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Levavi oculos meos in montes, unde veniet auxilium mihi. Auxilium meum a Domino, qui fecit caelum et terram.





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.
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“I am coming to believe that ‘perfidious Albion’ is a profound understatement,” Jószef Mátyás Eszterházy said, folding the newspaper with great care before hurling it across the small office.


His older brother, Count István Eszterházy, watched the flying foolscap hit the floor before turning to the next page in the ledger. He did not enjoy the minutia of the House’s forestry and lumber business, but he needed to know the latest numbers. And it kept his mind out of the town palace across the river in Buda, where his wife was in labor. “What foolishness are they propounding now?”


“More about German atrocities and the rights of Italians to be free of the shackles of the tottering Habsburg Empire.” Both brothers looked up at the picture of Emperor Karl Josef and his wife Sonja, displayed next to a statue of St. Florian, the patron saint of firefighters.


“And no word at all, I take it, about their treatment of the Irish when they asked for religious freedom and self-rule within the British Empire.” István turned another ledger page, read a little, and backed up. “I though we’d sold this.”


Mátyás leaned forward to see what István was pointing to. “We did. They can’t make the payments so they defaulted. Their manager also swears that when the great Romanian nation takes back with is rightfully theirs, they will own it anyway, but they are graciously allowing us to manage it for them until then.” He sat back and ran a hand through his borderline-shaggy brown hair.


István shook his head and sat back as well. He’d inherited their father’s lean features, softened a little by his maternal side, medium brown hair with a touch of dark brown in it, and the lean but solid build of a horseman. At the moment his eyes appeared brownish-green, masking their true amber color and slit pupils. Mátyás resembled their mother, but with their grandfather’s heavier build. “They’d do better complaining to the Avars and Slavs about the loss of Transylvania rather than whining about the Magyars and Székely and Saxons. We’ve owned Transylvania for the last seven hundred years.”


“Shall I call in Cousin Imre to correct you?” Mátyás winked.


“Do you want to be here this time tomorrow, waiting for him to finish?” Their weathercock of a cousin had a fondness for causes. At the moment he leaned toward Romantic Nationalism, although he’d probably flip back to Social Democracy before Easter, István suspected. “Because I don’t.”


“No, thank you. I like my dinners and suppers, such as they are. How’s Barbara?”


“In labor. I was ordered out of the house until three.” He sighed. “Mother seems to forget that this is not our first child.” Given the toll the ongoing food rationing was taking on everyone, perhaps some caution was appropriate. Just not this much.


Mátyás made a half strangled sound, probably a stifled laugh, as he struggled to look properly sympathetic. Neither brother cared to add anything more and they went back to their work. Dowager Countess Marie still blamed István for their father’s premature death the previous autumn. Wartime stress, too many cigars, and a long fever as a child had probably contributed more to Janos’s fatal heart attack, but the subject remained taboo within the family.


Speaking of taboo, István though a while later, as he picked the Budapest conservative paper up off the floor. Unlike its Viennese counterpart, the editors here kept a supply of pre-approved filler pieces on hand to prevent blank spaces when the censors stopped something at the last minute. Even so, some days it took close reading to sort out the well-meaning chaff from the wheat. Not today, however. István read the latest news from the southern front with growing unease. The Italians were screaming about digging out bodies in places where the Austrians had triggered avalanches in the passes to keep them out during the winter fighting. Well, yes, that’s what happens when you march under cornices in February in someone else’s mountains. That the Italians simultaneously denied that any of their soldiers could possibly have attempted to infiltrate the Austrian borders was, of course, immaterial now that the Italian government thought it had something to use against the “evil, tyrannical” Austrians.


