed assassination attempt. Even so, it had taken considerable work to undo the mess the Socialists had begun to create. They’d complained about all the Hofrats before the war, and then they’d turned around and used government money to pay twice as many of them to run a country a quarter the size of the Empire! István shook his head again. And look what they’d done to Germany.


It’s a lovely idea, everyone being completely equal in all things, he fumed. But everyone is not equal, and never will be, and trying to force the smarter and stronger to yield to the weak and stupid never ends well. And power fosters corruption, especially in people who are tasting it for the first time. And then there’s the Soviet Union’s version of Socialism. No, thank you!


He let his thoughts run as he calmed down. The new laws were all the more reason to keep the House as it was. He’d rather deal with the headache of business on two sides of an international border than with trying to explain to the ghosts of his ancestors why he’d failed to keep the family property intact. I wonder how Felix is doing? House Starhemberg had split, and many of the pure humans and some HalfDragons had opted to leave and go their own ways in the new province of Kroat-Slovenia. István thought they were crazy—they had Italians on one side of them and the Serbs on the other. Well, the French had decided that they disliked the Italians almost as much as they loathed the Austrians, a cold consolation if any. István shook his head, finished reading over the bad news, and made some private notes he’d use the next time the House’s senior membership met.


Speaking of meetings . . . István leaned over and pulled a folder out of a desk drawer. It contained his letters and things from Prince Potoki, as well as information about the family. He skimmed through the pages again, refreshing his memory. Prince Alojyz was Head of the House, but there were no Guardians at present, nor War Lords. That might change as the international situation shifted, though, so István didn’t spend much time on the observation. Alojyz was not the oldest son, but had come into his position after his older brother had recused himself from serving. In addition to Weronica, Alojyz had two other sisters and three brothers, most of whom had already married. One brother and one sister had gone to the Church. István wrinkled his nose a little. Just what he needed: a Jesuit brother-in-law. There had to be something in the water in Poland, to have one Jesuit and one nationalist fanatic in the same generation. They were as bad as Italians.


Well, he’d do his duty and see what happened. Weronica might decide against marrying him, or he might find a fatal flaw in her, or Archduke Rudolph might swoop down and steal her heart away. István smiled at the mental image of Rudolph, in the costume of one of the robber-prince-outlaws of Hungarian legend, wooing Princess Weronica. And István might wake up tomorrow to find that everything since 1918 had been a bad dream and that the Entente was collapsing and suing for peace. He put the folder away, stood, stretched his back, and went to get some tea and to dress for dinner.


The next morning he walked to the office in Pest, eyes open and watching for danger. He sensed trouble, but nothing certain. The air carried a combination of despair and anger and frenetic energy, all of it rolled into a ball and seeking release. As during the war, lines of women, and some men, waited for the shops to open. Except now they surged in to buy before the prices went up, rather than clawing for what little of the meager supplies ration cards could buy. It didn’t help the shopkeepers that the Germans were using their depreciated marks to flood the export markets, hurting everyone around them, at the same time that other companies held goods back, waiting for even higher prices and driving people to desperate hoarding. At least the basic food supply in Hungary remained stable, although far too expensive in István’s opinion. It wasn’t just his view, either, if the morning’s headlines were correct, with protests and a food riot in Munich, and a police report about farmers caught triple-charging for milk and butter. Below the bridge, the ship traffic on the Danube appeared to be normal for this time of year.


Buda and Gellért Hills rose behind him, topped with the palace to the north and the Citadel and a new statue of Bishop St. Gellért to the south. Ahead of him sprawled Pest, the business and industrial half of the city. No one had lived in Pest until the medieval period, at least not after the Romans departed, and even they’d preferred the Buda side for obvious reasons. The place had been a swamp, and some days István thought the German meaning of “pest,” denoting a plague, fit the district well. Trouble in Pest usually spilled into Buda, and several times one fool or another had called for removal of the bridges. István shook his head at the folly and pulled his collar tighter. The wind up the river had an edge to it, and the grey clouds masked the sun.


He reached the office without incident, other than an oaf in a motorcar spooking some delivery horses and fouling up traffic. István gave his hat, walking stick, and coat to a secretary and went into his office. Jenö Gereb shot to his feet. “My lord Eszterházy, welcome. We were not expecting you. I apologize—”


István waved him off and sat.


“Thank you, Mr. Gereb. I had not planned to return before the next parliamentary session, but matters moved faster than anticipated. What do you have for me?”


“The preliminary harvest figures, my lord, and two orders, one of which we may lose because the Germans are undercutting us.” István smothered a growl as Gereb continued. “That said, my lord, we may find ourselves fulfilling the order even if the Germans take the contract. They are having labor difficulties, plus the company is in Brandenburg. There is difficulty obtaining some parts for the milling equipment at the facility near Dettva, my lord, because the Czech trade ministry is blocking imports even though no one in the country makes those parts yet.”


István tried to recall which mill that was. He held up one hand. “You will have to remind me, Mr. Gereb. Is that on leased land?”


“No, it is owned land, but the mill is leased, my lord. Actually, it is now sub-leased, because the owner lost the property to the new Czechoslovak government and sold long-term rights to Slovenske Timber, who continued the older contract with us, my lord.” Gereb took off his glasses and blinked at István, blew on one lens, then replaced them. “When the contract lapses, it might be wise to find another mill, my lord, if the new managers continue as they have begun.”


“Thank you, that clarifies things. Please continue with what you were doing, Mr. Gereb, and I will go through the books on my own.”


The mouse-like man nodded eagerly. “Thank you, my lord.”


It had always seemed to István that Gereb must have been born an accountant. He preferred numbers and papers to people—or at least to dealing with large, loud people. His mother came from a Jewish family, and they had run afoul of a mob when Gereb was young, or so he had told István’s late brother Mátyás. What Gereb lacked in size he made up in focus and energy, so that Mátyás had valued him more than his weight in gold or tax forms, as István now did. He had a near-perfect memory for numbers.


István rolled his chair over to the long, heavy shelf of ledgers and pulled out the general account overview. He rolled back to his desk and opened the tome, wrinkling his nose at the paste and print smell. It had been a wartime purchase, and the cheap paper stank. So much for the leisurely life of an aristocrat, he sniffed. He was supposed to be a cavalry officer and a gentleman magnate, not a business manager, but the House and fate had had other plans for him.


At least he was learning the maps now, so he didn’t have to look at the wall every time he saw an unfamiliar spelling of an old name. The Czechoslovak government had spent the first year of its existence doing nothing but remaking the nation’s map, or so it had felt as István struggled to keep track of the changes. The House owned and leased land in most of the Matra and Slovak central Mountains, from Miskloz, north to the Tareza River and the Galician-Moravian border. Their wealth came from timber, as well as some mining and quarrying. The rugged, remote lands also allowed them to rent hunting leases, or had before the new Hungarian and Czech governments decided that hunting was too aristocratic and had begun taxing the sport as well as confiscating hunting reserves. István suspected that it wouldn’t last much longer, though. The city administrators seemed to forget that if half of Hungarian stories were about robber-princes of the Alföld, the Great Plain, another quarter of the tales centered on noble poachers and mountain bandits. The mountain fastness also made the House a haven for the dispossessed True-dragons from other families, and kept the covetousness of the Socialists at one remove, at least for now.


But those lovely mountains and seemingly endless forests were not edible. And with the Germans literally undercutting everyone else, timber sales had dropped back to below war-time levels, even as wages rose in the mills and finishing factories. István frowned at the month’s income. Through careful balancing and scrimping they’d managed to stay in the black despite wage pressure from below and taxes from above, but unless something improved, the House’s business would lose money this year.


Sales to buyers in Galicia remained stable, thanks be. Since they were truly building from the ground up, they consumed timber at a voracious rate, and his Majesty’s foresters refused to strip what remained in the province. Many of the residents of the district had complained, and illegal logging remained a major problem, but István could see the governor’s logic. In time the area would be able to provide more for itself, but for now? Grain and livestock came first.


István worked through lunch. He heard the office staff coming and going, and the telephone and telegraph ringing and tapping. Cars and wagons rolled past outside but he ignored them, intent on trying to absorb all the information he could. This had been Mátyás’s job before he died in the influenza epidemic. Now István forced himself to work through the ledgers, making a few notes here and there. The pine plantation on the north slope fared poorly, and István jotted a few words for Master Gellért, asking the House’s chief forester to see if it could be salvaged or if they should cut it all and replant with something better.


Two o’clock passed before he stood, bid Mr. Gereb good day, and got his coat, stick, and hat. He found Dobroslav waiting just inside the main door, reading a small book. The older HalfDragon got to his feet, holding the door for István as they left.


“My lord, please do not go out like this without someone accompanying you.”


“This is not Germany, Dobroslav.”


The taller man frowned a little and allowed his eyes to shift to deep orange before reverting to brown. “No, my lord, it is not Germany, but you are still a nobleman, known from the war. And you have a wallet and watch, or so some people will assume.”


Twice István had dodged mobs in Budapest. No one had tried to mug him, but Dobroslav had a point. “Hmmm,” he said, leaving the matter at that.


Dobroslav followed at his shoulder, walking up the road, then across the market square and the great indoor market, to reach the bridge back to Buda. The royal flag did not fly at the castle—not that István had expected to see it. As far as he knew, His Majesty remained in Vienna and the Palatine had business elsewhere at the moment.


“Is it supposed to rain today?”


“Not that I know of, my lord, but the sky does have that look.”


They two men remained dry as they walked back across the green bridge and up from the riverfront to the town palace.


“Am I expecting anyone?” István inquired as they came around the corner onto the street where the Eszterházy residence sat.


“Not to my knowledge, my lord. Her Grace Lady Agatha is taking the waters, or so I was told.”


Oh good. I hate her surprise visits. The pastel facades cheered István every time he saw them: pink, mint green, yellow, pale orange, and cream walls looking down on the street, each different, some with bits of Renaissance or even medieval decoration peeking out from behind the newer plaster. He was not certain about the giant St. Christopher at the corner, but the art was better than some he’d seen. A very speedy-looking motorcar rolled past, shiny and black, with its silver trim gleaming in the weak afternoon light. Then Dobroslav opened the door, letting them in.


“His Grace Archduke Rudolph suggests that I get an automobile,” István observed. “He offered to advise me on the purchase.”


The guard thought for several moments, or István assumed he was thinking at any rate. As they crossed the inner courtyard, Dobroslav stopped, eyes narrow.


“Next year, perhaps, my lord, God willing, might be time to consider one, for Budapest. But with the greatest of respect for His Grace’s excellent taste in cars, I would, if I might be so bold, recommend listening to his words and then avoiding his favorites. If rumor is correct, they will be either too fast, too sporting, or too large for the streets of the old city.”


István laughed. “Having seen His Grace drive, I agree wholeheartedly with your recommendation. Thank you.”


“My lord.” Dobroslav bowed a little, touching his forehead as István entered the house.




A week and a day later, István watched the other guests at the reception in Prince Potoki’s Vienna residence and wondered if perhaps, just perhaps, managing forests agreed with him more than society did. He sipped his sparkling wine and decided that no, he’d just been out of the social season for longer than was wise. And he wondered just who on Earth had made Princess Rozemberk’s dress, and if they could be drummed out of the country for such a horrible combination of colors.


“Admiring my fair cousin’s attire?”


István turned and bowed to Duke Arnaulf von Taxis-Este.


“I was observing the intriguing combination of shades and hues, Your Grace.”


She certainly stood out from the pale colors of the room and the dark coats of the men. The other ladies seemed to be giving her a bit of room, as if afraid her dress might be catching.


“Hues and cries, you mean,” Taxis murmured in English, then went on at a normal volume. “It is striking.”


“Indeed, your Grace.” Striking in the same way walking into a tree is striking.


“After everyone has paid their respects to our host, he and Zibulka z Kolovrat wish to meet in the billiard room for a few minutes.”


István nodded, covering mild surprise.


“Certainly, your Grace.”


Both men straightened up as Prince Potoki himself lumbered over to where they stood, a dark-haired young woman following behind. The men bowed. Potoki began without preamble.


“Ah there you are. Count Eszterházy, my youngest sister, Lady Weronica.” The large, dark man reached behind him and pulled her forward. “Weronica, Count István Eszterházy.”


She paled, if that were possible, and gulped. “Eszterházy, my lord?” István had to strain to hear her.


“The mountain branch, my lady, not Prince Eszterházy’s branch. It is a pleasure to meet you.” István bowed and kissed her hand. It shook, and felt cold even though her glove.


“Th—thank you, my lord.”


Weronica had very dark hair and eyes, and pale skin, although that could have been nerves as much as coloring, István guessed. She wore a light brown dress with pale pink trim—which did not flatter her coloring—in a style that had been popular the year before the war, as István recalled.


“Since Count Eszterházy will be escorting you to supper, I thought it best to introduce you,” her brother continued. “Taxis, a word.”


The two men departed, leaving István and Weronica to study each other.


“Would you like a drink, my lady?”


A servant appeared, offering a tray of sparkling wines, juices, and sparkling cider. She took a cider.


“Thank you.” After a few sips she visibly gathered her nerve, then took a deep breath. “You are the man my brother wants me to marry?”


István felt a bit of anger on her behalf—at her brother, among others. “His Highness your brother has mentioned that you expressed interest in marriage, but he has not suggested anything specific, my lady.”


A touch of color returned to her cheeks. “Oh. I was told, that is,” she looked down. “I was told that arrangements had already been made.”


“No, my lady, unless it was catering arrangements for this evening’s fine gathering.” No wonder the poor woman acted terrified. “I have His Majesty’s assurance that if you do not wish to marry me, or anyone else, you do not have to.”


She looked up again, startled, eyes wide and very dark. “I don’t?”


He shook his head. “No, my lady. He told me himself, in person.”


Weronica closed her eyes and exhaled, shoulders drooping for a moment.


“Thanks be,” she murmured. “I apologize for my earlier words, Count Eszterházy. It seems I was under a false apprehension.”


Right. I am going to have words with some people if this continues. Firm words.


“No apology is required, my lady. It is very easy for ideas to be misunderstood as they pass from one person to another.”


How old was she? She couldn’t be more than twenty, he thought. He heard loud laughter and glanced past Weronica to see an older woman under an enormous black-and-blue hat, wearing a dress covered in jet trim that trembled and danced as she put one hand to her high collar. For an instant he thought Duchess Agatha was under the hat, until he saw the small, deep-set eyes and over-large mouth. The woman laughed again and he saw Weronica glance over her shoulder and wince.


“Aunt Maria Kosciusko.”


The name meant nothing to István. He nodded and drained the last drops of his wine. Weronica finished her cider. She started to speak when the hat bore down on them, gushing.


“Little Weronica! How good it is to see you in society!” Ouch. István bowed a little to the woman, who fluttered a fan at him in a gesture from the previous century, at least. “There you are, so quiet that I didn’t see you’d gone. And who is this handsome gentleman?”


Poor Weronica licked her small, pink lips. “Count István Eszterházy, Lady Maria. From the senior branch of the family.”


Lady Kosciusko’s eyes went wide, or at least wide enough that István could see them glittering in the light from the gas lamps.


“Oh, indeed? You look too old to be the Palatine’s son.”


She studied him the same way he studied horseflesh. Weronica flinched and István gritted his teeth. Lady Kosciusko was exactly the kind of woman he detested. If this was what came with the Potoki family, he would not marry Weronica, no matter what political and economic disaster might ensue.


“Count Eszterházy,” came another voice. “Or, I should say, Colonel Count Eszterházy, leads the senior branch of the family. The Palatine leads the younger, lowland branch.” A tall, broad-shouldered man whom István barely remembered stepped into the conversation. “Lady Kosciusko. And how is your husband?”


“He is well. If you will excuse me, I believe I hear my name being called.”


She sniffed, turned, and disappeared in a trail of lace and satin, the feathers on her hat trembling with their owner’s indignation.


“You have my undying gratitude, Count Drachenburg,” István said. He gestured to Weronica. “Lady Weronica Potoki, Count Johann von Hohen-Drachenburg.”


Drachenburg clicked his heels and bowed, kissing the extended hand. “My lady, the pleasure is truly mine.”


“Thank you, my lord.”


Drachenberg smiled a little. “Lady Marie, hmm, has been known to let her enthusiasms carry her away.”


He gave István a look. He got the message.


“Ah. I will certainly keep that in mind, thank you.”


Before he could say more, a different dowager drifted up to the three.


“Lady Weronica, my lords, I apologize for disturbing you, but Duchess Zibulka z Kolovrat would like to meet you, Lady Weronica.”


The young woman made apologies and left. As she did, István caught sight of the duke disappearing into a side room.


“I think we have a meeting,” he said under his breath, nodding that way.


“Hmm?” Johann looked in time to see a dark navy tail disappear. “Ah yes, indeed.” The two men crossed the room, and Johann said, “What are you getting for prime timber, good pine and white oak?”


“Not as much as I would like, especially for pine. The market is flooded.”


Johann nodded. István slowed to allow the senior House head to precede him into the billiard room.


Duke Ernest Jindrich Zibulka z Kolovrat cut a striking figure, human or True-dragon. Dark indigo on his head and muzzle, his scales shaded into black at his tail-tip, with ebony talons and paler blue eyes. Duke Ernest led a Moravian House that almost bordered on István’s own. At the moment he was in deep conversation with Prince Potoki, his round ears swirling and tail tip patting the floor.


“Who’s missing?” Johann von Hohen-Drachenburg asked, looking around the well-lit room.


“Prince Wetzel, but I understand he’s been a little ill recently.”


“Feeling his age, according to what I heard. He is over four hundred, you know.”


István almost fainted. “Ah, no, I thought he was only two fifty or perhaps a bit older.” Four hundred years old? No wonder he acts as if he knows everything—he probably damn near does!


The conversation ended and Prince Potoki clapped his hands, drawing the men and women’s attention.


“I apologize for calling you out of the reception, but there is a bit of House business that needs to be addressed before the main council meets later this week.”


«There are two accessions pending. Prince Wetzel Rozemberk will be passing very soon, if he has not already done so, leaving a Guardianship open. The other is House Hohenzollern.» Duke Jindrich waited for the exclamations of surprise to die down. «The former emperor has abdicated that position as well. I have been in contact with the junior branch of the House, and it appears that it will dissolve as a formal House, releasing all members from their duties and vows.»


A grey-haired man standing beside Leona von Brixen spoke up. “Will the family retain the properties or will they be distributed, Your Grace, Your Highness?”


“As of this morning,” Potoki said, “those of the junior branch will remain in the family as per German law and custom. The senior branch no longer has property besides their personal belongings.”


A wave of gasps and hisses flowed through the House leaders, and Leona von Brixen shook her head a little, but no one seemed surprised. Dismayed, and in at least one case a little more gleeful that was probably charitable, but not surprised.


«I doubt that will affect our dealings, aside from marriage contracts, perhaps, but you need to be aware of it nonetheless. This does leave Brandenburg without a Guardian, but,» Duke Jindrich rumpled his tail and spread his forefeet. «the Power also appears dormant, if such a thing is possible.»


The Guardians in the room all shrugged.


Well, István thought as he digested the news, this has been a much more educational evening than I’d planned. And it wasn’t even time for supper yet! What else would transpire before the evening ended?
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Nothing untoward, as it happened, although Lady Kosciusko managed to upset her soup into her lap and departed early, much to the relief of those seated around her.


“She is not exactly my aunt,” Weronica explained after the noble lady’s departure. “She’s a third cousin by marriage, but her mother brought her to all the social gatherings, and people include her because she knows everyone.”


Her tone, accompanied by a subtle lift of the eyebrow and twist of the mouth suggested that the invitations stemmed more from caution than fondness. István knew the problem well, and added that to the list of Things That Would Not Continue should he marry Weronica.


Aside from Lady Koscisuko’s “sudden increase in liquidity,” as one of the younger set smirked, the evening proved to be pleasant, or at least not intolerable. István found Weronica a nice enough dinner companion, and the food certainly deserved the praises heaped upon it. István preferred fewer fish dishes, but the prince was Polish, after all, and the Slavs possessed a near mania for carp, salmon, trout, and other finned foods. The guests made a determined effort to keep conversation away from politics and financial matters, and several times István found himself feeling a bit confused, wondering if it were 1923 or 1913. Then he’d meet a pair of young-old eyes and know exactly when he was.


His walk the next day through the green-and-white sprawl of the Hofburg palace provided more reminders of the present’s woes. He saw crippled men, some missing legs or arms, trying to work, clumsy with their metal and wooden limbs. A few wore masks, hiding terrible facial injuries and burns. Still more concealed their injuries within their bodies, as István did himself.


To think that I chuckled with wonder when I read about General Roberts down in South Africa, fighting with a piece of spear buried in his leg. How little I knew.


István did his best to tip heavily the Army men whose paths he crossed, and donated from his personal funds to the Church’s charities for the injured and for families without fathers. He’d read that Berlin and the other large German cities, as well as London, swarmed with the injured because of the hellish conditions on the Western Front. That was not war. War was cavalry and honor and . . . And now I know better. War is indeed hell, but there are other, worse hells.


On that cheerful note, he presented his papers to the guards. They saluted and opened a small gate, granting him access into the heart of the thousands of kilometers of passageways and chambers. Like the Empire it had once led, the Hofburg had grown through accretion, a wing here and a new set of rooms there, until István suspected no one knew every closet and chamber in the complex. But he was out of the wind, and his destination lay near the outside of the mass, opposite the royal wings. The war had also thinned the number of Habsburg cousins with space in the building, although, given Josef Karl and Sophia’s marital devotion, that would change with the next generation. Ten stair-step ginger-haired archdukes and archduchesses stood in the official portrait of the family, and István suspected one or two more might join the line. Or perhaps not.


“Welcome, Col. Count Eszterházy.” Attila Gabor’s voice startled István out of his musings.


“Thank you and good morning,” István replied, handing his things to one of the omnipresent servants. Two white enamel heaters in the corners warmed the reception room nicely, despite the wind whistling by outside. “How fares your House?”


Gabor ran a hand over short, white hair. Stress had aged him since 1918, paring him down until he reminded István of a Visla hound. Like István, his House spanned two countries. Unlike István, he also had two courts to deal with, one of them hostile to Hungarians, Saxons, and Skelzey alike.


“We survive. The situation in Bucharest has improved, from insanely chaotic to merely mildly despotic. But the despot appears willing to ignore us so long as we pay our taxes and,” a white eyebrow rose over a dark-brown eye. “Our small gifts and contributions to His Majesty’s benevolences and those of his appointees.”


So bribery remained endemic in Romania, István noted—probably another legacy of the Turks’ long presence, exacerbated by too close proximity to Russia.


“I am coming to find that being ignored and left to molder away is not such a bad thing.”


“Indeed no, it is not.” Gabor shrugged a little. “The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away. Blessed be the Lord.”


István crossed himself. He did not agree with Gabor’s Calvinism, but he respected the strength of the Head of House Bathory’s faith.


“When? Last night? God rest his soul,” István heard. He and Gabor turned to see General Duke Felix Starhemberg de Este crossing himself. Count Kristofer Aleman-Dietrichstein nodded and both men sighed a little.


That must be Prince Wetzel, God bless his soul. We’ll miss him. Prince Wetzel Rozemberk, Guardian for House Rozemberk, had been small of stature, pastel of color, and sharp of wit. He’d reveled in his title of “the most irritating Guardian in the Holy Roman Empire.” István had valued his council and his ability to use humor to deflect and redirect conflict and distractions.


“We are none of us immortal,” Aleman-Dietrichstein observed. His had been the first accession István had attended as an adult, and the first failed Testing István ever witnessed. Thus far it had been the last failure as well, and if István never saw another Heir lying dead on the ground, a look of utter surprise on his face, he’d pass from this life content. He suspected the same held true for Johann von Hohen-Drachenburg, who had held the sword as Tester that night. House Dietrichstein-Ost had called Kristofer from the gathered family to replace Konrad Martin, the official Heir. Thus far Kristofer had led the House well, or so István gathered. Felix noticed István and Gabor and motioned for them to approach.


“Well met, Eszterházy, Gabor. What’s this I hear that you are on the market again, István?”


István gritted his teeth and counted to ten in Latin, then again in Hungarian. “The House is encouraging me to consider remarrying. As is His Majesty.”


The other three made sympathetic noises and Felix managed to look a little contrite. “Sorry old man, I didn’t realize it came from that direction.”


“The House wants a Lady, and Erzsébet is a bit young to be hosting formal dinners and receptions,” István said.


Kristofer smiled a little. “It is a bit difficult to direct servants when the hostess can’t see over the dinner table yet.”


István had to smile. “Yes, it is.”


“Oh. That’s something to think about.” Felix’s expression changed from humor to growing dread. “When does the Heir start participating in society?”


Gabor winked at István, keeping a straight face as he explained, “Not until he’s weaned. Although some modern Houses prefer that he be out of diapers before he attends major social affairs.”


Felix looked stunned, and it was all István could do to keep from laughing. Felix and his wife Hemma had produced twin girls, then a very lively boy. If I thought Imre had his moments, I can just imagine what Karl Leopold is like. Serves Felix right for waiting so long to get married, and then teasing me about my wife.


Before Felix could start using some of his Army vocabulary, István took pity on his old friend. “Your Grace, it depends upon the Heir and the situation. Imre has been presented to the House but has not attended a formal gathering yet, outside of family events.”


The Benedictine brothers at St. Martin’s Monastery School had done wonders civilizing the boy, but he was still a nine-year-old. Almost a nine year old. Dear Lord have mercy, where have the years gone?


“My lords,” a voice called.


The men turned as two servants opened the doors to the room where they would meet with the king. More House leaders had trickled into the reception chamber and now flowed into the larger hall, a brightly lit gold-and-blue room decorated with gilt-framed mirrors and vaguely Chinese patterns on the walls. An ornate chair sat on a small dais at the head of the room, below a banner bearing the Habsburg double-headed eagle and dragon. Cooler than the outer room, the meeting hall still felt warmer than outdoors, or István’s office at Nagymatra. The men, women, and a few True-dragons found places by rank and time-in-service. István outranked Felix by time, as well as by his triple position as Head, Guardian, and War Lord. The internal grin faded as he glanced over his shoulder at the new faces. The war had caused too many premature accessions and replacements. Thump, thump, thump sounded as a footman pounded the wooden floor with a heavy staff.


“His Majesty Josef Karl, king of Austria, Bohemia, and Hungary, Head of House Habsburg.”


Everyone stood, then bowed or curtsied as Josef Karl entered the room, Archduke Rudolph trailing a few paces behind. The king sat, then called out, “You may rise, then be seated.”


Rudolph remained on his feet, standing in a corner of the room, his blue suit almost blending into the decorations.


“It is with great sadness that we must begin by informing you of the passing of Prince Wetzel Rozemberk, Guardian of House Rozemberk,” Josef Karl began. “You may well be surprised to know that His Highness died in his sleep, despite many wagers and threats to the contrary.” A hint of laughter colored the king’s words, and István was not the only one smiling at the memories. “His council and good cheer will be missed, even if his unfailingly irreverent comments will not be.”


“Former President Poincaré of France will not be missed either, at least not by those outside the Entente nations.” That drew murmurs of a different sort. “He appears to have had an apoplectic fit during the reparations meeting in Geneva yesterday and collapsed, and his physicians were not able to revive him. All international financial transactions involving reparations, loans, and related matters have been halted for the rest of this week, or until a new French representative to the committee can be appointed, approved, and briefed. You will read about it in lurid detail in the papers tomorrow, I am certain, but it seemed appropriate to mention the news, given the effects it may have on our Houses interests.”


Josef Karl did not sound terribly pleased, although István had a shrewd suspicion that his Majesty would not be sponsoring a requiem mass for Poincaré’s soul’s rest, either.


Well, the rest of the day should be quiet compared to that little bit of news.




After the House leaders’ gathering, which took two very long days, István remained in Vienna following up several business prospects and returning to society. He had forgotten the intricacies of teas, dinners, and other events, but relearned quickly. He also paid several more visits to Prince Potoki’s residence and met more of the prince’s family. Word had flown through the Houses and other noble families that he might be considering remarrying, and invitations arrived at his hotel rather like snowflakes in a blizzard—not all of them from familiar names. Several came from the newly rich, and István set those aside to have a secretary deal with. There was no point in causing offense with a straight snub, but he preferred to deal with his own kind.


“ . . . I do not see why he was invited,” he overheard one of the dowagers whispering under the clink of china and glass at Demels one afternoon.


“Because Count Tarn and Baron Deneuve worship the ground he walks on. Or at least, they act as if they do when he is in the room. And,” the second voice dropped a little, “I suspect they owe him money. He bought out two Czech mining firms and that big construction interest, you know, as well as partnering in that Jewish bank.”


István turned the page in his newspaper, not really seeing the racing results. I wonder who they are talking about? Sounds like Rothschild, or a Löw.


“Well I do not care for him,” the first voice sniffed. “Those odd colored eyes are not natural. And he gives me a headache with his fawning and pretty speech.”


István almost dropped his paper, and had to catch himself before his knee hit the little marble table and upset his coffee and water. Shit, that has to be Tisza. No one else fits that description. He braced the paper against the table and drank the coffee, then finished his torte. So Tisza was insinuating himself into the magnates. Charming. István calmed himself, left twenty crowns trinkgeld, and hung the paper on the hook as he left. He ignored his reflection in the mirrors, other than a quick glance to ensure that his eyes remained their proper brown. One thing he had to admit about the latest fashions for ladies, he thought as he threaded his way past the dowagers’ table toward the door: the smaller hats made it easier to navigate Demels’ snug dining rooms.


An hour later he walked through the brand new Stadtpark, Lady Weronica on his arm, her sister trailing behind a few paces to give them the appearance of privacy. István was not unhappy to have a chaperone, because it reduced gossip. He’d rather have gone riding, but it turned out that Lady Weronica could not ride well. “The Sisters only had cart horses, and those were very old,” she’d explained. So instead they walked along the paths, past the gilded statue of Strauss and the grumpy portrait of Beethoven, taking in the cold, fresh air. The trees had shed already, and Advent loomed ever closer, followed by the beginning of New Year’s festivities and the whirl of the social season and Fasching. As they rounded a corner at the end of the newest plantings, she gave a little sigh.


“The park will be lovely come spring, my lord, but I wonder if the walls should have been left standing instead.”


István looked around them. New buildings had sprung up in the five years since the majority of the wall had come down, and even though the builders had tried to mimic the older style, everything struck him as too shiny. This part of the city lacked the worn and comfortable grace of the old town palaces on one hand, and the well-loved, if cramped, feeling of the districts built during Franz Joseph’s reign. He preferred Budapest, himself, but Vienna was the capital still. The new ring road only called attention to the absence of the old city wall and reminded the world what the Entente had stolen.


“I find myself inclined to agree, Lady Weronica. I am glad the residents of the city appreciate and enjoy the park, and Strauss is rather amusing, but the walls gave the city a certain, hmm, well, a sense of stability and dignity.” And kept the rabble out of the palace district. “I think, once the trees finish filling in, that will help.”


Lady Magdalina, walking behind them, made a confirming sort of sound. István turned a little. “You agree, my lady?”


“Yes, Lord István. These sticks do not fill the eye. They look unfinished, like rest of park.” Weronica’s older sister nodded once, making the little feather on her hat bob as if echoing her sentiment. After passing another statue, this one excessively modern, Weronica eased closer to István.


“My lord, do you know anything about a Colonel Georg Tisza?”


Twice in one day? I do not care for this. He chose his words with great care.


“I have some knowledge of him from the war, my lady, but not a great deal that is current.”


“Ah.” She pulled away in order to avoid a damp spot before continuing. “Magdalina says that she has heard that Col. Tisza has asked our brother for permission to court me. Is he Catholic?”


No, he worships only the gods of power and money. “I do not recall him following any particular religion, my lady. That is, he did not attend mass, and I do not believe I ever saw him leaving the Protestant services, or taking time for the Jewish observations.” István forced himself to be completely honest as the women made disapproving noises. “That was six years ago, my ladies, so he may have returned to the faith since then.”


“I do not believe our brother will grant his permission,” Magdalina stated, her voice firm with conviction. “For all that Col. Tisza has funds and people to speak for him, there are rumors about his conduct that displease Aloyjz.”


“Col. Tisza had a reputation in the army for not always keeping the army’s needs as far ahead of his own as was considered proper.”


That seemed the best, most tactful, most loyal way to phrase his concerns. Weronica looked confused. Magdalina made a thoughtful noise, as if she understood what he was trying to say.


Still, putting this together with what he’d overheard earlier, plus the deceased Tisza employee found on House land, set István wondering. He decided to ask Felix if he knew anything, since he’d been on active duty long after István’s injuries and House duties had pulled him out of the service.


The next evening, Felix took a sip of American bourbon and pursed his lips. They sat in the smoking room of the Starhemberg apartments, out near Schönbrün.


“You know, Stefan, I’m not certain what to make of the bastard. And I say that literally: it turns out he lied, his father never acknowledged him and Tisza is his mother’s grandfather’s name. Almost got him cashiered when Archduke Thomas found out, and if His Grace hadn’t died when he did?” Felix shook his head. His light blond hair and fair skin standing out against the dark leather of his chair.


“I do not care for him, but I couldn’t explain why without getting locked up in an asylum. He uses his Gift to manipulate people. Tried it on me and hit my shields hard. He’s not with a House, just self taught and damn strong.”


Felix said something in Croatian, then in Bohemian, then went on, “Damn. That explains his sudden rise to social prominence as well as wealth. He’s been snatching up everything he can grab, using money from places I’ve never heard of. And no one says ‘no’ or asks for more information. You’d think he was one of those legendary Jewish bankers, the ones who control every government and industry right down to the pig farms.”


István snorted, but did not laugh. “I don’t like it but there’s not a damn thing I can do.”


Felix drank a little more, then swirled the amber liquor in the heavy glass. “No, not unless you can catch him in the act of misusing his Gift, with witnesses, or have paper documents proving financial improprieties.” He closed his pale blue eyes and sighed. “Life was so much easier when my worst worry was being sober enough to survive the next morning’s drill without falling off my horse or sicking myself.”


“We had no idea how good life was, did we?”


“Youth is wasted on young people.”


They both laughed a little. Then Felix lifted his glass.


“To absent comrades.”


“To absent comrades.” And our younger selves.


Felix set the glass down after several silent minutes. “Will you be here, in Vienna, on Thursday?”


István thought about his schedule. “I believe I will, why?”


“Schwarzenberg will be down and I want you to talk with him. He’ll be staying here, with Hemma and I. You know about the palace?”


“Yes, and for that alone I think that, if the devil smote France and knocked it into the sea, I would say a good word for him in parliament.”


“Agreed.”


A few nights later, István decided that Count Martin Pavel Schwarzenberg looked very much like his father, General Pavel Schwarzenberg. Martin in turn studied István.


“Are you certain we’re not closer than fifth cousins?”


“We probably are, but,” István shrugged. They could have been brothers, except Martin’s eyes were blue to István’s brown.


“It’s the Rozemberks and Rosenbergs.” Martin nodded to himself. “They’ve crossed and married into so many families that I’m not certain even they can tell who is how close once it passes first cousins.”


Felix glanced at his wife.


Hemma smiled a little. “Remember, my lord husband, my lords, the Schwarzenbergs’ fortune really started with Lady Anna Neumann von Murau, my ancestors’ sister. Be kind to us lowly Styrians and Carinthians.” She fluttered her fan and smiled, laughter dancing in her soft blue eyes.


“I defer to your expertise, Your Grace,” István said. He came from Magyars, Saxons, and True-dragons, as well as a few ancestors from whom the family averted their eyes.


“Well, be glad you are not any closer, not if you have holdings in Czechoslovakia. Having a law named for the family is an honor I would happily have declined.” Martin growled in the back of his throat.


A butler murmured something into Duchess Hemma’s ear.


“Gentlemen, supper is served,” she announced.


Only after supper finished and Her Grace excused herself did the men return to the topic of the night.


“We may lose everything. And the problem of the True-dragons is getting worse.” Martin finished packing his pipe and lit it, nursed it for a moment or two, then continued, “How does one tell a Slav True-dragon from a German one? Or a Polish Slav True-dragon from a Moravian or Slovakian one?”


“No idea,” Felix said. He pulled on his cigar until the tip glowed as red as the fireplace coals. “Are there any Polish or Russian True-dragons?”


István stared into his brandy. “A few still in Poland, but very few and only in the west and Silesia.” Ah, Silesia, lost Silesia, the Empire’s industrial arm ripped off and given to the new Poland. “None in Russia, and to my knowledge there are no major Houses and only a vanishingly few small ones left in that poor, damned country. The Reds have been exterminating every HalfDragon and True-dragon they can find, or so my sources swear. There are rumors that a few survive in deep hiding in the forests in the far north, and around Novgorod, but it is not prudent to ask for more information.”


“I take back my thoughts about the Prague socialists being the worst creatures on the planet. The Soviets now hold that title.” Martin stared at the carpet. “Eszterházy, you are close to His Majesty and House Habsburg. Is there anything you can say to him to, well, to pressure the Czechs to be more reasonable about the land redistribution?”


István thought about it.


“I do not know, because I do not know what he has done thus far. After the announcement of House Rozemberk’s new Guardian might be the best time to approach his Majesty. And before you ask, do not try to go through Archduke Rudolph. He’s going to be preoccupied until after the announcement.” Very preoccupied, I suspect, given what the Matra is badgering me about.


Felix pointed with his cigar. “You are the only person who can stand being in a room with His Grace for more than a minute or two at most, you do realize?”


“No, Your Grace, I had not. I do seem to have much stronger shields than normal souls.”


Martin jumped back in. “Speaking of which, are ghosts ever allied with the Powers?”


Both István and Felix stared at Martin.


“Ah, um, I, that is,” Felix blinked, his eyes flashing open with surprise. “I have no idea. The Church would say no, but the Church does not approve of the belief in ghosts, either, so,” he shrugged and reached for his bourbon.


“I have heard stories,” István ventured, speaking slowly and deliberately. “It is said that some of the Powers have manifested in ways that might be taken for what some people would call a ghost or lost spirit. And I could imagine that a House member unused to being pulled into the Guardian’s vision while the Guardian is working with the Power might think they had seen something supernatural, if other Powers communicate in the same way the Matra does. Or if they brush a strange Power. But those are stories, nothing more.”


Martin ducked and looked a little chagrined. “I see. I . . . this is going to sound foolish, but Elena said that her cousin and most of the other senior Rozemberks saw the White Lady just before Prince Wetzel passed.”


“Hemma would be the one to ask,” Felix said.


“It’s one thing to talk about that engineer and his carriage drawn by black cats that appears in storms near Trebon, or when the dams on the carp ponds are in danger, but a death spirit . . .” Martin stared into his glass, then at the fire dying in the fireplace beside him.


“I know nothing about the Powers that are subordinate to Bohemia, other than that strange thing at Kutna Hora that everyone avoids.” István shrugged. “I have enough trouble with the Matra and the House and my children, thank you.”


Felix gave him a sly grin.


“That reminds me, Stefan, have you considered a match for Erzsébet yet?”


“No, and you are not shipping your son to Budapest in order to see if they are compatible.” István wagged his finger at his old friend, adding, “Your Grace.”


“Pity.”


The conversation turned to lesser things, and broke up at midnight, leaving István with a good deal to think about. Exactly one week later, he no longer had time to think at all.




The noise warned István, he realized several hours after they reached the Potoki Palace and safety. He’d heard that baying, hard wall of sound that a mob makes, looking for prey, barely audible but still deadly. He’d been out escorting Weronica and Magdalina as they made a donation to one of the convents south of the old city, near Swechat. The trio had returned to Vienna and were not far from the Prater and the Danube Canal when he heard the sound. Or felt it—he could never say later. He banged on the glass and the prince’s driver slid it open.


“My lord?”


“Is there a different route we can take? There’s trouble ahead.”


“Not really, my lord, not until we get closer to the central district.” The man didn’t sound too concerned, as if he didn’t believe it.


“Trouble?” Magdalina tipped her head to the side, as if she were listening to someone or something. Her green eyes unfocused a little. “Anger, anger at something, and greed. I don’t know why, but it is strongest there.”


She pointed ahead and to the left, exactly where they needed to go.


“My lady, you can read emotions?”


She shook her head. “Only over-strong ones, my lord.”


Weronica made an odd sound, then pointed. “Like that?”


István twisted so he could see behind them. A group of men with red banners and what looked like weapons appeared behind them, on the edge of the street. Oh shit not again.


Delivery wagons, carts, and a few delivery trucks filled the road around them. One or two of the teamsters urged their horses into side lanes and alleys, but the car could not slip through the quick-closing gaps. And anyone with an ounce of brain would know that someone rich, powerful, or both owned the vehicle and might be in it, exactly the kind of people the Communists hated.


“Can you get out of traffic?” The driver shook his head.


“No, my lord. Why?”


Because we are about to be attacked you idiot. A cold calm enveloped István.