The next page held what István was looking for. He ran his finger down the column as he read through the latest revisions to the rationing lists. The few that he found wouldn’t affect his family too much, although some of the House members might need assistance given the stricter meat limits. We were so fortunate that the military’s command to kill all the pigs in order to save grain was rescinded after only a week. What stupidity! Once again István wondered how much damage General Conrad von Hötzendorf and his pets would have done if then-Crown Prince Josef Karl had not relieved him of his command and ordered Archduke Thomas to take over administration of the imperial military. If the initial rail chaos and dealings with the press were any indication, the Russians would have been in Budapest by now, the Serbs would own Croatia, and Conrad would probably have found a way to alienate the general population even more than had already happened. As it was, the Entente’s propaganda was inspiring trouble. And now the Social Democrats had resumed their foolish muttering about strikes and land reform and breaking-up the empire. István’s stomach growled. Who needed propaganda when food was in short supply? That was improving—slowly, but improving. At least for now. If this year’s harvest was poor . . . He preferred not to think that far into the future.


István made himself work through two p.m., approving timber and lumber sales, and signing three lease agreements. He rejected an especially bad contract offer, even though it was supposedly with the army. He re-read the pages for a third time, frowning, eyebrows so drawn in that they touched in the middle. Something about the contract smelled wrong. István parsed the clauses and payment lists again. That was it, there, in the payment and storage section—an unusual, and large, handling and administration fee listed in with the other reductions in payment. Who on earth approved that? The army has never had that before. István flipped to the second page and skimmed through the list of approvals. “T.G. Lt. Colonel,” he said under his breath. His blood went hot, then icy cold. Tisza Georg, the man responsible for the injury that had ended István’s cavalry career, among other things. He was still skimming and scheming, it seemed.


“I’m done.” István got up and reached for his topcoat and hat. Mátyás returned from the WC, limping heavily as usual. “I’m going home. Walking.”


Mátyás stayed in the doorway. “I’m not certain that’s safe. There are rumors of a strike call for today. And you’ve had trouble before, not just from crazy old women, either, my lord.” He spoke as a businessman and House member, not just as brother.


István bowed his head, acknowledging the warning. “I will be very careful. And I suspect I’m a much less interesting target on foot than I would be in the carriage.” He buttoned his coat and put on his hat, adding, “Or one of his Grace the Archduke’s motorcars.”


Mátyás rolled his eyes at the last comment and stepped out of the way. “That House must require having one of those in every generation.”


“I’m inclined to think so. His grace certainly lives up to the tales.” Or down to them, in his own way. Although if I had three Powers in my head every waking moment, I’d probably be more than a little touched myself.


For a March day, the air felt remarkably warm and dry as István set out. The House’s business office sat at the edge of the commercial district in south-central Pest, not far from the Great Market Hall. Traffic, both on wheels and on foot, seemed to be normal, and he sensed no strange moods in the air as he walked. He heard a few people shouting from downstream when he reached the foot of the Elizabeth Bridge by the church, but nothing troublesome. Closer to the water he noticed men pulling a boat in by hand, calling the rhythm. He nodded and pulled his coat collar a little tighter. The wind felt out of the north and would be fierce on the bridge.


“What’s a young man like you doing out of the army?” The voice came from behind István. He glanced over his shoulder, ready to ignore the speaker, until he saw the uniform. István sighed to himself and pulled his papers out of his pocket. He opened the leather folder and stepped out of the stream of foot traffic. The major bustled up, puffing with his own importance. “I said why are you not in the Army.”


István held out his documents. The major ignored them. “I have the right to arrest you for failure to report,” he said, crowding István.


“No, you do not.” István summoned every bit of “arrogant nobleman” in his repertoire. “I am honorably medically discharged, Major, and you are out of proper uniform.”


“Who are you to tell me anything, civilian scum?” The man snarled, his face too close to István’s—close enough that the beer and sausages on his breath made his target’s eyes water.


A second voice, from behind and to István’s right, called, “Good afternoon, my lord Colonel! Well met, my lord.” The major backed up by a step as a broad-shouldered man, grey haired but hale, walked up. He raised one hand in greeting before he bowed slightly, showing the muscles in his arm in the process.


“What do you mean by disrupting an officer of His Majesty’s army?”