“Ladies, do you know how to get home from here?”


“You mean by the streets?” Magdalina asked.


“Yes.”


“No, I don’t.” She licked her lips, nervous. “I know the general way but not specifically.”


Weronica spoke up for the first time. “I do. Not straight to the palace, but I can lead us there.”


“We’re going. Now.” István did not wait for the driver, but threw the door open and lunged out, the women following close behind. Weronica grabbed her sister’s hand and led her ahead along the sidewalk as István followed, walking stick held like a sword at his side, looking this way and that for an attack. Weronica ducked down a side alley—a smelly, nasty place—leading them onto a run-down platz. Someone followed them, and István hissed.


“Faster. Don’t run, but faster.”


Weronica hiked her skirt a little and accelerated, guiding them around two more corners and through a covered passageway between houses before emerging into territory that was familiar to István. As the women started across the nearly empty square, he heard running boots behind him.


“Get the parasites! Down with the aristos! Kill the Magyar!”


István waited until the skin on his neck crawled and every instinct screamed to run. Then he spun, stick raised, and charged. Three young men, two with clubs and one with a knife, froze for a moment. That was enough.


István slammed the heavy cane into the knife man’s head, and he dropped. István jumped around the falling body and ran a few more steps, then reversed course, his back and knee complaining mightily. One tough turned and came at him, and István blocked him with his cane, then punched the man in the stomach.


“Oof!”


The unwashed thug smelled of beer and rancid swill. István kicked him in the knee, then smashed the cane against the back of his head as the greasy man staggered.


“No, get away! Get away from me, let go!” Weronica screamed. No, it was Magdalina, shrieking as the third man tried to batter her. István ran toward the women but couldn’t get there in time.


Oh no, dear God no, please— what’s this?


Weronica—shy little convent-trained Weronica—jumped on the much bigger man’s back, reaching for his neck and hanging on, trying to pull him off her sister! He threw her off, turned, and lost a little balance. As he straightened up, he hesitated, torn between two targets, and István managed to close the distance.


“Stop!”


His bellow further distracted the brute. The man lowered his club and István crashed into him, knocking him to the ground and away from the women. Before he could do more, Weronica started kicking their attacker.


“Leave us alone, leave us alone,” she sobbed, her sharp boot toe connecting with the man’s gut and chest. He curled up, and István managed to get to his feet.


“We have to keep going,” he gasped, pain running down his back and through his leg.


Magdalina recovered enough to grab her younger sister and drag her off the thug. István gave the bastard a thump in the head for good measure, then limped after the women.


By the time they reached safety, he could barely walk and ached all over, he wondered if he’d just committed murder, and he’d decided to ask Prince Potoki for Weronica’s hand in marriage. Any woman who fought first and had hysterics only after the emergency ended would be an asset to House Szárkány. That was, assuming the prince didn’t kill him for leaving his car and driver to be attacked, or scaring his sisters out of their wits.
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“Thank you Szombor. That will be fine.”


István managed to move, but not well, and Szombor’s discreet hand under his elbow had prevented a fall as they boarded the train. István settled into the seat in the first-class train car and entertained uncharitable thoughts about Russian artillery and Communist street thugs. Or perhaps not even Communist—merely using the riot around the park and in the workers’ districts as an excuse to assault and rob. Other women had not been as fortunate as Ladies Weronica and Magdalina. István’s mouth tightened as he remembered the fire snapping in Prince Potoki’s dark purple eyes after Magdalina told their tale. What Prince Alojyz said to his driver, István never heard, but given that Alojyz’s car returned minus the windows and lights, István guessed that the driver had joined the ranks of the unemployed.


“Pardon my boldness, my lord, but will a carriage be meeting us?”


“Yes.”


He’d swallowed his pride and sent a telegram to the office, and thence to Dobroslov, giving the time of his arrival and requesting a carriage meet him at the west station doors. He could walk that far, at least. He’d started doing the stretches and bends again, now that he could move without seeing stars of pain.


“Very good, my lord.”


The satisfaction in his valet’s voice told István far more than he wanted to know. He allowed himself to lean back against the leather-and-velvet seat, eyes closed, and look forward to Christmas, before he had to return to Vienna for the start of the season. Then he would retrace his steps to Budapest once more for parliament and other matters.


But after a few days in Budapest, he would take Erzsébet and flee to the mountains. He needed to be there, craved the quiet and the separation from the troubles of the plains. I understand why we always fled uphill, he mused as the train jerked into motion. The beggars and mischief-makers and other monsters can’t find you amid the rocks and trees. There he could imagine that the war had passed by, that the Socialists did not covet everything he labored to preserve, and that the nationalists didn’t want him dead and his House shattered.


Once he had envied Emperor Franz Josef and the Imperial family, but no longer. He could not imagine the effort required to keep the three kingdoms, Slovi-Kroatia, and Galicia intact. Trying to lead House Szárkány caused him enough headaches, thank you. Which reminded him, he needed to speak with Mistress Nagy about Erzsébet’s being a Healer and Guardian. Could it be done? Yes, it has been, and I saw it. What Rudolph and Josef Karl did when Galicia and Ukrania died. They’d taken some of the corrupted energies, cleansed them, and used them not only to seal off the damage but also to restore a little life and health to Galicia. From what István had heard, Soviet Ukraine brought forth nothing but wheat and woe, at least for the people trying to live there, although the new government deserved at least partial credit for the troubles. The Ruthenes inside Galicia no longer talked about Pan-Slavism or reuniting with their cousins in the Soviet Union.


But for ten days, none of that existed. István smiled as he imagined the children’s reactions to their gifts. Not just his own children, but those of the staff and senior House leaders as well. The Christmas markets had been overflowing with wooden toys and stuffed animals, candies and sweets, nuts that were hot and smoking from the roaster, and Christmas tree ornaments. He did not agree with the Christmas tree, but had purchased a new crèche for the Budapest house. Judit had claimed the old one for her and Margaret Barbara. Judit said she’d be joining him this year, and he hoped she would. She’d withdrawn from him over the past year, and he wondered why.


István must have napped, and Szombor must have dealt with the guard checking tickets, because no sooner had he closed his eyes than the train’s whistle shrieked, announcing their arrival in Budapest. He managed to get to his feet unassisted, while Szombor turned his back and carefully busied himself collecting coats and parcels. It hurt István’s pride. Well, pride was a deadly sin, although István preferred lust and gluttony if he was looking for sins enough to keep the priest happy at confession. A blast of cold, wet air washed into the railcar, along with the scent of coal smoke, damp wool, and cabbage. Why did railway restaurants always smell of cabbage? He let the question go as he stepped carefully down from the car to the platform, left leg first, then right, slow and cautious.


Ivan Denisivich waited for them. He took a few parcels from Szombor, then fell in behind István as they snaked through the crowd. People still thronged the station, going to and fro, following carts full of luggage, or leading strings of children. One young boy in a much-mended coat clutched a battered toy rabbit and looked everywhere but where he was going, eyes wide, his mouth an O, as he stared around. His almond eyes gave him a Mongol cast, and István wondered if he came from the same area as Joszef Meciar, who’d been one of the thousands who relocated into Hungary from the new Czechoslovakia because he and his family spoke Hungarian and Latin as well as Slovak. István watched the boy disappear amidst the sea of coats and baggage and returned his attention to his own path.


The carriage trip passed quickly despite traffic on the bridge. István got out unassisted, climbing the steps without Szombor’s aid. Before long, he sat in his office in the town palace, hot coffee steaming in a blue and white cup on the desk beside him, a small tray of sandwiches and little cookies perched on a little table. And it was real coffee—unadulterated, strong and black, with real sugar. He read his mail, sipped the wonderful brew, and felt the past month’s woes falling away.


Erzsébet appeared with a giggle and a squeal as he returned from a stretching session.


“Daddy! Daddy, daddy, daddy!”


Whump, she ran into his legs and hugged them. He crouched and hugged her back, squeezing her until she squeaked. Proper young ladies did not behave so, but István didn’t care at that moment. He let her chatter about her tutor, and Christmas, and shopping with Aunt Judit, and this and that.


“Will you be here for Christmas?”


“No, because you, and Imre, and I will be at Nagymatra for Christmas.”


She smiled and leaned on him.


“Good. I like the mountains.”


“Mistress Erzsébet also likes gingerbread, and rabbits, and too much plum jam,” Marie Denisevich said, frowning and dropping a curtsey. “Your pardon, my lord, but Mistress Erzsébet needs to change shoes.”


He looked down and saw muddy tracks across the end of the antique Turkish carpet.


“Yes, she does.”


He picked her up, ignoring the pain, and carried her to the doorway. Your mother is going to kill me. If Barbara hadn’t been deceased, she might have, since Erzsébet had managed to get coal ash as well as mud on her boots. Had they been at Nagymatra, Agmánd would have scolded István. Instead it was Mistress Nagy who gave István the rough edge of her tongue, although not over the mess on the Turkish carpet. He had asked if they should temporarily block the part of Erzsébet’s Gift that marked her as a proto-Guardian.


“No, my lord, I will not. She is Guardian born, and to block that part of her mind, against her will, at this age with her full Gifts still unknown?” The Healer’s black eyes drilled into him, pushing all the way into his soul. “At best she would always miss the lack. At worst it would destroy her Gifts and drive her mad in the process. No. And you are a fool for even asking, my lord. Such Gifts do not appear unless there is need for them, as all the Chronicles swear. To deny them is to deny a gift from the Lord.”


He’d never thought about the consequences, and withered a little inside.


“Blocking the Gift would hurt her mind?”


“Yes, my lord, because she would fight it. Her mind is not fully formed, and the struggle would cause permanent damage, as well as destroying any trust she had in us. Because you would have to assist me.” Nagy wagged one finger at him and he felt like a very naughty schoolboy. “An adult mind, fully formed, is far more compartmentalized, and locking down or blocking a Gift, even involuntarily, does not damage the rest of the mind if it is done properly. There is only one Gift that can be blocked in a child without causing damage, and even that I have only read about because that Gift is so very rare. In fact, it may have disappeared completely, because the last reference I know of is over four hundred years old, and that was a copy of an older work.”


István considered her words, sipping tea to buy himself a bit of time.


“Thank you, Mistress Nagy. I believe that answers my question once and for all.” If only because I do not care to get another scolding like that one. I’d rather take Pater’s razor strop on the seat of my pants like when I was a boy—it hurt less.


“Miss Erzsébet’s Healer training has also reached a plateau. Her body needs to catch up to her mind.” The brown woman drank some of her own tea, shaking her head a little. “Would that I had her energy and enthusiasm, my lord. Until she develops greater stamina and focus, trying to do more will only frustrate her because her desire and knowledge exceed her physical capacity. Once she finishes growing, then we can return to Healer training. She should learn some hand skills as well, and basic bandaging and the like, but those will come with time. For now let her be a little girl, at least for a few more months.”


A wistful smile bloomed on the Healer’s face, then faded again.


“And you, my lord, no more hand-to-hand combat, please. The inflammation will be worse each time until finally it will not go away, and you know what that will mean.”


Paralysis, constant pain, loss of motion, he knew all too well.


“I do not intend to repeat that exercise, Mistress Nagy, I assure you.” He shifted in his seat, not quite willing to ask the next question but knowing that he had to. “Um, about that. Ah, well, will the injury interfere if I remarry?”


It hadn’t with Barbara, but that had been six years ago, and . . .


She raised one angular eyebrow and he squirmed. This was worse than going to confession!


“That is, um, can I do my marital duty? My back won’t interfere?”


The words came out in a gush and he stared at the carpet, feeling his face turning red. Mistress Nagy didn’t laugh.


“Yes, you can, my lord. Do not attempt to carry anyone over the threshold, but you have no need of finding a marital proxy.”


A what? No. I do not want to know.


“Thank you.”


“If she is a HalfDragon, my lord, be careful when the time comes for her to deliver. Some surprises are not taken well by new, young mothers, especially if they have been sheltered.” She shook her head, looking sad. “Think how Marie Novak reacted, but more so.”


He hadn’t considered that, and added it to his mental list with a sigh.


“Thank you, and yes, the most likely candidate is a HalfDragon.”


“You have my best wishes, my lord, whatever decision you and the young woman come to.”


He sensed that she spoke for the House and he bowed his head, quashing the last bit of resentment.


His sister, Freiierin Judit von Eschingen, came by the next afternoon. She’d aged as much as he had, and for similar reasons.


“Are you going to sent Erzsébet to the Ursulines?” she inquired over tea.


“Probably. Magda can no longer keep up with her, I need Jirina for other things, and Rose as well.” He decided this was the best time to break the news. “I may be remarrying.”


She stared at him over the edge of her teacup. All he could see where her brown eyes, much like his own. “Do you have a candidate?”


“Ah, yes.”


One thin brown eyebrow rose until it almost vanished under the narrow brim of her dark blue felt hat. “Does she have a name?”


“Weronica Potoki.”


Judit choked, almost dropping her teacup.


“Potoki? The crazy Potoki’s sister?”


“Not sister, aunt, I, no,” he ran through the family tree. “You’re right, half-sister. Apparently Cousin Imre does not keep life exciting enough for me.”


Judit’s chuckle sounded a little too malicious for her older brother’s taste.


“Well, family gatherings should be entertaining, so long as you can keep Cousin Imre and K.T. Potoki isolated from the rest of the party.”


He reached forward and rested his hand on top of the handle of the three-tiered cake and sandwich carrier.


“If you keep scaring me, I’m taking your sweets away.”


“Thppppth.”


“Mother will lecture you,” he retorted.


“Have you spoken with Duchess Agatha?” she prodded.


He lifted the treats and moved them out of her reach. “No, not yet. I do not intend to until after the banns are published, assuming Weronica accepts my suit.”


His mother-in-law would not be pleased, but he preferred to deal with her after he had made the official announcement, if there was one. Judit grinned, pointing with her empty hand to her full plate.


“Too late, as usual, brother of mine. But in all seriousness, I wish you well. And to go back to where we started, I will be sending Margaret to the Ursuline school next spring, so Erzsébet will have someone she knows in her class, if you are planning on entering her for the spring term.”


“I am.”


He’d miss her, but she needed to be around other young ladies of her rank and station, and to have female guidance that the servants could not provide.


“Good. Now, what did you get me for Christmas?”


“You will just have to wait and see.” He helped himself to a jam-filled pastry as she pouted. “And I replaced the crèche you stole.”


She sniffed, doing a commendable impression of Duchess Agatha.


“I did not steal it, Lord István. It has been relocated to another family property.”


“Thppppth back.”


Their parents would have swatted both of them for such unbecoming behavior.




The children liked the crèche, and devoured the little treats that Sv. Miklos had tucked in with their toys and had left at their breakfast places. The toy soldiers and doll and other playthings, along with new books, kept them busy for another hour. And István’s warning about not carving his initials into anything or he would lose both the knife and his other privileges made Imre tuck the ivory-handled blade into his pocket and look for other things to do. Imre had grown several centimeters over the late summer and autumn, and it made István feel old. He would probably be taller than his father at this rate—where would they find trousers for him? Maybe if they stopped feeding him . . .


István took a solitary hunt on St. Stephen’s Day, tracking several deer and a boar with no success. It didn’t displease him, though, not entirely. The woods smelled green and clean, and the air was quiet and heavy as if it waited for a signal to begin snowing. Green winter, full graveyard, István recalled, crossing himself. Well, that was England, not Hungary, and if they got enough snow for the wheat but not enough to aggravate the coal and wood shortages, he’d give thanks.


He returned to the lodge to find his children waiting, along with a good coffee feast. This is probably the best time. After coffee, he led Imre and Erzsébet into the library and sat them down on the bench by the fireplace.


“What do you remember of your mother?”


Erzsébet hugged her doll, resting her chin on the china head. “She was warm, and soft, and loves us.”


“She laughed a lot, Pater, but she didn’t play with me, not often.” Imre frowned. “I think she was tired. And she had big eyes, and her hair matched her eyes.”


“She was tired, but not because of you, Imre, or you, Erzsébet. The war took her strength because she had to be your father and mother while I was gone.” István gathered himself and put his hands on their shoulders. “I am going to ask Weronica Potoki to marry me. If she says yes, she will be a second mother to you.”


“Don’t you love Mother anymore?” Imre sounded as if his father had betrayed him.


“I love her very much, and I always will.” István swallowed hard. “But the House needs a Lady, and cannot wait until your sister is old enough. And Aunt Judit said no.”


She’d married out of the House and had chosen to renounce her right to rank within it. Erzsébet’s thumb crept into her mouth. “Will you still love us?”


István pulled her against himself, holding her and Imre both.


“Yes,” he whispered into her hair. “I will love you. I will always love you, no matter where I am or what I am doing.”


Damn you, he thought well behind shields, deep in the secret corner of his heart that was his alone. Damn you for making my children even think about asking that question. Damn you for politics, and House business, and everything that goes with them. Now, at last, he understood what his brother had felt, understood why Mátyás had kept his mistress and daughter secret, and understood the loathing Mátyás had felt toward the House. Damn you to the deepest hells and then some.




With great reluctance he returned to Vienna for the first of the balls and the start of the social Season. Imre’s face haunted him, as did the hurt silence the boy had carried with him for the rest of that day. The children were young and would heal, he kept reminding himself. The surprise of telling them had probably caused more upset than the news itself did. Maybe he should have waited? No, he recalled, that did not always end well. A hundred years before, the Head of House Tarn had done that—marrying and then informing his children afterward—and the outrage and trouble that ensued almost split the House. István looked at the fat snowflakes plunging down outside the hotel suite window and wondered if his ancestors had found life less complicated. Maybe during the Mongol days, he thought, turning away, closing the curtain, and starting to dress for the evening. The Mongols had clarified a great many things, including the line of inheritance, as he recalled.


Szombor refused to allow his master to set foot outside the suite without repairing István’s tie and collar. “My lord, no.”


Skilled fingers undid the entire mess, resetting the collar and studs, and then turning the starched strips of cloth into a proper bow. Then he whisked away a bit of fuzz from the lowest hem of István’s tailcoat. A quiet sigh. “My lord has a gift.”


It hadn’t been that bad, had it? Apparently so.


“Thank you, Szombor. Don’t wait up.”


Of course he would.


“Very good, my lord.”


The Dietrichstein-Löbkowitz Palace dominated the square, a lovely, old, and very large town palace that sprawled as it faced the Minorite Square. New electric lights shone from the windows, illuminating the night, and a parade of cars and a few coaches lined up at the door as the nobility gathered once more. House Dietrichstein had been the first permitted to rebuild after the last Turkish siege, and the core of the yellow and cream building dated to that momentous event. Well, the Turks had failed, and the French had failed twice now, István thought. He handed his invitation to the butler and entered the over-warm entry hall.


“Count István Josef Eszterházy,” a footman announced.


István joined the receiving line, paying his respects to Countess Löbkowitz and her brother and sister-in-law, the hosts for the evening. Then he joined the others circulating around the room, renewing acquaintances and making new ones, studying the other guests and passing judgments. He found more friends than strangers. Perhaps I have been away too long.


“His Highness Prince Alojyz Potoki. Her Highness Princess Marie Potoki. Lady Weronica Potoki.”


István saw Weronica, who was dressed in pale blue, almost white, with a darker blue sash. Her dark hair had been styled into ringlets straight out of a painting from the 1820s, and István wondered whose idea that had been. It matched her dress, but not her personality. She seemed pale and nervous, as if this was her first introduction to society.


Surely not. She had to have been presented before . . . but she’s too young.


She would have been a child when the war started, he realized, and then the unrest in Poland, and all the changes that followed, had disrupted the usual social calendars. This might not be her first formal evening, but certainly one of the first, and probably the most elite. Some of the families represented in the room traced their lineages back a thousand years and more, and had connections with every crowned head in Europe. Her look of pure relief when he appeared at her side told the tale.


“My lady.” He bowed low, kissing her hand. It shook as hard as when they’d first met, and felt like ice through her delicate, light blue kidskin glove. “You are as beautiful as the first rose of spring.”


A touch of color appeared on her cheeks.


“Thank you, my lord Eszterházy. You are most kind.”


At least she knew how to dance, and did so with commendable grace and ease. He alternated between dancing with her and with the other ladies, lest any one take offense, and because that was part of tradition. The midnight dinner found him seated away from her, but once the one a.m. bell rang, he approached her again. He’d already spoken to Prince Alojyz, reconfirming the prince’s approval.


Now or never. István took Weronica’s hand and led her into a quieter corner.


“My lady, a question?”


“My lord?”


She’d gone pale again and fanned herself with a very old-fashioned painted ivory fan. All the fancy words he’d planned on went out the window.


“Lady Weronica, will you marry me?”


She blinked, fanned, and as his heart seemed to stop, she answered in a whisper.


“Yes, Lord István, I will marry you.”


He kissed her hand once more, and led her onto the floor, joining the dancers spinning in a waltz. The whole room glittered and they spun back a hundred years, into a time that might never come again.
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Five months later, Judit announced, “I want to remarry.”


István blinked at his sister.


“Certainly. Do you have a candidate, or shall I send out a call for bachelors of a certain age?”


She swatted him with her napkin. Weronica looked confused, but that was to be expected. Judit had been the wild child—if one considered a passion for plants and herbology wild, which a number of the old guard had and still did. She resembled both her brothers, but with a round face like their mother.


“Yes, I do have a gentleman in mind, although he has not spoken of the subject yet and I intend to wait for him. He’s a widower, but not as old and stuffy as you are.”


She put her napkin back in her lap, picked up her fork, and took a bite of fish.


“My husband is not old. Or stuffy,” Weronica protested before tucking away more of the carp cake.


“Yes, you are free to remarry or not. I’d like to meet the gentleman before the banns are posted, and if he’s French we are going to have a long and serious discussion about your sanity, but otherwise I have no objections.”


Unless it is Tisza, in which case I am carrying you and your daughter up to Nagymatra and locking you in a cave until you come to your senses.


“My lord husband, is it true that all French are atheists?”


István and Judit shared identical shrugs.


“No,” Judit said. “Many are still Catholic, but the politicians and so-called intellectuals claim not to believe.” She sounded skeptical. “A number of German intellectuals also pretend not to have faith, so I would not be too hasty.”


“Ah.” Weronica finished her fish course. Catherine whisked away the empty plate, returning with the first salad of spring. “Oh, lovely.” Weronica’s eyes shone and she ate with a will. Brother and sister exchanged glances, and she tapped on his shields.


«Oh honored brother, your wife seems rather eager for luncheon. Did she miss breakfast?»


«Let us say that breakfast disagreed with her.»


He caught Judit’s look and nodded a little. He had not said anything or asked any questions, but he had a suspicion. He’d been very careful, in case Weronica proved to be even more sheltered than he’d been told, but apparently her sisters had explained the ways of man and maid to her, and after the initial awkwardness, she’d welcomed his attentions. He’d been very relieved, to put it mildly. Now they sat on the verandah at Nagymatra, enjoying the first truly fine day of late April. Judit had brought Margaret Barbara, and the two little girls had gone into the woods with Jirina looking for ferns and flowers, giving the adults an hour or two of peace.


“The university has decided that I can stay, thanks be, so I will be working in the botany library,” Judit explained over the custard course. “Dr. Professor Nowak doesn’t seem to believe that anyone else can manage his collection.”


“From what I’ve read and heard, it is handling Dr. Professor Nowak that is the challenge.”


Judit nodded. “He is very traditional. Very, very traditional. Exceedingly traditional, and probably believes deep in his heart that Emperor Franz Josef was a radical breaker of precedent and custom.”


István sympathized with the professor. He also knew better than to say so. “I am glad you have the position. Have you heard anything more from Munich?”


Judit shook her head and he did not inquire further.


“Judit, what do you think of those new dresses from Paris and the United States?” Weronica asked.


Judit hesitated, spoon halfway between the plate and her mouth.


“The flat styles with the bell-shaped hats? I suppose they are attractive on some women, but I don’t care for them.”


“I thought they seemed rather daring, even the formal versions.” Weronica shook her head. “Some French girls are cutting all their hair off. It is more modern.”


István’s horror must have shown on his face. Both ladies raised eyebrows.


“You do not approve?” Judit inquired.


He swallowed. “No, I do not. For some of us, a woman without hair means that she is—” he stopped himself before saying whore. “Suggests that she is ill and unable to care for herself.”


Which was also true, since the women in the madhouses had their heads shaved as well.


“Hmm, that is something to think about,” Judit said, and the topic changed.


By late May, Weronica’s condition became official. Magda agreed to stay on as chief nurse for the little one, despite her age.


“But just the first one, my lord, my lady,” the old woman warned them.


“I’m certain once I’ve had a child, I’ll be ready for the next one,” Weronica assured her. “But everyone says the first is the hardest.”


Magda shook her head. “I’d say the fifth, my lady, but that’s just because you no longer have a free hand. Four distract the nurses and the fifth gets into mischief. Can happen with the third one as well, my lady, but not as often.”


István did not care to contemplate how old he would be by the time they had a fifth child and made a mental note to see about acquiring the necessary items to prevent it from coming to that. Weronica stared at the nurse, eyes wide, her red lips a little “O” of—what? Surprise? Shock? Dismay? A bit of all three, István guessed.


“My dear, they don’t come all at once.”


She blinked and shook her head a little.


“I know, I just—well, that many children . . . I see why Mater had seven children and five nurses and governesses.”


After Magda left, Weronica rested her cool, white hand on his.


“My lord, you said you were going to the races at Kincsem, the new park?”


“Yes. Duke Szécsényi invited me, and I do not think it would be wise to decline the invitation.”


Zoltan controlled a respectable voting bloc in parliament, and leaned toward supporting Crown and Land’s efforts to encourage agriculture and forestry without further damaging property rights, although he’d backed several Social Democrat items in the budget. Zoltan means well, but he has no grasp of numbers. Those benefits have to come from somewhere, and that somewhere is taxes. The Germans learned that the hard way, the Austrians the same.


“Who else will be there?”


István thought for a minute as he watched dew dripping off a pine bough. “The usual crowd, plus everyone who wants to be seen with the magnates. Your cousin is bringing two horses, I’m told, for the harness races.”


“Which cousin?” She gave him a patient look. He had not realized how enormous the entire Potoki clan was once all three major branches came into play.


“Ah,” István blinked. “Wladislav Karol . . . Karol Tadeus’s son.”


She closed her eyes, then opened them again. “I believe I will stay here, if I am not needed in Budapest. I do not think the excitement would be good for me.”


“I yield to your judgment, my lady. And if the races are anything like those I’ve seen on the Plain, there will be excitement sufficient for all of Hungary, Poland, and the Americas.” And that was just in the stands, not on the course.


“Thank you. The cool and quiet agree with me. Can I stay here during the summer?”


A sense of foreboding swept over István and he wanted to ask her what was wrong. But that might just scare her if all she felt was normal pregnancy. Instead he took her hand and kissed it.


“Of course you can, especially since we would be returning in late summer because of the heat. If you are comfortable, then I am glad, my lady of the mountains.”


She blushed and clucked her tongue. He thought her dark blue morning dress suited her well and brought the color out in her high cheeks. He kissed her hand again, and she gave him a shy peck on the cheek in return. She was not Barbara, but she was lovely and loveable in her own way. István smiled and gave silent thanks.




Thank you Lord that I had more sense than to race when I was young.


István loved horses, loved fast riding, loved being a cavalry officer. But he had never raced for money or wagered on races outside the regiment. The dejected faces and angry protests of those who had lost money on the latest heat reminded him of why. And now he had no money that he cared to lose. Plus, racing cavalry chargers over hedges and ditches bore no resemblance to the formalities and risks of the track: risks to the bettors, not the riders or horses.


Countess Irene Teleki de Szek rested a stubby hand on István’s arm. “Who do you favor?” She fluttered her long eyelashes at him, but she flirted with every man in the Szécsényi box so he did not take it amiss.


“I fear I favor no one in this race, my lady. In the past few years I have not paid as much attention to track racing as I should have.”


She clicked her tongue and tutted. “For shame, and you call yourself a Magyar? How could you ignore our greatest treasure?”


István caught Count Teleki de Szek’s eye and winked. “But my lady, I am currently paying very close attention to one of Hungary’s greatest treasures.”


She laughed, as he’d hoped, and released his arm. From behind, he heard Zoltan Szécsényi mutter, “You are a courtier, not a politician, Eszterházy.”


“As you well know, Your Grace.”


He stepped away from the countess, making room for their host, who sported a very large pair of field glasses resting on his enormous chest. Duke Szécsényi’s deep voice, barrel-shaped body, and blond hair inspired rumors that a roaming Russian had visited one of the family’s properties several generations before, and István inclined toward believing it. Szécsényi wore English tweeds and looked as if he should be in Scotland, not Budapest. He lifted the glasses and swept the field, then stopped. He lowered the glasses, peered, and raised the binoculars again.


“Here, look at the end of the far turn, where the jockeys are waiting.”


István accepted the glasses, adjusted them for his narrower face, and looked. He saw small men in bright colors, and someone who appeared out-of-place. That’s odd. He dropped his human seeming so he could focus better and looked closely at the man in tailored but non-descript clothes who was speaking with one of the jockeys.


“The man talking to the jockey in green and blue. He does not have a track arm-band.”


As István kept watching, the man turned and walked to a different part of the fence, as if to speak with another racer. The jockey in green and blue put his hand to his brow for a moment, shook his head, then returned to watching the current heat. No. That can’t be him. He wouldn’t dare.


“I trust someone is going to notify the race steward?” István returned the glasses.


“I suspect someone has. Especially if he reappears at the bettors window.” Szécsényi sounded very unhappy. “Perhaps he thinks this is the States and he can bribe the jockeys.”


István snorted. “He’ll more likely get a riding whip across the face for his pains, Your Grace, especially doing it so brazenly, if that is what he is trying to do.”


Several minutes later, as the mare race finished, there was a murmur and a flurry of activity behind him.


“Welcome, Your Grace, this is a signal honor.”


The voice caused István to turn. Oh no. A slender man with light brown hair kissed Duchess Szécsényi’s hand. The newcomer straightened up and glanced toward the track. István caught sight of pale brown, almost tan, eyes and raised his shields as hard as he could make them.


“The pleasure is mine,” Archduke Rudolph replied. “Especially to be invited to share a box with so many of Hungary’s most beautiful young ladies.”


He nodded to Countess Teleki de Szek, who blushed a little and simpered.


Maybe the stories about him having a mistress in every castle really are true. And maybe the next race will feature winged horses pulling golden chariots. István bowed and eased his way between the other guests, away from Archduke Rudolph. He did not care to deal with either Rudolph or the presences that hid behind his façade.


Instead István watched the races and found himself so fascinated that he forgot about Rudolph until a voice came at his elbow.


“That horse seems nervous.”


“Nervous, Your Grace? Or is he fighting the rider?”


The jockey checked the horse again, holding him back as the others surged ahead, then letting him run. István thought he saw the rider checking the bay gelding again as he passed two horses in the far turn.


“He’s fighting the rider, Your Grace.” Szécsényi had his glasses up and was focused on the bay. “Fighting so hard there’s blood on his mouth. I think the jockey is trying to throw the race.”


He’s doing a damn poor job of it, István thought.


“If so, why be so obvious?” Rudolph inquired. He’d gone on point, like a sight hound, intent on the scene.


“Because the bay isn’t cooperating? That’s—” István pulled the race program out of his jacket pocket and looked. “That’s Red Hot Poker, belongs to Tisza Georg, ridden by John Winslow.”


The other men gave him odd looks, and he handed them the program.


“How curious,” Rudolph purred. “Most curious. I believe the steward will be looking at Mr. Winslow.”


He ought to be looking at Tisza as well.


«Oh?» István did not jump, this time, when Rudolph spoke into his mind.


«Yes, Your Grace. There may have been some words exchanged between Tisza and—»


He broke off the thought as Countess Erödy spoke. “Mr. Tisza, I’m so glad you came.”


Rudolph’s eyebrows rose and István locked his shields in place before turning away from the track. Mr. Colonel Georg Tisza kissed Marie-Irene Erödy’s hand.


“Thank you for inviting me. I apologize for not coming sooner, but business . . .” He sighed.


“You are always welcome, no matter when you come,” she gushed. “Allow me to introduce . . .”


Tisza managed to avoid, or choose to avoid, Archduke Rudolph and István, along with Duke Szécsényi. Which was damned odd, given that he was a guest in the duke’s box. Tisza’s nondescript, round face, medium brown hair, and average figure remained nearly unchanged, as did his odd colored eyes and plain—but very well-made and perfectly tailored—clothes. Tisza appeared almost the same as he had the first time István had seen him in 1915, if a good bit thicker around the middle. Tisza had put on weight over the years, but so did most middle-aged men. With his shields up, István couldn’t tell if Tisza was up to his old tricks, but he did not care to lower them and reveal himself.


That evening before supper, Rudolph cornered him in the garden of the Frankopan palace on the west slope of Buda Hill.


“Your odd-eyed associate. What do you know of him?”


“Your Grace, I know very little, and then only what I have observed. He has the strongest Gift I’ve felt outside a House and is self-trained. He uses it for personal gain, and I suspect he uses it without proper care for those he persuades. And he asked Prince Potoki for permission to court Weronica.”


Rudolph removed a silver cigarette case and lighter from the pocket of his tuxedo jacket and lit a cigarette. He took a puff.


“And?”


“And he may have been trying to manipulate the jockeys this afternoon, Your Grace, although I can’t be certain it was him.” And he destroyed my Army career, though I can’t prove it.


“Hmm. Do you have solid proof of any of this? I believe you, but other House leaders might not,” Rudolph warned. “Especially if a young lady’s affections are involved,”


“Nothing on paper, Your Grace, and nothing I can explain without showing memories. And those are ten years old.”


“I see.” Rudolph smoked a little more. “And that . . . inscription . . . is in exceedingly poor taste. I’m tempted to take offense. Perhaps I shall.”


With that he wandered away, leaving István puzzled. He walked over and saw a stone set among some white roses, with words carved into the pink granite. They were Slavic—Croatian, István realized as he tried to puzzle them out. The light dawned. Yes, having one of Fran Krsto Frankopan’s poems in the garden on Buda Hill, within sight of the Habsburg Palace, was rather tasteless. Granted, he’d been an excellent poet, and quite a warrior against the Turks, but still. The family had been lucky that Leopold I had felt magnanimous enough to spare Fran Krsto’s brother and other relatives, allowing the family to continue. István wound his way back through the formal plantings and into the palace. He wondered if Weronica would like a garden. This one felt a little more formal than she might probably prefer, but the roses and lavender certainly pleased the eye and nose.


Trouble came looking for István that evening, between supper and drinks in the billiard room. He stepped into the washroom after escorting one of the dowagers into the sitting room where the ladies were gathering. As he emerged from the small space, he heard Tisza’s too-smooth voice.


“Of course, Your Highness, a woman has every right to choose. And my offer still stands, should your son be interested in entering business.”


István lowered his shields enough to feel that all-too familiar push, this time directed at his own brother-in-law.


“He is not, and I suspect will not be, Col. Tisza,” Alojyz said, sounding annoyed.


“No doubt, Your Highness, but he could do so much to preserve the family legacy when policies concerning land and asset ownership change.”


“I fail to understand what you are saying.” But Alojyz’s shields had begun to waver, allowing Tisza to push through. “My son is not interested in business.”


“Perhaps if you gave him the opportunity to see, Your Highness. Given the current situation, a son familiar with business could be very helpful, and I would be more than happy to provide him with references, Your Highness, or even guidance, should he change his mind.”


The mental pressure increased to the point that István worried about Potoki’s defenses failing. Potoki’s shields, never the strongest, seemed to be wavering.


István fumbled in his pocket for his memory book and pencil. He wrote a note, ripped out the page, and grabbed a passing footman.


“Give this to His Grace the Archduke, now.”


The man vanished, and as he did, István walked around the corner to stand beside Prince Potoki. He imposed a weak shield on Alojyz, blocking Tisza.


“Your pardon, Your Highness, Colonel. Where is the billiard room again? It has been many years since I was last a guest of the Frankopans, and I fear I have gotten turned around.”


“This way. You should get out more, Eszterházy,” Aloyjz chuckled, leading the other two into a remarkably light and well-lit billiard and card room. They were the first to arrive, and István felt Tisza renewing his attack. István responded by pouring more strength into the shield. Better idea—I can’t hold two, not here and now. He redirected the shield, imposing it on Tisza while dropping his own. Tisza must have sensed it, because he turned his full attention to István. Anger burned in the blue and green eyes.


“I understand congratulations are in order, Colonel Eszterházy, for stealing a lovely young woman away from her suitors.”


“If you mean my bride, Princess Weronica, she is indeed lovely, I quite agree.”


Tisza snarled and pushed harder. What does he intend to do? I don’t think I want to know, but I can guess. István saw motion as Rudolph appeared in the doorway, Salman Löw close behind him. «Help me!» István couldn’t hold much longer, and if Tisza punched through . . .


He felt a surge of power doubling his own, locking the wall around Tisza’s mind and allowing István to rebuild a weak mental defense. Tisza clearly felt the difference as well, because he fought back, dropping all pretense of subtlety as he shifted focus, trying to ram his will through the shield to force Prince Potoki to obey and do something against István. István sensed Rudolph making a decision, and something else stirring as well.


«Hold and be ready to shift your shield to Potoki. Can you?»


«Don’t know. Will try.»


István strained, trying to reach the edges of Potoki’s gift again. It hurt, hurt badly, but he touched them, catching their flavor and pattern. Dimly, in the back of his mind he heard Rudolph’s strange triple mind voice saying, «On my mark . . . Mark!»


István shifted, dropping the shields on Tisza and slamming them up around Potoki’s mind, making his energy part of Potoki’s own defenses. He felt Tisza’s attention move, hammering against the shield now on Potoki, breaking through it nearly as fast as István built it up.


Damn, I can’t hold it much longer or I’ll burn out as well! István felt the old, terrible pain starting to burn, the same pain as when he’d been injured by the Russian shell. He shunted his fear aside, gritted his teeth, and poured everything he could into protecting his brother-in-law.


Then it stopped and he almost fell over. All pressure ceased. István dropped the remote shield, rebuilt his own, and just breathed.


“Col. Tisza? Sir?”


István looked up from studying the carpet to see two servants pushing Tisza back into a chair, loosening his tie and fanning him. He looked grey, though not dead, and his chest heaved as if he’d run an endurance race. Another man in evening attire stood beside him, taking his pulse.


“He needs air,” Salman Löw announced. He looked straight at István as he did, and nodded. Had he been the third presence István felt?


“Take him to the terrace,” Rudolph ordered. “The cool breeze should help.”


The servants did as commanded, Löw and Rudolph following. István waited a few minutes before excusing himself to the other guests now in the billiard room.


“Too much wine,” he said. “Your pardon.”


He stopped by the WC again, then slipped out to the terrace.


“Good. You are our third witness,” Rudolph announced.


“Yes. I dislike blocking Gifts without a judicial hearing, but enough is enough.” István blinked as Löw continued. “I’d heard rumors about Tisza, but this is far worse than I’d been led to believe might be the case.”


Anger and a touch of disgust colored the banker-physician’s tight voice. Rudolph nodded, looking down at the man propped up on the bench between them.


“We underestimated him despite being warned. He endangered a Guardian, as well as House ties, and that cannot be permitted, not now.” Rudolph’s voice still carried the triple-echo and eyes the color of dried-blood met István’s gaze.


If the Powers stepped in, I think I should be concerned. Very concerned, and wary. I do not think Tisza will be happy to discover that he can no longer shove ideas into other peoples’ minds.


“Is Col. Tisza recovering, or should a specialist be called?”


Löw answered. “He will survive and is already coming back to consciousness. However, I fear the combination of the celebratory dinner and plum brandy is a bit much for a gentleman of his age and stature. Your Grace, it might be wise to summon his car.”


Tisza groaned. “My, my head.” he sat up, leaned forward and rested his head in his hands. “What— What did Eszterházy do to me? Oh, my head.”


Rudolph and Löw made identical shooing motions. István bowed and returned to the smoking room.


“Col. Tisza seems to be feeling unwell,” he reported. “Perhaps a touch of sun this afternoon, combined with the evening’s bounty . . .”


He left it at that. I’m almost as drained, and I shouldn’t have hurt that much just imposing a shield. I did it on the children without trouble.


“Certainly possible,” Count Trautenfels rumbled from the depths of his chair. “All that excess weight can’t help.”


Mr. Schmidt cleared his throat, apparently unhappy about the observation. “I suspect it was losing ten thousand shillings to Prince Potoki’s oldest nephew on the final race.”


“Indeed?”


Even Prince Potoki seemed surprised and the banker nodded, smug. “Yes, my lord. The good Colonel should pay more attention to colors, it seems, because he backed the wrong horse. Literally. I heard him complaining to the race stewards, who threatened to ban him from the track for the rest of the season. He wagered ten thousand on Ali Marza, thinking he’d put his money on Royal Fleet. Couldn’t tell blue silks from green, it seems. And then had the nerve to suggest that the stewards change the results or ask Lord Karol to give him his money back.”