István held his papers ten centimeters from the officious fool’s nose. “I am retired Colonel Count István Eszterházy, currently assigned to His Grace the Archduke’s staff. And you are drunk, as well as out of order, and are the second worst example of an officer that I have had the displeasure to encounter.” He read the man’s insignia and stripes and smiled. “And your commanding officer happens to be my brother-in-law’s uncle. I suggest you go back to your office and sober up before I report you personally.”


Dobroslav, the messenger standing beside István, smiled as well. The major gulped, blanched, and began to retreat as a quiet growl rose from the rapidly gathering audience of interested bystanders. The major spluttered something and fled, puffing and wheezing. “I believe I know where all those missing rations went that the police were searching for in the warehouses,” Dobroslav observed loudly to István—and to the crowd. Snickers, and a call of “and last month’s as well,” followed the fool across the bridge and back into Pest.


István hid his growing agitation and anger at both the major and the crowd. Instead he smiled, easing out of people’s way until he and Dobroslav got clear and could pick up their pace over the remaining length of the bridge. “Thank you. What news?”


“Your lady wife is doing well, my lord Colonel, and asked for me to bring you home. Lady Marie is resting comfortably.” A tickle of laughter underlay Dobroslav’s words and István turned a chuckle into a cough.


When the war was over, he absolutely had to have a telephone installed in the house in Buda. They should have gotten one long before, but his father hadn’t seen the need since Mátyás handled all the business and lived in Pest anyway. István added telephones to his growing list of things to do later. “That is all good to hear. Thank you.” Both men kept a careful watch around them for the rest of the walk, but neither saw nor heard trouble. István let himself relax once they got off the main road and turned into the rows of town palaces and small mansions at the foot of Buda Hill. The church bells rang three, and István glanced up to the palace atop the ancient fortress hill. Last and sweetest, at least to István’s ears, the bells from King Mátyás’s church pealed their song.


Once inside the outer gates of the house, both men relaxed. Dobroslav’s eyes shifted color to indigo. István took that to mean that the doctor had already gone, and indeed, he didn’t see the man’s small pony trap in the courtyard. István took the steps to the main entrance two at a time, as always avoiding the place where Janos had collapsed. The carved wooden door opened. Ferenk, the butler, bowed him inside before taking István’s hat and topcoat. “Your lady wife is in her chamber,” he said.


István moved more carefully on the wood and carpet, taking his time up the steps to the second floor. He walked quietly down the hall, tapped on the green-painted door, and waited to hear “Come in.” He opened the door just a few centimeters, only enough to squeeze in without letting out the heat. Both the firewood and coal rations had been trimmed recently.


Barbara lay in bed, very tired but smiling. Rose, the younger nurse, rocked Imre in his cradle. Magda, the senior nurse, presented István with a small bundle that wiggled one tiny pink hand. “My lord, your daughter.”


He should have felt disappointed, unhappy about having a girl rather than another boy to ensure the succession. Instead, relief and bright joy filled István as he took the bundle. Erzsébet Marie Margaret Sonja Rosenberg-Eszterházy yawned and wiggled a little as he smiled down on her. István returned his daughter to Magda and crossed the room, perching on the edge of Barbara’s bed. He took her hand and kissed it. “Thank you, my lady, my love.” He kissed her lips and caressed her hand.


“You are welcome. She’s beautiful.”


“Yes, she is. Just like her mother.”


Barbara smiled at the flattery, yawned, and closed her eyes. Like her daughter, she wiggled a little before falling asleep. István brushed a few threads of sweat-soaked hair away from her forehead, kissed his wife once more, then let her sleep in peace.


He stood and asked quietly, “How is she?”


Magda set the newcomer into a woven basket beside the bed and frowned a little, beckoning with one finger and drawing István away from his sleeping wife and children. “Very tired, my lord. It is not really my place to comment on the ways of man and wife, my lord, but Lady Barbara appears to be one of those women who does better with more rest between children. The delivery, although shorter than her first, took more from her.” The wrinkled woman’s expression softened a little. “But this has been a hungry and trying time, my lord, and that no doubt did not help.”


“No, the strain of the fall and winter did not help, and I am grateful for your counsel and assistance. You and Miss Rose.” He’d raised both their salaries to the legal limit, taking funds from his personal account to do so. “I will let all of you rest.” Even he knew better than to linger in the birthing room. He was, after all, a mere male.


István changed clothes, assisted by Szombor Attila, his valet. “Should the rest of the staff not know already,” a most unlikely prospect, he chuckled silently, “you may tell them that Lady Barbara and her daughter Erzsébet are both well and resting.”


“Excellent news, my lord. Congratulations.”


“Thank you.”


István went to the ground floor, where his private office waited in undiluted masculine splendor. He found coffee—good coffee—waiting, and smiled. Apparently the staff knew the news already and had decided to celebrate. A month had passed since he’d had real coffee, made strong with a touch of cream and genuine sugar. He also allowed himself a cigarette. He really did not like giving up smoking, but with the emperor setting the example by enduring the wartime austerities, at least in public, István felt obliged to do likewise.


And things were getting better, he reminded himself as he blew a long stream toward the smoke-darkened ceiling. The Imperial Army had recaptured Galicia, all but the eastern strip, in time to get in and plant some spring wheat and other grains. As close as things had been in the fall of 1914, István still marveled at what the army had managed to do. They’d even run the Russians back out of Poland, although that seemed to be a mixed blessing, since now it left the Austrians and Germans with the Poles. “Thank you very much, now get out,” seemed to be all that the Polish politicians, or would-be politicians, could say. The peasants just bowed and endured, as they had for the past thousand years. But even with the empire feeding the Germans as well as itself, things had improved, at least for now. At least until Russia coordinates an attack with Romania, the Serbian die-hards, and Italy, István thought, glowering at the map on the wall. The French were screaming for Russia to do something after the Germans almost grabbed Verdun in February, and the Russian response had been a disaster—for the Russians. They needed revenge.


Which brought him back to the bridge and that disgraceful excuse for a major. István drummed the fingers of his free hand on the top of his desk as he replayed the scene in his mind. It was one thing for him, Col. Eszterházy, to reprimand the man and send him back to his unit with his tail between his legs. It was quite another for the workers, women, and others on the bridge to attack as well. That boded ill for the reputation of the army and the respect people had for the military in general. Creatures like him do more harm than ten Russians do, István grumbled. Like the mess with Viennese Hofrats, with their special shops and ration cards. His Majesty did well to terminate those, despite the grumbling. After some thought, and after finishing both his smoke and the coffee, István decided that Archduke Rudolph needed to be made aware of the incident.


As he studied the papers and letters, István found a letter from the archduke on top of the stack of mail on his desk. He looked warily at the seal. Wishing will not make it go away. He opened the letter, unfolded the lighter-than-usual paper, and read. He skimmed through the customary formal greeting to the meat of the matter. Then he set the missive down and stared at the green-and-brown wallpaper. Was there anything the Germans and Russians touched that they did not do wrong? The Germans were still talking about redrawing the borders, “rationalizing them,” as the archduke quoted, and trying to incorporate Silesia and Russian Poland into Germany proper, after relocating the current residents. And they insisted that Austria stage an all-out offensive against Russia to distract the Entente from the Germans’ own summer offensive. “It appears,” Rudolph had written, “that the Germans are not aware that we, too, are fighting a two-front war, an unexpected two-front war, as well as feeding them, and attempting to cope with the British blockade as well. Although I suspect that the Germans fear of an overland attack by the British through the Balkans is greatly over-exaggerated, given the latest news from the Turks.”