“It likely will not sweeten his temper to learn that his jockey, the English one, has been banned from the track for trying to throw a race.” Count Teleki frowned, reminding István of an angry bear. “They think he’s doping as well, since he could not explain why he checked the gelding so badly, or who had ordered him to. I suspect neither Col. Tisza nor his horses will return to a Hungarian track in the near future.”


The other men made very disapproving noises. One thing had not changed in the Kingdoms despite the war and all that followed, István knew: gentlemen paid their debts at the tables and the track without comment or question. Tisza had lost a good deal of social ground without realizing it.


István felt himself starting to gloat and stopped the feeling just in time. If he’d thought Tisza was dangerous before, the man would be trebly furious now that he had to do honest work and persuasion instead of manipulating others into doing his will. Well, the bastard was no match for the House and Powers combined, and forewarned was forearmed. István accepted a cognac and cigar and relaxed taut nerves for the first time that evening. Even the return of Archduke Rudolph and Salman Löw couldn’t ruin his mellow, quiet pleasure.
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What? It can’t be . . . Damn it, what’s he want?


István composed his expression into mild confusion as Georg Tisza bore down on him just outside the gates of the Royal Palace in Budapest. Tisza’s bland face bore an expression of unalloyed rage, and István slid his hand down the head of his cane, ready to shift grip. He slid one foot back and rocked a little, putting his weight on his left leg in case he needed to duck or dodge.


“Ah, Colonel Eszterházy.” Tisza puffed a little, as if out of breath. He’d regained his composure enough that he sounded sociable rather than furious.


“Col. Tisza.”


There’s no point in my acting like a swine, even if he is one.


“I understand that you are responsible for my . . . touch of difficulty at the Frankopans’ dinner.”


“I fail to understand, I fear.”


Tisza’s eyes narrowed and he leaned on his own walking stick.


“I will be blunt, Eszterházy, since you are unable to take a subtle suggestion. Your enmity toward me in the regiment was unbecoming. That you continue in your dislike to the point of turning Prince Potoki and others against me is unbecoming of an officer and a gentleman. Desist, immediately, or I will be forced to take steps.”


István blinked and hesitated, torn on how to respond. Playing dumb is the safest, because I do not care to air dirty laundry in the guards’ hearing.


“I fear you overestimate me, Col. Tisza. The only influence I have with His Highness is the same as any of his other second-tier relations. If he and the other nobles prefer not to do business with you, that is their decision, and not one that I had any effect upon.” He glanced up at the clock tower. “If you will excuse me.”


The odd-colored eyes narrowed, and Tisza’s face flushed, then paled. He dropped his voice to a hiss. “No, I will not. I warned you Eszterházy, so hear me out. I don’t know what you did to me, or how you did it, but you ruined me and you will pay, so help me God. I will destroy you and your family unless you reverse course and use your influence to return my rightful funds and abilities to me.”


“I have heard you out. Good day, Colonel.”


István turned and walked toward the gate, his back crawling as he waited for Tisza to attack him, but he reached the palace’s outer grounds unmolested. When he met with Archduke Rudolph, he hesitated before resolving to speak of the matter.


“Your Grace, Col. Tisza accosted me as I entered the palace precinct.”


“Oh really.” Rudolph’s eyes narrowed. “I assume he was not inquiring after your health and congratulating you on your son’s excellent school performance, or the price of timber.” «Show me.»


István dropped his shields and replayed the memory.


“Interesting. I am curious how he knew when and where you would be arriving.” A predatory anger flashed in the lazy tan eyes and Rudolph picked up a letter opener, playing with the steel and enamel blade. “Will you be reporting the threats?”


“I, I do not believe so, Your Grace. Explaining the cause of his unhappiness . . .” István shrugged.


“Point.” Rudolph tapped the tip of the letter opener on the stack of papers in front of him. “And he broke no laws, has broken no laws that I know of, and your ‘difference of opinion’ concerning the fair Weronica is well known in certain circles.” Rudolph shook his head. “Damn having to obey the laws. Things were so much easier when we could have commoners horsewhipped without resorting to a judge and jury.”


Is he joking? Not entirely, I think.


“You have an excellent point, your Grace.”


“Thank you. You may go, Col. Count Eszterházy.” «Be watchful.»


“Thank you, your Grace.” «I will.»


As he rode down Buda Hill, István debated whether or not to say anything to Weronica and decided against it. She did not need anything else to worry herself over. He would tell Dobroslov, and the House seniors, so they would be aware of the threat. As he passed the familiar shops and town palaces, he wondered what Tisza meant by claiming István had ruined him. The man didn’t need his Gift to do business, did he? He certainly hadn’t in the Army, and probably would have done just as well skimming off contracts and manipulating his fellow officers without it. The Gift was a tool, not a crutch, after all. He doesn’t like having to work at things—I suspect that’s it. He can’t force people anymore, so he has to persuade them and show proof of his business prowess. All I ruined was his pride, and even then Rudolph and Salman Löw did the actual work. By the time he reached his own gates, István had put the matter out of his mind. He’d be watchful but no more or less than usual, aside from advising the House of the threat.
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Where has summer gone?


The motorcar grumbled as it rolled through the wrought iron gates of Lancut Castle. Despite the beautiful plantings and lush gardens, hints of the Galician castle’s past remained at the edges of the palatial complex: the roads outlining the old star-bastions, the heavy tower behind the main buildings, and the clear lines of fire and the glacis and moat around the palace proper. Beside István, Weronica gave a little sigh, smiling and leaning back against the leather of the seat.


“Home.”


István kept his peace. She’d been having trouble sleeping, complaining about the child moving too much and not letting her rest. Their son, as István had started thinking of the child, apparently intended to emerge fit and busy. I shouldn’t have given Felix that grief about his boy if this young one turns out half as active as he seems to be now. István suspected that Weronica had picked up on some of his concerns about Tisza as well, even though he’d said nothing to her directly. Her links to the House gave her hints, as well as letting her know what she needed in order to manage House Szárkány.


“It is a lovely residence,” he said aloud. I’m glad the Russians missed it.


Ten years had undone much of the Russian’s damage, at least in this part of Galicia. The farms looked healthy, the wheat harvest had been good, there were fat cattle and horses in the fields, and the town of Rzeszow, where they’d gotten off the train, showed no signs of damage. Well, the Potokis had put considerable effort into rebuilding, as had the crown, with impressive results. Among other things, it helped to wean the Poles and Ruthenes off the blandishments of the Soviets and nationalists. The car stopped at the end of the former moat, and the driver hurried around to open the door for Weronica, then for István. He’d drive around to the back of the servants’ wing and unload their luggage there, but Weronica had asked to walk the rest of the way. István saw no reason to argue.


The bright blue late-October sky brought out the colors of the palace’s front façade, the bright yellow-orange seeming to glow, while creamy stone trim framed the three rows of windows and the ornate doorways. Two short towers, each with a clock and topped by an weathered-copper onion dome, framed the main face of the palace. István could make out hints of the castle’s age, especially at the base of the left-hand tower, where heavy stone and masonry collided with the paler rectangles of dressed stone around it. Orange tile roofs capped the building. Well, they looked better than slate, and Weronica had mentioned clay mines on the other side of the town, so using them probably also kept the locals employed, especially after a storm. The building seemed to balance somewhere between Renaissance and neoclassical, and István approved.


As they walked closer, Weronica smiled again and leaned a little against his side. He took more of her weight, as much as he could.


“So, my lady, which window did your brother climb out of to get into mischief?”


“None. Aloyjz never got into mischief.”


István looked down at her. “Really?”


She smiled a little, then looked forward again, watching her footing on the pale gravel as they crossed the stone bridge over the dry moat.


“My nurse and tutors said he was a very good young man and never broke the rules or caused our parents any grief.”


“And you believed them?”


She looked up at him, brown eyes wide, indignant. “Of course.”


I shall have to put locks on the nursery door once our son can walk.


They passed under the doorway, through another open gate, and into the inner courtyard. A neatly dressed man with dark brown hair, a round face, and dark eyes—who could only be Wladislav Karol Potoki, Weronica’s nephew—walked up, smiling broadly.


“Welcome to Lancut, Count István, Countess Weronica.” He kissed Weronica’s hand, then brushed cheeks with her in the Slavic manner, before shaking hands with István. “His Highness sends his greetings and apologizes for not meeting you in person. Prince Radzwill arrived a few minutes ago, and I fear his journey left him out of sorts.”


“Oh dear,” Weronica sighed. Wladizlav gave István a quick look, and István nodded. He’d heard stories about Radzwill’s temper and lack of patience with his inferiors.


“Please tell His Highness that we quite understand. Travel can be fatiguing.”


Wladislav’s shoulders relaxed under his dark blue coat. “Indeed. If you would follow me, please? Vladimir will show you to your rooms.”


István forced himself to acknowledge the stab of jealousy he felt as he looked at their suite. Each room had a bathroom with hot and cold running water and a flush toilet, as well as gas and electric light. His father had gotten running water to Nagymatra just before the war, and even then it could be precarious in winter. Parquet-and-tile floors, tasteful brown-and-gold wallpaper, and antique chairs by the Polish corner stove, made the suite warm and comfortable. Weronica found a separate dressing chamber for her use and settled in quite happily. Lancut made both Nagymatra and the Budapest town palace look shabby.


As Weronica freshened up, István lowered his shields a little and reached out to feel the area around them. He sensed several minds, all shielded, along with more unshielded individuals going about their business. He also felt an emptiness to the east, a hollow, dull sensation of ashes and dead stone. Galicia. Moravia must have extended a little into this area, or perhaps that Power to the north, but Galicia and Ukrainia remain dead. Pannonia had warned that neither land would recover until more energy—blood energy—had flowed into them. Perhaps that explained why István felt uncomfortable—that and realizing just how much of a poor relation he was to the Potokis. The Eszterházys might be older, but the Potokis had far more resources in land and money.


“Is something wrong, dear?” Weronica asked from behind him.


He turned away from the window.


“No my lady, not at all. Just thinking about the last time I visited this area. It was under less happy circumstances.”


She tipped her head a little to the side, black eyebrows pulling down, forehead wrinkling. Then she realized what he meant.


“Oh, you mean during the war.”


“Yes. But that was then.”


“Yes, it was. The war is over, and the damage is gone, and there won’t be another one.” She sounded absolutely certain, so much so that he half-expected her to stamp one well-shod foot. “We are here for my brother’s celebration and you are not going to be gloomy about it.”


She sounded exceedingly determined, and István crossed the room to put his hands on her waist, smiling at her fierce expression.


“Not even if Cousin Imre comes riding up waving a newspaper and declaiming about the rights of workers and universal brotherhood of all—”


She put a finger on his lips. “No. And if he does, I will lock him and K.T. in the cellar together.”


He kissed the finger. She put her hands on his and he pecked her cheek.


“I do hope your brother had flame-proofing put on the cellar ceiling if that happens, my lady. Although the heated discussions should keep the entire palace warm well into February.”


She giggled a little. He released her and made a mental note to keep his shields up full unless he needed to sense someone or something. The grim emptiness to the east would chew on him otherwise.


That evening they attended the first of many suppers, teas, rides, and other events in honor of the prince’s natal celebration. Some families, like the Radzwills, brought history and funds, but were not Houses, while others, namely the Sobieskis of Jagiello, now preferred to be powers that waited in the background. As so often happened at society gatherings, the group sorted itself so that, by the second night, the Houses tended to cluster together when left to their own devices. István made an effort to mingle with everyone, when rank permitted. Prince Mikloz Astikis Radswill and his wife, Princess Krystina swept through the gathering with an air of superiority, speaking only to the Potokis and Sobieskis unless absolutely necessary. István wondered if Mikloz ever puffed up so much that his shirt buttons popped off, zooming away like little bullets. He literally walked around with his nose in the air, in part to keep his glasses perched on that most magnificent specimen of a nose.


István should have been annoyed. Instead, he forced himself to remember that he was on a diplomatic mission of sorts and that he needed to keep Weronica happy. The reunion did seem to help her relax, and she slept well from the moment they arrived at Lancut. That alone improved István’s mood immensely. He also discovered that he remembered enough Bohemian to be able to speak with the servants, or at least make himself understood, and that made Weronica happy.


For once, October brought fine weather, encouraging the nobles to make use of the extensive grounds around the palace. István walked and rode, admiring the rows of glass houses for growing fruit and vegetables out of season, as well as sheltering exotic plants. He made notes about the farm operation and hay meadows, and admired the prince’s horses. He and Wladislav found a common interest in the big Polish chargers even if István no longer dared ride the jumps. Duke Sobieski also proved to be congenial company, holding his liquor well and sympathizing about cross-border property headaches. Count Pawl Tarlo remained a bit of a cipher—a very tall, pale cipher, suggesting that a White Russian or one of Fredrick the Great’s bodyguards had strayed onto the family property at some point. Joachim Lubomirski made up for his father’s gout-inspired bad moods, reminding István of a tanned version of Felix Starhemberg, although he played cards far better than Felix ever had. Joachim would probably find himself invited not to play if he ever went to one of the great casinos, István decided.


István managed to avoid Karol Tadeus Potoki. He had cut quite a swath through the ladies when he attended university in Warsaw—or so István had heard, and he believed the stories. K.T.’s dark hair, dark eyes, dark complexion, and flair for the dramatic reminded István of the English Lord Byron, or Pushkin. K.T. carried a dark fire within him, and his fervent belief in the superiority of Poles and of the mystical Polish soul rubbed his half-brother-in-law the wrong way. István found ways to duck out of the room, or change his plans, or change the topic when K.T. began expounding. Fortunately, K.T.’s son, Wladislav, did not share his father’s obsession.


On the fifth day of the visit to Lancut, rain kept everyone indoors. Duke Sobieski used the storm as an excuse to call the House Heads and Guardians together. István followed Wladislav and Prince Potoki to a light, airy room, whose enormous windows looked out into a small secondary courtyard. Just over the wall, he could see the purple foliage of some of the ancient trees on the English park section of the grounds. Light teal silk covered the walls, while the white ceiling beams sported blue vines and flowers. Blue, white, and pale celadon furnishings, along with a few pieces of porcelain, gave the room a faintly Chinese or Dutch ambiance.


“My lady’s sun room,” Prince Potoki explained.


Soon Prince Alojyz, István, and Wladislav were joined by Count Andrej Zamoyski of House Lazinski, Duke Alexander Sobieski, Countess Jadwiga Tarlo, and Lords Stanislaw Radzwill and Joachim Lubomirski.


“My lady sends her regrets,” Count Andrej said. “She is having one of those sick headaches where she sees colored lights, then becomes terribly ill.”


Countess Jadwiga made a sympathetic noise.


“Did they start in the fall of 1919, by any chance, my lord?” Joachim asked.


“No. Blessed be the Lord, she missed the backlash from that,” he hesitated. “Incident? Count Eszterházy?”


“Incident is an excellent word, yes.”


Sobieski, leaning against the white plaster mantle place, nodded to István. “Eszterházy, what did happen? I understand you were in Vienna and saw the attack.”


Which one? There were three. No, we’ll leave the political one out.


“As best Josef Karl von Habsburg and Rudolph von Habsburg and I could tell, the attack by the Communists on the Imp—” Damn it! “On the royal cars only coincided with Ukrainia going insane and attacking Galicia. They were not directly related—again, as best their lordships and I can tell. The Matra is still wary and does not want to, ah, discuss the matter, my lords and lady.”


Jadwiga played with one of her reddish-gold curls. Her thin face, bright green eyes, and red hair reminded István of a fox. Her fast wit complemented the image, and she wore a brown suit that only intensified the resemblance.


“My lords, is there any way to know what it was that drove Ukrainia—as you say, Eszterházy—insane?”


“You mean so we can try to prevent a repetition, or warn others to be ready to shield or run?” Sobieski grimaced. “I don’t know, but if I never feel that again I will die content.”


“You and me both, Sobieski,” Alojyz grunted from his chair.


Andre and Wladislav had both gone a little green, and Stanislaw Radzwill crossed himself.


“You are aware that I became Guardian because of that episode. I want to know how to see it coming, if it should happen again.” Stanizlaw shook his head and smoothed the front of his jacket, then drummed his fingers on his leg. “Even I felt it and I was no more than a House member at the time.”


Andrej folded his arms. “I had perhaps five minutes warning, when Bohemia flared and the Power near Wolnskie started throwing up a shield. My lady warned me, and she managed to help Wolnskie settle itself enough to set a firm shield before everything went mad. She said it was red, like blood and fire, and then a vile black-green, then darkness to the east and south.”


The other Guardians, apart from Radzwill, all nodded or made confirming noises. “All I knew was Uncle Martin lay senseless on the floor and I thought I heard whimpering sounds. Then nothing.”


István leaned forward. “What does the Power say now?”


“Nothing. There is no Power on Radzwill lands any more. I am Guardian but not the way you are, Count Eszterházy. I lead the defense of our House.”


“So you are War Lord rather than a true Guardian,” Jadwiga said. “I’m not certain which is the more difficult task.”


Alojyz rocked one hand back and forth. “I suspect they are tied together, at least for those of us on the borders. I cannot sense any Powers left in Russia that are not . . .” His voice trailed off. “Warped? Twisted? Not exactly that, but they have no patience for the Houses, and they hunt and live on their own. They’ve always been strange, but now they reject all contact with humans.”


“That is very strange, Your Highness, since even Logres and Pannonia will—I won’t say cooperate with—will acknowledge the usefulness of a Guardian on occasion.”


Young Joachim crossed himself as István said the name of the Power of Britain. “Stay away from Logres if you can, otherwise keep your shields up. It is wild, old, and to be honest it scared me spitless. I have no idea what it would have done if I’d tried to contact it.”


“Archduke Rudolph said that Pannonia is wary of Logres.”


Joachim went even paler and István nodded his agreement.


“So what did happen to Galicia and to Ukrainia?” Sobieski prodded.


István did not want to remember, but for the sake of the others he made himself look into the memories.


“Your Highness, Your Grace, my lords, my lady, you remember how Galicia turned inward with the outbreak of the war and the Russian invasion.” He waited for the head nods and murmurs of agreement. “It remained like that, as if terrified, or as if it were shutting out the war and whatever came with the Russians. Toward the end of the war, as the Reds and Whites turned on each other, Ukrainia began acting oddly. It felt cold, killing cold, but,” he made a frustrated noise. “I do not have words for it. The Matra began shielding against Galicia, and I did not try to contact it, even when I was within its territory. I am told Bohemia also pulled back from Galicia.


“Then came the attack. It felt . . . it felt as if Ukrainia stabbed Galicia, and Galicia lashed out, spraying poison and fire, lashing out at not just Ukrainia, but at everything around it. But something moved east of Ukrainia as well, I think. It seemed . . . argh. As if Ukrainia looked back over its shoulder, driven, or—” He shook his head. “I can’t explain what I saw and felt. The Matra threw up shields, trying to deflect the energy. Then Josef Karl called on Bohemia, Pannonia, and Austria, and blocked in Galicia. Pannonia took a little of the energy, but far less than I would have thought. And Bohemia blocked Kutna Hora, which apparently caused some problems. As if being shot at and having a grenade thrown toward his car was not enough trouble for Josef Karl.”


Finished, István sat back, almost as drained as he’d felt that horrible morning in Vienna.


Andrej raised a hand. “Wait. How did you know what Bohemia and Pannonia did if you where behind the Matra’s shields? My lady says she can’t feel anything once the Power locks down.”


“Because Josef Karl almost burned out Rudolph trying to keep Pannonia, Austria, and Bohemia intact, and Rudolph linked to me to try to stabilize the energies enough to keep things from getting even worse. Then Rudolph collapsed and left me connected with Josef Karl. I suspect that if anything else had happened my children would be orphans now, because Pannonia would have killed me, and the Matra would have finished anything Pannonia left behind.”


István started to chuckle, but the laughter died in his throat as he saw the looks of shock, awe, and, in one case, fear, he received from the other Heads and Guardians in the room.


Sobieski finally spoke after the silence began had stretched to near the breaking point. “My lord Count Eszterházy, you are correct. You should be dead. I have never heard or read of any human or HalfDragon being able to step in as a channel and buffer under those conditions, especially not with four Powers working together.”


“Perhaps the Lord was with me. Perhaps by then Josef Karl had shifted enough energy that the Powers were no longer doing more than observing through me. Your Grace, to be honest, I do not recall much besides pain in my back and leg and wondering who taught Archduke Rudolph to drive. Because he drives like I used to ride, that is to say, like a fool.”


That eased a little of the fear and awe, but the others remained uneasy. At last Potoki, both Potokis, sighed.


“So we have no way of knowing when a Power is going to go mad,” Alojyz said, rubbing his forehead.


Wladislav shrugged.


“Although, Your Highness, I suspect that if any of us feel anything even faintly like what Galicia threw off, we and our allies will have our defenses built faster than thunder follows lightning.”


Joachim Lubomirski leaned forward, resting his elbows on his legs. “My lords, this is only a guess and a hunch, but Ukrainia. Could the civil war have pushed Ukrainia much as the Russians atrocities affected Galicia? You all know that compared to other places, Poland’s Powers are weak and fragmented.” He straightened up. “My grandfather thought it was because we have been invaded and injured so many times that it weakened the Powers originally in the land. The only truly strong creatures are Pomerania, Brandenburg, and some in the mountains.”


“My House Chronicles say that after the Mongols, the Matra acted odd for several decades, and that it shifted north when the Turks got as far as Eger and Esztergom.” István shrugged.


Stanislaw looked from one Guardian and Head to another. “What are the Powers, my lords, my lady?”


Duke Sobieski shrugged, spreading his hands before folding his arms.


“No one knows. They are creatures, they feed on energy, apparently, and they have territories. I’d always thought they were immortal, but now we know otherwise. Some work with humans and others for the betterment of their territories, and others tolerate us, or ignore us. That is all that I, or anyone, knows.”


István had a sudden thought, one that he almost blurted out, but caught and swallowed just in time. The only Houses allied with Powers were those with True-dragons or HalfDragons in them. He knew of no purely human House with a Guardian. That’s . . . there’s something there. And if the True-dragons continue to be persecuted, then what will happen? Without Guardians, what will Powers like the Matra or Drachenburg do? Was that what happened at Kutna Hora to make it odd? What would Logres and Pannonia be like without Guardians? I don’t even want to imagine that. He pushed the thought away.


After a bit more discussion and speculation about Irene Rozemberk, House Rozemberk’s new Guardian, the group scattered out, returning to mingle with the other guests. The rain continued, and István decided that a nap would not be amiss. Apparently Weronica had felt the same way, because she lay in bed, whuffling softly in her sleep. He watched her for several minutes before lying down at her side, resting one hand on her belly so he could feel their son if he moved.


The storms passed late that evening, although the world remained grey and damp at dawn. István rode out on a placid gelding with a smooth trot, enjoying the quiet and admiring the estate around Lancut. The chestnut gelding tossed his head at a raven that called overhead, then settled again. I can’t believe this was a battlefield just eight years ago. It looks too healthy. Well, the Russians had somehow missed this little pocket, and the Potokis had taken pains to rebuild everything that had been damaged elsewhere. A few peasants saluted or tugged their forelocks as he rode past, and he returned the courtesy. The Potokis were the good kind of Polish lords, taking care of their people and lands, improving and uplifting what they could. If more magnates had been like them, Poland would have been a happier place. And five hundred heads would not have been turned in to the Imperial troops by Galician peasants in 1846, but it would be impolite to mention that. He well remembered his encounter with the baron in Lemberg before the war.


István returned from the ride refreshed and happy, but all that vanished as he walked Weronica through the breakfast room doors into the middle of a nasty fight. Karol Tadeus glowered at Alexander Sobieski, snarling his words.


“How can you call yourself Polish with that name? No true Pole would stoop to bear the name of Alexander of Russia, the man who unleashed the secret police on innocent Poles.”


Duke Sobieski glared right back.


“Because it far predates any Russian. Alexander the Greek conquered half the world before the Russians even crawled out of the Pripet Marshes.”


“But you still carry it, even after the Tsar tried to destroy the soul of Poland.”


“I carry it as did many men in my family, which you would know if you bothered to learn the history of the land you claim to venerate.”


Sobieski turned his back and walked over to where his wife sat. She glared at Karol Tadeus, challenging him to continue his rant. Instead he looked around and his eyes lit on István and Weronica. He waited until Weronica had been seated and approached István, who braced himself.


“I saw you ride out, Count Eszterházy. Gloating over your master’s possessions?”


What? Oh, he means this part of Galicia.


“Admiring his Highness’s wise management and the care the Potoki family has for its people and land, if you must know.”


“He should take care of it, since this is Polish land.”


“And Moravian. And the Slovaks and Magyars have claimed it at times. As I recall the Paris treaties initially assigned it to Ukraine before reason returned.”


Let it drop, K.T. I do not want my wife upset, and you are being unbearably rude.


But K.T. didn’t back down.


“It is Polish and should be so. It was Polish until Fredrick the Great and his toadies raped mother Poland and stole her children. Do not get comfortable Eszterházy.”


“You are aware that I carry Russian shell fragments inside me because of trying to chase the Russians back out of your beloved countryside?”


I must not lose my temper. And I wonder if he’s been drinking. He has that wild look about him.


“And?” K.T.’s eyes had dilated and he clenched his fists at his sides. “It was Poles who drove the Russians out, no thanks to your damn Germans or the so-called Emperor. All he left was ashes and rubble for us to rebuild on.”


“Karol Tadeus, enough!” Weronica’s voice trembled. “Stop this, stop right now. You have no right to insult my husband.”


“And you had no call to go marrying a damn Magyar interloper when there are Polish men waiting. He’s not even fit to clean the boots of—”


“Enough! I’ve heard enough.” István rushed to Weronica’s side as she struggled to her feet, tears pouring down her face. One hand rested on her belly and she’d gone white, even her lips. He held her, taking her weight as she staggered. “Call,” she gasped a little. “Call a maid. I’m leaving. I will not stay under the roof with him.”


“My lady,” István began.


“No. I—Am—Leaving.” The furious determination in her dark eyes warned him not to argue.


“Very good, my lady.” He helped her walk up to their quarters and rang for a maid. “Please start packing,” he informed the girl. Then he left the room, going to inform Princess Potoki of his wife’s decision.


He returned in time to meet Alojyz coming out of their suite. He looked like thunder, and István stepped backward, giving him room.


“No, István, it is not you I will have thrown into the moat headfirst.” Aloyjz shook his head, glowering down the hallway. “Weronica won’t hear reason. Take care of her.”


“I will do my best, Your Highness.” István bowed as Aloyjz stormed off, scattering staff and guests alike. He slapped his riding whip against the top of his boot as he walked, and István wondered if K.T. was about to discover what the knout felt like.


Weronica was withdrawn for the duration of the journey back to Nagymatra, and István sent a telegraph from Eger, asking for Mistress Nagy to come at her earliest convenience. She arrived two days after they did and closeted herself with Weronica, Aunt Claudia, and Magda. Not long after, Mistress Nagy emerged and began giving orders.


“Your lady is to remain in bed until she delivers. Overstress is causing problems.”


István wanted to kill Karol Tadeus. Instead he did as Mistress Nagy ordered and took steps to ensure that nothing upset Weronica further. But even so, he woke the morning of November fourth to the sound of his wife groaning.


“Ow, that hurts, oh.”


No, not again, please Holy Lord no, please I beg of you. It is too early. Weronica’s stomach rippled, much as Barbara’s had when she lost their child just before her own death.


“Do not push, my lady, just stay calm,” he told her, doing his best to sooth her. “It’s just a cramp. It will pass.”


Mistress Nagy returned a few hours later and chased him out.


“My lord, I have a suspicion about the child,” she warned him. “We may have to be very delicate with the delivery, even more so than for an early birth.”


István paced the verandah, prayed, and paced some more. He could not work. Instead he stared out at the winter-brown trees and prayed for his wife, for their child, for his other children, and for the strength not to ride back to Poland, track down K.T., and rip him limb from limb. At noon, Jirina found him on the verandah.


“My lord?” She pulled her shawl closer.


“Yes?”


The young woman licked her lips.


“My lord, Mistress Nagy says—says that—that as soon as the child is born, you need to be ready to take it away.”


Oh dear God. What’s wrong with him? Is he malformed? István’s heart raced


“Why?” he demanded.


“The child is a True-dragon, and Lady Weronica is too distraught already to be able to care for it. Mistress Nagy is afraid Lady Weronica might lash out and hurt herself—and the child. No one told her about HalfDragons and what children we can have, my lord.”


Oh dear God.


“I’ll make arrangements. Thank you.”


«Agmánd» he called mind-to-mind.


The butler appeared as if by magic.


«My Lord?»


«Is there a family nearby that can take an infant? A True-dragon infant?»


Agmánd froze, whiskers stiff. He licked the tip of his muzzle.


«Yes, my lord, there is. My brother’s daughter lives in Jolsva. They lost a child and she hungers for a baby.»


«As soon as Mistress Nagy says so, take my child and go. The child is mine and I will support him, but Lady Weronica must not know.»


Deep pity filled Agmánd’s yellow eyes.


«I swear, it shall be done, my lord.»


At two, Jirina brought István into the bedroom. Weronica appeared to be asleep.


«I sedated her, my lord. I am sorry, my lord. I thought she knew, that someone had told her. But they did not, and now is not the time.» Mistress Nagy sounded exhausted and looked drained, Aunt Claudia as well. Claudia gestured for István to come and look in a padded basket. Nagy lifted the blanket and he saw a beautiful little True-dragon with pale red-and-brown skin. «Her baby skin. Her scales will be a fraction darker once her whiskers and talons grow in. She’s healthy and full term.»


He stroked the soft back with one finger, his eyes filling with tears as the little one rustled, moving her forelegs.


“Marie Anna is her name.”


Nagy tucked the blanket back into place and handed the basket to Jirina.


“Agmánd knows,” István whispered, choking. “He’ll take her.”


Jirina bowed and rushed off on silent feet.


“Take Weronica’s hand,” Nagy ordered. “I’m lifting the compulsion.”


István settled on the side of the bed and took her hand. Nagy whispered a word, and after a moment Weronica stirred, blinking.


“My lord?”


“I’m here.” He held her hand between his.


“The child?”


“He was stillborn, my lady. It’s not your fault.”


Her eyes filled with tears and she tried to speak, but only sobs came out. He worked his arm around her and half-lifted her, then held her as she wept.


“I love you, Weronica. I love you. It is not your fault. You did everything right, my lady, it’s not your fault.”


She cried herself to sleep, still in his arms. István mourned as well, for the beautiful daughter Weronica would never know, and for the pain his lie would cause. And for his poor, sweet, young wife, who should have been warned but wasn’t.
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Petr and Irenka Sophia, almost nine years old and lively, bounced down the steps at Nagymatra, their older brother and sister not far behind, their parents following at a more decorous pace. Ivan Denisevich, now the family chauffeur, held the door of the large touring car open as the children piled in. The dark brown automobile boasted a stronger chassis and undercarriage than most, allowing it to resist some of the rocks between Eger and Nagymatra. Even so, István had broken down and paid to have a proper road built almost to the doors of the lodge.


“Dreaming of your missing horses?” Weronica teased, as he handed her into the car.


“Yes. And quiet.”


“We’re quiet, Pater,” Petr protested.


His twin sister nodded solemnly. Imre rolled his eyes, and Erzsébet smiled. If he had not been present for the twins’ conception and arrival, István would have sworn they’d been found under a cabbage leaf, or that perhaps a stork had left them at the wrong house. Weronica swore they looked like her father, fair-haired and pink-cheeked, with square faces and sturdy bodies. Sophia had green eyes, while Petr’s dark blue eyes had given István chills the first time his newborn son had looked at him. István could have sworn that he saw Janos looking back at him.


Well, his father would probably not have minded the comparison. Janos would likely have been pleased by his descendants, although he might have given István a touch of grief about having only four children. The twins’ arrival and first years had drained so much of Weronica’s strength that István had made good on his silent promise to do what he could to keep her from overbearing. She had not complained, at least not yet. Instead, she’d thrown her energy into raising all four children and keeping the House as well. She was a far better lady than he was Head, István suspected. Not that any of the staff or any House member would say so to him, or even imply it, but he knew.


Some House members still resented what he’d done with Marie Anna. She was a lovely, lively ten-year-old, exactly where she should be in her school work, and doted on by her adoptive family and the rest of the House. Weronica had seen her at gatherings, but took her for Agmánd’s niece. István suspected that Weronica still mourned the loss of her son, or the son she believed she had delivered, but he did not ask. There were enough worries and clouds swirling around the House to keep him from searching out any more sorrow and woe.


“Andre is determined to go to the University of Vienna,” Imre said. He set his jaw and gave his father a stubborn look.


“And what did his father say?”


Imre took a deep breath. “That Andre is a fool, and it is too dangerous, and that Vienna has gone mad and the faculty of the University can go to—” The young man caught himself as István’s eyes narrowed and one eyebrow rose in warning. “That he has no use for them, Pater.”


That does indeed sound like Zoltan Szecheney, István had to agree.


“I am inclined to disagree with Count Szecheney on the topic of the redemption of University faculty in general,” István allowed. “But I fear his understanding of the situation in Vienna is correct, at least at this moment, according to what last I read.” He tapped on Imre’s shields. «Not here and now, I don’t want your mother worrying about Petr and Sophia while we are in Budapest.»


Imre nodded his understanding. “Andre is worried that he won’t be able to finish his course of study if he does not return.”


Weronica frowned under her trim, bell-shaped hat. “That sounds understandable. Are the classes not offered in Budapest?”


“They are, Mater, but he would have to take examinations to confirm that he has learned enough to continue at the same place, and in Hungarian and Latin rather than German.”


Erzsébet rolled her eyes at her brother, but held her peace when István gave her the same look he’d given Imre. She’d taken to botany like her aunt, and breathed and ate Latin.


“That makes his concern a little more understandable,” Weronica said, turning to István. “Is there trouble in Vienna?”


Damn it.


“A little, my lady. Some of the Communists are unhappy about the city’s new government and are protesting, trying to stop the trams and busses and making a little mischief.”


«A little mischief, Pater?» Imre sent the image from the newspaper of a man with a rifle shooting out of an apartment window in Karl Marx Hof.


«Compared to Barcelona and St. Petersburg, it is a little. Enough, please.»


Erzsébet cleared her throat.


“Pater, Aunt Judit asked if I could help her with Dr. Professor Sisa’s next book project.”


Weronica frowned, while the twins looked bored. “More research?”


“Not exactly, Mater. Aunt Judit would like me to draw the illustrations, all plants of the Matra and Carpathian Mountains.”


Weronica made an unhappy sound, then clutched the seat with one hand and Sophia with the other as the car lurched through an especially bad hole in the road. István bit back a curse as he steadied himself. They slowed and stopped, and Ivan got out to inspect the car, Imre not far behind. Erzsébet shook her head a little and shared a smile with her father. Petr tried to turn around and started climbing over his father to look.


“No, you stay in your place young man.”


Petr drooped. He and Archduke Rudolph—and Imre for that matter—shared a mania for automobiles that left István shaking his head. He preferred horses and always would.


Imre returned.


“No damage, Pater, Mater.”


Ivan started the vehicle again and the rest of the trip to Eger passed uneventfully. As much as Imre and Petr begged their father to bring the car to Budapest, István refused, insisting on using the trains. They had a second car in the city, and the road between, well, his back could not tolerate it. And they could not afford the fuel and oil and parts, although István never mentioned that.
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By the time they reached Budapest, István’s body had begun reminding him that even if he’d been human, he would have been in difficulty. No HalfDragon should hurt as much as he did, not with only forty years. He let Imre, Szombor, and the railroad staff take care of the luggage, and marveled at how Weronica and Erzsébet managed with so few trunks and cases. His mother and grandmother had never traveled with fewer than four large trunks, plus their hat cases and other valises. His grandmother would also have fainted, or at least had an attack of the vapors, at the sight of most of the women in the first class rail car. At least dress had returned to sensibility after the immodesty of the 1920s. He had no objection to seeing well-turned ankles, but bare knees and transparent chemises in public? No wonder the Germans had gone insane.


“Yes, thank you.”


He nodded to Josef, their driver, as he got into the Budapest car. Ivan would arrive later, after preparing the country car for storage. István preferred to have Ivan with him, but no one could be in two places at once.


“Pater, have you spoken with Cousin Imre recently?” Erzsébet inquired. She nodded to a man in a black suit standing at the corner of the market square, hat in one hand, haranguing a group of working-class men and women.


“Not since he invited us to the May Day parade.”


István had declined. If I want a lecture I will go to the University or ask Fr. Francis his opinion on modern morals.


Imre shook his head. “Andre says that he heard from Tibor that Cousin Imre has joined the Red wing of the Socialists, at least for now.”


“I would not be surprised,” István said, and left it there. Weronica disliked politics, and had been a little too pleased when István had lost his seat in the House of Notables after his Crown and Land party had been defeated in the spring elections. “Has Tibor decided on the University or the Army?”


“Army, I believe, sir. I’ll have to ask.”


“The river seems low,” Weronica observed. Petr tried once more to clamber over his father so he could see out the window, and once more István pushed him back into the seat. “Petr, stop that. You will have more than enough time to look at the river later.” Weronica frowned. Sophia fluffed her hair and sat perfectly still, imitating her mother. István could see the older children struggling not to laugh at the show.


After the staff had taken all the luggage into the town palace and Dobroslav and Ferenk had given István all the news of the House and residence, he retreated to his office and glanced through the personal mail waiting for him. Someone had already set aside the invitations and social cards for Weronica, leaving a few letters from old acquaintances, two death letters, and some military papers.


Nothing from Archduke Rudolph, that’s unusual. Very unusual, now that I think of it. He’s been quiet since when? Easter? Yes, almost five months without a letter of summons. Maybe he’s made good on that threat to resign his rank, move to Tunis, and scandalize the family. Or perhaps he’d changed his mind and had opted to move to Britain to take up motorcycle racing. Except Logres would kill him. Ah well, life is complicated enough without him, thank you. István decided to allow himself a day of rest and catching up on news and events before going to the House’s business office. Now that they had the telephone, Gereb Jenö could phone him if an emergency arose.


Budapest traffic remained light on the Buda side as Ivan drove Lord Stipan—as he called István—to the business office two mornings later. The front of his building remained in shadow, the sun still hiding behind its bulk, and the absence of direct light hid the fading gilt, the weathered paint, and the other small signs of the past years’ troubles. The green-painted wooden door opened and István walked in.


“Good morning, my lord,” a young woman said. He blinked and turned, surprised. She curtsied, looking down at the floor. “Mister Gereb will be here in a few minutes, my lord. He was delayed.”


Really? How would you know? Or are you being polite by stating the obvious?


“I see. And you are?”


She straightened from the curtsey, eyes still downcast. “Marie Kiss, my lord. Mr. Farkas hired me to work in the office of the lumber lot.”


As she said it, István vaguely recalled hearing something about the assistant manager looking for a secretary.


“Ah, very good. You may return to your work.”


She curtsied again, took his hat and coat, and disappeared down the hallway. She reminded István of someone, and he considered her as he went into his office. Someone very familiar but that he’d not seen for a while. Well, that could easily be more than half his circle of acquaintances—former employees, military associates, and only the good Lord knew. He reached for the light switch and stopped. No sense in spending money on light he didn’t need. He could see red and black easily enough.


Far too much red spilled down the columns of the House business ledgers. They managed to remain out of bankruptcy, and had not taken on too much debt, yet. The only saving grace, in István’s mind, was that all of Europe suffered as well, even Britain and France. He half-closed his eyes and imagined the French government on the auction block, sold for pennies and forced to give back all the paintings and other things that Napoleon had stolen and never returned. Well, the Americans might just buy them first, although he’d read stories that starving mobs roamed New York and other cities.


That would be some justice, not that I wish harm on anyone—or almost anyone.


If a land-distribution committee member stepped in front of his car, István would not fire Ivan or Josef for running him over by accident—a committee member, or a member of the Communists, although the Black Arrows seemed to have driven the latter out of Budapest, at least for the moment.


Half the red ink in the ledger came from paying lawyers in two countries. The House had spent the past ten years fighting off claims to the House lands, or filing papers to prove that individuals owned the forest tracts already, so the Czech government had no cause to confiscate and redistribute them. István ran one finger down the page, pleased to see that nothing had changed since May. The economic woes sweeping the Continent seemed to have convinced at least a few people not to bother with farmland and forests. The price of timber could not go much lower, István thought, looking at the market page lying beside the ledger and shaking his head.


You’d think someone was giving away prime lumber at— What’s that?


He heard a sound of yelling and shouts from the street and got up from the desk to hobble to the door.


“Get him!”


“Grab the damn Jew!”


“Jewish swine!”