If the British think they can march through the Turks, up the Balkans, and into Austria, they are welcome to try, István snorted. The Slavs in the Balkans and the Afghans of the Northwest Frontier shared similar habits—including shooting and robbing anything that was not related by birth or marriage, and even those limits were open to debate should the occasion for loot or revenge arise. Well, they’d both picked the idea up from the Mongols and Turks. On the other hand, the British naval blockade had shifted from a minor problem to a major one, especially once the British took over from the Italians in the Mediterranean. Neutral shipping had faced few difficulties before the British moved in, but the last ship to pass through the Pillars of Hercules had slipped through in January. And the British had started impounding and rationing goods to neutrals “to prevent re-export,” in clear violation of international law. He returned to the letter.


“The Italian situation remains problematic.” Another delightful understatement, István knew. “It seems that the Italians are developing a real army, and have called up their second and third groups of reservists and conscripts. We, as you are aware, do not have that luxury, even with the men we’ve rescued from the Russians.” The red battle mist blurred István’s eyes and he had to stop and calm down.


Over a hundred thousand men had been captured by the Russians during that first terrible onslaught in 1914-1915. Thus far only half had come home, and many of them suffered from starvation, untreated wounds, overwork, exposure, and other abuses. Of the others, most had been sent to Siberia, something expressly forbidden by the laws of war. To make things even worse, some of the Czechs and Ruthenes had switched sides, fighting for the Russians against the Austrians and Germans. That had caused major internal security headaches, and dark mutters about reliability from the Army staff, but that wasn’t István or Rudolph’s problem for now. No, holding the land together and keeping the Houses safe, those were the archduke’s and count’s concerns.


“This year, I suspect, will be the hard point. Something must give. His Majesty believes that if we can hold through to 1917, we will survive.” The letter finished with the customary formalities and Rudolph’s cramped but legible signature. The writing always amused István. As flamboyant and free as the archduke acted at times, you’d think his signature would be large and flowing. No, it hunched on the page, a little clump of letters that seemed almost to apologize for taking up space. István shook his head again, then looked up as he heard footsteps and his mother’s voice, demanding to know where he was. He unlocked a drawer, pushed the letter and envelope inside, and then locked it before she sailed into the office.


“There you are, István Joszef! What are you doing? You should be with your wife.” Dowager Countess Marie Eszterházy frowned at her eldest son. She wore black, and he suspected that she would remain in mourning at least until the end of the war.


“I would be, but she and her daughter and son are sleeping and I do not care to wake them, Mater.” He got to his feet and bowed a little.


“Oh.” That soothed a bit of her indignation. “Where is Mátyás?”


“Still working, Mater, making certain everything is correct so that we can pay the taxes in full.” Unlike some people I can think of. Alas, the Hungarian nobility’s tax-exempt status had been erased after 1867, thanks to a few stupid idiots who had wagered on the Germans. And the House’s business would not have been exempt anyway, just the Eszterházy family’s personal property. Now was not the time to suggest a tax reduction for those involved in the war effort, since that included every able-bodied adult, or so it seemed. It should have, except for all the damned exemptions that kept appearing. István felt himself tensing and reminded himself that his mother did not need to see him losing his composure. He changed to a different line of thought. “Barbara, Imre, and Erzsébet were all sleeping, and I was encouraged to let them rest.”


“Well, then.” Marie appeared calmer. She looked around his office. “Have you begun the birth announcements yet?”


“No, Mater, I have not. I—forgive me, but I wanted to make certain Erzsébet and Barbara passed the first days without difficulty before sending out cards.” He also needed to go through the list and see who preferred not to receive notices. Some families had turned away from those with new children while they mourned the deaths of their sons, brothers, and fathers. István did not quite understand, but he refused to force them to acknowledge what they preferred not to.


“Ah.” She considered his words and did not object. “When will the christening and celebration be? April ninth will be two weeks before Easter, and that gives sufficient time to send invitations and make preparations. Who will the godparents be? I know I asked . . .” she rattled off a string of names, and István’s head threatened to ache. “That should be small but appropriate, I believe. No more than fifty guests, seventy-five at most.”