He just had time to see Jenö Gereb running up the street, a bunch of young toughs coming behind. István opened the door and Jenö ducked in. As he did, István drew the pistol he kept in his coat pocket and held it where the gang could see. The men slowed and stopped.


“Where’s the Jew?” a scruffy youngster at the front of the ten or twelve men demanded. “You hiding him?”


“If you mean my Catholic business manager, he is inside. I have no Jews in my employ.”


“Then why do you have that gun?”


István pulled his full rank and anger around him like armor. “Because eager young men sometimes act without thinking.”


Another voice from the group called.


“H e looked like a Jew, and he runs like one.”


“And you have never run from a group of angry strangers?” István gave the group a stern look, telling his heart to quit racing. “Mr. Gereb’s father is pure Magyar, if you must know, and unless something changed overnight, he looks nothing like Steresman or Itzak Cohen.” The head of the Communists.


“We’re wasting time,” someone from the back of the group grumbled. “The Jew-lover’s not going to back down.”


No, I’m not. Jewish mother or not, Gereb’s too valuable to replace.


István stood his ground until the young men grumbled and muttered their way back up the road and around the corner. Then he returned to the office, put the revolver back in his pocket, and sat. His hands shook and he forced himself to relax.


Gereb appeared in the doorway, looking mousier than usual. A cloud of nervous twitches seemed to surround him, and István wouldn’t have been surprised if he grew whiskers and began grooming a thin tail.


“A little trouble, I see.”


The brown-and-grey man bobbed his head in a rapid nod.


“Yes, my lord. A crowd of toughs has started waiting at the trolley stations, trying to catch anyone they think is not pure Magyar. I managed to avoid them, but they followed a woman behind me and then saw me.”


And just how do you find a pure Magyar? We’ve been marrying Slavs and Germans since we got to the Plains a thousand years ago.


“Were the men part of a political group that you could tell?”


“No, my lord, although I suspect they follow the Black Arrows and Cross. I’ve heard others like them complaining about French Jews and Communists.” Gereb shook his head, mirroring István.


“As popular as Jews are in France right now, I’d think they’d be muttering about the British and German Jews. Well, I’ll have a word with Szapolyai and see if he can find something to keep them occupied.”


The police commissioner owed István a small favor, after all. Gereb sighed.


“I fear that is the problem, my lord. There is so little for the younger men to do, so little work, that they create mischief.”


“Or their mothers’ pampered them and now they don’t want to soil their hands with honest work.” Their mothers and those so-called new teachers. Filling children’s heads with nonsense about being doctors and lawyers and politicians when they should be learning skills and trades. “Be that as it may, you are here and I suspect we need to be preparing for an increase in business soon.”


“Yes, my lord. Thank you, my lord.”


Gereb disappeared into his office, leaving István with the books and his thoughts about hot-headed young men and the younger generation.


Three weeks later, István and Weronica enjoyed a dinner party at Count Gabor Attila’s Budapest residence. Gabor and his lady, Margit, proved to be genial hosts, and all the guests seemed determined to have a pleasant evening, even though the weather insisted on bucketing rain. Talk centered on society, who had married, who had been seen where, and who might not be invited back to the royal court once the season truly started in October.


“No,” Weronica inhaled, eyes wide, one hand on her pearls. “I cannot imagine doing such a thing.”


“I’m sorry to say, she did. In front of her entire family, including Duchess Alice, who fainted from shock.” Lady Sarah Salman lowered her voice a touch and waved her ornate blue and silver fan. “Terrible scandal, as you well can imagine, devastated her parents. Whatever was she thinking?”


“I suspect she was not thinking at all,” Dowager Duchess Szecheney stated. Her eyes briefly flashed brilliant violet, then faded to blue. “Heart before mind and let the young man’s words carry her away. The younger generation has no understanding of proper restraint and forethought.” Her tone left no room for argument. “On a happier note, I understand Prince Ranier of Savoy has asked their majesties for Anna Marie’s hand.”


A wave of little gasps, cooing, and other exclamations swept through the distaff side of the room, and István smiled a little to himself. Earlier they’d been commiserating about the difficulty of hiring good staff. Some things will never change, no matter what goes on in the world. Aside from the women’s dress, he could have been eavesdropping on one of his grandmother’s teas. Not until after dinner, when the men had retired to the smoking and billiards room, did István feel as if he were in 1935 instead of 1905.


“What do you know about that Hitler fellow?” Count Gabor asked.


“The corporal from Austria who claims to be a Socialist and nationalist?” Count Tarn asked. “Nothing worth mentioning.” He lit a cigarette and picked up his glass of plum brandy. “Prince Taxis assured His Majesty that General Hindenburg and the other magnates could keep him under control, his overheated speeches aside.”


Duke Szecheney shook his head. “I hope they can. He’s too much like Kuhn, and Condreanu in Romania. The people need a strong leader, and Hitler at least acts like he could be one. Hindenburg is the real power, but people only see Hitler and hear him on the wireless. And he says what many people want to hear.”


“Which is?” Tarn sipped his drink as István played with an unlit cigarette.


“That Germany has been punished enough. That the Germans, blood Germans, have a noble heritage and civilization, and should stop moping and acting like women. Should ‘cowboy up,’ as the Americans would say.”


István snorted. “The Americans who are having food riots in the streets and who make such terrible movies? Who prattle on and on about everyone having self-determination while pretending that Africans and Red Indians are only three-fifths human?”


The other men chuckled, although it sounded forced. Tarn stabbed the air with his cigarette.


“Well, one thing these past ten years have proven: people want and need firm leadership. Democracy may work for the Brits and Yanks, but Hungarians prefer leaders who have been trained from birth in how to lead and to care for their people.”


Szecheney shook his head. “But how do we show them that? The papers and radio are full of populists claiming that ‘the people’ know what is best for the nation, or that experts trained at some university will solve every problem if ‘the people’ vote them into office.”


“I seem to recall that all the Bolsheviks are University-trained,” a voice said from the depths of one of the wing chairs by the fireplace.


“Too educated for their own good,” István opined.


“Hear, hear,” several of the others agreed.


“And what advantage do blood Germans have that blood Magyars, or Slavs, do not? At a certain point, pure breeding leads to problems, be it with horses, dogs, or men,” István continued. “Does Herr Hitler propose building a wall around Germany to keep out foreign influences?”


Count Gabor countered, “No, but he has encouraged more sterilization of idiots and others who would only drag the race down.”


“Which can be appropriate, I fully agree, under certain conditions,” István said, nodding. “But there is a vast difference between sterilizing a mongoloid, say, and toughs beating up a Catholic because they say he looks Jewish.”


“And did they say what a Jew looks like?” Lord Salman leaned forward, his blond hair and blue eyes making him look like Szecheney’s cousin, or even brother.


“Short of stature, slight of build, with glasses and a nervous disposition, apparently. I suspect it had more to do with my manager’s close resemblance to a field mouse than his Jewishness or lack of it.”


The others nodded and Lord Salman shook his head a little. “That sounds right, my lord. And all Jews have fat purses.”


“They probably wanted to redistribute his wealth,” Count Tarn chuckled.


“Speaking of which, have you heard? Florian Horthy is working to be head of the Socialists again,” Salman said, a mean little grin on his expressive features.


A chorus of disbelief rose from the men.


“No.”


“He what? That fool.”


“Speaking of congenital idiots.”


“His Majesty won’t allow it.”


Gabor smiled broadly.


“This should be interesting. The Black Arrows are talking about having Admiral Miklós Horthy stand for election.”


István rubbed his forehead with his free hand. “Well, it should confuse two-thirds of the voters at the very least.”


“Indeed,” Gabor agreed. “When does your son report for duty?”


“He’s already rejoined his regiment. Last week.” I’d rather he had not gone into artillery, but I suppose it is better than logistics. An Eszterházy in with the powder Jews! Great-great-grandfather must be pacing purgatory and wondering what went wrong.


Late that night István lay in bed, looking at the ceiling and wondering about the world. How would His Majesty balance the Commonwealth and crowns if the nationalists gained more power? And how would the Houses respond? There will be more splits and divisions, like Starhemberg endured. And we may have more True-dragons fleeing to the remaining Houses. The Germans have gotten stranger, more like the British and French.


István closed his eyes and wondered how he was supposed to keep the House together—and thanked the Lord that he was not King Josef Karl von Habsburg.
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István looked at the clock again. How could an hour, or even a minute, not have changed since the war? It felt as if time sped faster and faster, like a runaway horse, ignoring the rider’s commands as it rushed through the fields. Already the calendar said All Saints, and Christmas and Fashing loomed very close behind.


István folded the newspaper. If I turn the clock backward a few hours, will all this go away? He dimly remembered a children’s tale where that worked. But only in the story, and only for the young prince and princess—kings and queens never received that blessing. He glanced back at the newspaper and wondered what could have gone so wrong.


CORRUPTION IN HIGH PLACES!! the headline screamed. In place of the usual detached coolness of a proper news story, breathless accusations filled the front pages. Fiodor Frankopans, head of the Crown and Land Party and former minister of finance, stood accused of stealing money from the government to support a mistress. The paper hinted at other, even less savory accusations as well. His Majesty had not commented, but the heads of both the Black Arrows and the Communists demanded Frankopans’ imprisonment, and possibly his execution as an enemy of the people, although if “the people” meant Magyars or proletarians the paper did not say. The Social Democrats called for a full investigation, repayment of all funds, and other penalties. As István read the story again, he felt the skin between his shoulder blades twitching.


Where were the Crown and Land members, the peasants’ parties, and the other royalists? Granted, this paper supported the Liberal Party, so it would give the opposition full voice, but why had the other parties said nothing? Were they waiting for His Majesty? That certainly seemed possible, but the Habsburg Party rarely waited for an official Habsburg statement before opining to the press. István wished he were back in parliament so he could ask his associates what they intended to do and say. To his delight, Paul Szentgyöry, former leader of the Royal Imperial Party, appeared at the House business office that very afternoon.


“I trust you saw the papers?” Szentgyörgy said after they’d exchanged greetings and Miss Kiss had brought coffee.


“Yes. The news was rather hard to miss.”


Paul nodded. He looked tired, and had gone completely grey over the past fifteen years. His worn black coat and trousers hung loosely, as if he had lost considerable weight, and István wondered if he were ill.


“None of it is true, of course.”


István started to speak, stopped, and chose his words with care.


“I would not be surprised if there are small discrepancies in Minister Frankopans’s record books. Not because I doubt his honesty, but because he cannot do math and yet refuses to allow his secretary to do it for him.”


“But he was finance minister!”


“Yes, he was. He had accountants and calculators manage everything aside from his strictly personal expenses, things like train travel and meals and holiday bonuses—the funds from his general office account, in other words.” István shook his head. He’d warned Fiodor about that at least twice, and he probably hadn’t been the only one. Szentgyörgy slumped a little. “So his enemies will find something.” He held up one hand, stopping István’s protest. “Or will find something they can use to discredit him until the papers find a different topic to chase after, at which point it will be too late to convince the crowd that Frankopans was foolish rather than dishonest.”


And people will wonder about the other accusations, since there was at least a hint of truth in the first charge. István nodded and drank his coffee. It tasted far more bitter than usual—or was he tasting his own mood?


“This will give the Social Democrats and their mob more fodder to use against us.”


Szentgyörgy surprised István by shaking his head.


“Not the Social Democrats. They are divided right now and will probably collapse before the year is over. Their Russian masters are making life too difficult, as are the Germans. Internationalism is fading away, at least at the moment, and their desire to unify all three commonwealth SD parties under one umbrella is causing them problems from the inside, or so I’m told.”


“Black Arrow and Cross, then.”


“And their counterparts in the Slovo-Croat Province, while some Hitler supporters in Austria are making noise about the idea that true Germans should all come together under one roof, led by His Majesty and Hitler—or perhaps Hitler alone, since he was born in Austria.”


István felt sick at his stomach, and not from the coffee. “His Majesty will never agree. He has worked too hard to keep the Commonwealth prosperous and intact.”


“I agree, completely agree.” Szentgyörgy poured himself more coffee. “But the Fascists are rising, and they’re promising to cure every problem in every nation through warfare and national purification.” Szentgyörgy sounded as if he were quoting someone. “Although any political party and leader who can get the Italians to act like a single nation must have considerable skill of some kind.”


“And the Devil can quote Scripture when it suits him,” István snapped.


Szentgyörgy smiled for the first time since he’d arrived.


“Touché.” The smile faded. “I do not look forward to the next days and weeks, my lord Eszterházy.”


“Neither do I. I half expected to find a reporter sitting on the doorstep when I arrived this morning.”


István had already told his staff and employees not to give any information to the press. Szentgyörgy shook his head a little.


“Not you, you are harmless, a country squire who never ventured a quotable opinion—I believe that was what Mr. Novak of the long nose called you.”


“He certainly was proud of his apparent Roman ancestry and noble profile, wasn’t he?”


One shouldn’t speak ill of the dead, István reminded himself, but still . . .


“A little too proud. If he had not kept that nose in the air, he might have seen the trolley coming.”


“Everyone knows that horse trollies and electric trollies are the same,” István reminded Szentgyörgy with a wink. “Both stop for obstacles on the tracks.”


It had been an amusing end to the over-zealous reporter’s career: run over and killed by an electric tram. It had been the first and last time all the political parties’ leaders had agreed on one thing: that Novak’s death had been an accident.


“Thank you for informing me of the news,” István said after several minutes quiet.


“You are welcome. How is your family?”


“They are well. Yours?”


Szentgyörgy shook his head and looked mournful. “Both children are emigrating to Canada. I want them to stay, but they say there’s no future for them here.”


Damn.


“I’m sorry to hear that. You’ll be in my prayers.”


“Thank you.”


After Szentgyörgy left, István stared at the wall and the pictures of Their Majesties. Paul’s wife had died of breast cancer ten years before, and, without the children, István wondered what the retired lawyer would do.


The next day’s mail brought an invitation from Archduke Rudolph to meet with him in the Budapest palace on Friday. At least that never changed, István thought, looking at the seal and the ornate handwriting above Rudolph’s scrawl of a signature. The archduke’s script always reminded István of a worm that had crawled onto the page and died a horrible, convulsive death.


Walking into the palace atop Buda Hill felt like stepping back in time. Nothing seemed to change. Footmen in tailcoats waited here and there, servants appeared and vanished on silent feet, the furnishings remained unchanged since at least before the war. If he ignored the electric lights and typewriters, István could pretend he was still young and that the world remained predictable and simple. At least until the door opened and he heard a weary sigh and a tired voice.


“Send him in.”


That did not sound like Archduke Rudolph. István entered the green-and-brown office and bowed.


“You may rise, Count Eszterházy. Come, be seated.”


Rudolph seemed to have aged since the start of the year. Not physically, and he had not lost weight, but he carried a different kind of weight on his shoulders, as if the entire Commonwealth rested there. His tan eyes appeared quiet—too quiet, István realized as he sat. The fire he associated with the archduke had faded, leaving nothing behind, like a flame that consumed even its own ashes.


“A black wave is rising.”


It was not a warning, but a weary statement of fact. István considered the words and the image.


“From the east, Your Grace?”


“The east and northwest. What says the Matra?”


“Very little, Your Grace, as I think about it. It is . . . distracted is not the proper word. Troubled, but the worrisome thing lies very deep, just below the senses. Like, ah, a storm in the distance, one that you feel through the ground but cannot see, and you do not know where it will strike, or if it will strike you at all.”


Rudolph nodded. “Bavaria feels much the same, according to Count von und zu Guttenberg. The Wittelsbachs have begun shifting, moving as much of the House as they can away from Munich, Würzberg, and especially Nuremberg.” He stared over István’s head. “I’m told that Krakow has become unpredictable, now acting as if it is going to lash out, now withdrawing almost beyond the point of contact.”


One thin brown eyebrow rose, and his eyes changed color. István crossed himself.


“Dear God not again. Why, Your Grace? What is wrong with the Powers? I’ve found nothing in our House Chronicles, not even during the Mongol and Turkish atrocities, that resembles what the past twenty years have seen.”


Rudolph opened his mouth, closed it, inhaled and exhaled, and only then spoke. “I can show you more easily than saying, Little Stephen, but it is not a cheerful sight.”


I think I should flee to Australia. But I need to know this. István took a deep breath, centered himself, and lowered his shields.


«Oh» No words could describe the terrible sense of what transpired to the east. «Dear God have mercy.»


«Amen. Because we will all need it.»


Galicia remained grey, like the pictures of the ruined lands in France and Belgium, dotted here and there with green-and-silver flecks, more to the north and around Lancut, where the Potokis and other families had attempted to rebuild and resettled the land. Farther east, what had been Ukrainia’s territory seemed to pulse the green-grey of bloated, decaying death. Black tendrils extended still farther to the east, disappearing into something from which István averted his awareness. No wonder Ukrainia had gone mad, if that had been building and attacking it.


«Not attacking, no. Infecting, leaching, corrupting. Young, weak creatures with no defenses.» The triple voice that spoke through Rudolph warned István. The scene shifted north and west. Brandenburg appeared strange as well, lit with dark stars much as the House showed as silver to István’s eyes. «The Hohenzollern lords cannot hold it. The Wittelsbachs and Jagiellos dare not.»


István heard his own voice speaking aloud.


“The Powers live on energy. What if that energy becomes corrupted, twisted, like water fouled with disease or tainted food?”


The reply knocked István back into himself, and he ventured to open his eyes.


“Your Grace!”


István and a footman pulled Rudolph upright from where he lay, half sprawled on the desk. István felt for a pulse as the servant undid his master’s collar and tie. The heartbeat raced too fast under István’s fingers. The archduke’s face had a bluish tinge to it even though he was breathing. It took two tries for István to get enough moisture in his mouth to speak clearly.


“I believe his Grace will need coffee and a bit of refreshment when he returns.”


If he returns. How can he live with this?


The faintest of mind voices answered as Rudolph’s eyelids trembled and his pulse began to slow.


«Because I must.» Then Rudolph spoke aloud. “Coffee would be excellent.”


The servant bowed and disappeared. Rudolph straightened up, but kept a grip on the arms of his chair and left his eyes closed.


“The Chronicles hold nothing because, as best anyone can determine, there has been nothing like the Soviets in our history, as far back as the Chronicles and memories go. The Mongols and Turks, for all their brutality, never sought to destroy souls. The same cannot be said for what swirls to the east and north.”


The children! István had to take his wife and children and hide them, send them to safety—had to run. But the Head and Guardian of House Szárkány could do no such thing. He bowed his head. What have I done to live in such a terrible time? But had the Mongol years been any better? Or when the Turks lapped Eger and Esztergom and Vienna? Or other human plagues in the long dim years long faded from memory?


“What can we do?”


“Drink the coffee, and do not tell Her Majesty what I put in the cup besides cream. She is a blessing to the nations and a wonderful woman, and I respect and honor her greatly, but some days alcohol before noon is not inappropriate.”


Rudolph finally opened his eyes. They remained dried-blood brown, but only the man looked out of them. István started to make a joke about it being afternoon in China, but stopped himself. It did not seem that funny anymore, not given what he’d just seen.


“We do what we can for our people, Little Stephen, just as we always have. And we prepare to shelter as many True-dragons as we can, where we can.” One of the fine-boned hands clenched into a fist. “They are fleeing Germany, France, England—everywhere save the Celtic provinces, North America, and the old Amber Road lands. There are no more True-dragons in the Hohenzollerns, Welfs, or other north German Houses, and Wittelsbach can only help so many, Traungau the same. His Majesty cannot force the Houses within the Habsburg lands to accept more, although Drachenburg is, and Brixen and I are, tucking as many as will fit into the Tirol and Styrian Alps.”


“Prince Taxis?”


“Has his forefeet full with the new German government. There are rumors, which I fear are more, far more, than just rumors, that the National Socialists have ruled that only pure humans are fit to remain in society, to hold office, and to control estates and property.” Rudolph growled something, then stopped as the coffee, little sandwiches, and small sweets arrived. “Thank you.”


He accepted the coffee, sipped it, set the fine white-and-crimson porcelain cup and saucer on the desk, and eased a drawer open. If István hadn’t been watching, he would never have caught a glimpse of the little bottle and the thin stream of something that Rudolph added to the cup.


Does he have an ace and a king up his cuff?


István ventured to inquire, «Your Grace, you do not, perchance, play cards?»


Rudolph smiled and his eyebrows rose and fell. «In my misspent youth. Why?»


István struggled to keep his mind-voice mild and uninterested.


«Merest curiosity, your Grace.»


Now he knew why His Grace had not been on the list of bankrupt nobles and younger sons. Rudolph lifted the cup.


“What I find fascinating is Herr Hitler. According to my contacts among the German Houses, there is a strong suspicion that he is a HalfDragon. For a pure human, he has a remarkable ability to project charisma and influence, then turn it off. ‘Like throwing a light switch’ Lord Welf said. It made him very uncomfortable. Hitler also rambles on and on about the superiority of the Nordic races, which, given his appearance . . .”


Rudolph gave István an amused look over the silver rim of the cup as he drank. Now István truly wanted to run, to flee down Buda Hill, grab his children and wife, and disappear from the world.


There were rumors in the Chronicles about a Turkish voyvod in Transylvania who hunted down HalfDragons and True-dragons, because he was one himself and declared it a curse. That’s terrifying if it is true.


“But all this is still rumor, and even if he is, shall I say, a traitor to his race,” the sardonic smile and cold gaze chilled István’s coffee, or so it seemed. “There is nothing His Majesty can or will do so long as the madness is confined to Germany’s borders. And the nobles and magnates feel Hitler can be controlled and directed toward less, hmm, problematic pursuits.”


István accepted a second cup of coffee.


“It is to be hoped for, your Grace.” After Rudolph took a few nibbles, István sampled the little cake on his own plate. “I do not understand people, I fear, Your Grace. The Fascists in Italy, the Black Arrows and National Socialists and their cousins in Britain, they claim that ‘the People’ want strong leaders and national unity, but they refuse to work with those of us who are the natural leaders of our people.”


“Because we are not pure. They are worse than the Spanish about purity of the blood. Which is amusing in a warped way, I agree.” Rudolph had more coffee, this time with nothing stronger than cream. “And we are not part of the glorious destiny of the General Will, or whatever the German word is for that idiot Rousseau’s idea. Apparently there is a great unity of mind among the ‘Volk’ that we old mongrel aristocrats cannot see.”


“But Hindenburg and the others can keep Herr Hitler and his followers in hand. Or can they?” István had some suspicions, given what he recalled of Hindenburg’s plans and failures during the war.


Rudolph’s free hand and shoulders moved in a combination shrug and gesture of denial. “His Majesty will not act, cannot act, until it moves into the Commonwealth.”


István had a dozen questions and complaints, but he couldn’t voice them after that. Instead he savored the coffee, tried not to wrinkle his nose at the anise in the little sweet bite, and wondered what the meat in the sandwich was.


“You have heard who the Magyar Nationalists are nominating for the next minister of forestry.”


István set the cup down so he would not break it.


“Yes. And if the rumors I have heard, and the reports I have read, are true, Mr. Tisza has a major problem, given his property holdings in Czechoslovakia. I would think the nationalists might have some difficulty explaining that to their followers.”


Rudolph leaned forward. “Really?”


“Yes. We, House Eszterházy have had to shift our milling away from the western end of the mountains, to Eperjes, Kassa, and Lubotin—or whatever they are called now. My memory is failing me this morning, Your Grace, I apologize. Georg Tisza’s businesses have taken over all but one of the sawmills in the western half of the mountains, those that do not belong to the House.” István took a deep breath to calm his temper. “He has also been trying to purchase our lands, or lease them, or have them confiscated by the Czechoslovak government, and has pressured the Hungarian minister of forestry to look into our ownership.”


The archduke shifted in his seat, reminding István of the stories about tigers and leopards.


“Should His Majesty know? House Eszterházy does come under House Habsburg’s aegis.”


István had warred with himself over that very question, and had consulted the seniors and Master Gellért.


“No, Your Grace. That is, given the ongoing situation in the Commonwealth, the House prefers to keep the matter out of official notice. Tisza has done nothing wrong or illegal yet that we can prove conclusively. And the attempts have decreased over the past year or so. I suspect his businesses are suffering as much as everyone’s are.”


Rudolph made an unhappy noise but did not say anything more. After a little more talk, Rudolph stood. István rose as well.


“Thank you for coming, Count Eszterházy. Your observations are much appreciated.” Rudolph hesitated, then shifted to a mind sending. «This fall, would it be amiss for me to visit Nagymatra?»


«No, Your Grace, not at all.»


«Ah, thank you. I may do so. Is Tadea still on your staff?»


István choked back a dozen answers, finally settling on the simplest.


«Yes, Your Grace.»


«Ah.»


As he walked down the hallway from the archduke’s office, István decided that he did not need to know. As long as Rudolph took no advantages and the staff did not object, he reminded himself. Although I have not heard of any HalfDragon who managed to survive assaulting a True-dragon, especially a True-dragon who knew that her lord would support her if it came to trial! Just imagining such a thing made István feel as if his manhood was trying to crawl away and hide.
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The Forestry Ministry inspectors reached the House office before the press men did, but only by a few seconds, or so it seemed to István. He had been eating breakfast and listening to Weronica describe her plans for the day with one ear, his mind drifting to the pending Royal Council meeting. Then he heard the telephone bell ring. Weronica stopped mid-sentence.


“Who would be calling at this hour?”


Whoever it was, it could not be good, that much István could guess. He waited, taking another bite of his eggs. Ferenk appeared.


“My lord, Mr. Gereb for you. It is urgent.”


“Thank you, Ferenk. If you will excuse me?” He waited for her nod before bolting to the phone in his office. “Yes?”


“My lord, I apologize for disturbing you, but there are gentlemen here who are most insistent on speaking with you and reviewing the business records. They are from the Forestry Ministry’s permits department and Revenue Ministry.”


“Thank you, Gereb. I will be there shortly. Tell the staff to allow the men to have access to any records they need, after you confirm their identities.”


István could well imagine someone claiming to be a government official for their own purposes. After all, smugglers had done so during the war.


“Very good, my lord, and I will do as you order.”


After István hung up, he snarled, allowing himself to show his anger and disgust with the situation. After glaring at the wall and a map of the House lands, he composed himself so he would not scare the staff or Weronica and went upstairs. When he returned to the ground floor, Dobroslov and Ivan had the car ready. István got in.


“My lord, there are reporters outside the gate,” Dobroslov warned. “We’ll clear your path, but be careful.”


“Thank you, and I will.”


István nodded to Fiodor, his driver for the day, and the car started rolling toward the heavy wooden gates. Two men pulled them open, and Dobroslov and Ivan rushed out, clearing a path through a cluster of people, all of whom seemed to be waving notepads or cameras. Fiodor got the car into the road, and Ivan jumped into the front seat beside the driver as Dobroslov and the others closed the gates. Weronica would not be going out, István suspected.


“Stop here,” he ordered as they came around a corner onto the block with the House business office on it. He could see the muddle of people filling the sidewalk and growled to himself. Damn vultures, circling any hint of a rumor or story.


“I’ll walk from here.”


“My lord, don’t,” Ivan began.


“No, and you stay here. That is an order, Ivan.”


I cannot be seen with a Russian guard, and that is all they will see, not the man—they won’t attend to anything but the name and the accent. Even a decade and a bit after becoming Hungarian, Ivan sounded as Russian as Lenin had.


“I’m not worried about my safety, not until after the newspapers come out tomorrow. I’ll call for you when I need you.”


“My lord, I must—”


“No.”


István put his strength as House Head behind the command, and Ivan ducked. István got out of the car, shut the door, and walked toward the office, learning on his walking stick. He had brought his identification but no other papers. What remained in his office at the town palace needed to stay there, away from prying reporters and officials.


“Count Eszterházy, is it true that—”


“A few questions Colonel!”


“Do you still do business with the Communists?”


“The minister of finance says that—”


The dozen reporters sounded like a hundred as they shouted questions at him. István wanted to thrash several of them for their impudence, as he could have back before the war. Instead he remained silent, face composed and calm, as he limped through the throng. One of the secretaries opened the door for him, and he slipped through. The man locked the heavy panel behind István.


“Your pardon, my lord, but the crowd . . .”


István handed him his hat and coat.


“I understand.”


He walked into the main office and found Mr. Gereb all but wringing his hands at the chaos. Ledgers and maps lay scattered here and there as four men went through the heavy books. István suspected that more inspectors had taken over other rooms as well, looking at payroll records and the tax receipts.


“I trust all is in order?”


A small man with wire-rim glasses and too-bright dark eyes stood up from where he leaned over the master expense account ledger. István noted ink stains on the man’s fingers, and a heavy, gold-and-silver watch chain draped across his flat stomach.


“Ah. Count Eszterházy. So good of you to come. I am Sandor Farago, Ministry of Finance. Information has been received that your firm been, shall I say, remiss in paying to the Crown those fees which are due His Majesty’s government?”


Are you asking or saying? You sound as if you are asking. I do not care for this.


“I see.”


István waited for details. Gereb made an unhappy, squeak-like sound as one of the other men brought Farago a ledger.


“Would you care to explain what this means?”


“If you will set the records where I can see them, Mr. Farago, then I shall.”


The man dropped the book onto an already open volume, and István thought he heard paper tearing. He hid a wince, then bent over and studied the page. A sharp-nailed finger poked at a line in red ink.


“That is the fee for a sublease in Czechoslovakia, paid to the Czech Forestry Ministry.”


That one especially stung every time István approved the payment, since the land had been House property.


“And you can prove this, my lord?” Farago’s sneer slurred the title.


“Yes.” István refused to let his temper rise.


Farago waved and another ledger appeared.


“And this?”


After two hours of interrogation, István felt himself starting to shift. He excused himself to the washroom for a moment of peace—only a moment, but it was enough. Farago and his men could not find what they wanted. Neither could the men from the Forestry Ministry’s permits department. The Forestry workers grumbled, demanded copies of several permits, and then left after the clerks complied. Mr. Farago insisted on removing several ledger volumes, including two not related to taxes. That set off warning bells.


“Very well, but I need receipts.”


When Farago tried to leave, István and his men blocked the door. István held out a page with the list of books.


“No, Mr. Farago, not until you sign and state what use you have for the volumes.”


“I have every right to take these.”


“Yes, you do,” István agreed, sounding calmer than he felt. “And I have every right to signed confirmation that you are taking them.”


A few of the clerks and secretaries gasped at his boldness.


“Do you not trust the Ministry?”


“The Ministry? Yes. My business competitors? No.”


Farago twitched, and István dropped his shields, reaching for and reading the man’s surface thoughts.


“And if the Forestry Ministry sends another inspection group, I will need proof of the location of those volumes, especially the lease receipt book.”


István felt a surge of anger in the man, and a dose of fear, and caught a brief glimpse of an all-too-familiar face with odd colored eyes.


“Very well,” Farago snarled.


He pulled the page out of István’s fingers, snatched up a pen from Gereb’s desk, and signed the page, dated it, and dropped it to the floor, then shouldered his way out past István, who let him go and gestured for the others to clear a path. The reporters lurking outside tried to rush in, but were met with fists and curses from the Finance men as István and the others hid smiles and nods. The door was locked once more.


“Let’s put things back where they belong, shall we?” The House employees set to work. Gereb retrieved the page from the floor and handed it to István, who folded it and, after glancing around for other eyes, hid it behind the portrait of His Majesty. Miss Kiss appeared in the doorway ten minutes later.


“My lord, Mr. Kerestes for you.”


István wished he had Archduke Rudolph’s little flask. What did the lawyer want?


“Very good, I’ll meet him in the reception room.”


What Kerestes brought left István alternating between curses and despair. He settled for curses aimed at two sawmill operators.


“No, I have no . . .” he let the words trail off, his eyes narrowing as he tried to recall some stray bit of memory. “Kerestes, how would they know of our interest in that parcel?”


The long-jawed lawyer blinked. “Because of the bids placed with— ah.”


“You see my concern.”


“Yes, my lord, I certainly do. That does suggest some impropriety on the part of the leaseholder, does it not, my lord?” Kerestes’s green eyes began to gleam, and a little smile touched his full lips. “Those bids are to remain sealed until the deadline has passed. And the deadline is three days from today.”


“Exactly.”


Now, how did they learn that the House had placed a bid, since that too should have been sealed, and had been placed through the lumberyard, not the main office? Probably by opening the bids early, then tracing the yard back to the managing business, István thought. Now why someone would bother doing that, well, he had a few suspicions.


Although, given the way we Hungarians are cutting our own throats as the Germans continue dumping trash wood on our heads, honor and the law and other minor considerations have probably collapsed like a winter-kill tree.


Kerestes did not rub his hands with glee, but he certainly gave off the air of a man looking forward to winning a fight. Miss Kiss saw him out, then ducked out of sight as István’s second-least favorite relative appeared in the doorway. Well, if bad luck comes in threes, this will be the end of it. István leaned back in his chair.


“Hello, Imre.”


Imre smiled.


“Good afternoon, Cousin. Are you standing for election again or having a sale on newsprint?”


“Neither. And I am not in a mood to discuss things.”


“Too bad, because I had a most interesting chat with the foreman down at your lumberyard.”


Imre waited for István to rise to his bait.


“No doubt.” István stood. “I have matters to attend to, Imre.”


He started to walk past Imre to return to his office, but Imre caught his arm.


“No, my lord, you need to hear this.” Imre looked over his shoulder, then back at István. He lowered his voice. “While I was down there, trying to talk sense into the foreman, two of the men came and started talking about a third they’d caught with something. He was trying to take papers from the office there. He denied it at first, but then, according to the workers, said he’d promised someone a few pages a week. At that point the manager shushed the men and saw me out.” Imre straightened up. “I don’t know what’s going on, but it doesn’t sound good for anyone, Cousin. If you are blocking the men from unionizing . . .”


He left the rest of the threat unsaid when he saw István’s shake his head, then take a deep breath.


“No, you’re right. It doesn’t sound good at all.” He sighed and rubbed his forehead. “And here I thought that folly with the Social Democrats gave me headaches.”


It was Imre’s turn to snort, even as he gave Miss Kiss an appreciative look.


“The Social Democrats are collapsing as we speak. They’ve come apart like wet newspaper. Not that Crown and Land is much better.”


István couldn’t bring himself to rise to the bait.


“Everyone’s gone mad.”


Abruptly sober, Imre nodded. “They have, and the Germans are scaring everyone. Not that Romania’s much better. ‘National socialists?’ That makes as much sense as a lion eating grass.”


It was not until the next evening that István realized what Imre had likely caught wind of. That—what if . . . His thoughts churned and tumbled as he tried to sort the pieces. What if someone was blackmailing a yard worker? That would explain how the information had been leaked, if the other bidders had not been informed illegally. And according to Kerestes, they swore that they had not opened the bids yet, and had been as surprised as István to hear of the two sawmill owners’ accusations. István had done his best to avoid the newspapers, but headlines declaring “Royal Advisor Accused of Tax Theft” had been difficult to ignore. The papers took care to insist that it remained a mere accusation at this point, but the hints and innuendoes about “sources inside the Ministry” and “Forestry’s permit department has expressed concern” would leave their mark. After Frankopans’s experience, István assumed he would be left to deal with matters on his own. Thus far his suspicions were proving correct.


What if the man from the yard, one Mr. Novak, had been blackmailed into giving papers to someone? What could István do? The manager had already reassigned the man to a different position, one that kept him away from the office. The union steward had raised a fuss, but it died down quickly after it was pointed out to him that Novak’s work hours and pay remained unchanged. If Novak had passed pages to someone, like a certain Tisza, then what? István suspected that enough research and investigation would produce a Tisza connection, just like the one he’d seen in Mr. Farago’s mind.


István stared at the fire in the library fireplace and imagined Tisza in the flames of hell. Twenty years before he would have raced out, found the bastard, and challenged him to a duel—or horsewhipped him. Now, he had to obey the laws other men broke. He clenched his hand and heard something shatter. The nut in the nutcracker’s jaws, now reduced to powder and chunks of shell, scattered onto the carpet and table.


“Is something wrong, dear?” Weronica inquired.


“Yes, but not here. A business matter just became a little clearer.”


“If you allowed the managers to do their job, István, business would not bother you so much.”


Her reproachful tone did not improve his mood.


“My lady, I cannot in good conscience allow my name to be used in business without knowing what goes on and what that name is affixed to. The House would not permit it, either, I fear.”


“Why not? You are the Head. You have more important things to deal with than books of numbers. My brother never dirties his hands with business.”


István picked up a walnut and crushed it in his bare fist. He started to say a dozen things, all of them hurtful or hard, before changing course.


“That is true. Poland and Galicia are also different places than Hungary, and your brother does not have the same political and financial challenges that House Szárkány faces.”


He brushed the nut powder off his palm. He wanted to send a message to Rudolph, asking the Archduke to petition the king to intervene. He drummed his fingers on his trouser leg, wondering how best to phrase his request. If House Szárkány bled to death financially, it would endanger the Guardianship, with all that that implied. If István collapsed, or his marriage frayed, the diplomatic entanglements would undo everything the alliance marriage stood for. Surely his Majesty would not allow that?


Except . . . István remembered the latest news from Vienna and Berlin and Paris. And from Prague, where the nationalists were trying to use the rise of Herr Hitler in Germany to push German-speaking Czechs out of business and off the land, and as an excuse to demand King Josef Karl’s abdication in favor of a “pure Bohemian.” Although where they intended to find such a creature, István had yet to hear. And Hungary’s woes only made matters more frustrating. The western powers insisted on punishing Austria, or trying to, almost twenty years after the war. And Josef Karl stood in the middle, trying to balance his peoples’ needs and the demands of the Confederation with those of the Powers and Houses and outside world.


I can’t do it. Not yet, not until I have absolute, clear, irrefutable evidence that Tisza is attacking the House. Not me personally, but attacking the House, because otherwise no one will believe my claims.


“We are going to the mountains for Christmas?” Weronica asked, breaking into his thoughts.


“Yes, my dear. After November twentieth we will go to Nagymatra and stay until after Christmas.”


She smiled before returning to her book. “Good. I like the mountains. They make me feel calm.”


Me too, István thought. But would trouble follow them?




Unlike the original bold print headlines, the official report of the exoneration of Count Eszterházy by both the Finance and Forestry Ministries occupied only five lines on the third-to-last page of the front section of the paper. The Royalist press at least had the grace to put it on the second page, István grumbled. He folded the paper and lit a cigarette, watching the grey trail of smoke rise from the tip as it disappeared in the ceiling’s shadows.


Only two letters prevented him from hunting down Tisza and taking his revenge. He wanted to hurt the man, to hurt him dearly. He wanted to drag him into the main square, or onto the parade ground outside the palace on Buda Hill, and beat him until he cried for mercy. Or horsewhip him, inflicting two lashes for each whisper and sideways glance István’s family had had to endure. He inhaled a long breath of smoke, leaned his head back, and sent the blessed, calming vapor rushing up toward the heavens like a Red Indian’s incense. He wouldn’t do it. He wanted to, oh how he wanted to. But two letters and the House stayed his hand.


The House had suffered no injury and would not support his desire for personal justice. He knew, having asked and been rebuffed, although the House agreed that an injustice had been done. But it had not affected the House or István in his role as Head and War Lord. Had I been arrested, perhaps they might feel otherwise. István listened to the sounds outside the door as Weronica directed the staff, who were preparing for the count and countess’s departure. He’d pled the need to sort and destroy papers in his office and now hid.


Weronica. His wife remained cool toward him. She’d given him the rough edge of her tongue for not demanding satisfaction from the Ministries, and again for acquiescing to Crown and Land’s polite and formal “suggestion” that he not stand for reelection for his seat in parliament. It had been hinted that, if he acquiesced, he would be nominated back into the upper chamber when Crown and Land and the Royalist coalition regained power. At the moment, István thought as he finished his smoke and ground out the remains of his indulgence, he’d be delighted to rub his refusal in the face of Frankopans, Szapolyai, Illyés and the rest of the party leadership. He had neither heard nor read anything from them until after the Ministries finished their investigations and found exactly one problem—a four koruna fee from 1919 that had gone unpaid because of Mátyás’s death!


István looked at the two letters. Both bore elaborate crests on them, one of the Archduke of Styria and the Tirol, the other from His Majesty himself. Two official letters, each assuring István that he retained His Majesty’s trust and honor, and that a place on the Royal Council remained his.


I will obey, and I will stay my hand, Your Majesty, Your Grace, because of these. But as God is my witness, I cannot abide in peace forever.
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What cannot last, will not—or so István recalled reading somewhere. He watched snow dance on the wind outside the house at Nagymatra. The winter, mild through the Feast of St. Stephen, closed in on the mountains with the new year. Even Weronica agreed that the isolation came as a relief this once, as much as she regretted missing most of the social season. He suspected that she sensed the lingering suspicion from the other magnates and nobles. Or perhaps the growing nationalist power wore on her as much as it did on him.


“What do you see?” She asked, coming up behind him to peer around his shoulder at the white ice flowers dancing down between the trees. She rested one soft hand on his arm, the first time she’d touched him that day.


He smiled at her. “Oh, not much of anything, my dear. I fear there’s not enough Gypsy in the family for me to read the snowflakes.”


“Can they really do that?”


He shook his head.


“I doubt it, or truly read the future in tea leaves, or cards, for that matter. They read people, not the future.”


“Ah. They never came to the palace, and the porter turned them away from the convent and school.”


She withdrew, returning to the warmth of the library and István joined her. He should have been reading policy papers, or answering correspondence from the new head of Crown and Land, Lazlo Veres. Instead, he read a book about hunting in Africa and listened to his wife as she wrote letters. The logs in the fireplace popped and crackled. The bell on the clock chimed three times, and Tadeas came in on silent feet, refilled the wood basket, and disappeared again.


“I do not approve of his Grace’s interest in Tadeas,” Weronica announced after the True-dragon maid left and closed the door behind her.


“I see.”


István wondered what he was supposed to do, two months and more since the archduke’s last visit.


Weronica sniffed. “Rescind your permission for him to seduce her, István. And reassign her the next time he comes to visit. I am tired of him using his rank to lead her into sin.”


Oh dear. István looked at the fire as he considered how to respond.


“I will speak to him, my lady. And to her, should the occasion arise.”


“Do so.”


Her imperious reply set his teeth on edge. Weronica returned to her letters and István closed his eyes. Barbara would never have used that tone of voice to him. Weronica is not Barbara. And Weronica has asked for another child, despite everything. Do not upset her. Their world was upset enough as it was.


And they would be returning to society in two weeks, weather permitting. The Royal Council planned to meet in early March, just after the elections. The rumors around the pending vote swirled almost as much as did the snow. Rumors among the Houses traveled just as fast, along with some news that István wished had remained mere rumor. The Germans had indeed disenfranchised HalfDragons and True-dragons, along with Communists and others, in their last round of lawmaking. Would the Black Arrows do the same thing in Hungary? A whisper from Austria warned that the Austrian fascists supported Hitler’s proclamation, although it did not specifically mention the removal of non-humans from the voter rolls.


I never wanted this, Lord, István prayed, eyes still closed. This is not what being Head of the House is supposed to be. Even the Mongols and Turks didn’t try to divide us from the Houses. They just separated our souls from our bodies and chased the survivors into the hills. And what transpired in the Soviet Union—that scared him even more. What had he done to be Head in such a terror-filled time? Help us survive, please, Holy Lord. Blessed Lady, Queen of Mercy, please intercede with Your Son for us. Grant us mercy and peace in these hours of confusion.


He heard a cart rolling into the library and opened his eyes to see coffee, nut cakes, and Agmánd’s concerned expression.


“Oh, thank you!” He heard Weronica exclaim.


At least that had not changed. Weronica loved Mrs. Pozony’s nut cakes.




“What now, Your Grace?” István asked.


Rudolph looked at the gathered House Council members and made a placating gesture. “His Majesty will be here soon.”


«Indeed, Your Grace» Duke Ernest said, nodding. «The news does not warrant rushing. Not yet,» he added, raising a talon to still the inevitable protests from the Hungarian House Heads. «I fear we will be rushing more than enough in the coming years.»


Johann Graf von Hohen-Drachenberg nodded. He’d grown leaner since István had last seen him and remained a bit weak after nearly losing a battle with pneumonia. “The trickle of former House members from Germany has become a stream, but is not yet a flood.”


“Thanks be that some of the North American Houses are willing to take us in,” Prince Arnaulf von Taxis-Este added. He ran his hands over his coat-front, as if wiping damp palms on his round chest and stomach. His weight belied his energy level, and István wondered how the prince managed the combination. “We had to charter an entire ship, but eighty True-dragons and over a hundred HalfDragons and all their families who wanted to have immigrated to Argentina and Canada. House Taxis, Tarn, Welf, Hohenzollern,” he wiped his right hand again as the left played with an elk tooth on his watch chain. “I believe every House sent someone west, Your Grace, my lords of Council.”


István wanted a drink very badly at that bit of news. Drachenberg and Archduke Rudolph nodded, as did Lady Brixin.


“We have room for a few more True-dragons and their families, but not much. The Italians are pressing again, and the Head, War Lord, and I agree that we can’t settle anyone too close to that border, in case the French and the others decide to do something—what’s the word—unfortunate?”


«An apt choice of words,» Duke Ernest agreed. «I was informed at Candlemas that word has gone out along the German border that any True-dragons are to be shot on sight if we attempt to cross, since we are not citizens of any nation—are not even human.»


István thought the prince sounded remarkably calm. He also thought that if Rudolph’s eyes bulged any farther, they would fall out of his skull and roll across the floral parquet floor, probably stopping only when they reached the ornate green-and-white stove in the far corner of the Council room. Rudolph inhaled, but three bangs of a herald’s staff on the wood forestalled the verbal explosion.


“His Majesty King Josef Karl of Austria, Hungary, and Bohemia.”


The House leaders bowed as the Head of House Habsburg, Guardian of the Lands of the Three Crowns, entered the room and took his seat in the chair at the head of the room. The double eagle of his House rose above his head, carved into the wood of the throne-like seat. Here he was first among near equals. In fact, as István considered the men and women gathered in the lovely chamber, Count Drachenberg had the right to claim seniority of House Founding, with Brixin a close second, then Tarn and Szárkány, among the ten oldest Houses represented that morning.


“You may be seated.” Everyone took their seats or benches, and Rudolph moved so that he stood at the king’s left shoulder. Rudolph had a faintly wry expression on his face, as if acknowledging the dark humor of his taking the sinister side. “I would that better news greeted our gathering, but it is not to be,” the king began. “At the moment, barring a true miracle such has not been seen in a century within these lands, the Magyar Nationalist Party will win the election and a firm majority of seats in the lower chamber of the Hungarian parliament.”


The Hungarians in the gathering nodded, sighed, and grumbled as befit their tempers and standing. Count Szecheney seemed the least upset by the situation, but he’d always had a bit of a nationalist streak of the Romantic kind, István recalled. After all, it was his relatives who sponsored the library and all those translations and collections, as well as the Hungarian folk music movement. Behind his shields, István wondered of Zoltan was proud of the results of his clan’s folly, then caught himself. The uncharitable, bitter thought had no place here.


“At the moment, I remain hopeful that reason and pragmatism will prevail and the new government will not take any actions against the Houses and our members.” Josef Karl did not sound quite as confident as his words suggested. “As you know, until the exact composition of the new government is known, I cannot and will not comment on the results of the election.” He raised one hand. “I have made my unhappiness with the methods used to encourage some parties and discourage others very clear with the leaders of all the parties involved.”


Thank you, István thought, still shielded.


“I have also reminded the self-styled king of Romania that he is responsible for the behavior of his people, and that what he claims to be unable to do, is equally impossible for me. Count Gabor, I am aware of the situation and have informed all the party leaders that I expect the new foreign minister to protest in the strongest terms as soon as he receives his portfolio. Trade restrictions are one matter, but allowing the military to drive women and children across the mountains in mid-winter is inexcusable and has nothing to do with the oil tariff, all his protests to the contrary.”


“Thank you, Your Majesty. The past weeks have been trying.” Gabor bowed in his seat.


“You are welcome.” Josef Karl studied the group. “Count Eszterházy, have you sensed anything new from Galicia and Poland?”


István stood and bowed.


“Your Majesty, my lords, Galicia struggles. The Matra remains wary and continues to maintain a wall on that border. Life is returning, and the Houses are creating havens of life and order in that battered land, but it remains, ah, sick and gray, for lack of a better way to describe it. Your Majesty, I fear Brandenberg and Nuremberg worry me far more, at this moment, than does Galicia.”


“Indeed, Count Eszterházy. Thank you.”


At Josef Karl’s wave, István resumed his seat.


The meeting shifted to House news, potential alliances, financial matters, and other topics of less interest to István. He remained aware of the flow of discussion, but did not contribute. That morning, Weronica had announced that she did not feel ready for breakfast, and that she would remain abed. István hoped that it meant she carried a child, and not that the Lenten fast had worn too heavily on her. She had no calls or events until late afternoon, so her indisposition required no explanations. He had reread his son Imre’s latest letter from the Romanian border, such as it was. Imre believed that ink cost more than gold, or so his laconic letter suggested. István took the lack of news as a good sign, even from the tense Transylvanian border zone. Although, the way the Romanians seemed to be trying to slit their own throats with their attempt to evict everyone without ancient Romans in their pedigree, and then whining about the lack of skilled workers in the oil fields and how the Germans were not cooperating with the trade agreements, well, István wondered if Hungary really wanted that lumpy, haunted land back. He knew the answer, but still.


The meeting took most of the day with pauses for coffee and dinner. Even so, an amazing amount of business and discussion took place and István wished once again that parliament could run as smoothly as the Houses did. Of course, His Majesty and Archduke Rudolph contributed to that smoothness, and no one cared to push matters too far. His Majesty had dissolved two Houses not long after his accession, and had disciplined a third so severely that Mr. Supan still refused to look any of the other Heads in the eye. If he had not been snowed in, he would have been at the meeting, and István made a note to ask Felix Starhemberg if he had any dealings with that House. Or perhaps not, since the split of House Starhemberg is still a delicate topic, especially now. Perhaps after Easter, when things calmed down and reason returned to Hungary.




But reason failed to return.


“István, what is going on?” Weronica demanded as she swept into his office at the town palace in Buda. She took off her gloves and handed them to the maid who’d followed her into the room. “As I was leaving Countess Petofí’s tea, a group of students accosted us as we waited for our cars. They’d gotten into the estate through the garden gate, apparently, and yelled at us in Hungarian, demanding that we wear white and black ribbons and wanting to know who were the real Hungarians. What is all this? Is it another University strike?”


Anger colored her words, and the rising pitch made István’s head ache even more. He wondered what to say.


“They are supporters of the Magyar National Party.”


“Well, they should be controlled. Why are they not in class if they are university students?” She glared down at her husband.


He took a deep breath. “Because they have left the school until more nationalist faculty, approved by the Black Arrows, come in and all Jews and non-Magyars are banned from the university, except as non-degree candidates.”


Weronica blinked, anger shifting to confused irritation. “That’s no excuse for intruding on their betters.”


“No, my lady, it is not. The elections seem to have emboldened the less civilized, I am sorry to say.”


The Nationalists are running loose and none of the rest of us dare stop them, because we are too scattered. No one is willing to cooperate with each other anymore.


“I see.”


She swept out of the office, her maid trailing behind. István closed his eyes and wondered what had become of his sweet, young bride of ten years before. The political storms that had swept down from Germany and up from Italy threatened to drown his marriage along with his career, or so it felt some days.


The folder of Royal Council papers sat on his desk, its red ribbons trailing across other papers like thin strings of blood from old wounds reopened. The MNP had begun pushing the first of their new laws through parliament, and the other parties could not, or would not, muster the numbers to stop them. István picked up one page and shook his head.


“This will not end well.”


Gabor, the footman acting as butler, tapped on the door.


“Your pardon, my lord, but Dobroslov says there is a car at the gate. One Count Felix Starhemberg wishes to speak to you.”


István jumped to his feet.


“Let him in, let him in. Tell Zuárd to prepare light refreshments for us.”


“Very good, my lord.” Gabor bowed himself out, and István jammed the papers back into their folders, tying them closed and restoring a modicum of order to the desk before walking across the main hallway to the receiving room. He found Szombor waiting, holding a proper jacket.


“Thank you.”


István’s valet gave him a quick, careful study before disappearing through the servants’ concealed door with István’s tatty old coat—at least, it was according to Szombor.


“So this is the famous Eszterházy palace.”


The familiar voice, speaking in German, was followed by a tall, blond man, who limped as he entered the room. Felix Starhemberg de Este, Count Starhemberg, extended a hand. They shook, then exchanged half hugs and back slaps. “I thought you had a zoo inside the walls.”


I did, but they’ve all gone to school.


“No, that’s the lowland branch. Or it was until the border shifted.”


Felix’s bright eyes darkened. “Ah yes.”


“But come.”


István led his old friend into the library—a warm, masculine space. Weronica never came here before supper. Marie Denisovich appeared a moment later with a tea tray, which she left.


“No service?” Felix inquired.


“I prefer to serve myself when I’m not working.” István caught Felix’s hesitation. “Or is this a business and government call rather than a social one?”


Felix’s head shook briskly.


“No, social, although I do need to suss out some things.” He waited until he’d helped himself to coffee and a small toasted cheese bite. “I’ll be blunt: are the rumors about the trade treaties true?”


István stirred more cream into his coffee. “Which rumors?”


“That Hungary is going to raise tariffs on meat and leather by at least thirty percent, and on manufactured goods by at least ten percent. More on dairy products.”


“Those are true. The new leaders in parliament want to boost Hungarian industry and manufacturing for the good of the country.” He raised his free hand as red began rising in his old friend’s face. “No, His Majesty is not pleased. Yes, there will be repercussions from the rest of the Commonwealth, as well as the rest of Europe. Yes, the Americans were fools to think it would work, and no, the Nationalists can’t learn from other people’s mistakes.”


“You do not support the bills, then.”


István shook his head before drinking his coffee.


“Damn.” Felix ate a few more bites. “This will be the final push, then.”


István looked over the top of his cup and raised his eyebrows.


“The Austrian Nazi party has been looking for a way to push the last of us out of government and to form a customs union with Germany. Those kinds of tariffs will infuriate most Austrians, enough to convince them to be just as foolish in turn.”


“The Czechoslovak members of the Royal Council have voiced similar concerns.”


Felix gave István a faint, knowing smile. “I imagine they have. Did Windischgrätz leave any paint uncharred?”


“A little, but the windows almost cracked. And half of what he said had to be stricken from the record by royal command, or the Black Arrow thugs would be storming Prague Castle right now.” István stopped, then added, “In four languages no less. I’d forgotten you could swear that much in Latin.”


“All I remember is liturgical. I’m a soldier, not a scholar.” Felix blinked and looked down at the cup and saucer in his hands. “God, but life was so much easier when we were in the cavalry.”


“Agreed. I read Imré’s letters and want to either slap him for complaining or run away and join him.”


Felix stared at István with mock horror.


“What? Join the Powder Jews? A cavalry man?” Both men laughed at the old—near ancient—joke, from a different time and world.


Talk shifted to commonplaces, then circled back to the meat of Felix’s visit, as István had feared it would.


“What will House Szárkány do about the new tariffs?”


“István Eszterházy will protest, of course. I would petition the member of Diet from Matra if I thought it would do any good, but he’s Magyar Nationalist, elected by Eger, and would use anything from me or the businesses as fire starter.”


“And?” Felix leaned forward, blue eyes intent.


“And? House Szárkány will do what it can to work around them, and around whatever the Czechs do in response.”


Felix sat back.


“Then you might as well finish rolling over and showing your belly, Eszterházy. And be ready to watch your House vanish as mine did.”


The log in the fire popped. What does he mean, “vanish as mine did?” Starhemberg split but was not dissolved. Or was it? No—I’d know.


“So you have not heard.” István shook his head. Felix ran a hand through his grey-touched blond hair and some of the anger left his voice. “House Starhemberg dissolved. The family, we were left with our lands and titles, but the House is no more. The last non-humans have gone to Drachenberg, Brixin, Habsburg, and a few ran to Taxis and were able to get passage to Canada.”


He sounded calm as he spoke, too calm. He’s about to snap.


“There are no words, but dear sweet Lord I’m sorry, Felix. What can I do?”


“Shelter those you can, István, and be ready for the storm. I wasn’t. I should have been. We should have been. We were looking for danger from outside—from France, Italy, and England.” He shook his head again and let his shoulders slump. “It comes from within.”


Three days later, István read the new prime minister’s first proclamation of office and wondered how much madder his world could become. He stared at the dark walnut panels of the walls in the waiting room within the palace, watching flames lick the beautiful wood, charring age-blackened walls and devouring the past. The Jews have been part of Hungary for a thousand years and more. They are Hungarian if they speak Magyar and follow the laws. But no. Not any more, not even if three generations have been Christian and married Christians. Who will be next? But he knew.


Lord Salm looked as if he wanted to kill someone.


“This was affixed to the door of my residence during the night. With an iron spike driven into the wood.” He showed the rest of the Council. István was not the only one to growl at the crude caricature of a long nosed, dark-haired figure with forelocks and a skull-cap, holding a money bag with the koruna symbol marked out and a Star of David in its place. A second picture showed a horseman in Magyar costume spearing a Jew, like St. George killing a dragon, and a young woman labeled “Hungary” chained to a rock between the two figures. “They have been found all over Pest and Buda, on walls, on doors, not just in the Jewish Quarter.”


“His Majesty will not stand for this,” Zoltan Szecheney stated.


“Can his do anything? He is bound by the laws just as we are.”


Damn, but Salm has a point. What next?
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How dare the sun shine so brightly? How dare a soft wind blow, easing the bite of late winter’s hold on the land? Clouds, black clouds, angry and snarling, throwing hammers of light down onto the treacherous land and booming imprecations of thunder should have filled the sky. Rain, hail, ice, driven by a north wind so cold it froze the birds where they perched and shattered trees in the parks should have filled the air, driving the crowds away from the steps of the cathedral in Pest. Surely the land would rebel, would rise up, tear open like at the Last Day and swallow the sinners, the traitors, the craven?


But the cobbles of the enormous plaza remained in their places. István’s rage had passed now, leaving him numb as he heard His Majesty’s final phrases, the words that signaled the end of his world.


“For these reasons I will not, cannot, remain on the throne of Hungary as the crown of St. Stephen is disgraced and degraded in the name of barbaric nationalism.”


King, once Emperor, Josef Karl Habsburg’s voice rang out from the cathedral steps, carrying over the silent crowd. István forced himself not to look at the faces of the MNP members of parliament and their supporters crowding the side of the south steps. I will not be able to control myself if I see one of those bastards gloating. Better to be thought weak than to commit murder.


“I hereby renounce the throne and crown of Hungary. May God have mercy on us all.”


And with those words, His Majesty took off his ermine-edged cape and the holy crown, draping the cape over the arm of one of the soldiers and handing the crown to Cardinal Leonti, who inclined a slight bow as he accepted the heavy, ancient artifact in silk-gloved hands. Josef Karl turned and walked to a waiting motorcar, disappearing before the gathered crowd could respond.


István, watching from the edge of the throng, turned and slipped away, Ivan Denisovich following close behind. Both went armed at all times now. The disgusting anti-Jewish fliers had only been the beginning. Now anyone not wearing the black arrow, or who was known for tolerating Jews and other non-Magyars, was fair game for assault and abuse by the gangs of thugs claiming to be “defending the honor of the Magyar nation.” Wherever you are, Wilson, Poincaré, and Lloyd-George, I hope you realize just what evil you released into the world.


István walked neither slowly nor quickly to the riverside, then downstream toward the Chain Bridge and his waiting car. The Houses would be meeting at House Bathory’s Buda property, a few kilometers west of the palace. Attila Gabor opened the property for His Majesty on occasion, as had his ancestors, and it seemed fitting that the final meeting of the Royal House Council gather there.


As Petr drove over the bridge, between Buda and Gellért Hills, and west toward the Gabor estate, István brooded. What had he done to live in such a terrible time? My God, my God, why hast Thou forsaken us? What have we done to earn Your wrath? Why does evil prosper and why do the good perish? Did he truly want to know? Perhaps they had grown too proud and complacent, forgetting the lash and scourge of the Ottomans and the Mongols. What of poor Galicia and the peasants there, his conscience asked. What did they do to deserve the war that had destroyed their lives? Nothing, István knew, watching the Russian Army devouring the goodness of the land in his memory’s eye once more. They had been innocents caught between powers and Powers. How many generations, oh Lord? How long until You hear the cry of Your people and grant us peace? István covered his face with his hands for a moment, took a deep breath, and squared his shoulders. His ancestors had guided and protected their people through the dark days of the past, and he could do no less. “Non nobis Domine, but Thy will be done,” he whispered.


How can people without shields bear it? he wondered, as he watched the gathered House members surrounding Josef Karl. The emotions would have swamped anyone with weaker defenses. Confusion, resignation, despair, anger, and in some cases relief that at least something had been done, and the dreadful waiting had come to an end. It reminded István of the feeling when the war, which had loomed so long on the horizon, had started at last, the tension breaking.


“Who will lead House Habsburg, Your Grace?” Gabor asked Josef Karl, now Prince-Royal of Austria. He had already renounced his titles to the crowns of Austria and Bohemia.


“The House has decided that I shall remain Head and War Lord.” An odd expression crossed the prematurely gray man’s face, and István braced himself as Josef Karl’s eyes shifted color to rose-gold. “I remain Guardian, with Archduke Rudolph as my Second and buffer.”


Confusion and puzzlement followed these cold words, and István peered around until he spotted Rudolph. The former king’s cousin appeared as surprised and confused as István felt, and as Josef Karl appeared to be. Rudolph met István’s eyes and gave an eloquent shrug, as if to say: Your guess is as good as mine, Little Stephen. Rudolph looked as tired as his cousin, and István wondered what the House and Powers would demand of him now.


“My lord, how can you be Guardian if you are not the monarch?” Zoltan Szecheney recoiled from the creature that answered his question.


“He is mine until I release him,” Pannonia said through Josef Karl’s voice. “I yet require a mortal instrument.” The being looking out of those rose-gold eyes caught each man and woman’s eyes in turn, and István had never seen such fear and shock outside of combat. Did they not know what the Guardians worked with? He bowed to Pannonia as its gaze passed him.


«They have never seen what we live with, Little Stephen,» Rudolph—and Rudolph alone—said into his mind, despite István’s shields. «Blessed are the ignorant, for they shall be spared nightmares.»


István crossed himself and nodded.


Pannonia withdrew, leaving more questions than it chose to answer. Once again, István wondered how that long-distant first Guardian had come to make an alliance with the Power of the plains. And once again he decided that he did not care to know. Instead he accepted a drink from the maid’s tray and discovered that he needed the taste and rush of cider punch just then.


Some of the heads gathered with Josef Karl to discuss House matters, as well as how to cope with the problems that the Black Arrow and the MNP would cause them. István drifted toward the glass doors leading out to the old hunting house’s grounds. Here, in the main reception room, he could detect traces of the border baron’s dwelling and hunting lodge buried beneath the later neoclassical additions. The winter-quiet garden and grounds stretched toward Buda, and István could see the palace on Buda Hill if he looked closely. The long approach also provided defenders with open fields of fire, and made it difficult for anyone to sneak up on the residence, not that anyone worried about such things today. The monotone dark green hedges in their orderly squares around the grey and tan gravel paths bored István’s eye.


“Your thoughts, my lord?”


István turned and bowed to Rudolph and Duke Gabor.


“That perhaps some topiary might not be amiss, Your Graces. My upcountry eyes need lumps and spikes amid the order.”


Gabor frowned, and István realized that he’d touched a sore spot, but the older man spoke before he could apologize.


“Hmm. Perhaps a double eagle?”


Rudolph shook his head. “Too complicated and fragile. Maybe a figure like those in the garden of the Belvedere?”


István bit his tongue as Gabor realized which figures the Archduke meant.


“Ah, Your Grace, I do not believe—that is to say,” he recovered his aplomb. “That is to say that styles have changed since Prinz Eugen’s time, Your Grace. Something simpler and more geometric would better suit the pattern of the landscape.”


“Quite, Your Graces,” István said, giving Rudolph a firm look.


Somehow, Rudolph managed to appear perfectly innocent, tan eyes wide, half gesturing toward his chest with two fingers of the hand holding a small glass of plum schnapps. He reminded István of a very young Imre or Petr, trying to convince the adults that the glass of the window had broken of its own accord, or that they had been outside of the house when someone pulled a sister’s hair or used one of her dolls to play toy soldiers. Judging by Duke Gabor’s expression, he harbored doubts similar to István’s own. Well, he had a few sons of his own, as István seemed to recall.


“On a more serious subject,” Gabor said, changing from Hungarian to accentless Latin. “The Guardianship. Pannonia and I presume the Matra are accounted for?” He looked a question at István, who nodded. “What of Siebenburgen?”


Siebenburgen? Oh, the German name for the Saxon area of Transylvania—the place supposedly tied to the legend of the Pied Piper. It has a Power? I’ve never sensed one.


“I do not know, Your Grace. I would think that a Transylvanian House . . .”


Rudolph pursed his lips as he thought. He opened his mouth, then caught himself, closed it, then started again. “My understanding is that that Power remains both unaligned and hmmm.” He stared into the distance, forehead wrinkled. “Not sleeping, but, ah, deeply buried and aloof from the affairs of shorter-lived creatures.”


“That is what we,” Gabor’s gesture took in all of House Bathory, “thought as well, Your Grace, but something—well, there are reports of something moving. I do not know what, but not something good.”


István and Rudolph sighed at the exact same moment and both reached up with their free hands to rub their temples. Gabor looked from one to another, a little smile appearing on his perpetually dour face.


“You are certain that you are not brothers, Your Grace, Eszterházy?”


“No!” they said together.


After a startled pause, all three men began laughing, drawing the attention of the room.


“Private joke, Cousin?” Josef Karl inquired.


“No, Your Highness, merely an unfortunate accusation of shared ancestry.”


Rudolph glared at István, who tried to imitate Rudolph’s earlier look of innocence.


“You do share a certain, one might say, tendency to action before thought,” the former monarch said, his hand rising to cover what appeared to be a smile. Duke Szecheney rolled his eyes. Neither István nor Rudolph ventured to contradict his observation, and he returned to his earlier discussion.


«Any sense from the Matra?»


«No, Your Grace. But I have been away too long this winter and early spring. And the Matra remains hard shielded from anything to the north and east, not turning inward,» he hurried to assure Rudolph, «but still exceedingly wary.»


The archduke acknowledged the sending, and the topic shifted to other matters. But István wondered.




Over the next few weeks, as winter faded into a beautiful spring, István found enough to worry him without inquiring with the Matra about the Power in Transylvania.


“ . . . and the Regency Council? What of it?” Weronica demanded.


She was trying not to demand, István could tell, keeping her voice low and pleasant, but her frustration with him showed in her narrow eyes and the restless way she turned pages in her magazine without reading them.


“What of it, my lady? If you mean am I going to be asked to serve on the Regency Council, I believe the answer is no.” The new “Regent,” Admiral Miklos Horthy, no relation to the former head of the Socialists, wanted no one but high nobles and his own military protégés and associates serving around him.


“But if you are asked?” She leaned forward in her chair, watching him intently.


“Then I will refuse, with sincere apologies.”


Anger flared on her lovely features. “But why? You’re Magyar, military, have experience . . .” She let the words fade away.


“Because I cannot in good conscience serve with members of the Magyar National Party, my lady.” He kept his words mild and calm, to keep her calm. “But it is highly unlikely that I will be asked in any event. The Regent has stated several times that he prefers people known to him, and that does not include me, I fear.”


“Surely there is someone in the new government to speak for you. You must have a place commensurate with our rank, Stephen.”


Weronica sat back and returned to her magazine, assuming that the discussion had come to an end. And it had, but not the way his wife had in mind. István stared at the newspaper from Berlin and wondered if he dared tell her the full truth. No, not until after she delivers—and even then, be careful. He could not grant her desire, because he could not stomach the compromises and dishonor required to find a high enough place in the government to satisfy her.


In his pain and worry about Josef Karl’s abdication, he’d not given enough thought to his lady wife and her expectations. István glanced over, admiring how the light from the lamp beside her chair made her dark hair shine. She’d trimmed it short in the new style. He didn’t approve of the barbaric cut but had said nothing, especially after her maid pointed out that it required less attention during “this delicate time.” Weronica, ah Weronica, who had expected to be treated as the sister of a prince of Poland and the wife of a high government official, had been rudely surprised by their changing status since the Nationalists had gained office.


No, István sighed to himself, call them what they are—fascists as much as the Italians and the so-called National Socialists in Germany.


He would not stoop to their barbarous levels, could not, when he was as much of a mongrel as they accused the Jews and Slavs of being. And dear Weronica, still very Polish, could not accept that. Well, he admitted to himself, he had not actually put the question to her, but from her comments about Count Salm and others, he did not care to ask. He preferred to remain ignorant of her opinion of Jews and others. He did know about her pride in the new Poland, because she reminded him of it on a regular basis, but that was to be expected from the sister of Prince Potoki.


He also refused to serve under the same roof with Georg Tisza. Tisza seemed to hover in almost every picture of the MNP leaders, or of Kevante Kan, the new Prime Minister, when he was at an official function. At least Tisza could no longer do as much harm as he once could have, but the thought brought cold comfort. Not as much harm through his Gift, István reminded himself, but more than enough through the political and financial resources he still commanded. A position in the Ministry of Trade, of course, István thought, staring at, and probably through, the newspaper. Is that kind of ability a Gift in itself, or just a skill that’s been polished and hones, with enormous experience behind it? Probably the latter. Count Salm and others had prospered through honest craft rather than Gifted guile, after all.


István brought his attention back to the latest news from Berlin and wondered if there had been some toxin in the Russian shells that caused all of Eastern and Central Europe to go mad. No, he decided as he turned the page. The Italians had never needed any help to behave like that. It must come from being surrounded by water. That would explain a great deal about the British, come to think of it. He filed the idea away and skimmed the results of the latest aeroplane races. People would race anything with an engine, it seemed.
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Spring shifted to summer and then into autumn. István opened the door of the car himself, wishing Weronica had come to Nagymatra with him. The cool air always lifted her spirits and eased her heart, something especially precious right now. Summer and pregnancy had worn on her nerves, and she’d alternated between snapping at people and weeping. István had tried to sooth and comfort her as best he could, but his efforts never helped for long. She retreated from him, turning inward, or spending hours writing to her family when she wasn’t napping. It felt as if he reached for her and she drew back, although she never complained about her pregnancy or about their reduced social status, at least not to him. He looked up at the crisp blue sky above the trees and wondered if Saints Joachim and Anna had ever endured something similar, or if St. Josef had ever grown frustrated with the Blessed Virgin before she delivered. No, which was why they had become saints and why he need not ever worry about such a fate. István waved to Ivan Denisovich and climbed the steps to the verandah. Agmánd and the others waited, a familiar ritual now more precious than ever.


«Welcome home, my lord,» Agmánd said, bowing. «I hope your journey was uneventful.»


Actually, it had been too interesting by half, but István didn’t say so.


“Thank you, Agmánd. It is good to be home.” And it was, it truly was good to be home, here in the mountains where he belonged, where the House welcomed him and the land knew his name. He could not hide forever from the world’s woes, but for now . . . “Is there anything I need to be aware of?”


«A letter from His Grace Archduke Rudolph, my lord, but nothing else.»


Of course. István knew what the letter contained and wondered how to deal with it. Later, later. He would respond after he spoke with Tadeas, and that could happen on the morrow. More than soon enough.


István slept better than he had in several weeks, if not months. The next morning he lay in bed listening to the faint sounds of the servants moving to and fro, the quiet, sleepy chirps of a few birds outside the open window, and nothing. No crowd noises, no automobiles, and no typewriters banging away and disturbing his attempts to make sense of the new forestry and timber regulations—and then wishing he had not done so. No murmurs or tears as Weronica dreamed. He stretched, rolled onto his side, then got up.


Real coffee waited for him when he returned from the washroom. Even better, a large country breakfast appeared the moment he sat down at the table in the informal dining room, with mixed meats, fresh bread, eggs, and honey and jam. His son, Imre, would be coming home on leave in a week or two, if all went as hoped, but for now István dined in solitude. He and Weronica usually ate in silence in the mornings, but not the companionable quiet they’d shared until this past winter. And now she broke her fast in Poland, visiting her brother and his family for a niece’s wedding. Mistress Nagy had approved of the visit, even as heavily pregnant as Weronica was, so István had said nothing against it. He’d not been invited.


Speaking of invitations, he’d smiled a little at the carefully phrased letter from Rudolph. In Hungary, on paper at least and in the eyes of the law, István outranked Rudolph von Habsburg. And so the remarkably tactful non-request for an invitation to come hunt in the Matra that lay on his desk. You step around things better than some of the professional dancers in Vienna, Rudolph. Must be a family trait, and it’s probably a survival skill in that House. Of course István would send an invitation, and would sort out what to do about Weronica’s demand that either Rudolph stay away or István fire Tadeas. The time had arrived to sort that out, at least, since Weronica would ask.


Or should he? István considered the question as he sat down at his desk in the office. He had no idea what had passed between Rudolph and Tadeas in the past and had never desired to inquire. The staff did not complain about the arrangement, and for all István knew, it could simply be that she’d acted as a skilled chambermaid and nothing more. The possibility existed that Rudolph may have found her presence soothing, or had appreciated her skill as a maid, and they had not engaged in any physical congress. István thought about it and decided that he preferred not to know. That was between Rudolph, Tadeas, and their confessors, as long as it did not interfere with the rest of the staff at Nagymatra.


Agmánd shrugged his tail when István inquired.


«Tadeas does her job quite well, my lord, and is training two new general work maids at the moment. No one has spoken to me about her comportment or failure to do her duties, my lord.»


That decided István. He would invite Rudolph and offer a compromise that might appease Weronica.


“Thank you, Agmánd. His grace Archduke Rudolph will be visiting in mid-October for the start of the season. Unless he says otherwise, we will observe the customary protocols, given that he remains Archduke of Inner Austria and the Tirol.”


Agmánd’s tail sagged limp and his whiskers drooped with relief.


«Excellent, my lord. We had wondered about new protocols.»


“Given his secondary duties, I do not believe that any changes are warranted unless his Grace specifies otherwise. And the usual staffing arrangements will be fine—again, unless his Grace requests an alteration.”


«Very good, my lord,» came the reply, with an emphatic emphasis on the word “very.”


The question of Rudolph and Tadeas proved to be much easier to deal with than what Imre brought from the Army.


“My lord, you’ve grown!”


Imre looked himself over, then back at his father. “How so, Pater? I’m still shorter than most of the men in my unit.”


István held his hands shoulder width apart.


“You’re filling out. Your muscles have muscles.”


“No, Pater, it’s just the uniform.”


“Oh! Oh dear.” Father and son both turned to see Catherine Novak standing in the doorway, one hand on her mouth. “Oh dear, young my lord. I don’t believe, that is, your pardon, but I believe we will need to alter your hunting suit, my lord.”


«Told you.»


«I’m not that different, Pater.» Imre’s mind voice sounded amused and exasperated, both.


Two hours later, he just sounded exasperated as he flopped into a chair in the library, then straightened up and accepted a cigarette from his father.


“You and Catherine were right, sir. At least four centimeters in the shoulders, and more in the chest and upper arms, have to be let out or added to every coat I used to wear.” He drew a breath and puffed out the smoke. “Thanks be Great Uncle Lazlo was so big. I can wear his things for now.”


“Army food will do that, or so I’m told.” It had not worked for him, but he was cavalry, not artillery, István recalled.


After a few minutes, Imre began shifting in his chair, growing more and more uncomfortable. Before István could snap at his son, the young man tapped on his father’s shields.


«Sir?»


«Yes?»


«Trouble is coming. Coming here.»


István remained outwardly calm. «How long?»


«Don’t know, but not tomorrow, sir. Months, maybe year or two. The Black Arrows are, well, look.» He sent his father a memory of stumbling onto the new Special Police as they tossed books and papers out the windows of a house in Szekesfehervar. Some of the black-clad men collected them as they arrested a man in his night-clothes for something. «We were told not to worry, that it was only enemies of the government and the Magyar people who needed to fear.»


«And who declares who is an enemy?»


Eyes that should not have been that cynical and wary met István’s own. «That’s what worries me, Pater. Is it true what they are saying about the Houses in Germany?»


«That they treat True-dragons and HalfDragons only a touch better under the law than they do Jews? Yes.»


Probably because True-dragons could fight harder in close quarters than most humans, István thought to himself, but not for much longer.


“So we need to be ready, then.” Imre sounded tired.


“Yes, but the Archduke doesn’t eat that much, I might remind you.”


Imre caught the hint and changed the topic. “True. I have one man, my hand to the Lord, but he eats a whole cow worth of meat a day.”


“I don’t recall any of mine like that, but there were stories about a dragoon who had to ride a heavy draft horse. Once they started moving, nothing short of a mountain would stop them.” István tipped his head a little to the side. “I suspect that story has gone around since man first rode horse.”


Imre smiled and nodded.


“I seem to recall a passage in Xenophon to that effect, Pater.” He leaned forward, elbows on knees. “Is it true that His Grace Archduke Rudolph is going to race one of his cars in the Isle of Man race against the motorcycles?”


“Bright stars I hope not!” István considered what little he’d heard about the race, and what he knew about Rudolph. “Ah, I don’t believe he will. As I recall, he prefers to go fast on pavement, and to not have to get out to open and close gates.”


“He’s not really,” Imre touched a finger to his temple, “is he?”


“No.” At least, not in the way that doctor in Vienna described. “He’s,” István shrugged, then got to his feet as Aunt Claudia appeared in the doorway. “There’s one in every generation, they say.”


“Indeed, Pater.”


Four days later, after the newspapers from Germany and Austria arrived with the mail, Imre and István faced each other across István’s desk.


“We need to get ready now, Pater,” Imre began. He held a letter written in a sprawling hand, with heavy letters that seemed to drip from the thin paper. “Attila Hunyadi. They’ve been visited.”


“And I trust the visit was quiet?” «How much trouble was there?»


“As quiet as one could expect.” «Gellért, his uncle? Yes, his uncle was arrested, then released the next day, badly injured. An accident, the special police said, and the family is making special donations to the MNP. Half their papers were taken, and all of Gellért’s correspondence from his time in the Diet.»


Imre folded the letter and István stood.


“I agree. It is time and past that we clear out some of those ledgers, the ones duplicated in the Chronicles.”


István did not think any member of the staff suffered from divided loyalties, but the episode with the blackmail at the lumber yard in Budapest had left him wary. Father and son started in István’s office, sorting correspondence and files that went back to István’s grandfather’s time. Some records and letters, too precious to consign to the flames, went into a box to go into the hidden room in the cellar. Others, many including personal information about other nobles or connecting the family to Bohemian and Romanian interests, went into the library fireplace. The pair also thinned out the library, removing rare books and part of the House Chronicle that had been stored there.


“What about the financial records in Budapest, Pater?”


“The Ministry of Finance went through those in early spring,” István reminded his son. “We are too boring for their taste, according to one auditor. ‘Too many trees,’ or so someone wrote in the margins of one of the lease books.”


Imre laughed, a sound István had heard far too rarely in the past year. “Too many trees?”


István straightened up, his back starting to cramp and sending flashes of fire down his leg.


“Too many trees.”


«I believe Master Gellért would disagree, my lord, young my lord,» Agmánd observed. His gaze swept over the large mound of ashes in the roaring fireplace, the empty ledger covers, and other evidence of destruction, but he said nothing about it. «Do my lords desire a late dinner?»


Father and son ducked as they realized the time.


“No, thank you, Agmánd, and my apologies to Luka for not paying attention. We will be ready in a moment.”


«Very good, my lord.»


Imre waited until Agmánd had moved out of hearing distance before asking, “Is there anything he doesn’t know, Pater?”


“Not within the walls of Nagymatra, and not for the last seven decades.” István thought. “At least seven decades.”


“I will have to tell Erzsébet that her ’Arkany is doing well.” Imre winked as he imitated his younger sister’s childhood voice.


Be prepared to run if you do, István thought to himself, hiding a smile. His older daughter remained rather fierce when it came to her Gifts, as well as the little problem she’d had with speech as a young child. Sophia showed none of her older half-sister’s fire, for which István felt grateful. One energetic daughter was more than enough.


The next day another unwelcome surprise arrived in the form of Cousin Imre.


István blinked at the news, and Mátyás Imre gaped at Agmánd. “Did he walk up the mountain?” the latter asked.


«No, my lord, he drove a car.» The butler held up one forefoot. «I did not ask why or how.»


Ah, this is new. What do I do? István’s conscience and curiosity warred with his sense of self preservation—curiosity won.


“Show him in, please, and ask if he will be staying.”


Of course he’ll be staying after that drive. It’s too late to go back to Eger.


Cousin Imre swept into the office, looking at the stacks of books and papers.


“What are you doing?”


«Should we?» Mátyás Imre asked.


«Half truth.»


“Good afternoon, Cousin. It’s good to see you too,” the youngest man said. “We’re going through the records and weeding out what can’t be read or is a duplicate of a duplicate.”


Imre picked up one stack and leafed through it. “Keep these. The House will need them to prove our claims after the border shifts north and east again to the proper line.”


Since those pages had been on the burn pile, István and his son just nodded. Once again István wondered how Imre had managed to live so long yet be so ignorant of the world. Well, he survived by being a weathercock, following the latest fad or fashion in politics.


“What brings you here, Imre?” István tried to sound friendly and mildly curious.


“I’m on my way across the border and thought I’d stop here.”