“Mater, where will we find food for fifty guests, let alone seventy-five? I understand that Erzsébet should be presented to a reasonably sized gathering, but so long as his Majesty is encouraging modesty and restraint, I am not certain a large gathering would not cause some unhappy comment.” To put it mildly, and that’s just from our circle. I do not want to risk a public scene. The baptism will be fraught as it is, if what Mátyás and Imre are hearing is true.


“This is different,” she said, brushing his worries away. “There will be no difficulties, István. I’ll make the list and will send for the proper papers and wax and postage.” She swept out of the room before he could protest.


Which was worse, he wondered, her screaming at him or her assuming that the war had changed nothing and that life continued on the exact same track as before? Either way, he needed to write Archduke Rudolph. Then get supper and, only once he’d eaten, decide how best to deflect the dowager countess from her plans. He suspected that a party during Lent, even on Sunday, would be considered bad form. Maybe he could drop a word with Father Gellért when he came by.
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“So much for the coronation truce,” István sighed to himself a week and a half later. He sat in one of the visitor galleries in the Hungarian Diet’s House of Magnates. He should have been on the floor with the delegates, but recognition of his request to be seated in his late father’s place had been delayed by various administrative matters, including a two-week protest by anti-Magyar Croatian delegates in the lower house who had blocked all legislation. He listened with one ear as one of the Magyarországi Szociáldemokrata Párt, the Social Democrats, continued his harangue about the need for land reform and the nationalization of property. István glanced around but did not see his cousin Imre in the galleries. The man sounded just like Imre.


“. . . And furthermore, the crown’s conduct of the war is unconscionable and an affront to all workers and common soldiers.”


István sat up, as did most of the men in the room. This is going too far, unless he’s . . . no. He’s gone too far.


“The time has come to sue for peace, peace with dignity and honor, before the nations of Central Europe are ruined and the working people crushed beneath the wheels of the great industrialists and the Magnates—Magnates who are exempt from the war.” A rising growl from the Magnates and calls of “Objection!” and “You lie!” only made Count Mihaly Széchenyi continue louder. “My family has led the way in returning the land to those who truly own it, those who work for their bread, those who are fighting. It is not their war but the crown’s war, not the worker’s war but the Magnates’ war!”


The growl turned to shouting, and Mihaly smiled—a smile that wavered as soldiers appeared at the corners of the chamber. István got up and left the gallery, threading his way through the maze of corridors and chambers to the office that had been his father’s and that would soon be his. There he found Jozef Meciar waiting for him. István glanced at the clock by the door, concerned about being late.


“I apologize for being so early, my lord,” Meciar said. “The Social Democrats are being stubborn again.”


“Indeed they are. Count Széchenyi is living up to family tradition.” By custom and convention, István could say no more than that about the ongoing fight on the chamber floor.


“Ah. Perhaps, my lord, there is something to the notion that ideas, as well as appearance, run in the blood.” István’s assigned courier opened the door for the two men, bowing as István walked into the office.


István settled into the chair behind his desk, propped his bad leg up slightly, and waved for Meciar to be seated. If temperaments ran in the blood, then anyone with a bit of sense or knowledge of history would steer clear of Mercier, István thought—not for the first time. The Protestant delegate to the House of Representatives from Kassa always reminded István of the pictures of Mongols—small, dark, with almond eyes and an air of casual barbarity about them. Meciar dressed plainly but well. He shared common interests with House Szárkány, and he and István’s father had worked together in their respective Houses of the diet to protect the timber industry and property holders.


“Perhaps,” István allowed. “Or he feels that arts and letters is not a broad enough field in which to make a reputation.” Or, more likely, István thought, he’s too incompetent to do well in that area. “How fares the budget?”


Meciar made a resigned gesture, not a shrug but sort of a one-handed sigh. “The Social Democrats are being themselves, the peace faction is starting to raise its head again, and tempers have begun to flare. I look forward to Holy Week, my lord.”