“Indeed. You are always welcome here.” István gave Mátyás Imre a quick mental poke, in case he’d planned on saying anything to the contrary.


Imre took a deep breath, then exhaled. “Am I? I might not be after my news.”


“Who did you kill, Cousin?” István’s son inquired.


Oh lord, save my son from himself.


István started to fuss but Cousin Imre laughed, a nervous half-giggle that raised the hair on István’s neck.


“No one, and I don’t intend to be killed, so I’m leaving Hungary. I,” he looked down. “I’m not abandoning the Socialists. A friend in Danzig got me a place on a ship for England, and I have a place with the Party there, translating and doing other work.”


Now it was István’s turn to look stunned. He did a commendable impression of a landed carp, mouth opening and closing without a sound.


“I think you made a good decision, Cousin.” Mátyás Imre spoke slowly, as if thinking before he ventured to say anything. “Nothing . . . that is, just based on some Army rumors . . . I’m not certain how much longer the Socialists will have people in the Diet.”


“After what’s happening in Germany and Austria? A shorter time than a snowball lasts on a hot stove.” Imre sneezed.


“Bless you,” István said without thinking.


“Thank you, because I need it. We all need it, I suspect.”


The fire in the smoking and trophy room danced and snapped that night as the three men smoked. None of them felt the need to talk, or at least István preferred to think, Imre brooded, and Mátyás Imre kept his own council for quite a while. At last he stirred, though, tossing the end of his cigarette into the fire.


“Cousin Imre, why did you not join the Nationalists?” he asked.


“Because of you.” The House Head and Heir stared at him and he explained. “The nationalists will destroy us. I don’t agree with what Stalin is doing, but Hitler and Admiral Horthy are worse. We,” he swept the room with the hand holding his drink, “are mongrels, we are corrupt, we are not loyal to the true Magyar soul. I’m an Eszterházy and they won’t forget that. The Socialists don’t care.” He amended his thought before István could mention the past. “Not anymore, anyway. The fascists, nationalists do. And they’re killing the Communists and chasing the Jews. Who’s next? Socialists, for all that that strutting fool in Germany calls his party the National Socialists.” He pulled on his cigar. “Horthy is a known danger, but that Georg Tisza makes me nervous. He’s got strings in the Ministry of Finance and the new national police. He’d be a strange creature even without those odd, off-color eyes, and there are rumors from Budapest that he’s got a list of noble families he wants to have humbled.”


The floor dropped out from under István’s chair, taking all the heat from the room with it—or so it seemed. He reeled, trying to recover from the shock before he showed anything that would alert Imre or Mátyás Imre.


“I won’t argue with your observation. I was at the track when he was banned from racing his horses, and hmm, he’s not a gentleman.”


“There are no gentlemen left, not any more. I don’t know what’s coming, but no gentleman will survive it, that much I do know,” Imre laughed. “Those days are long dead and buried, my lord.” He drawled the last two words.


“Perhaps.” István said nothing more, and neither did Imre. After another long quiet, the traveler stood.


“Good night, my lord. I will write when I reach London.”


“Please do, and let us, the House, know if we can help.”


“It will be the other way around, I suspect, but I will do so.” And with that Imre set down his empty glass and left the trophy room.


István’s son spoke first.


“I want to despise him for running away. But I can’t.”


“No, I agree.” István watched a bit of log crumble and fall into the bed of dull red coals. The House stirred, prodding him, and he lowered his shields to it, giving it his voice.


“We will need him, come the future. What cannot last will not, and his kind will be important to us.”


The House withdrew, leaving father and son to their own thoughts.




Archduke Rudolph von Habsburg arrived in time for the feast of St. Martin. István watched the dark green touring car rumble up the last bit of the road to Nagymatra and wondered what St. Martin thought of his homeland’s passage into madness. Probably sighed and exchanged his condolences with St. Adalbert, patron of Poland. The car moved more sedately than István thought it would, but then Rudolph and his driver knew the road and how bad it could be. The autumn rains turned one stretch in particular into a bog, and then a valley, no matter how often men added gravel and dirt. Should trouble come from the plains, that would also be the first stretch of road “washed out,” if it came to that.


The car stopped, and the grey-clad driver hurried around, letting Rudolph out before the archduke escaped on his own. As always, the man sniffed the air, looking left and right like a sight hound turned loose in new territory. Agmánd and the others bowed as they once did, and István, too, bent low.


«Not anymore,» the familiar voice ordered.


István straightened up, surprised, as Rudolph raised Agmánd and the others.


“Thank you. I am honored to be a guest here,” Rudolph said aloud, and István realized that the sending had come to his mind alone.


István missed Weronica’s gracious presence as he greeted his guest. Weronica knew exactly how to welcome people and make them comfortable, knew the protocols and how to manage gatherings. István had come to lean on her, perhaps too much, he realized as he directed the servants to do things that he knew they knew perfectly well how to do. He should have asked Erzsébet to come and act as hostess for him—another thing he thought of too late.


That evening he studied Rudolph as they enjoyed drinks after dinner in the trophy room. The archduke sprawled, or gave the impression of sprawling, even though his posture remained as straight-backed as a cavalry officer on parade. Eyes closed, he leaned his head back, one long-fingered hand holding a cigar, the other resting motionless on the arm of the chair. It took István a moment to realize that Rudolph had shifted fully into his true HalfDragon aspect, with heavy talon-like fingernails. I wonder why he’s done that? I can’t recall seeing him relax his guard since . . . since Josef Karl’s Testing, come to think of it.


The dried-blood-brown eyes opened, and Rudolph tilted his head forward, reaching for his half-finished cognac with the hand not tapping a hint of ash off his cigar.


“I had not understood the Scripture about ‘a prophet is without honor in his own country’ until now, my lord. The journey from Graz proved more interesting that I had anticipated.”


István shook his head.


“No ‘my lords’ here, sir. If anything, you still outrank me by time as Guardian and because you are still Archduke of Inner Austria and the Tirol, unless I misunderstood.”


Rudolph smiled a little, eyelids sagging. “You do, but not by much. I am still buffer to the Guardian, and House Habsburg has shifted so that I am now only responsible for the Tirol. Thanks be to God, because that is enough to drive anyone to,” he lifted the glass of amber cognac and sipped.


“My lord, I cannot believe that your mountaineers are less obstreperous, independent, cantankerous, strong-willed, taciturn, and,” István hunted for a word.


“Impossible, I believe, is the adjective you want.”


“Close enough, my lord.”


Rudolph gave a sleepy smile. “Man-for-man they probably are, but you have more of them to deal with, I grant you. All I have to do is keep the pass closed and support Brixin. And find a home for two more extended True-dragon families, these from Italy. Brixin won’t, can’t take them.”


“No space?”


Rudolph shook his head. “The border. If that fat strutting Roman fool keeps pushing, there will be war, and Brixin will be in the middle. Again,” he added.


“Shit.” István considered, closing his eyes and reaching for the House. The link came quickly and he sent his question, with the assurance that he did not need an answer immediately. He returned from the “conversation” to find Rudolph giving him an odd look.


“Sir?”


“How do you do that?”


“Do what, sir?”


Rudolph rolled his eyes. “Link so quickly to the House council. His Maj—ah, blast it. His Highness can’t shift that fast, even when he is within the House’s lands.”


“Ah, I don’t know. I’ve never thought about it. I just assumed anyone could who is . . . Hmm.” He thinned his shields. “Link, sir, and look.”


He felt Rudolph extending a mental thread and caught the link, then opened a passive connection to the House and Matra. He heard Rudolph whistle in surprise. It sounded as if they were some distance apart, not in the same room, and István realized that Rudolph remained hard-shielded.


«That’s fascinating. No wonder the links are so strong, even from Budapest.»


Rudolph withdrew and István pulled back as well.


Rudolph gestured with his cigar hand. “Has your House Healer ever talked to you about what you see?”


“Not really, sir. I suspect it is because we’ve been here, in this place, for so many generations, and are raised within the House lands. I could identify the next Healer and Guardian when the individual was eight years old.”


Rudolph’s eyes bulged with surprise and he leaned forward, once again reminding István of a sight-hound with a rabbit in view.


“Wait. You identified the next Guardian that early? Are you training him?”


Interesting assumption, sir, and I don’t think I’ll disabuse you of it, not yet.


“I’m not, but Mistress Nagy, the Healer, has worked with and taught him. He tried to Heal when he was four, and . . .” István made a wary gesture.


“Good Lord yes. But he knows he will be Guardian?”


“Not in so many words, but yes, he’s going to return to the House lands as soon as he finishes the last of his other training.” Because I do not think the University will allow her to stay, not with so many male students clamoring for her position, or any position, and her being my daughter. István closed his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose. What has happened to the world?


«Damned if I know.» He heard Rudolph sigh. «It went mad in 1920 and dragged the rest of us with it, will we nil we. I don’t see how his Highness managed for so long.»


István sensed bitter envy behind the words, at the proto-Guardian being trained before the fact. Had Rudolph not been trained?


“Because he had to,” István heard himself saying aloud. “Because we have to. It’s what we are, what we do. We survived the Mongols, the Ottomans,” he winked, “the Germans, we’ll outlast the current storm.”


Rudolph drew back, eyes wide, and pointed the ash-grey tip of his cigar at his host.


“I beg your pardon. We Habsburgs pushed the Ottomans out, if you care to recall, because you half-mad horse nomads couldn’t organize anything larger than a cattle raid without invoking that silly Golden Bull. And we all know what the Scripture says about golden bulls.”


“Really. And who stopped the Mongols from overrunning you Germans in 1250? Vienna would never have survived if we hadn’t been in the way. And it is a golden calf in Exodus, if you care to recall, my lord.” He grinned, and Rudolph smiled back. “We’ve been civilized Christians since before your ancestors stopped worshipping trees, my lord. After all, Styria and Carinthia had to be re-converted from Slavic paganism. We,” he pointed to his chest, “never gave up on the true faith.”


“Harumpf. You’re as bad as those crazy Bohemians, going on and on about mythical plowmen ancestors and pagan princesses.”


István pretended to be offended.


“Heaven forefend. Any rumors of a stray Slav in the family are just that: foul rumors. I’ll have you know that we can trace our line to—”


Both men jerked like puppets with their strings pulled, turning in their seats to look east and slightly south. Something rippled, and István reached for the Matra while Rudolph turned his attention south. István dropped into the double-sight of a Guardian and watched a shimmer of light appear around part of Transylvania. He sent a query to the Matra.


It was a Power, an old one that refused to respond to the Matra’s queries. The Matra shifted a little energy east, reinforcing the defenses there and matching Pannonia’s own shielding. A wall of light like an aurora built against Pannonia and the Matra both, and István got a sense of anger and rejection from whatever moved within Transylvania. The stranger Power looked dimmer to István’s mental eyes, and more diffuse, than the Powers he knew of.


The Matra prodded him, pulling his attention northwest, toward Germany. What, he asked. Brandenburg and . . . something black like tar oozed south, dripping across the landscape toward Nuremberg. A few lights flickered, then faded. House members, he asked? Not exactly, but potential allies now hidden behind the noxious stain, came the reply. It reminded him of something else, something foul and deadly dangerous.


«Now you see the danger.» He heard Rudolph/Pannonia/Austria/Bohemia in his head. The Matra withdrew a little, putting István between itself and the other Powers. «The Nazis and Communists destroy the soul as well as the body. Even the Mongols and Turks never, ever managed such an abomination.» The venom in Rudolph’s mind voice scared István a little, but he did not break contact. «This is what must be defended against. This destroyed Galicia, will destroy it again. Only blood can clean the land.» The cold, ageless voice replaced Rudolph’s own, and if the Matra could have, it would have put hands over its ears at the weight and force looming behind the words. István did not dare turn his sight to the south. He did not want to see Pannonia—the voice terrified him enough. Then all four Powers withdrew, leaving their vessels panting, drained.


“At least this time I didn’t set the rug on fire,” Rudolph muttered, lifting his cigar with a shaky hand and taking a deep pull until the tip glowed. He held the smoke, then sent a cloud of grey white toward the fire. István finished his own cigarette and his schnapps.


“I appreciate that, sir.” After the two recovered, or at least after István recovered his nerve, he sighed. “Now I see what Gabor was talking about with the Sibenbergen.”


“Ahm, yes. And I want to know why I had no idea that a Power remained in that backwater bastion of barbarity.”


Rudolph hissed with anger, eyes narrow, talons out, the picture of draconic resentment.


“Does His Majesty know?”


Rudolph raised one eyebrow.


“How can I tell from here? Your ‘friend’ is keeping me from sensing anything from the House.” He sounded resentful and intrigued both.


István opened his mouth, then closed it again. He was not going to ask. Instead he made a suggestion.


“If we are going to reach the edge of the hunting field before dawn, my lord, I believe we need to get a little sleep. We are no longer young.”


The snort from the other chair was pure Rudolph. “You rural barbarians, getting up with the dawn instead of making the most of the nights as the good Lord intended.” He got out of the chair, staggered, and blinked as he threw the last stub of his cigar into the fire. “I fear my lady cousin Her Highness’s bad habits are wearing off on me. Two glasses of cognac after a bottle of excellent wine should not affect my balance.”


“I believe it was the Transylvanian digestive that caused the difficulty, your Grace.”


István, too, felt as if he’d ridden all day, hiked the length of the Matra peak-to-peak, then cut down four trees.


“No doubt. Good night, my lord.”


Rudolph, despite his words, managed to walk a straight line to the door, then found the knob without difficulty and closed the door quietly behind him. István waited until he heard the stealthy approach of a servant in the back hallway before finishing his own smoke and drink, then putting out the lamp.


The next day passed quietly. On the following day, István caught the reply from the House to his query about accepting more True-dragons. He also broached the topic of Tadeas.


Both men had gotten nice deer, although István rued not at least trying for an absolutely magnificent buck, eighteen point at the bare minimum, that had broken cover when he was in one of the worst possible positions to have fired. So I might have ended up on my ass in the creek with my trousers down. If I’d have made the shot, though! As István finished cleaning his deer, he caught Rudolph’s mental nudge. The Archduke and two servants walked into the tiny opening in the trees.


“What are you feeding these deer, my lord?” Rudolph asked.


“Everything short of the laundry on the line, or so Hans and Luka have been complaining.” István straightened up and beheld the heavy sacks the servants carried. “Ah.”


Rudolph set down his own sack and opened the top, exposing a perfect twelve-point rack. He gave István that irritating, smug little grin. István stepped aside from his own kill and pointed. Rudolph’s eyebrows went up, then down.


“What about the one that got away?”


“Mine was only eighteen points.”


“Twenty four at the lowest.”


“Of course, Your Grace.” The servants did not roll their eyes at the deadpan one-ups-man ship, but István caught the twitching corners of mouths and carefully bland expressions. “None of which matters if we allow the meat and hides to spoil.”


“Indeed.”


That night, well fed on bacon-larded venison roast and potatoes, preisel berries, and mushrooms, they retreated to the trophy room to savor the day.


“Your Grace, we can take ten True-dragons, but no more for now. The Czech border is becoming a problem, and I do not want to try and settle people on that side of the House lands until things become more stable.”


Rudolph closed his eyes and exhaled a deep, silent sigh.


“Thank you, my lord. That helps immensely. They are all House Habsburg from Trentino and the uplands. They speak German, Italian, and Latin. And Old Drakonic.”


“I didn’t think anyone used that for daily speech anymore.”


“Not unless you don’t want the children to understand what you are saying.” Rudolph opened his eyes and it seemed as if a weight had lifted. “Thank you, my lord. You have no idea how bad it has become.”


“Oh, but I do.” He started to mention Weronica, but stopped. That did not need to be aired. “I do have a favor to ask in return.”


“And that is?”


István took his own deep breath.


“Find a position for Tadeas on your lands. Her ladyship has become rather insistent about certain matters.”


“Ah.”


“She will have excellent references, and I will send her with severance pay and her personal articles.”


Rudolph gave István a surprisingly sympathetic look. “Problems with domestic harmony, my lord?”


“Weronica is due any day. When she is with child, she becomes . . . concerned with proprieties. Perhaps excessively so.”


Rudolph nodded and trimmed his cigar before answering.


“I believe I have a place for a maid of her experience and skill. Yes, in fact, I suspect there will be a retirement at Schloss Tratzberg in Jenbach. Miss Tadeas should do well there.” Did he imagine it, or did István hear a bit of eagerness in his Grace’s voice, sense a hint of anticipation? He reminded himself that he did not need to know. “You do know that you are giving me the best scribe of any House I’ve visited?”


“Ah, no, I was not aware of that.” István blinked.


Rudolph all but rubbed his hands to gather in glee, like the villain from a children’s play. “I’ve been looking for someone who can help transcribe the oldest House chronicles into fair copies.” He smirked at István. “You can’t have her back.”


“Hell, Your Grace, we’re burning copies of House Chronicles.”


All color drained from Rudolph’s face and his eyes turned crimson with anger. “You’re what!”


“Protecting our people. With that Tisza creature in the government, among other things, we’re going through papers, trying to get rid of what can be used against the family and the House. Think of what the Nazis would do with your Chronicles, my lord.”


Rudolph cursed, quietly, in six languages that István recognized and one he didn’t. “Damn you, Eszterházy. I should have thought about that. Not just the Nazis, but the Soviets if they get Galicia. Fuck.” He got to his feet. “Fuck it all to hell and back. His Highness and I are such fools, we know what happened during the war. Damn it.” he leaned against the fireplace mantle, resting his head on his forearm. “Shit.” The outburst sounded so unlike Rudolph that István almost wondered if the House spoke through him, until he remembered that the Matra was blocking Rudolph from the House.


“What the hell did we do to have to deal with this, Little Stephen? I’ve wondered, and I cannot think of a single sin so grave as to warrant God placing this load on my shoulders.”


“If I knew, I’d have confessed and started my penance a year ago, Your Grace.”


Rudolph dropped back into his chair. With that a quiet filled the room, broken by the clink of glasses placed on the tables and the pops of the fire. István reached into his collar and brushed his fingers over the St. István medal his father had given him. His son wore a matching St. Imre medallion. The two saints had held Hungary together—how could he not try to do likewise for the Matra?


“Let us enjoy this season, Little Stephen,” Rudolph said at last. “For a night of storms is coming and we may not live to see the dawn.”


István lifted his glass of tokay.


“To the season.”


“The season.”
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To István’s mild chagrin, Tadeas considered his Grace’s invitation to take up a position at Schloß Tratzberg, her head tipped to the side and whiskers relaxed, then pronounced a potential obstacle.


«My lord, I will need to ask my family for permission to leave the House lands.»


He hadn’t thought about that—he’d just assumed that she would have no objection to moving since she was not married. He covered his surprise well, he thought.


“But certainly. And His Grace and I will see that you incur no expenses during your travel, if that is a concern.”


«Thank you, my lord.»


As it proved, her family raised no difficulties.


«It is claimed that True-dragons first came from the mountains, my lord,» Agmánd observed later. «Perhaps it is fitting that we return there for our refuge. As the Psalmist said, ‘I lift up mine eyes unto the hills from whence cometh my strength.’»


“I would rather that it were not so, Agmánd, but you raise a good point.”


Both men looked at Aunt Claudia, working on a project in the other room, deep in telepathic contact with Mistress Nagy. Then Agmánd returned to his work and István read through the stack of invitations, trying to keep his mind off Weronica.


He wanted her back, he wanted news, he wanted to hold her and hear her laugh and see her smile. Had she delivered? How was their child? He’d begun adding prayers for her health and meditations on Our Lady and St. Ann to his daily devotions. He wanted to go north, to Poland, and bring her back, but did not quite dare. A nagging fear had begun haunting him: would they be allowed back into Hungary? He had served in the old government and had enemies in the new. And Weronica remained Polish, or at least sounded Polish as soon as she opened her mouth. István still could not fathom the fascists’ fixation with place of origin and their mythic blood and soil foolishness. They were as bad as Bismarck had been, but at least Bismarck had known limits. Well, he knew limits after Emperor Franz Josef’s army defeated the Prussians at Sadowa and almost captured King Wilhelm. Granted beating the French reinflated his delusions of grandeur, but anyone could beat the French at that point.


None of which helped István sort out what to do with his marriage. Weronica, he sighed. He wanted her back. He wanted her to see reason, to accept his love, and to understand that he could not compromise while still being the man that she had married. And he wanted to see their child, to know that they were both healthy and happy. She’d sent two letters since her departure, one saying that she had arrived safely, and one with general family news and a reminder that Sophia and Petr would want to come home for Christmas and New Years, and that they needed to begin looking for a husband for Erzsébet. Which, to István’s mind, was about as fruitful as looking for elk in the Sahara. Erzsébet had a mind of her own, one remarkably like her late mother’s, God rest her soul, and István could imagine all too well the explosions and tears that would result if Weronica presented a fiancé to Erzsébet.


Not that there were many candidates available just now. The gap in ages within the Houses seemed, if anything, greater than that among the rest of the people of Europe. So many young men had not returned from the war. He’d asked a few House heads over the years, and their children had already been betrothed, or had made their own plans. He’d held out great hopes for Prince Taxis’s second son, but the young man had joined the Benedictine Order. István and Taxis knew better than to obstruct a true Vocation, but still, he sighed, looking at a request for his and Weronica’s presence at a presentation ball, Frederik and Erzsébet would been such an excellent match.


The second day of December, a telegram came to Nagymatra with the mail. István signed for it, then tore open the envelope. Thank you, holy Lord, thank you. Blessed Lady, thank you for your intercession, St. Ann, thank you. “Her ladyship delivered a boy, Josef Wladislav Andrew, on November 28.” He told the watching staff.


“Thanks be to God,” they chorused, and he felt tears welling up at the wave of joy and honest relief and happiness from the men and women.


“Amen.”


His euphoria lasted three more days, until her letter arrived.


“Dear Stephen,” it began. “Our son and I are doing well. He has blue eyes and brown hair, and looks like you. He seems to be a little fussy, but Sister Maria says winter babies tend to be fussy at first. I am tired, because he was a big baby—four kilos.” István winced. “Sister Maria says that is normal as well, given the long span the Lord set between our children.” He winced again, for a different reason this time. He had not wanted her to overbear, not after her first three came so quickly.


“Because of this, and because of the storms and cold, I am staying here until after the New Year. My brother and family and the doctor all say it is better for me to remain in Krakow through Epiphany. Travel should be easier then, my lord, and you will have time to find a proper nursemaid to assist me with Wladislav.


“How is Sophia doing with her school work? Mother Catherine sounded unhappy in her last letter. Remind our daughter that she is to continue working on her penmanship and embroidery during Christmas. Petr will likely need new uniforms, if he grows as quickly as Emrich Matthew did. And I found two families with sons who are interested in making acquaintance with Elizabeth. It is time and past that we consider introducing her to proper society. She has had her little fun. Now she needs to take up her duties as a woman grown.” The letter continued with Potoki family news and a little gossip, closing with, “God bless, your wife, Weronica.”


What to do? I will get on a train, go to Krakow, and bring her home. She needs to be here, she and our son both need to be here, winter weather be damned. István started to get out of his chair to go to the telephone, then stopped himself as reason and common sense prevailed. No, if the doctor had told her not to travel, and the nursing sister concurred, then she needed to remain in Krakow. Especially after a hard delivery. And traveling with a newborn baby . . . well, he did not know much about babies, but something told István that the long journey would not help his son.


Trust her, he told himself. She’s not a new bride anymore. She knows what she’s doing, and what she needs, and if she needs to stay a few more weeks for her health, then that is much better.


István started then stopped twice before he found the right words for his return letter to her.


“My dearest, beloved lady,” he began. “I am delighted to know that you and little Wladislav are well and recovering. I want you to come home so I can greet you and our new son, but please, my lady, listen to your doctor and stay as long as necessary. I love you, and I will pass the good news on to our circle in Budapest and Vienna.


“You are correct. I am certain that Petr will need new uniforms. Growing is one thing all boys seem to do well. I will instruct Miss Jirina to watch Sophia, and I will have her answer some of our social correspondence. She needs to be learning how to respond to invitations. I believe Duchess Szecheny will know of a suitable nurse maid to assist you upon your return.” Should he mention Tadeas? Yes, but not exactly.


“Tadeas has found employment with a family in Austria. They are distant relatives of her mother’s mother’s family and have a sterling reputation. Her parents were agreeable, as was Agmánd, and her departure has not caused any difficulties with the staff at Nagymatra. I sent her with excellent references.” All of which was true, and none of which should upset Weronica.


With that he finished the letter, signed it, sealed it, and put it in the basket for Hans to take down to the post to Eger.


The return to Budapest left both István and Attila Szombor, his valet, uncomfortable. Three young men kept passing through the first class car, looking at the passengers without speaking to anyone. The Conductor seemed unable or unwilling to stop them, and István wondered if they were plainclothes police looking for a criminal. Szombor seemed concerned as well, and insisted on sitting beside the door, watching the corridor. One of the men, a blond with a bent nose, reminded István of someone unpleasant, but he could not quite recall who it might be. Someone from his past . . . had it been a guard when he was in the Army? No, it was a more recent acquaintance, someone he’d crossed paths with in the past year or two. It wasn’t until the train reached Budapest, and he heard beak-nose saying to someone, “Just the usual profiteers and Jew-lovers, sir,” that he recognized the man. He’d been part of the mob that had chased Jenö into the office! István wanted to confront him, but stopped himself before he did more than think about it.


If the man were part of the new secret police . . . the thought chilled István. At least Franz Josef’s police had been open about their activities. This new breed skulked and slunk. He and Szombor walked through the crowd in the train station, ears and eyes open. The mood in the great iron-and-glass hall felt strange, half-eager and half-wary, as if the crowd was waiting for something they did not quite want to happen. A sense of blessed relief swept over István when he saw Ivan and the car waiting, and Szombor made a happier sound as well, but it was not until they crossed the bridge into Buda that István truly relaxed.


“Aye, my lord,” Dobroslov agreed when István mentioned his observations. The older HalfDragon shook his head. “It is—well, I don’t care to attribute malice where foolishness is to blame—but there is a taint in the air, my lord. Regent Horthy believes he can control the younger generation even as his men call for purifying the Magyar nation and unifying the people, making a ‘new way’ outside of politics and creed. The young men drink it in, my lord, and are as drunk on promises as a lover in spring.”


István smiled at the description, but only a little. “Do you sense trouble before the New Year?”


Dobroslov looked over at Ivan, who loomed in the corner by the stove. The younger man made a complicated gesture with his hands, then shrugged.


“My lord, sir, if you are not a Jew or a Communist, all appears quiet. The street talk is just that, at least at the moment—all talk unless you are a Communist. But my lord, do not trust anyone outside the House.”


The young man’s voice shifted, deepening, and his eyes lost focus. István and Dobroslov both went on point as Ivan continued., “Danger comes with the snows, danger black and sharp. Old ghosts walk at Christmas and Candlemas, dark and light, red light, flame light dances on the dark and a curtain sweeps—”


Dobroslov managed to catch Ivan before he fell over, and with István’s help they lowered the young Russian to the floor.


«I believe we have identified his other Gift,» István observed, smoothing the hair on the back of his neck with one hand.


«Indeed, my lord, but is it true future sensing or something else?»


A very good question, István knew. Future sensing appeared but rarely in the Houses, despite many claims to the contrary. Now-sensing, distance empathy, and object-reading appeared far more often, and even they turned up once in a generation, if at all. «We treat it as true future sense, I believe. It seems to confirm what we have already feared.»


«Yes, my lord,» Dobroslov said, sounding relieved.


They did not need an emergency, like a house fire, that afternoon. Ivan groaned and looked up.


“What happened, Lord Stephen?” he asked in Russian.


István answered in slow Bohemian and Russian.


“You had a true vision. And now you have a headache.”


Like everyone else in my country, the lowest servants excepted, perhaps.


“Da.”




István stayed out of the way as the servants prepared for Christmas. Office work kept him occupied as it was, since timber harvest started just before St. Miklos’s Day. Twice a week, Master Gellért sent a coded telegram down from the office reporting the cuts and any injuries. Thus far, all seemed to be going well, and they’d risked cutting a little on the leases on the Czech side, since the Germans had stopped exporting to Czechoslovakia. They need wood, but how much can people buy if they cannot sell except to Poland or by shipping through Austria and Croatia to the sea? Hungary remained open, as did Austria, but for how much longer, the way the Nazis were talking about “reunifying” all German-speaking peoples? István made a mark acknowledging the report and turned to a different book. The German-speaking peoples had not been unified except for two years, and that only by hatred of Napoleon.


“Ah, my lord?” He looked up and found Miss Kiss standing in the doorway.


“Yes?”


“There are some gentlemen here to see you.”


He could read nothing in her voice or posture, and the absence made him wary.


István closed the book under his hand. “Send them in.”


Three broad-shouldered young men in dark coats pushed into the office.


“Colonel Eszterházy. I am from the Forestry Bureau . . .”


Half an hour later, after the men left, István stared at the map on the opposite wall and counted backward from a hundred in alternating Latin and Magyar.


Such a generous invitation, indeed, he snarled well behind his mind’s walls. Pay half our earnings to the government in exchange for being permitted to do what we already have full legal rights to do on the House’s lands and leases. And that in addition to paying more taxes, not less, and helping the “widows and orphans of those injured in the struggle against the Communists.”


He wondered what would happen if he told the government bandits to go swim in the Danube. Except he could well imagine the fate of the House’s business, based on what had become of the industrial Houses’ holdings. Zibulka z Kolovrat had lost how much? He tried to recall, and the number two-thirds drifted to him from memory.


Georg Tisza’s face also drifted up, although not from memory. István rested one hand on his thigh, out of sight of anyone, and clenched his fist, imagining pounding it into Tisza’s face—because he was the one who had sent the toughs to “encourage” István’s compliance. István had risked reading the least-shielded of the trio and had caught flashes of Tisza giving them specific instructions. István was not their only target for the morning, and he wondered if he should call some of the others on the thugs’ list.


No, because you will reveal what you know, and if they trace it back . . . with one exception. Him you do need to warn. He got up and used the telephone on Jenö’s desk.


“Yes, Buda 103, please. Yes.”


Duke Gabor’s secretary picked up the call. István wasted no time. “Good morning, this is Count Colonel Eszterházy. I apologize for the earliness of the call, but His Grace would be well to be prepared for visitors to his office today.”


“Indeed, my lord?”


“Yes. Gentlemen inquiring about new proposals and benevolence opportunities.”


He did not want to be any more direct than that, given the likelihood of listeners. He heard scratching, and the secretary coughed. “Your pardon, my lord. Were these visitors inquiring in the spirit of the trikol’ka?”


“Quite so. The spirit of the season indeed.”


Good. The man had caught István’s hint, using the Old Drakonic word for the time of a change in leadership.


“Thank you for the news, my lord. Ah, your pardon, but allow me to give you His Grace’s congratulations on the new addition to my lord’s family. Their Graces will be sending formal congratulations later.”


Despite the events of the morning, István felt himself smiling.


“Thank you, and thank His Grace.”


István smiled even wider that afternoon when the car pulled into the gates of the town palace and he saw the greenery decorating the courtyard, where evergreens softened the stone pillars and columns. Inside, the first smells of Christmas and New Years baking filled the ground floor, and the usual decorative antiques had been removed from the parlor and replaced with the stable of the large crèche. István and Dobroslov, after consulting quietly with a few trusted associates, had decided that a Christmas tree would not be appropriate. They had come from the German tradition, not Hungarian, after all. The crèche, however, had been in the family since before Napoleon. Some wandering ancestor had brought the first pieces back from Italy in the 1700s, and it had grown over the centuries.


Here lay safety. István picked up the empty manger, feeling the weight of the wood and tucking a small piece of straw back into place. It would remain empty until Christmas Eve and the arrival of the Christ Child. He thought back, remembering the shine in first Imre’s eyes, and then Erzsébet’s, then Petr and Sophia’s, as they laid the Baby into the bedding and moved the shepherds close to see the miracle. If he closed his eyes, their father could see those blessed nights, the candles and dim glow of the coals in the fireplace, the children still children, still innocent of the world and all its shadows, safe in the warm darkness like the Baby in the stable. He wanted to turn back the years, to hide all his children from danger. Did Anna Marie know that same safety, the love in the midnight? Of course she did, just not from him, and his heart stung for the deception. But she was happy and loved, and that mattered more than his own feelings did.


He replaced the manger into the stable and went to change into something more suited to working at home. Erzsébet would be home that evening, then Imre, God willing, in two days, and Judit would escort the twins back from their schools. The Benedictines had done wonders for Imre, and Weronica had agreed that the younger children would benefit from the Brothers’ and Sisters’ firm but wise guidance.


Now more than ever, he missed Weronica’s presence. As Szombor corrected István’s collar, as usual, István wondered if he should have gone to Poland and fetched her home. It was his legal right as her husband, after all.


And if her brother balked? Prince Potoki’s claim probably carries more legal weight than does you being her husband, and even if not, his objection plus the doctors’ orders could lead to problems.


He sighed but only to himself. When she returned, perhaps they should go to Lake Balaton, take the waters, and talk. But that would be during the carnival social season, and she would not want to miss another year’s events, even if István no longer ranked within the first tier of political nobility. He snorted as he shrugged on his coat. Now that Hungary stood on her own once more, he ranked higher among the Hungarian magnates than he ever had. But Weronica could not see that—or did she choose not to see? Or did she not recognize the differences between Imperial and royal, Hungarian and Polish? It mattered not, not until she returned from Krakow.


On Christmas Eve, the four children and their father walked up to the Mátyás church within the palace complex for the first Christmas Eve Mass. After that, the younger children had a little supper and everyone napped before going to Midnight Mass at St. Imre, their parish church. Well, everyone was supposed to have napped, although István suspected Petr’s nap had consisted of playing with tin soldiers under the covers. Imre carried Petr home, and István let his jealousy pass. He’d done that for Imre once, but even the younger children were too heavy for him to lift now. The cold air and low clouds hurried their steps.


“Pater, will there be snow?” Sophia asked, then yawned.


He tightened his grip on her delicate gloved hand. “Perhaps. It is Christmas, after all.”


And they would have Mass again that morning. They could hear the last of the bells ringing out the joyful news of the Savior’s birth. Before the war, more bells had sung from the towers, István recalled. At least they no longer melted them for cannon, as had happened in earlier wars.


The feast following Christmas Morning Mass satisfied even Petr and Imre, both of whom seemed to be trying to eat their weight and then some.


“If you grow any bigger in the shoulders, brother, we will have to borrow horse blankets for you to wear,” Erzsébet teased.


“I take after grandfather, or so I am told,” he sniffed back, taking another cookie.


István considered his son’s size. “Your grandmother’s brother, or no, Grandfather Rozemberk’s brother, that’s who you remind me of. He was just over two meters nose to tail-tip, but shoulders like an ox and the thickest tail I can recall seeing. His brother joked that when he was small, they’d just cut down trees and given him logs to play with in the nursery.”


Michael Rozemberk had been the War Lord until his premature death. He’d died in his sleep one night at only one-hundred-twenty years of age. István pulled his thoughts back to the present. Petr blinked, and Sophia spoke up.


“There are True-dragons in our family, Pater?”


“Yes. Aunt Claudia, Cousin Wetzel, Cousin Duke Jindrich,” your older sister, “they are all family, although not close kin.”


“Oh.”


She grew quiet and he wondered why. He learned later that afternoon, when the older children had gone visiting and Petr—at last!— napped. Sophia appeared in the doorway of the library holding a stuffed bear. István put down his book. Should he call Jirina? No, something about Sophia’s demeanor warned that he needed to take care of whatever bothered her.


“Yes, little one?”


She came one step closer, then another, then another, until she stood in front of him, holding the brown bear like a soldier’s shield between them.


“There are True-dragons in the family.”


“Yes.” He waited.


“Charlotta Marie says True-dragons are evil and will all go to hell,” she informed him in a grave tone, brown eyes wide and deadly serious.


This is not the time to growl. Instead he leaned forward.


“Has Aunt Claudia ever been evil toward you or anyone you know?”


She shook her head.


“What about Agmánd?”


Another head shake.


“God made True-dragons just like he made HalfDragons and other people. And He says that they are good.”


She came a little closer.


“Then why are they hiding from the Regent if they are good?” she asked in a whisper.


Oh shit, control yourself now.


“Because sometimes people make mistakes and assume that the outside of a person is the same as the inside. Like Uncle Gellért. Is he evil?”


She shook her head.


“Is he ugly?”


She nodded so hard he wondered if her ears would fall off. István held out an arm, and she climbed up onto the couch and sat in his lap, his arms around her. Weronica would fuss, but a little indulgence on Christmas, well, it wouldn’t hurt.


“Sometimes, Sophia, adults make mistakes and think they know a person’s heart because of what his clothes are like, or what her face looks like, or what a person’s work is. It is easy to judge with the eyes and not with the heart.”


“But the paintings show St. Georg and St. Michael killing a dragon.”


“Yes, they do, because there were evil, nasty, mean, smelly True-dragons out there, just like some people choose to be mean, evil, and nasty.”


“And smelly, like Petr?”


“Not quite like your brother,” he lightly tapped her nose. “But yes.”


He looked at the crèche, just visible through the door to the parlor, and thought about the smell of wet sheep and horses. She sighed and snuggled against him. “Oh good. I don’t care for Charlotta Marie.”


“Is she a class mate?”


“No. She’s in charge of making sure we get to meals and chapel on time. She’s going to marry a general or an admiral and be a great lady.”


István heard Aunt Claudia’s oft-repeated, «Manners make the lady» in his memory and smiled.


“Perhaps. Now. Would you like some Christmas tea?”


“Oh, yes, please, Pater, may I?”


“Yes, you may.”


He rang for Marie Dinesivich to bring some of the spicy sweet tea.




Christmas and Epiphany passed, and another letter from Krakow arrived, this in Prince Aloyz’s own hand. István read it, set it carefully down on the desk, and closed his eyes, breathing deep and centering himself lest his dismay show. Weronica wished to remain in Krakow for another few weeks. She had developed a touch of fever, and given the cold and wet weather, and the strains of travel with a small infant, well, Prince Potoki regretted the necessity of insisting that his sister remain with the family until all was well. Am I not family? We have excellent doctors here in Budapest, better than in Krakow. Or had K.T.’s nationalism overflowed and affected Weronica? Likely no, given their last encounter, but something weighed on István, and he closed his eyes again. Would a letter of separation be next? If so, what of their children?


He sent Petr and Sophia back to their schools with a heavy heart. They’d be safer there, and his sister Judit did him the favor of escorting them herself, since she had business in Györ and the surrounding area. Imre returned to his unit, leaving Erzsébet.


“Pater,” she said after supper that night.


“Hmm?”


“May I live at Nagymatra?”


And so it begins.


“Certainly. Do you not want to work with Professor Doctor—” He stopped when he saw the tears in her eyes.


“I do, but he is no longer allowed in the University. And I am not Magyar enough, not nationalist enough, and too much a woman to be forced to work when men need positions.” She spat the word “forced” with an anger her father had never seen in her before. and her eyes shifted, turning faintly pink. “I cannot bear it in the city any longer, sir. The hatred is growing too strong.”


He gathered himself and spoke to her as Head to Guardian/Healer. “It is. It wears on all of us, and corrodes our control and will. You have my permission to return to Nagymatra and the House lands for as long as you desire. I will be joining you as soon as the House business permits. The capital is no place for us, not at this season.”


“Thank you, Pater. Thank you.”


She left on January twenty-fifth as snow fluttered down, hiding the grime of the coal-sooted city. István sniffed the air, and both Dobroslov and Ivan Denisivich watched, as wary as guard dogs. A waiting feeling, equal parts tension and dread, hung in the air, and the people in the street and the office and shops spoke quietly, wary of others’ ears and eyes.


“Trouble comes, my lord,” Dobroslov stated.


“It comes.”
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On Candlemas, the city exploded.


István sensed the storm breaking as soon as he reached the office. “Get back to Buda and keep my people safe,” he ordered Dobroslav.


They both looked north, at the stream of men rushing toward the University and parliament, all ducked low and muttering.


“My lord, come with me. You’re in danger as well.”


István shook his head. “No. I’ll take care of the staff here. Go. That’s an order.” He put his weight as Head behind his words, and Dobroslov obeyed.


As soon as he got into the building, István locked the door and closed the shutter. “I’m closing the office,” he told the startled men and women. “I’ll pay you what I have on hand and send the rest, but it is not safe here today.”


“Sir, what do you know?” one of the younger clerks asked.


“Not know, but feel. I’ve been around the city when it was like this, the day the Communists tried to seize parliament. Same sense in the air, same wariness, and I do not want any of you near the government quarter if something happens. Jenö, open the safe, please.”


The nervous manager did as he was bid, and István took the cash out. He paid each employee, then sent them home.


“Don’t go near the parliament or over to the palace district, please. Take tomorrow off as well.”


It took longer than he’d wanted, but by ten only he, Jenö, and Miss Kiss remained at the office. Jenö and Kiss began turning out the lights, locking up files, and turning off the gas and making certain the heaters were cold, while István sorted files. He’d already smuggled the most important books and records to the town palace, and had sent more to Nagymatra with Erzsébet. Thank you God that the children are safe. Please, Lord, keep my people safe until I can rejoin them and we get away from here.


“Sir, the last of the offices are locked—” Miss Kiss began.


Boom, rattatattatat. A heartbeat of silence, then another, and then the screams and more shots began.


“Go,” István ordered.


Jenö bowed and vanished out the back door. Kiss hesitated, then disappeared as well. István finished packing the last ledger into a heavy bag, hoisted it over his shoulder, grabbed his walking stick, and began to follow. He heard the all-too familiar roar of a mob in full cry, and the sound of breaking glass behind him. He prayed under his breath as he locked the back door, then looked left and right, trying to find a safe escape route. He saw people running past to the north, and so turned south, intending to go back toward the train station. As he began walking, he heard running feet, and the door opening behind him. He caught a glimpse of Miss Kiss darting back into the building.


“No!” He dropped the bag just outside the back door and went after her, following her to the main office. “It’s not safe. I told you, you have to go home.”


“Damn you, I don’t have to obey your orders, you old fool,” she snarled, turning on him. István took a step back as the force of her anger and the venom in her voice knocked him back over a decade. It could have been his brother Mátyás snarling at him. She continued, “This is mine, or will be. The inheritance you refused my mother and I is mine, all mine now. My love was right, you are a liar and a monster.”


“What?” He could hear the mob coming closer, and smelled the acrid, foul smoke of rubber and paint burning. “It’s not safe. We can discuss this later.”


“No! This is mine now. You, István Eszterházy, denied my mother and I want what is ours. You let my father die alone of the plague, but I remembered you, and Georg, he showed me what to look for, how to learn and watch.”


As another explosion rocked the air, this one from the north, or so it sounded, István put the pieces together.


“You are Josefina, Silvie’s daughter, my brother’s child. The one we couldn’t find, the one Matyás, your father, hid from us.”


“Couldn’t find, hell. You never looked,” she spat, green eyes narrow, lips curled into a snarl as she waved at the office around them. “You let my father die. Your precious family couldn’t bother trying to help my mother when she needed it, never kept your promise.” Her voice rose in both pitch and volume. “Was it because Daddy was crippled? Georg says you hate the imperfect, you greedy mongrel. That’s why you destroyed his business, you and that Jew-bastard Salm and the mad prince ruined Georg because he was not one of your precious blood.”


István wanted to slap her for impudence, shake her to see if he could break her mad fixation, and pour water on her to snap her out of her hysteria. Instead they both froze for an instant as someone threw a brick through the glass of the door.


“Down with the Jew scum! Destroy the Communists!”


He grabbed Josefina’s hand, dragging her with all his strength. She tried to fight, until another brick and a third shattered more glass.


“Come!” He pulled her down the hall and out the back. Behind them they heard voices yelling, and something smashing against the locked interior doors. The way south still looked open, and he released her to snatch up the bag of ledgers. “That mob isn’t going to listen, not to either of us. Run, as you love the memory of your father run.”


“No, I won’t go. You owe me, Georg says you owe me, and I won’t go until I get what is mine.”


“If you don’t run then all you’ll get is a beating, and that’s if you are fortunate.”


She stared at him and he swore, then took hold of her arm again.


“It’s a girl!”


“One of the Jew bitches!”


“Get them!”


That decided her, and she began running. István released her and ran as well, mindful of the warning pain in his back. They couldn’t reach the river, not with the mob along the quay, and he thought he recalled a second cross alley that led toward the museum district. Smoke filled the air, and he could hear gunshots and screams as well as the sound of a riot. I’m never coming to the Pest side again, he thought once more, gasping for air. I’m never coming to the city again. Imre can have the town palace. Or the lowlanders can have it for all I care. I want the mountains.


His niece stayed with him for some reason. He didn’t ask, just led her downstream and away from the fires and chaos.


“Where?” She panted at last when they paused.


“Josef Bridge. You go east, the apartments with the gardens? Safe there,” he gasped.


She shook her head. He swore.


“Then come with me, across the bridge to Buda.”


They heard a baying sound behind them, and screams. She took his hand and they hurried west. Once more, it felt as if he and his brother were trying to outrun the mob as they had so many years before. Dear Lord, holy God, protect us. Be with my people, please may they have reached safety. Please help the innocents trapped, please please please.


Instead they stopped as they saw a group of men in black and tan milling around in the street, blocking the way. Had the toughs seen them? Were they Black Arrow or something else? Doesn’t matter, not now. I’m a crippled man with an attractive young woman. We’re in danger, deadly danger.


“Back here,” István hissed.


They ducked into a tiny niche between the back of a business and a row of apartments. She released his hand, allowing him to shift his walking stick to it and lean.


“You . . . you’re not what Georg said.”


Too intent on breathing to answer, István let her comment pass. Could he call Dobroslov or Ivan? Did he dare? No, he’d told Dobroslov to keep the people in the town palace safe, and he wouldn’t change that order. He stopped breathing and froze as the black and tan mass rushed past eastbound.


“I think I know where we can hide,” the girl whispered in his ear. “One more block, then Barohz, that new district?”


István had run out of ideas and just nodded. They waited a minute more, then eased out of their hiding place. The mob seemed to have passed for the moment, and no one called after them as the darted across the street. From there they walked, quickly but steadily, acting as if they had every right to be leaving. They were not the only ones, and as many people seemed to be fleeing as lived in Pest.


“Where are the fire trucks?” she asked, peering over her shoulder.


“Too dangerous, miss,” an older man spat. “ ’Sides, it’s Jew property burning, nothing important.” He laughed, then spat again. “Serves the Christ-killers right.”


She knew enough not to challenge the man’s words, István noticed. Instead, she crossed herself and hurried to catch up with István. They reached the branch in the road and turned southeast, following the old line of the road.


“Here, I think . . .” She led the way into a half-finished building.


István set down the ledgers, found a pile of lumber that looked steady, and sat. He heard the sound of a match and looked up to see Miss Kiss—his niece—lighting a cigarette, her hands shaking. She shook the match very well, then dropped it and rubbed it with her shoe. She saw him watching and gave a nervous smile.


“Fire and sawdust. I remember that much.”


“Good.”


He closed his eyes and tried to reach Dobroslov. Something blocked him, and he tried again. The block turned into a shove and he bit his tongue, tasting blood. What? Surely not Pannonia? Or was it? He rested his aching head in his hands. That was it. He was never leaving the mountains again. He thought he heard a car door, but other thumps drowned it out. Why was it his Gifts never worked when he needed them the most?


“Georg!” István looked up to see Miss Kiss rushing to greet a horrible, bland-faced man, so ordinary-looking. “I remembered what you said, to come here if I could if there were ever trouble.”


A red film appeared over István’s vision and he tasted ashes. His own blood had betrayed him. The world swirled and spun, disappearing into flame and bitterness. He saw it now, so clearly. Miss Kiss had given Tisza what he needed to blackmail the lumberyard man, and had passed information to the Department of Forestry help Tisza try to destroy the House. István closed his eyes. Why? Because he had not looked for her, because he had not done his duty to all the House members as he had sworn to do, because he had not kept his promise to Mátyás.


“Well done,” the hateful voice purred. “I knew I could trust you.”


“Georg, love, what are you . . . what?”


“You’ve served my purposes, Miss Eszterházy.”


István opened his eyes in time to see Tisza pull a heavy revolver out of the satchel he’d brought from the car and into the building. He pointed it at the girl. Without a word or a thought, István launched from where he sat. He could not permit another murder. Tisza dodged but so did Kiss, who ducked behind another lumber stack.


“No,” she cried. “I thought, you said—”


Tisza recovered and shot at István, who ducked, skidding a little on some sawdust and sliding to the ground, his back complaining at the twisting and at the hard contact with the ground. The shot sailed over his head. Tisza cursed and turned back toward Kiss. The foolish girl had gotten up from behind the pile of lumber and stood in plain view, wringing her hands, tears running down her face.


“But you loved me.”


“No.”


Tisza fired. István scrambled to his feet, rushing toward his old enemy. He hit the monster with his shoulder but not before the revolver roared again and the girl screamed. István’s body screamed as well, and so did something else. He rolled, trying to get away from Tisza, as the world flashed into double sight, Guardian and normal.


Dear God not again, not now! This time Siebenburgen lashed out, but not at the Matra or Pannonia. It fought something to the east, struggling and throwing energy. Then it reached for the Matra, and the Matra linked to it. István could see, feel, and taste the black evil to the east, smelling rank decay fouler than anything he’d met during the war, something worse than death of the body. The Matra fed energy into Siebenburgen, trying to fend off the attack. István, locked into the link, summoned the House, drawing on their energy as well.


It hurt. He could feel Pannonia watching, shifting its own defenses, looming over him. Something else moved, something closer, trying to interfere. István fought for control, trying to fend off the “hand” reaching for the energy. He shut out the awareness of Pannonia, shut out the new pain from his body, focused on defending his land and his House. Something clean and bright poured into him from the west and he took it, feeding life energy into the Matra. Battle raged in the east and István felt himself outside of time. “We may not live to see the dawn,” he heard Rudolph say in his memory, and he knew it to be true. He would burn out. So be it. István poured everything into the link.


It broke, throwing him back into the physical world. He returned to pain, screams, and fire. Someone was trying to drag him, someone else yelled. He opened his eyes and smoke stung them. He could barely move for the pain in his back, and one leg almost refused to answer.


“Help, please, help.”


“What?” He coughed, dragging himself to a sitting position with Kiss’s help.


“Georg, Tisza, the bastard. Shot me in the arm, then I don’t know. You, he shot you, but then fire . . . the match? The gun? Men outside? Help.”


He heard more screams. He got to his knees and saw Tisza half-hidden by smoke and a curtain of flame. Tisza was on the left, crouching as if to spring like a wild beast, the open doorway and safety on the right.


“Go,” he pointed.


“But you—”


“Go.” He snarled the words, letting his full rage take over, adrenaline giving him a last burst of energy. “Get out, go to the town palace. Tell Dobroslov the truth. House will help you. Go.”


István saw the revolver near the flames. Kiss turned and staggered out, toward the door. István crawled to the revolver, grasped it—it held two shots yet. He looked at Tisza and rose onto one knee, bracing. A pile of lumber and other building material surrounded Tisza, and István guessed he’d staggered into it, smoke-blinded, and it had fallen onto him.


“Help me, damn you, my foot’s trapped!”


“May God have mercy on us both.”


István sighted and fired.


He dropped the gun, sank onto all fours, and began dragging himself toward the open doorway. One meter, he told himself over and over, one meter more, one meter more, as the pain devoured his strength. His leg stopped working, his eyes could no longer focus, and his left arm barely supported his weight. He could see, or thought he saw, people outside. Red shimmered in front of him, and he heard a wrenching, tearing sound. The world gave way beneath him. Pain tore a scream from his throat and all was black.
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Head aching, body aching, mouth dry, István opened his eyes to dim, flickering light, as an all too familiar voice came to him.


“You can stop playing dead.”


He blinked a few times, until the blurry glow resolved into an oil lamp’s flame. He tried to focus but the headache forbade it, and he closed his eyes again. “If I were dead, I wouldn’t hurt this much, Your Grace,” he managed.


“Point. I couldn’t let Hans drain himself Healing you any more than was necessary.” Rudolph sat down in the chair beside the bed. “A nurse is bringing water and other things for you, now that you can swallow on your own. You won’t die.”


Too bad, it might be more pleasant, István thought behind shields.


“Where are we, Your Grace?”


Not the main hospital in Budapest, that much he could guess from the absence of medical scents. Not the town palace, and not the Regent’s palace, either.


“In Óbuda, in a friend’s house.”


Rudolph got up, a door opened, and a woman in pale clothes and a white cap came in, then set a tray down, scraping it on wood.


“You need to sit up, Mr. Bethlen, I’m sorry.”


The woman wrung her hands a little. István gathered himself and, with her help, rolled forward as she stuffed pillows behind him, then adjusted the bed for more support. His vision seemed a little better, but the effort brought tears to his eyes. He ate a little and drank more, and felt less like a reanimated corpse. The nurse took his pulse and temperature, and looked into his eyes, then departed with the empty tray. Rudolph returned, sitting again.


“Perhaps I should correct my earlier statement, Little Stephen. In a way you are dead.”


“What—?”


“Count István Joszef Imre Eszterházy died in the riot three days ago. His body was found near a burned building where he’d tried to shelter one of his employees. The authorities,” Rudolph hissed the word, “only identified the remains because his wallet with his military identity papers and a watch survived the flames, charred but still readable.”


“You’re mad.”


Rudolph nodded. “Yes, I am. There’s one in every generation, as you well know. Madness excuses a variety of sins, including deceit, fraud, dissimulation, and on occasion, murder. But the last very rarely, and only when no other option remains,” he mused. “No matter how much the world might benefit from the demise of certain individuals, at least in my humble and inexpert opinion.” István could see a faint red tinge in the archduke’s tan eyes, and wondered whom he had in mind. “But your observation does not change the fact that you are dead.” He paused. “So is Georg Tisza. For which I owe you a profound apology. You were right, and I was wrong. I should have killed him when we caught him trying to control Prince Potoki, or later, when he ordered the attack against House Szárkány.”


István closed his eyes.


“The girl?”


“Told everything. She did not want you to die, you see, just to get what she thought the family owed her. Tisza had learned about your brother’s marriage, which was legal, as it turns out. Yes, he married her mother before he died. The girl, your niece, was his legitimate daughter. The bastard seduced her, promised to help her regain what was rightfully hers that you had denied her.”


“And he was willing to kill her to get to me.” István felt nothing but tired. No more anger, no more fear, nothing. “But the Power burned me out first.”


“No, although it was not for lack of effort, I’ll grant the Matra that. Scared His Highness and me when Pannonia pulled us into the battle.” Rudolph sounded mildly irritated. “We were hunting at the time, and I do not appreciate waking up on my back in dead leaves with a cold dog nose on my cheek. And the damn boar got away.”


István laughed. It hurt, and turned into a coughing spell that tasted like fire and he didn’t want to know what, but the laughter felt good.


“My apologies,” he managed at last, “Your Grace.”


“And then you tried to scare us by burning down half of Budapest. You Eszterházys do have a flare for the overly dramatic.”


The recitation ended and István opened his eyes. Rudolph looked older, much older.


“Your Grace?”


“He would have destroyed the Houses. Friends managed to get to his office and residence before the government did. He knew about us, Little Stephen, and had information that could have—” Rudolph closed his eyes and shook his head, then leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees and held his head in his hands. “I should have killed him that night. I wanted to, but I hesitated. And you paid the price for my misplaced mercy.”


Should he tell Rudolph? Yes. “Your Grace, he also,” István coughed again. “He was not completely burned out. Or you did not find all his channels. He—I think it was Tisza—tried to intercept the energy you sent. I knocked him away but the distraction kept me from shielding myself.”


Not that it would have made much difference. No one could channel power like that without paying a high price.


“Dear God.” Rudolph rested his head in his hands. “I didn’t feel it, and neither did His Highness.” The archduke looked up again, carrying all the years of his House on his hunched shoulders. “Thanks be to all saints that he had no descendants or living relatives. He was a one-off from a family that never had talent before.”


Silence filled the small room and István wondered about it all. Finally he spoke.


“What now, your Grace?”


“You rest and heal, then return to the mountains. Your son Imre will be tested in a few weeks, but not by me.” Rudolph straightened up. “I must return to my duties, preparing a place for our people from Galicia and watching the pass. Siebenburgen managed to fend off the Eastern Evil, but the storm builds, Little Stephen, and the innocents must have shelter.”


“And me?” He barely heard his own whisper.


Rudolph gave him a sideways look.


“You are dead. And do not try and contact the House. Hans says you burned your telepathy away, to the point that you are almost head-blind. It may recover, but if you try now . . .” The archduke’s grim expression reinforced the Healer’s order.


“And once in the mountains, my lord?”


“You will see. Now rest.”
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István leaned on Marie Anna’s shoulder as he walked onto the porch of the small wooden house tucked into a valley on the mountain flank. His True-dragon daughter, doubling as assistant, helped him balance until he reached the bench in the sun. There he sat, enjoying the late spring heat. She went back inside to finish tidying up. István watched a hawk circling and wondered again at the latest turn on his life’s path.


Imre now led House Szárkány-Kárpátok. István could still feel a very faint link to the House, and a stronger one to the Matra. Erzsébet acted as Guardian, but the Matra refused to release István, hiding him from the Guardian’s sight for some reason. The Power refused to say why, and István did not ask. He lived, his children lived, his niece lived. His wife . . . his mind shied away from the memory of the news from Poland. Perhaps it was just as well that he had died in the fire, freeing Weronica from her vows to him.


«Uncle Lukacz, we are almost out of morphine,» Anna Marie reported.


“Thank you. Mrs. Novak was unable to get more on her last trip to Eger. Apparently they were between shipments, and people are starting to store it away. Please put it on the list again.”


He’d used most of the precious painkiller on a woodsman whose ax had slipped, almost severing his leg. The blade had missed the veins and arteries, thanks be, but they healed slowly and caused much pain. István’s Gift was not strong enough to Heal such a major wound, and he’d done what he could with what he had. Who would have thought I’d become a secondary Healer? Perhaps it is a way to make amends.


That had been the Gift that Rudolph had wondered about. The ties associated with the Headship and Guardianship had concealed István’s other talent—Healing. He would never be as formidable as Mistress Nagy, but he could continue to serve the House. He traded his services for food and firewood, as well as accepting coin. House Habsburg’s specialist had managed to repair István’s spine, but the burn scars on his torso left him with limited strength and motion in his shoulder and arm. He’d grown a beard to cover his facial scars, although the healer had assured him that those would fade with time.


But his telepathic Gifts would not return. He could speak with True-dragons, and with Rudolph and others if he was a few centimeters away, or had physical contact. He could hear thoughts a little better, but very little. He could not contact his children.


That had shaken him the most, still hurt. He lived on House lands, could feel them through the House and the Matra, but he lived as a ghost. Perhaps it was a fit penance for his sins, for the pain he had caused them through his foolishness and pride. Was this how lost spirits felt on All Souls Eve? István shook off the sense of mourning and concentrated on the moment. He lived, they lived, and the House survived. That much he knew.


So now he basked in the morning sun as his daughter finished cleaning up from breakfast. Her foster parents had allowed her to take up employment with the new Healer, “Mr. Lukacz Raba, a distant cousin from Transylvania.” A dead man living with the child he’d told the world was still-born. Rudolph had found it amusing.


Rudolph—he owed the man his life. At Rudolph’s urging, Josef Karl had ordered House Habsburg’s people in Budapest to go looking for István. Pannonia had allowed them to use its sense to find István in the cellar of the building, under half-burned debris. They’d gotten him to Obuda, and Rudolph had come, mad, crazy, blessed Rudolph, who had almost drained himself assisting the Healer to save István from both burns and blood loss.


It had felt distinctly strange to read his own obituary, István mused, but it had also been a relief. Weronica had attended the memorial mass, then accepted a widow’s portion and the return of her dowry. She’d kept the youngest children, taking them to live with her family in Krakow. Imre and Erzsébet now led the House, and had settled a small stipend on Josefina, who blamed herself for everything. He wanted to reassure her that it was Tisza who deserved the lion’s share of the blame, but, well, a dead man could not do that. Instead, he helped newly arrived True-dragons settle in, Healed those in need, and watched the sun rise and set, savoring each breath.


Levavi oculos meos in montes, unde veniet auxilium mihi. Auxilium meum a Domino, qui fecit caelum et terram, he thought to himself yet again. “I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills from whence cometh my help. My help comes from the Lord, who made Heaven and Earth.”


The words of King David had become István’s touchstone and meditation. Perhaps he had been saved from the fiery pit to protect his people after “death,” just as Saint István did. He would know, eventually. For now, in this moment, he savored the sun’s warmth on his face, and the smell of the woods in spring, and gave thanks that his family lived in safety.
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István Eszterházy dropped the letter onto the table and rested his head in his hands, fingers in his white hair. Why me? The last eight years had aged everyone—at least those who survived the war, hunger, and evil. He sat up and stared at the wall. He knew all too well why: because he was dead. Neither the Russians nor the Nazis would waste time hunting a dead man. And he knew how to get out of the mountains, to move among the people of the plains. Why me? He asked again, this time of God.


But Archduke Rudolph would never, ever ask this of him if anyone else had a hope of success. Neither of them had foreseen the fury of the Russians, had imagined that they’d find a way to destroy a Power. Three now, perhaps, given Siebenburgen’s eruption in late 1944. The lingering waves from that had left the Matra shaken for months. István had not ventured to the plains since earlier that year, and he wondered what Pannonia’s reaction had been. He could guess, based on the coded letter that lay on his table.


Rudolph had traveled to Galicia, trying to get any survivors out and west, be they House or pure human, leaving the Houses’ greatest treasure at the mercy of the barbarians. Not that the Nazis were much better, both men agreed, and if the crown of Sv. István had been anything else, well, at least the brown hordes put things in museums, even if they had no idea what they were dealing with. The Red hordes, however . . .


István used the heavy table to help him stand, then leaned on his cane and limped to the window. Fingers of snow still hid behind the trees, pointing north, guiding the sun as it moved with the coming of spring. Spring, the season of life, of renewal—but not this year. The bonfires blazed in warning, not in celebration. Not this year and not for many years to come.


The bear never released what it dragged into its den, be the bear a Romanov or the man called Stalin. Cousin Imre had warned Imre and Erzsébet about the Soviets, and for once young Imre had listened, thanks be. Yes, well, your son listened because he’s had the optimism beaten out of him. And because it was Cousin Imre trying to talk sense into his head. Not that he gets any of that from his father, of course. The old man had to smile, though it hurt him to think about his son and daughter. He’d not seen either of them since Count István’s death in the riots in Budapest seven years before.


He turned his head and caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror. His eyes, slit pupiled and amber, gave him away and he frowned, concentrating on relaxing and calming down. As he watched, his eyes darkened to a medium brown, the pupils now round. He’d grown lazy, living here in the Matra with only the True-dragon woodsmen and his daughter, Anna Maria, for company. He’d not had a patient come up in . . . he tried to recall. Since just before Christmas? No, there’d been the child with pneumonia at Candlemas. The tired man shook himself.


“I’d best get moving.”


Staring into the mirror wasn’t going to get the holy crown of St. Stephen out of Hungary and into safe hands.


Once he reached Budapest, Rudolph said, István would find documents and other things waiting. All he had to do was reach Budapest. István snorted a little as he limped to his bedroom, where he kept a traveling case partly packed, in case a patient needed him for longer than a single night. He’d turned into one of those healing hermits from House lore, only emerging from his retreat to do works of corporal mercy. Bah, stop that, István scolded himself, as he packed as little as he could. Carrying too much attracted attention, and the last thing he wanted was attention from anyone or anything. His clothes might draw a few stares, István decided, but not as many as they once had. Rationing meant patches and making do, which certainly described his heavy winter coat! And concealed the second lining.


Concealed, hidden, disguised, ah Blessed Lady, what has become of Your land? The years after the first war seemed almost a delightful paradise of plenty and good times compared to these days. Which, as István considered the case, provided him with a reason to go to Budapest without a military pass. Rudolph had thought to provide him with proper licenses and documents as a general practitioner, in case someone should ever ask. And he did need medicines, especially pain-easing drugs and any antibiotics he could find. István packed and considered what he would say if asked. Then he added a piece of wood to the fire and returned to his morning’s interrupted task of writing out the list of things he wanted from the lowlands, should the opportunity arise. One of the woodsmen had brought mail, including newspapers containing hints that the Admiral’s government might be releasing more medical supplies, increasing ration limits. Rudolph’s letter had come as well.


Did Pannonia, Bohemia, and Austria leave anything of Rudolph’s mind to Rudolph? István wondered, as he recalled their last meeting. “Dr. Lukaz Rabe” had met “Captain Nagy” in Eger, finding him with flesh pared away, and brought him up to the mountains for the air cure. The police informer listening in had probably assumed that Rudolph was dying of tuberculosis, and so informed his superiors, so thin and haggard did Rudolph look and so distractedly did he behave.


“You heard about His Highness?” Rudolph had demanded the moment they reached István’s small cabin.


“No, Your—” István caught himself. “No Captain.”


Rudolph had slumped down into a chair, tan eyes bleak.


“He died last month. Pneumonia. The House goes without a Head or War Lord and the lands have no Guardian. No,” he groaned. “Austria has one. A guardian who dare not stay in Austria’s lands, who must answer others’ calls. Pannonia has no master now.”


“God have mercy on his soul,” István had whispered, crossing himself. Josef Karl had tried so hard, so very hard. “You are Guardian.”


Rudolph’s laugh shattered as it touched the air, so brittle it sounded.


“Indeed, and Pannonia chooses not to release me, nor Bohemia. I am burning, Little Stephen, burning like the cities to the west and east. St. Ann hear my pleas, so little of Rudolph remains . . . but duty calls, or will soon. We know how the Soviets destroyed Ukrania, why it attacked Galicia and later Siebenbergen.”


“The Soviets can do that?” István had gulped, and even now, thinking back to the conversation, the words made his skin crawl once more as he crossed himself. “But they have no True-Dragons, no HalfDragons, do not know the Houses.”


“They can do that. They destroy the land, choke it with blood and hatred, destroy the spirits of men. It poisons the Power as well, taints the energies in ways that ordinary deaths, and even wars, have never managed to do since the Mongol days and before. The Nazis are cruel, Little Stephen, the Soviets . . . they combine the worst of the Nazis and the Bear. It is said that they are unleashing the Mongols once more.” Both men had crossed themselves. The Mongols had driven the Hungarians into the mountains, those few who had survived the first onslaught. “They found Ukrainia’s key, the one thing that allowed them to reach the Power without us, without the Power’s agreement. It was hidden among other treasures, but they identified it and used it against the Power. How I do not know,” Rudolph had snarled.


“And Johann von Hohen-Drachenburg died as well. His Heir died in battle, and Graf Johann could not bear the strain. He never recovered from what the brown monsters did to him.” Rudolph had shaken all over. “That House too goes without a Head, although they have a Guardian in Magda, the daughter.”


How, István wondered once more. How could the world bear it? Why had the Lord not returned to end the horror, as St. John’s vision said that He would? The seals had been broken, surely, and the trumpets had sounded, the Four Horsemen rode once more, but where was the Lord? Now it was his turn to shake all over. No man knoweth the day nor the hour, he reminded himself. He did know that if he did not finish his list and prepare properly, and bring in more wood, Anna Maria would scold him when she returned from checking on the neighbors.


“I must go to Budapest,” he told her that night.


«Is that wise, Uncle Lukaz?» Her tail-tip patted the wooden floor. «Sabor and Karl said that the police and soldiers act strange, capricious, checking the innocent and ignoring the trouble makers.»


“It is not wise,” István said. “But it is needful. I may be able to refill my supplies, some at least, before people begin to need them. St. Roche and St. Barbara have been with us this winter, but I fear they will soon have greater concerns than the health of a few mountain folk.”


Anna Maria’s whiskers fluttered a little, and her ears tipped back, then returned upright.


«That is true, sir.»


István wanted to hug her, to tell her that it would be all right, to soothe her fears. Instead he ate more supper and wondered if the deer had been caught in a deadfall, pit, or snare. No one wasted ammunition anymore on mere poaching.
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“Doctor Rabe, eh?”


The black-shirted official with the railway policeman scowled. István wondered how long before he had a heart attack, given his weight and lack of exercise. And his bad temper, if the red suffusing his face did not come from the heat of the office alone. Hell itself probably grumbled about the waste of fuel, István mused, trying to look harmless and scared.


“Yes, sir.”


The official peered at the documents, pawed through István’s open bag once more, and then snorted.


“Not a doctor anymore, not without a proper license from the real government.” He stamped István’s travel paper, certifying that István wasn’t one of those barred from movement. “Get out.”


“Yes, sir.”


The policeman opened the office door with a scowl of his own. István kept his shoulders hunched and head down, scurrying out of the office while clutching his papers and the still-open bag. He didn’t stop moving until he was outside the train station entirely, then set the bag down on a bench and put everything back where it should have been. Several of the larger denomination bills had vanished from his wallet, and István caught a growl before it could be heard. Greedy bastard. His Majesty never permitted such things while the Empire lived. And now both had died. But Hungary and Pannonia still lived, and the Matra.


István walked the once-familiar streets. Germany proper was worse, or so he’d heard, but Budapest looked bleak enough. Late winter had never been the city’s best season, with its low grey skies, the cold rain, and the lead-colored Danube flowing south, dividing Buda and Pest. Few people lingered in the thin, chill rain, instead hurrying on their errands. There were no young men in the dirt-colored streets, aside from those obviously unfit for the military—and young toughs with the black arrow insignia on their sleeves. István swallowed another snarl and compared the address on his paper with that above the shop door. He needed one six zero Királyutcza. The shops, once filled with the latest in fashions and luxury goods, seemed bare. And we are well off compared to others. Oh Blessed Lady, please save Your land.


After some hunting and a wrong turn, István found his first stop. He folded the newspaper page, tidied his clothes the best he could, and pushed the wood-and-glass door open a few centimeters, letting as little cold inside as possible as he squeezed into the apothecary’s store. A small bell chimed, and a nervous, broad-shouldered man appeared behind the counter.


“Yes? Do you have ration cards?”


What? There is no individual ration for medical supplies, is there? István blinked.


“Your pardon, sir, I turned them in already, those my patients have left since Martinmas.”


He pulled his physician’s papers out and gave them to the apothecary.


“What?” The man blinked in turn and took the papers. István noted two missing fingers and decided that explained why the apothecary had not been swept up by the army. “A country doctor. That explains it,” he muttered. “One moment.” He left the papers and disappeared behind the curtain. A woman, lank and tired, with grey eyes and grey-streaked dirty-blond hair, appeared in his place. She too studied István’s documents.


“You can’t have heard, then, Doctor Rabe. What do you need? I have no antibiotic,” she warned. “Only the hospitals have that until next month.”


Damn.


“These, if you have any.” He handed her the list. “I have currency.” As he gave her the page, he brushed her hand, reading her as much as he could. A flash of gold appeared, then faded, and he added, “and coin, but not much. My patients often pay in kind these days.”


“If you’d brought eggs, Dr. Rabe, you could probably have purchased this shop.” She found a pencil and crossed through four of the drugs. “None of these. They are now reserved. The rest . . .” she turned around and disappeared through the curtain once more. Her head reappeared after some discussion and scraping sounds emerged. “Can you compound?”


“My nurse can, but nothing truly delicate.” He dared to feel a tiny bit more hopeful.


“One moment.” István heard more scraping, pouring, and other familiar noises. He entertained himself by glancing out the window and by declining the Latin names of the herbs and other ingredients in their ceramic jars. Will that ever change? he wondered. Sulphur and willow, arsenic and ammonia, belladonna, aconite, sugar of lead—Well, that has gone out of favor, and I suspect mercury as well. Ugh, thanks be those are no longer used. The shop reminded him of a medieval illumination, but without the monks or sisters. Blue-and-white jars on white-painted shelves, mortar and pestle, even an alembic flask gathering dust on top of the shelves.


“You are truly fortunate,” the woman informed him as she reappeared with a paper-wrapped bundle. “A half-kilo of catgut arrived here by mistake last week, and we could not send it back. And because you have a rural practice in the mountains, I can waive the ration card requirement this time.”


“Thank you. I will ask the hospital in Eger to allow me to keep the medical ration cards in the future.”


He winced inside at the bill, counted out some currency, and slipped a gold coin under the pile when he pushed it to the woman. She pocketed the coin faster than fast.


“Do that. And here is the morphine,” and sulfa, she mouthed, putting the vials directly into István’s hand.


He who had once shunned the black market nodded, palmed them into hiding, and packed the bundle into his bag.


“Thank you, ma’am. A good day to you.”


“And to you, Dr. Rabe. Remember, you need to confirm your lists with the hospital now.”


“I will.”


He settled his hat lower on his head and eased out, again trying to keep any heat in the shop. Now, for his second task. István retraced his steps almost all the way to the train station, then turned toward the river, and south, into the working-class district. Ah Rudolph, how low we have fallen, he thought, as he stopped and bought a bowl of soup that had at best only a very distant acquaintance with meat. The café did not skimp on heating, István allowed, letting the cup warm his hands before he sipped the contents. The moist heat inside the building took some of the ache from his joints, but not enough, even as he lingered, glancing at the newspaper. He continued on his way more than a little reluctantly, warmed if not fed, and found his goal at the edge of the industrial section and a military barracks. The Golden Dragon brought back memories of his cadet days, and István shook his head a little.


Ah, to be young, invincible, and with a large allowance and an even larger tolerance for good beer and schnapps.


He opened the door and limped in. Shining brass, hints of silver, and wood that still held a faint gleam of polish reflected better days. Several Nazi officers and a few others sat at the marble-topped tables, but they paid little attention to the old man with the leather bag and worn clothes. István selected a newspaper and let the one-armed waiter direct him to a table.


“A small brown,” he ordered in Viennese dialect, as if forgetting himself for an instant.


The waiter frowned, then spoke in heavily accented Hungarian German.


“Do you mean a plain coffee, Doktor?”


“Ah yes, thank you.”


The coffee, or what passed for it now, arrived. István took a sip, resisted making a face at the burnt-bread taste, and read the paper. After a few minutes the waiter returned with a bill and a package of German government-made cigarettes.


“A different Drummer for the dragon,” István observed, as he counted bills for the coffee. Inflation always came with war.


“Ah. Your pardon, Herr Doktor, I misunderstood.”


The waiter whisked the box away. After István finished choking down the concoction that passed for coffee—cursing every idiot who’d ever set foot in Berlin, or who imagined they could duplicate real coffee, as he drank—the waiter took his cup and left a matchbox, half hidden under the fold of the newspaper. István managed to slip it into his hand, removed the tight-folded page inside, and returned the matchbox to the table.


He did not want to linger in Budapest, but neither could he leave too quickly, lest that draw official interest. He grumbled a bit of a sigh, left the Golden Dragon, and found a place for the night. Only then dared he unfold the paper and read.


All you ask is the impossible, Your Grace, nothing more.


István memorized the coded note, tore it up, and set about sorting the medical supplies, putting some in the appropriate places in his bag and bundling the rest back into the brown paper.


That night “Dr. Martin Nagy” made a house call to a former patient, or so his instructions said. He tapped twice on the door of an apartment building. The formidable landlady let him in and then studied him from hair to shoe-soles.


“Scaling back your practice, Doctor?”


“I fear so, Madame. Today we all must claw for a little bit of peace.”


If we’d had her in the army in ’14, the Russians would never have gotten into Galicia! I’ve seen smaller loggers. She must still do laundry by hand.


“This way.”


She led him up a flight of stairs half-covered by a strip of carpet that had been new when the Romans camped on Buda Hill, or so István guessed. She unlocked apartment thirteen, pushed aside several mops and a broom and other cleaning apparatus, and opened a second door.


“Down there, Dr. Nagy.”


István gulped, ducked under a shelf of cleaning rags—or old clothes so grey and worn they might as well be rags—and took first one step, then another. The little hint of light from the landlady’s candle helped him find the third step, and then the door closed behind him. Damn it. He felt his way down, around a bend, and down a second flight. The air felt warmer and more moist, and István gulped. Was he below river level? A faint light caught his eyes, and he descended three more steps, then walked down a brick-lined passage to a large room, where a grey-and-maroon True-Dragon blinked acid-yellow eyes, peered at him, and blinked again.


“Sssso, you are the one Rudolph ssssspoke offfff.” The voice creaked, and István caught himself staring, surprised to hear the True-Dragon’s voice.


“I might be. His Grace speaks of a number of people, some of whom may not exist.”


A reptilian guffaw and snort met his words.


«That is true. But I can sense your blocked channels—you are the one he described. I remember the fire, and the riot. It wasn’t bad. I’ve seen worse—1848 comes to mind.» The True-Dragon stood with a creak. «Call me Martin.»


“Thank you, Martin.” István watched the True-dragon heave himself out of the room. He caught a glimpse of photography plates, as well as several cameras that dated to the late 1800s, or so he guessed. Martin hoarded cameras and related equipment, István realized, and shook his head a little. He’d heard of stranger, but cameras? Very bulky to hide and move.


«This must leave the Alföld.» Martin said into István’s mind as he returned to the chamber. «The Reds cannot be permitted to touch it, or the last two wars will be arguments in a Poor Claires’ convent in comparison.» Martin set an almost square case down on the table beside a stack of glass plates, undid something, and folded the sides down, then lifted them. Gems and gold glittered in the dim gas light, and a familiar bent cross appeared from the lining. «You will find a box under the table. This goes in there.»


Stephen gasped and crossed himself as Martin picked up a piece of material and draped it over his forefeet. The old True-dragon, forefeet covered in insulating silk, held the crown up to the light. The stones glittered and sparkled through the layer of dust.


«Indeed,» Martín intoned. «Open the case.»


Stephen did as ordered, and the warder set the crown into the empty box. He rotated it just a touch, then folded the silk and laid it aside. Nimble talons closed and latched the case, and, as Stephen watched, the folded silk slipped into a second compartment below the main one.


«Watch and remember.» Martín turned the entire latch sideways, and the sides of the case fell open, revealing vials of medicine on one side and medical specimens on the other. «Go west, Dr. Rabe. Go west to the Americans. They alone can keep the crown safe and save the land.»


A weight heavier than the entire Carpathian Range settled on István. He couldn’t! Leave Hungary, cross the fighting lines to find Hungary’s mortal enemy? Everything in him, every oath he’d sworn rebelled.


Then he recalled Galicia’s death, and Ukrainia’s as well. If Pannonia died, the Matra would not be able to protect itself and would destroy his family and him with them, backlashing through the entire House. István felt again the pain as all of Galicia’s dying energies had coursed through him more than thirty years before. And he recalled what had happened to the Houses of Galicia and elsewhere. He bowed his head. For this I was saved. So be it.


“To the Yankees and them alone,” István whispered. “God willing.”


«Amen.» Martin opened a drawer in the table and handed him a fat packet of papers and other things. «These were meant for another. But they may help you. Go overland, go quickly, and go with God.»


István did not recall how he left Martin’s lair. He found himself with the crown’s case hanging from a strap over his shoulder, his medical bag in his hand, not far from the cathedral. He groaned a little at the distance he had to walk, then squared his shoulders and began limping along. He caught a glimpse of a policeman and muttered aloud, “Of all the nights for a baby call, and Szentgeorgii sick. I’m too old for obstetrics.”


The policeman drifted away, shaking his head a little, although whether it was in sympathy or at the complaint István couldn’t guess. He continued grumbling all the way to his lodging. St. István knew that his namesake had more than enough to mutter about.


The next day, Dr. Rabe purchased a ticket to Vienna, showing the woman behind the polished brass bars his papers.


“Herr Professor Doktor Weissburg is most insistent,” he told her when she hesitated. “There are disease concerns.”


The name of the medical professor, combined with fear of a plague, gave the ticket agent new life, and she took his money after confirming his papers.


“Party members and military have priority, and there are no reserved seats in third class.”


She slid the tickets and documents out under the bars with a firm shove, and István just managed to catch them before they sailed off the counter and scattered onto the floor.


“Thank you.”


István moved quickly out of the way, or as quickly as he could without dropping the papers, his medical bag, and the “samples” in their square case. He managed, awkwardly, until he found a quiet corner where he could set things down on the gritty floor and reorganize his documents. “Dr. Martin Nagy” traveled west. István had slipped his own papers into the inner pockets of the coat’s false lining. Unless things have changed greatly, I will not be taking the coat off due to overheating. He’d never ridden third class before, but everyone knew how few amenities the trains provided, even in the best of times. He picked up the cases and wended his way through the small clusters of people coming and going through the train station, head down, concentrating on his steps—or so it would appear to anyone looking his way.


The quiet unnerved him. A train station should bustle, with people talking and calling out to others, whistles blowing, and voices announcing departures. Not Budapest in late February—those coming and going spoke in soft whispers if at all, looking over their shoulders, and giving anyone in a uniform a clear path. People shifted without seeming to, not waiting for the Black Arrow men, or the Nazis, or the police to demand passage. István thought he could smell arrogance and hostility as the railroad police stalked past, studying him the way a bear or wildcat studies its prey. He kept a faintly worried expression on his face, constantly glancing at the large clock at the end of the concourse as if afraid of missing his train.