To everyone’s surprise, the Magyarországi Szociáldemokrata Párt, the Social Democrats, had blocked the proposed one-time war tax gift to the Crown. “We bear no animus to his Majesty, but the only just tax is one on land holdings over five hectares, and double on those families without men in the military or who are under exemption. It is with regret that we are not able to support this measure at this time.” Or so the head of the Social Democrats, Manó Buchinger, had announced. Neither István nor Meciar believed the protestation, or at least, not that the MSP’s general secretary regretted anything that would cause trouble and misery. The chaos that had ensued in the Hofrat, Austrian Parliament, and Hungarian Diet offended István’s sense of propriety and order.


“I suppose next they will call for a general strike.”


“My lord, that is exactly what they are going to do, timed for Easter, or so the papers claim. They are trying to bring in the railroads, armaments workers, and lumbermen, as well as the main unions.” Meciar picked his dark felt hat up off the side table and began turning it in his hands. “I do not like it. The mood in the city is wary and angry both.”


“The housing shortage is not helping, at least not here in Budapest.”


“No, my lord, but it is more than that. Some of the Liberal delegates seem to be listening to the MSP, as are a few of the Catholic Party delegates.” Meciar shook his head. “The last general strike turned into a mob.”


István sucked in a breath through gritted teeth. “You are right, and I am not comfortable, either. I suspect the MSP is pushing as hard as they can so they can see if His Majesty will stand up to them or if he will make concessions in the name of domestic order. The propaganda from outside about his weakness and youth is likely encouraging them.”


Meciar snorted a little. “Since when have they needed encouragement to be rash? I seem to recall that these ideas about the Brotherhood of All Workers sprang from their own fevered imaginations, my lord.”


“That it did. In the perfect world, which is not this one, all are brothers and live in harmony. Here?” Both men made similar gestures. Meciar followed a Calvinist tradition that made István’s Catholicism look latitudinarian and soft by comparison. “So, is there any progress on the rationalization of the timber and forest laws?”


Meciar perked up. “Yes, my lord there is. There is a bill being considered in the Forestry Committee that would start comparing all four law codes currently in effect, drawing the most reasonable statutes from each one to present to the Hofwaldrat for approval.” They discussed the possibilities and problems for almost an hour before Meciar stopped, head tipped to the side, listening.


The commotion from the House of Magnates seemed to be spilling out into the halls. Raised voices in Hungarian, Croat, German, and Latin echoed down the corridor. István’s secretary got up without being asked and locked the door. Invective flowed, and accusations of stupidity and declarations of disgust with the other side rolled past the door. Charming, truly charming. Remind me again about the brotherhood of all workers and the unity of man? The voices faded and Markus unlocked the door. “Thank you.”


Jozef Meciar took his leave shortly after that. István stared out the small window at the boats going up and down the Danube. Pigeons, though not as many as before the war, swirled past the window. Their meat fell outside the voluntary rationing quotas, and if austerity meant fewer of the nasty birds then István supported austerity in all its forms.


That evening, he and Barbara read over the list of people Lady Marie wanted to invite to the christening. “No,” he sighed. “As much as I want to, no. We are in Lent, we are supposed to be setting an example for the lower orders by restraining ourselves, and inviting sixty-five couples to the christening party is too much.”


Barbara nodded as she nursed Erzsébet. “We’ll lose social status no matter what we do, or so Mother says. Half the people will be affronted that we did not invite them, and the other half will be upset because we are having such a lavish affair. And Father Gellért has already said that while christening during Lent is encouraged, excess celebration is not.” She shifted the baby to the other side. “What about a harvest party and introducing Erzsébet and Imre then?”


“I think it is a good idea, but my honored mother will have the vapors.” István had begun to wonder if his mother suffered from some disease. She’d never acted so foolish before the war started.


“What does the House say?”


The question made him blink. He had not asked and should have. “Ah, I do not know. I will ask, but not now.”


“No, because I need you to hold your daughter, please.” Barbara offered him the now-quiet bundle, and he carefully took the baby. Erzsébet seemed content for the moment, making little smacking sounds and squinting up at him. With Rose’s help, Barbara adjusted the pillows and accepted a towel, then took the baby back to burp her. His wife’s insistence on taking care of their children herself still shocked István a little. Well, he had not wanted a society wife but a helpmeet, and now he had to deal with what he’d gotten.