And he was worried—not about the train as much as about what would happen after he left the train in Vienna. Austria is no longer friendly. Hell-fires, Austria might as well be Germany now. István’s train grumbled up to the platform, stopping with a squeal followed by a sigh of the brakes. He drifted along with the other people until he found a third class car. Tarnished brass, faded lettering, and peeling paint greeted him. István let several others go ahead, then staggered a little as he climbed the first, long step from platform to rail car stairs. He glanced left and right, turned right, and opted for an empty seat on the aisle. The patched and worn brown upholstery on the benches had seen far better days, as had the padding. He suspected that the car had served second class passengers before being demoted, and the whole train smelled of sorrow and coal in equal parts. István tucked his medical bag under his feet and kept the box with the samples in his lap.


“Tickets!”


The scrawny conductor’s voice was harsh and hoarse. His uniform hung from his shoulders like a tent draped over him, and István noted the faint yellow tinge in the whites of the man’s eyes as he studied the tickets of István’s fellow travelers. Jaundice of some kind, or a Vitamin A overdose, István diagnosed. Probably jaundice. A glimpse of yellow, paper-dry skin between the man’s glove and sleeve confirmed the problem, and István wondered why he was still working. Probably to keep from starving. No one who could do otherwise traveled on trains now. Too dangerous.


István closed his eyes, but only for a moment. He didn’t dare let the cases out of his hands and sight. Dirt streaked the windows, hiding the passing countryside from view. Not much to see this time of year anyway, unless the river is rising. And he’d prefer not to see that up close. Although, as cold as it had been, he doubted they’d encounter high water before April, if then. Was Western Europe as cold as the eastern regions? Probably.


The train slowed and stopped, and the people in the carriage stirred, digging papers and passes out of luggage and coat pockets. Heavy boots thumped up the steps, and the interior door slammed open.


“Heil Hitler! Papers. Now,” barked a black-clad border officer.


He ripped the documents out of the hands of a shabby man sitting by the door, inspected them, and shoved them back. Two armed guards followed, and the old, shawl-wrapped woman sitting across from István whimpered, starting to shake, eyes dilating. The younger woman traveling with the old lady gently shushed her, holding the older woman and rocking her a little. When the officer approached, the younger woman handed him papers without his asking. He looked from the documents to the women and back, then frowned more deeply, eyes squeezing into narrow lines below thin brown eyebrows.


“She sick?”


“No, Captain, sir. My great aunt was assaulted by a Russian solder during the last war, and soldiers still scare her.”


The brown-clad woman had a light Hungarian accent to her German, István noted. The officer’s demeanor changed at the woman’s words, and he nodded, eyes now open wide. He spoke more softly as he returned the papers. “She is safe here. The red hordes cannot enter the lands of the Reich.”


“Thank you, Captain, sir.”


István presented his papers before the officer could ask for them. The man thumbed through, found the letter from the Chief of Infectious Diseases at the University of Vienna’s teaching hospital, and leaned back.


“You carry samples?”


István patted the top of the case in his lap.


“Yes, Herr Captain. They are sealed and preserved to prevent contamination, in a locked case. I would prefer not to open the case unless truly necessary, sir.”


All perfectly true and honest. Honest and truth is safer, I think. He did not have to feign his evident grave concern and worry.


“It is not necessary, Herr Doktor Nagy.”


The Nazis hurried their inspection, departing far more quickly than they had begun. The train lurched a little as it resumed moving, and István heard as well as felt all the others in the car sigh, shoulders relaxing. Even up in the mountains István had heard whispered rumors of people dragged from the trains, trams, cars, and wagons, never to be seen again.


The train station in Vienna bustled a little, but not as much as István had expected. He went to the telegram office, struggling to hide his fear and nerves. The women working there glanced over their shoulders, uncomfortable, as men in brown uniforms studied the incoming messages. A mildly harried clerk, her grey-streaked hair trying to escape her bun, blinked up at him.


“Heil Hitler! May I help you?”


The words burned his mouth, but he said them.


“Heil Hitler. My name is Martin Nagy, expecting a telegram from Doktor Professor Weissburg.”


A round-faced man in uniform inspected the message before allowing the clerk to give it to István, who squinted at the words, dismayed by the cheap ink, the terrible paper, and the message itself, in equal parts.


“Very well,” he murmured. Rudolph . . . Someday I am going to have a word with you, however much may be left of you.


“Ten marks,” the woman demanded after another glance at the official behind her. István paid with a wince, hoping the currency was still valid. She took the bill and gave him a receipt.


Another ten marks bought a tiny sandwich and thimble-full of coffee at a stehcafe in the train station. István stacked the cases between his feet and ate, watching the people coming and going. Men in brown uniforms and black boots inspected the passengers. One lean, blond individual caught István’s eye, although he was careful not to look too closely. The Austrian stood at least two meters tall and moved with unusual grace. He reminded István of the posters depicting true Aryans, or would have if he’d not had a pair of thick glasses perched on his elegant nose. The tall man spoke to another fellow in uniform, and István noted terrible teeth. But all the young from the first war are prone to dental troubles, so the authorities probably overlooked that flaw. István finished his poor excuse for a midday meal and went to find the ticket office. One the way he stopped by the men’s room, and removed a second letter from inside his coat.


“Heil Hitler! What do you want?” the surly, acne-scarred man behind the bars demanded.


“Heil Hitler. I need a ticket to Linz, as soon as possible.” István concentrated on the words, hiding any hint of a Hungarian accent, stretching and softening the sounds as a Viennese would. “On official business.”


He presented the clerk with the second letter. The man glowered, trying to look intimidating.


“Documents.”


István presented them, along with the appropriate funds. If the currency had been forged, the forger had done a beautiful job, István thought. The clerk read the letter, frowned even harder if such a thing might be possible, and stamped the tickets so hard István imagined the ink forcing its way even through the wooden counter.


“Go.” As István turned he heard the man mutter, “Damned foreign blood.”


Some days it feels as if we are already among the damned, István agreed inwardly.


A half-hour remained until the train to Linz departed, and he considered trying to find a newspaper or something more than the sandwich. A few steps away from the ticket agents’ counters, the swirl of black and brown uniforms convinced him that it was not worth the risk.


István made his way down the steps to the platforms and found the one he wanted. Vienna smelled different than it once had. He thought back through the years, to the walled inner city and the smell of the river and gardens in spring, of coffee, and other lost delights. The city of his younger days beckoned, and he wanted to sink into the memory.


“That looks like a Jew.” The sharp words cut through his reverie and István peered left and right to see who the voice referred to. “You a Jew? You look like one, scuttling around with your boxes.” A plump man in a brown uniform that strained at the chest and stomach stopped centimeters from István’s face and sneered. “I think you’re a Jew.”


The man stank of rough fruit spirits and too little soap. Indignant, István leaned back, eyebrows up, chest puffing out a little, shoulders back.


“I fear you are dreadfully mistaken. No Jews pollute my family line. Only Germans and Magyars since before Prinz Eugen himself walked these streets.”


“Scheiße, that’s what you are. I say you’re a Jew, snuck back into Aryan lands to help the damn Reds or the Yankees. I know your kind,” the overweight man sneered, grabbing István’s arm. “I can smell Jews.”


He shook István and reached for the medical case. An even larger hand caught that of the Nazi.


“May I see your papers, Doktor?” The Nazi backed up but kept a firm grip on István’s arm. “There are rumors of draftees attempting to hide.” The speaker was an army sergeant, and István heard no hostility in the young man’s voice.


“Certainly, Sergeant.”


István reached into his coat with his free hand, giving the sergeant the documents before the Nazi could snatch them away.


“Thank you, Dr. Captain Nagy. Pure Catholic on both sides.” The sergeant showed the baptismal records to the Nazi. “On official medical business, veteran of the last war.” The sergeant folded the documents and returned them. “This man is not a Jew.”


“Yesh, he ish, and I’m—I’m—I—”


The sergeant and a private grabbed the Nazi as he staggered, easing his fall to the dirty cement and brick platform floor. István checked the Nazi’s pulse. The scent of alcohol formed a nearly-visible cloud around the brown-clad boor, and István allowed himself a moment of disgust. Still wary of listeners, he kept his words low.


“Nothing more than intoxication, I suspect, Sergeant.” The man nodded, and István continued in a louder, professional tone. “No doubt the stress of his position and his dedication to duty have overwhelmed him.”


He ignored the rude noises from the private and several bystanders.


“Indeed, he appears to be a true and loyal servant of the party,” the broad-shouldered sergeant intoned. He met István’s eyes, stared for an instant, and mouthed something. What was it? He repeated it, and his bright blue eyes shifted for an instant to gold, then back to blue. Eyes! István settled himself.


“Thank you Sergeant. No doubt you are correct.” A Half-dragon in the Austrian army? Which House, I wonder. And possibly not so young as he seems. “He needs somewhere quiet to rest and recover from the stress.” Behind his back, István heard someone murmur what sounded like “try the bottom of the Danube Canal.” Ah, what would that do to the poor fishes downstream?


“Over here.” The sergeant waved, and two railroad police in black uniforms swooped down on them. “He passed out. Dr. Nagy says stress.”


Everyone moved away from the patient as the policemen studied the limp form.


“Stress my ass,” the older of the two muttered. “Thank you, Doktor. We will see to him.”


“Thank you, Herr Polizist,” István replied.


He gathered his cases and got out of their way. He boarded the train and the rest of the journey passed almost without excitement. Almost.


What’s that wailing sound? István froze, one foot in the air as he climbed the steps of the Linz Hauptbahnhof. The people around him reversed their steps and everyone hurried back down to the platforms. The wailing grew louder, and he realized what it meant. He caught himself before he could stagger, and turned, following the crush of people trying to hide. He heard the sirens grow louder, then explosions and the booms of artillery.


“I hope they get the bastards this time. Before they drop their eggs,” an old man beside István hissed.


The earth shook a little, and István saw in his memory the fortress walls, and the spray of dirt from Russian artillery rounds as they churned the earth of Galicia into powder and mud. His head ached, his back and leg as well, and he cringed as the shaking grew stronger.


“At least the Yankees don’t kill you in your bed like the damned English do,” a different man snapped.


“Dann heiße ich schon Meyer,” a third man whispered. Some of the people laughed, bitter, dark laughter, while the others kept their heads down, or glared with mixed anger and fear at the ones who dared to chuckle. István didn’t get the joke, and he fought off his memories, adrenaline driving his heart, panting a little, trying to stay here and now, not in 1914.


“You alright, sir?” The young woman sounded concerned, and István nodded.


“I will be, thank you, miss. Memories from the last war,” he explained.


Several men nodded. After one of the longest half hours István could recall, the earth stopped shaking, the wailing faded, and the crowd took a long, shuddery breath—or so it felt.


István emerged from the train station and saw smoke from the bombing raid curling out of the industrial district. Dear sweet Lord, what have we done to deserve this?





[image: ]


[image: 18: Racing to Refuge]


Bribery always worked, or so it felt. István traded his skills and some easily-replaceable supplies, as well as marks, for transportation on wagons and in trucks, travelling west and south. The next three days passed in a blur, enough so that he wondered if he’d sustained a concussion during the bombing raid. No, he decided as he washed his face in the basin at a farmhouse on the edge of the Tyrol, fatigue sufficed. I don’t understand. I’m only fifty-four. We live to be over a hundred. His body and mind felt as if he’d lived that hundred years already.


“I’m sorry I cannot do more, Frau Bauerfeld,” he said as he left the tiny washing area.


The underfed farm-wife nodded once. “Thank you, Herr Doktor. You have done more than the other doctors did. How long?”


“No more than a few days. She will not feel any pain.” The poor child had gotten too close to a bull and the beast had trampled her, smashing her leg and hip and doing internal damage. “Too much dirt in the wounds, Frau Bauerfeld. I am truly sorry.”


The child’s aunt nodded again, turning away from him. “The Lord giveth, the Lord taketh away, thanks be to God.”


“Amen.”


And where are my children? Have they gotten away from the Russians? Are all of them safe? He hoped that Weronica had found a safe place for the twins and their brother.


“You say that you are going into the mountains, Herr Doktor?”


“Yes. I was ordered to attend the people farther up the river, since the local doctor is away.”


The man had fled, or so István had heard from the farmer who’d brought him this far.


“You’ll need a good breakfast then.” Not long after, he heard the sound of meat frying and smelled bacon, real bacon, for the first time in over a year. István’s mouth watered. “We can’t pay you in fee,” the farmwife said apologetically as she served him a plate full of bacon, eggs, rough country bread, and even a small dish of butter—real butter!


“Frau Bauerfeld, this is worth far, far more than any doctor’s fee, I assure you.”


István thanked the Lord for the bounty and ate with a clean conscience. Healing cost energy, and István had little left after his efforts to help the people in the tiny settlement.


He set out on foot, walking along the narrow road along the Drachental River. Mountains rose ahead of him and on both sides, snow-bleached against the pale blue heavens. The land looked healthy, but where were the people? The late winter sun shone warm for the moment, and a little whisper of breeze stirred the morning air. Women should be hanging wash, men should be doing farm chores, looking after the fences, and children should be coming and going to school. A few women moved, shoulders bent with more than physical loads as they carried fodder from stacks to barns, or shook much-patched coverlets and blankets before hanging them to air. István plodded along, praying and giving thanks that Josef Karl had not lived to see his people suffer so terribly.


Something moved behind him and István glanced back. Nothing. Still, something lurked, watching, almost pacing him. He stopped, turned, sighed.


“I know you are there. Come out.”


If it was the Nazi police or a would-be thief, he’d just as soon see them coming. The hedge to his left rustled, shivered, and a True-dragon wrapped in brown and grey rags staggered out. István hurried over to inspect the starving male.


«I am tired, nothing more,» a reedy tenor voice murmured. «We must keep moving. The brown and Red bastards are behind us.»


István squared his shoulders and pointed up the slope to a trail through the fields. He’d been considering it before, but the low way had been easier. The True-dragon gestured his agreement, and they cut that way. Rocks and snow-melt-mud slowed their progress, and the sun had passed noon before they reached the bend in the river István had been told to look for.


“We’re on Drachenburg land now,” he told his silent companion.


«Thanks be to God» came the fervent reply.


An hour later by sun, a sturdily-built man in forester’s wool and leather clothes appeared from behind a large boulder.


“Dr. Nagy?”


“I am he.”


István wondered who had carried what message. And how the forester had avoided military service. The man nodded.


“Her Ladyship sends greetings and welcome, and her apologies. The Nazis are watching the Schloß, so she cannot offer you proper hospitality. A place has been prepared in the Drachenburg for you.” The forester turned to the True-dragon. “Do you need refuge?”


«Yes. I was once of House Wittelsbach.» István heard profound pain in the simple statement and his heart clenched. Had the True-dragons been read out of the House? Or had things reached the point that they could no longer be hidden? Had the House dissolved? Who was Guardian of Bavaria? «The House . . .scatters for safety. The Nazis executed the Head, the Guardian is in hiding.»


“There is room here. Not much, but room for now,” the forester assured the True-Dragon. “Follow me, please. It is another hour’s walk ahead.”


The trail turned into a mountain goat track, as best István could tell, and he panted from the exertion. The Matra were high—though not alpine high—and he needed to rest, but dared not. Trees grew between them and the valley below, shielding them from view but also encouraging the snow to linger, and ice, too, in the thickest shade, even on the south-facing slope.


Below them, a few meadows ventured to show green faces to the sun, and rows of fruit trees cast black shadows by the road. István saw a car and a brown truck, both out of place in the rural scene. The True-Dragon spat.


“Indeed, sir,” the forester murmured. “I have not seen my wife and children for two years because of the brown plague. I do not care to leave them truly orphaned if I can avoid it.”


István concentrated on walking. The rough handles of the cases cut into his hands, and the strap on his other bag ground his shoulder. It had already worn thin places in his coat, and Anna Maria would fuss terribly when he returned home. Home. I have to go back, somehow. His head spun as he tried to imagine how he could possibly do it. Later. First you have to get the crown to safety. Everything else comes after. He managed to avoid yet another puddle, biting his tongue as a rock found the thin spot in one shoe sole.


“This way,” the forester said at last. He led the two sojourners through more trees, around a boulder, and to an old mine entrance. The wooden supports looked as frail as István felt, and he gulped. The True-dragon made a nervous sound, not quite a whimper or whine.


“They look worse than they are,” their guide said. “Another way to discourage the unwelcome.”


István sent a silent prayer to St. Barbara, patroness of miners and those at risk of sudden death. He let the True-dragon go first, following close behind. The forester stopped a few paces into the mine opening, found a lamp, and lit the candle. The trio walked quickly, and the moment they turned into a side tunnel, István felt a shield spring up around them.


“Thanks be to God,” he murmured without thinking.


«Amen» answered his prayer.


“The brown bastards have already poked through here, found nothing worth their time, and left again. Getting dirty with honest work does not appeal to them,” the forester snapped.


«There was nothing in the House Chronicles that described a foe like the Nazis, and ours go back to the Magyar invasion.» Confusion warred with anger in the True-dragon’s voice.


“Because even the Mongols only killed bodies. They did not seek to twist and destroy souls. Or so the Guardian of my House averred, and I saw no reason to doubt him,” István said. István Eszterházy is dead. But to think of myself in the past tense . . . what a strange world we live in.


The forester’s voice came back to them, echoing the faintest bit on the stones of the tunnel.


“So says the Drachenburg archivist as well. Just a little farther, and it is down-slope from here.”


Indeed, István sensed the floor tipping under his feet, a shallow incline. Did they descend into the mountain or parallel the slope? He wanted to hum “In The Hall of the Mountain King,” but suppressed the urge. The floor became clearer, and the walls also, and he saw more light ahead than just the lantern. He also smelled food—a meal would be good. The wonderful breakfast he’d eaten had gotten him this far, but he needed fuel. And rest would also be welcome.


Something moved just outside the shield, and outside István’s own shields. The forester stopped, head tipped to the side as if listening to someone. He turned.


“Herr Doktor Nagy, you will stay here two days. A storm has blown up behind the mountains, snow storm, and travel is not wise.”


István nodded.


“Thank you. I have encountered a few winter mountain storms, but in the Carpathian foothills, not the Alps. I’d prefer not to see an avalanche in person if I can avoid it.”


“I’m not fond of them either, Herr Doktor. Though they do make gathering firewood easier, six months later.” The forester snorted. “We used them during the last war, in the south, which may explain the lack of Italians on our doorstep this time.”


That and House Brixen and Archduke Rudolph.


“I have heard it said that Italians can learn. I have also heard it said that cows can jump over the moon.”


“Only English cows,” a woman said. István stopped, bowing to a distinguished, straight-backed old woman in black mourning. “Welcome to the Drachenburg. I am Martina, aunt of the Guardian Lady Magda. She bids you welcome and offers you the hospitality of the valley. Because of her other,” one silver eyebrow rose, “visitors, she cannot be here in person.”


“Thank you, Frau Martina.”


István hesitated, wondering if he should offer condolences.


«Thank you, and may God bless the House and all its people for your mercy and hospitality,» the True-dragon sighed, sinking to his belly.


István stepped sideways, clearing the path for a Healer and two children, one carrying a large tankard of water and the other an enormous plate of food. He saw a bench-like bit of stone and sat, resting the two cases on the floor and taking his satchel off. Just sitting felt wonderful, and he closed his eyes for a moment, but someone tapped against his shields, and István opened his eyes once more. Frau Martina stood in front of him, one eye slightly narrowed, the corners of her mouth turned down in the beginnings of a frown.


“Your pardon, gracious lady, but I was mind-burned some years ago, and I cannot speak mind-to-mind unless I am in physical contact.” Her eyes started to open wide and she shifted her weight back as if preparing to flee. “I was assisting my House Head as he tried to contain a rogue talent,” he added. “A man who mind-stripped the innocent for information and power. Something backlashed.”


“Ah. Forgive my reaction, Herr Doktor Nagy.” She ducked her head, revealing an old-fashioned widow’s cap pinned to her brown and grey hair. “I have read of such things, but only in accounts from the previous century. All with talents here are part of the House, or are descended from the House and so are known. No rogue has ventured within House lands for centuries.”


The rest of the day passed quickly. István ate, and afterward a young True-dragon showed him a warm spring where he could wash. The hot water soaked away some of his woes, and he napped on a bench near the spring, letting the heat and humidity ease more of his cares. When he woke, someone had patched the shoulders on his coat, and a different pair of shoes waited for him.


«Herr Brauer is mending yours, sir.» The small purple-and-tan reptile explained. «We have leather and plenty, since an avalanche swept one of the alps last summer.»


István slept well that night, soaking in heat from the very stones of the mountain. He woke and found hot tea, bread, and butter waiting. His shoes had also been re-soled, and someone had gone through his bag and removed, washed, and mended his spare socks. Perhaps the mountains had mine spirits, like the ones in the tales his nurse had told him and Matyás and Judit in the nursery. More likely, someone had seen his clothes and decided that the dignity of the House demanded that he look presentable when he left. House Sárkány had done the like more than once, back in the day, or so his mother had averred.


He ventured to one of the cave mouths, glanced at the hand-sized flakes of snow that blocked his view of the valley below, and retreated to the caverns again. Once he would have gone exploring, asking questions and chafing at the lack of activity. Now he sat, content to sit and watch the True-dragons work and have lessons with other children. Lady Martina came, gesturing for him to remain seated, and sat beside him.


“With the others in the valley, we dare not let those of ‘impure blood’ venture out into the open. One would think that the weather would discourage them, but I fear they are too dedicated and blind to be wise.”


“From what I have seen, I am persuaded to agree with you, gracious lady. The men of the army remain men, but those of the party, like the Black Arrow men, they have sold their souls, most of them.”


She stared ahead, one sturdy hand starting to clench into a fist.


“My sorrow for your loss, gracious lady. A . . . friend . . . told me of Graf Johann’s passing, and that of his son.”


István hoped that he had spoken the right words.


“Thank you, Herr Doktor. We have not been permitted to mourn, and it wears on the spirit.”


She stood and went about her business.


A danger warning slammed against István’s shields later that morning, and he felt a Presence moving in the mountain. The True-dragons fled, running faster than the little Hungarian lizards skittered over stones, disappearing down the tunnels. The other children ran in a different direction, and the adults began dousing lights, and carrying books, blankets, and supplies down the passageways. István hurried back to where he’d left the two cases. He found the Wittelsbach True-dragon sitting beside them, shaking his head.


«Someone—»


Darkness filled the cavern as all the candles and lamps winked out in the same instant. István ducked, pulling the cases against the wall and trying not to make sound as he crouched beside them. I wish I had my revolver. And a shotgun, and my hunters, and my troopers, and one of those enormous herding dogs from the Alföld. He heard boots on stone, and swearing, and an angry man’s voice—echoing a little—from off to his right, on the opposite side of the chamber.


“There are caves here. The bitch lied, just like her father. There’s treasure, I know it. Spread out and search.”


Flickering red light, and smaller pools of white light, appeared in the blackness—torches and flashlights held by men in black and silver.


«SS!» Bitter, raw hatred colored the sending. «The worst of the worst. They pollute everything they look at, let alone touch.» A mental glimpse of a battered man, obviously tortured, then lying dead with a bullet in his skull—the Head of Wittelsbach. «You must flee.»


«Not without the case.» István didn’t know if his companion had heard, but he felt around, patting the stone until he found the cube-like box and eased it off the ground. He tried to shift his weight without making noise, but he scraped on the stone.


“What’s that?” The light beams swept toward him, and István moved again, lifting the box. He started to straighten up and creep away. “Who’s there?”


The True-dragon shifted in the darkness, and István tripped. He fell, rolling, trying to protect the case, but the tumble tripped the latch and without thinking, he grabbed the crown.


Power exploded in his mind, images filling him: a thousand coronations and ceremonies, a chain linking the crown to Pannonia. Memories and emotions swept over István like an avalanche. The very stones of the crown radiated power and emotion as he saw each coronation, each Guardian linking with Pannonia, and felt the shock as humans and Half-Dragons first felt the inhuman age and presence in their minds. István fought for control, fought to separate himself from the cascade, to get away, to run and save the crown from evil. He heard screams, shots, a terrible roar, and a Presence driving him pushing him, steering him. He ran without thinking, crown held against his chest, case in the other hand, chased by the very hounds of hell. Thousands of fragments of Hungarian history flowed through István’s mind, and it was all he could do to keep moving, to feel his own body here and now. At last, sides aching and chest burning, he managed to stop long enough to put the crown into the case, using touch alone, and close it.


István collapsed, gasping, cold stones under his hands and head. He closed his eyes, but the world grew no darker. The Presence left him. He pulled the case against his chest, wrapping his arms around it. Then awareness faded away.


A blanket. István felt something soft and warm over him. His arms and legs had cramped, and he hissed under his breath as he tried to move. Every muscle burned or stung, his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth, and his head—even downing a bottle of Cousin Imre’s favorite plum brandy wouldn’t leave such a terrible headache. Warm fingers stroked his forehead.


“My lord, I would think a Healer would know better.”


“I was impulsive long before I came to the title, or became a Healer,” he said without thinking. We’re speaking Hungarian. He blinked and opened his eyes. Candle lanterns and an oil lamp cast pools of yellow and white light, softer than the flashlights of the enemy. “Your pardon.”


A young woman chuckled, or tried to.


“It is the owner of the crown who owes pardon, and considering what that individual did to the unwelcome guests, I am inclined to give it full forgiveness, so long as it never does that again. I fear the local Power will not forgive the crown’s owner any time soon.”


Pannonia acted through the crown this far from its own lands? The smart part of István’s mind curled up in a dark corner of his skull and whimpered as it tried to hide. Something felt wrong, a piece missing? Memories no longer where they should be? I’ll worry later. The rest of him sat up, with care for his aching body and throbbing head.


“The local Power has the right of it. What happened? I heard the Nazi men, heard shots and a fight?”


He tried to recall, but he saw nothing but chaotic glimpses of priests, candles, monarchs, battles, and the land of the great plain stretching from the Alps to the curving massif of the Carpathians.


“They thought to use the storm to hide themselves as they raided treasure caves,” the young woman said. Venom dripped from her words, and István glanced up. A tall, slender, red-headed girl stood, one hand resting on the wall of the tunnel. “I felt power explode, and death in the caverns, and a whirlwind that ran into the mountain.”


“My lord, my lady,” a man’s quiet voice said. “The Wittelsbach refugee attacked the Nazis, took them by surprise. And something exploded, although we do not know what or how. None of the men in brown survived.”


“Terrible thing,” a second man drawled. “Going out before we could check the cornices and avalanche chutes. Truly a tragedy, such dedicated men lost to the Reich.”


“Peter, you are terrible,” the lady said, without rancor or anger. “And I trust they will be found only after it is safe to go looking.”


“Yes, my lady. At least a day, if not longer.” A rough-faced man leaned into the lantern’s light and peered at István. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were caught in the storm as well, my lord.”


István felt hollow. He closed his eyes and ran a check. His Healing gift felt intact, but the instant he tried mind-speech, pain blinded him. Hot tears burned down his face, and he whimpered in agony. The lights burned, and he closed his eyes as the world swirled around and around. He dimly heard voices, and strong, hot hands on his forehead, and then something slid between him and the pain and he threw himself into blessed soft darkness.
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“You can hear True-dragons, but no others,” the Healer warned. “Your Healing gift is actually stronger, but be very, very careful until you know your exact limits and strengths.”


“And my House connections?” István had to know. Please Lord, please may I not have lost that last link to my children, please.


The old man rubbed under his nose, then smoothed thin white mustaches.


“It remains, as best I can tell. I’ve never seen anything quite like your mind, my lord. Instead of clear channels, like streambeds, all but your Healing gift are tangled and scorched. Whatever or whoever it was that sent that backlash through them truly destroyed everything associated with speaking mind-to-mind. I’m sorry, my lord.”


“Thank you, and please, I’m not my lord. I’m just a Healer.”


István thought for a moment, then blinked. If the crown’s energies did that to me, as damaged as my mind was before I touched it, what would have happened if the channels hadn’t been three-quarters blocked? How far would the power have backlash have gone? Is that why Rudolph—why it takes so terribly long for him to recover, why he is always drained to a shell? István shuddered. No wonder the Head and Guardian had to have a buffer!


The men heard a woman’s steps coming toward them, and István struggled to his feet as Lady Magda came into the small side-chamber. He and the Healer bowed.


“Forgive me, Lord István, but you must leave. The passes have opened to the east, and we have three days of traveling weather before the next storm.”


“My lady, I am no longer Lord István,” he protested. “And thank you. I have drawn too deep of your hospitality as it is.”


I do not want any more people killed on my behalf.


She wagged a slender finger at him. “Only István Eszterházy could carry the crown of St. Stephen to safety,” the local Power said through her. He bowed again. “But you are correct, that Dr. Nagy needs to go. Thank you for certifying the deaths of the unfortunate men.”


“I could do no less than my duty, my lady.”


He’d never been happy to sign a death certificate before that afternoon, but he’d signed quite a few with an almost clean heart in this case. He’d also sworn to pray for the soul of the True-dragon, Richard von Wittelsbach.


“A guide will get you as far as the pass into Vorarlburg.” Lady Magda shook her head. “The Swiss are not closing their borders yet, but go carefully, Herr Doktor. There are Americans prowling around that area, looking for something.”


They are going to find it, if I can find them.


“My lady, this time of year I am more afraid of avalanches and foolishness than I am of Americans. Storms do not seem to worry about nationality or allegiance.”


The Austrians chuckled.


“No, they do not. Powers and powers come and go, but weather will be with us forever.” Lady Magda nodded again. “Go with God, Herr Doktor.”


“Thank you. May He bless your House and all who look to it for refuge.”




“Halt!”


István froze. The man spoke German with a terrible accent. István kept his hands in plain sight as the soldiers crowded into the small house—little more than a shed with a stove and bed. The sick woman coughed, and one of the young men backed up a little.


“Who are you?”


“I am Doctor Martin Nagy. I am treating a pneumonia patient. She is not contagious but remains very weak, and needs to be kept warm.”


He spoke slowly, giving the soldier time to translate.


“He’s a doc, says the lady has something and needs to stay warm.”


The soldiers took their fingers away from their rifle triggers, but István didn’t move.


“My documents are in the breast pocket of the coat on the chair.”


“Check his pockets.”


The soldiers searched István, but did not take his holy medallion or rosary.


“Come with us, Doc,” the German speaker commanded. “And don’t be stupid.”


I don’t have the energy to be stupid any longer, István thought with a sigh.


He moved slowly, always keeping one hand in view of the young men. He carried the crown’s case and his medical case. The soldiers had his other bag. They blindfolded him for some reason, but didn’t hurt him, and one held his elbow to keep him from tripping on the rough ground.


After a what felt like a long march, they entered a farm house, or so István guessed by the rough wooden furnishings and the stove-bed he saw when they removed the blindfold.


“What did you drag in this time, Smith?” a bored voice called in American English.


“A doctor, sir. He was looking at a sick lady in that little house in the woods, the one where smoke started come out yesterday.”


The soldier pushed István forward and handed his papers to a man in thick glasses. The man read over them, frowning.


“Nagy? That’s not German.”


István tried to remember the proper English words. “It is not. I am Hungarian, and I was sent west because of the need for doctors.”


“You speak English?”


“Very little. Less French, but fluent Hungarian, German, Italian, and Czech. I can curse in Russian and Croat,” István added on a whim.


“You know anything about a cave with art, paintings, sculptures, and books in it?”


The American sounded angry.


“No. I am from the mountains in Hungary, sent west.”


One of the younger men reached for István’s two cases and set them in front of the officer.


“He had these, sir. Medical bags.”


“Open them.”


István opened his medical case and the officer peered at the contents.


“Yes, that’s all medical supplies.” István took a deep breath, hesitating as the soldier grunted when he lifted the other box. “More medical things? Looks heavy.”


“It is.” István licked his lips, hands shaking. He had to take the risk, his heart told him to take the risk. Please be safe, please. “But it has more than just medicines in it.” Eyes full of tears, he opened the case one last time, revealing the crown. The Americans gasped. “It is the crown of St. Stephen, the royal regalia. I was asked to hide it in Switzerland if I could.”


“Damn. The major needs to see this.” The officer waved to an aid, who ran off, then returned with a bull-like man who stomped the wooden floor. “Major Huntsman, this doctor, Nagy, says he’s trying to get this to Switzerland.”


The major glanced at the crown, blinked, and stared.


“What is this? Was ist das?”


“The crown of St. Stephen, part of the royal regalia of Hungary, Major. It was smuggled out of Budapest, and I brought it west.”


Major Huntsman’s brown eyes grew hard. “You say this is genuine. The actual crown of St. Stephen.”


István thought quickly. Two-thirds truth is better, safer. He spoke slowly, in English.


“Yes, Major. It will not survive the Soviets. It almost did not survive the Nazis. It was hidden in 1939—supposedly? pretended?—destroyed to keep it out of the hands of Goering and Himmler.”


Huntsman pulled on a pair of gloves and lifted the crown, turning it left and right, then peered at the inside, and again at the stones.


“It’s heavy enough. And the gems look genuine.” He put it back and closed the box. “How’d you get it here?”


“Turn the latch ninety degrees, Major, and you’ll see part of the story.” Once the Americans saw the false sides, they relaxed and seemed more willing to believe. “As to the rest of the story, very carefully, with several scares.”


István provided a brief outline of the journey.


“I believe you,” Huntsman stated at last. “As chaotic as things seem to be, and since this isn’t one of the so-called treasures that nut Himmler is after, I can see something like this happening.” He waved a paw-like hand. “Sit, sit. Sergeant, get him something wet.”


“Thank you, Major.”


The Americans had as much paperwork as Germans, or so it seemed to István as they documented the crown.


“The Colonel will be happy that we found something, even if it’s not the exact art we’re supposed to be looking for,” the major reminded one of the others. After they finished, the major insisted that István eat something. Then he lit a cigarette and spoke to István in German. “Since you’re a civilian, I’m supposed to let you go. Unless you’re going to tell someone about us.”


As he spoke, his eyes shifted color for a tenth of an instant, from brown to slit-pupiled lavender and then back.


István allowed his own eyes to change, but otherwise pretended not to have noticed the major’s identity. He shook his head.


“I have no love for the brown-shirted bastards. I’m Hungarian, not German. I didn’t see you. I treated the woman who needed help, then went back to my rounds and will return east as soon as it is permitted.” He leaned his head back, looking at the smoke-dark wooden ceiling, then back down. “My people, the country folk in my practice, need me, Major.”


“You realize that Hungary is going to be liberated by the Soviets?”


Who doesn’t?


“I had feared as much, Major.” István sighed a little to himself. “All the more reason to go back and do what I can, since I suspect they will not be, hmm, that it will be a while before they have the resources and, ah, desire to assist the civilian population with certain matters, such as minor medical care.” He raised his right hand. “I swear on my honor that I never saw you, and that you are not here.”


“Very well.”


István felt a weight leave his heart. The Americans had the crown. They would not give it to the Soviet horde.


The Americans blindfolded him, led him through the woods once more, and left him in the forest not far from the woman’s tiny house. István heaved a sigh, shifted his bag on his shoulder, and started walking. He needed to get to the main village by sunset if he was going to have someplace besides a barn to sleep.




«You’re back!» He thought Marie Anna was going to fall over from surprise. And no wonder, given that six weeks and more had passed since he’d left the Matra. «We thought, that is, when you didn’t come home—» She raced down the path and almost knocked him off his feet, twirling her tail around him. «Your hair is all silver.»


“It is. I brought more supplies. The plains are no longer safe.” But he was home, in the mountains. István felt something shift, just at the edge of his mind, perhaps the Matra, perhaps the House. “But I am home to stay.”


The flowers of May bowed under the hand of the mountain wind, and the trees whispered and murmured to themselves.


“I am home.”
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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


When the Cat Breaks...


Storms rage inside Rada Ni Drako as a tempest swells around her. How can a born predator also Heal? How can she reconcile the demands of her faith with her true nature? When a vengeful officer pushes Rada over the edge, only a Dragon can pull her back from the abyss, and even he may be too late. 


Around them, something moves, watching, gaining strength, nudging Earth’s potential just enough to open a gate for invasion. She and her allies will need all their cunning and courage to hunt down the long-hidden enemy, an enemy who longs for chaos. But first Rada must survive the chaos inside her.


Friendships tested, hearts tried, danger swirling ever closer—


Sometimes, it takes chaos to defeat chaos.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/dp/B0722Y9YYK




In Sheltering Talons


Book 10 in the Cat Among Dragons Series


Years, lightyears, and enemies... It’s enough to turn a cat grey.


After seven year-turns on Drakon IV, Rada Ni Drako needs a rest from her “vacation”. Facing down angry nobles, wildlife gone amok, blood feuds, and a few other minor upsets have taken their toll, as Rada finally admits. Her heart longs for Joschka and Ter-Tri.


Rada’s enemies have not forgotten her. Both the Traders and some humans on Ter-Tri want Rada for their own purposes. Rada and Joschka must thread their way through ambushes, bureaucracy, a House spat, and the trials and tribulations of ordinary life if the Cat and her Dragon are going to find some peace and quiet.


And then a werewolf appears. 


Adventure, battles, weddings, paperwork, and the dreaded curry-loaf await!


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/dp/B07CQYDJJP





And more...


Keep up with all the latest books by Alma T C Boykin on her blog:
AlmaTCBoykin.Wordpress.com
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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


Too soon grown, too late wise.


Pjtor Adamson Svendborg seethes as his elder half-sister and her favorite play at ruling NovRodi, ignoring corruption and courting danger. Pjtor and his half brother Isaac the Simple must find a way to wrench NovRodi free of her clutches, and of the Harriers who raid, kidnap, and destroy all they touch. Doing so will take Pjtor over the sea to New Dalfa and a new world. Can he learn what he needs, fast enough, to save NovRodi? And to defeat those who prefer the old ways, who would drag his homeland back into the chaos years?


But the damage done to Pjtor the child could bring down Pjtor the man. 


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/Forcing-Spring-Colplatschki-Chronicles-Book-ebook/dp/B01LYU9GDD




Golden Summer


Book 10 of the Colplatschki Chronicles


Early ripe, early rotten, or so the proverbs claim.


Pjtor Adamson Swendborg defeated the Harriers and opened NovRodi to the lands across the White Sea. But his wife has not born another living child, and there are whispers that Godown has cursed her or him. He chafes at the old men and old ways that surround him. He may be emperor, but even he must bend to the will of the nobles and the church. As Pjtor wrestles with his past, he discovers that defeated enemies do not always stay defeated.


In his haste to save his world, Pjtor’s impatience may undo all that he has won so far.


Available from Amazon.com at:

www.amazon.com/dp/B073WDVK6D




Coming in 2018...


Book 8 of the Colplatschki Chronicles, Fountains of Mercy: The Great Fires and the founding of the Babenburg and Peilov lines.




And more...


Keep up with all the latest books by Alma T C Boykin on her blog:
AlmaTCBoykin.Wordpress.com
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A Carpathian Campaign


Book 1 of The Powers.


István Eszterházy, Half-Dragon, heir to House Szarkany-Kárpátok, cavalry officer and gentleman of the world finds that world shaken when an assassin’s shot starts a war. Nothing goes as he had planned and István discovers that the strongest things in the world can also be the most fragile.




Grasping for the Crowns


Book 2 of The Powers.


István Eszterházy tries to maintain control as the British, Americans, Italians, and regional nationalists work the shatter the Empire.




Against a Rising Tide


Book 3 of The Powers.


István Eszterházy struggles to preserve his House as chaos surges inside and outside the Habsburg Confederation.




Keep up with the latest books in The Powers by visiting Alma’s blog:
AlmaTCBoykin.Wordpress.com





[image: Further Reading]


In addition to the books listed in Grasping for the Crowns, books include:


Fergusson, Adam. When Money Dies: The Nightmare of Deficit Spending, Devaluation, and Hyperinflation in Weimar Germany (New York: Public Affairs Books, 2010). This is a reprint of an older book, but still the best one-volume discussion of what happened. Includes material about Hungary and other places as well.


Hanebrink, Paul A. In Defense of Christian Hungary: Religion, Nationalism, and Antisemitism, 1890-1944 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2009). A look at the interplay of religion, nationalism, and politics in Hungary through 1944.


Gerwarth, Robert. The Vanquished: Why the First World War Failed to End (New York: Farrer, Straus and Giroux, 2017). A very detailed look at the first years of peace—the Russian Civil War, the fighting in Hungary and Austria, and the chaos of the Balkans and former Ottoman Empire. Not a cheerful read.


Snyder, Timothy. Bloodlands: Europe Between Hitler and Stalin (New York: Basic Books, 2010). A classic, and depressing, account of Ukraine, eastern Poland, and Belarus from 1918 to 1945.





[image: About the Author]


Alma T. C. Boykin was born in the Midwest, moved to the Great Plains, and after a brief period living in places where trees almost outnumber people, returned to the plains. She escaped college with a BA, worked for a living, then returned for an advanced degree some years later. When not writing or rotating the cat, she teaches and does a few other odds and ends. Hobbies include cooking, reading, hiking, geology, astronomy, and music.




Visit Alma’s blog at
AlmaTCBoykin.Wordpress.com
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