Later, after supper, Lady Marie went out visiting, and István had a quiet moment to himself. He settled into a chair in the parlor and closed his eyes, making his shoulders and other muscles relax. Reaching the House from Budapest required total concentration, and he ran his fingers along the tree-shaped piece of jade on his watch chain, using it to help him focus. Then he reached down and north, establishing a link with the House. He felt the House members in Buda helping him and used their strength to steady the connection between himself and the rest of the House. After some groping, the link solidified and he felt the rest of House Szárkány-Karpatok answering his query.


Christening celebration now or harvest festival later? was the core of what he sent. He included his concerns and the sense of tension in Budapest. The reply took far less time than he’d anticipated—apparently he was not the only one to be uneasy with the mood on the plains. Harvest festival and thanksgiving came the reply, with a strong undertone that he needed to return to the House lands as soon as it was safe, and bring Barbara and the children, especially the Heir.


István thanked the House and asked about any other concerns. The collected House members sent none, other than the same sense of tension and a vague worry about trouble in the cities. The creature he knew as the Power of the Matra stirred as well, adding a sense of wariness about Galicia and the creature that resided there. István crossed himself without thinking, recalling what he’d sensed in 1914-15. The Matra’s Power agreed and urged him to return, at least to the border of the House’s territory if not to its heart. István sent assurances that he would bring the family back as soon as he safely could. The House acknowledged it and released him.


The walls of the parlor swayed in and out of focus, making the stripes on the wallpaper dance. Ugh, that paper needs to go—but not at this moment. István closed his eyes again and played with the amber lump on his watch chain, his other hand stroking the carvings at the end of the chair arm, grounding himself in his body and its current location. He felt wet, damp with sweat despite the cool evening. He also wanted to eat an entire cow, or at least a whole ham if a nicely aged side of beef did not appear in the kitchen before he reached the dining room.


Ferenk coughed from the doorway.


“Yes?”


The butler brought a tray into the parlor and set it on a side table. “I believe my lord will want this.” He lifted the dome and revealed a small bowl of hot, thick, fish chowder, two of the dense little rolls the cook had devised, and tea with honey.


“Perfect. Thank you.” István made short work of the food. Well, he had his answer, he mused, sipping the sweet tea. And Lady Marie could not argue. She would, of course, but even she had to yield to the wishes of the House.
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István informed Lady Marie the next morning. To his great surprise, she hesitated, one hand going to the high, snug collar of her old-fashioned dress. “Will that be wise, István? I mean having any sort of large gathering.”


“Yes, I believe that there will be no difficulties, Mater. Why?” And what had changed her mind so suddenly, István wondered.


“Countess Chotek said that she and Her Grace Duchess Starhemberg . . . that they . . . that a mob attacked their car a week ago yesterday. Some men were shouting about workers and down with foreigners, and women in the mob started throwing rocks at the car. Her Grace’s driver was injured but managed to get them to safety.”


The hair on the back of István’s neck rose. “Where was this?”


“Near Weiner-Neustadt. Not far from the new aircraft factory, where they had to move all those Galician peasants.” She stroked the pearls on her necklace, fingers still trembling. “István, what is going on?”


A war, Mother, is going on, and our enemies are trying to get us to tear ourselves apart so that they do not have to. He answered, taking care about some things she did not need to know. “Hunger and resentment are going on, I suspect. The city government of Vienna has suffered some, ah, difficulties, in making certain that all the people fleeing to the city have what they need. Rumors about hoarding, and about foreigners buying up all the food, are probably floating about as well.” And he could easily guess who was being blamed: the Ruthenes, Jews, Poles, and Bohemians who had fled to Vienna or had moved there looking for work. And the rich or powerful as well, because the Communists had been blaming everything on the rich since 1848, if not before.


“Well, they can go home now, so what are they doing still lounging in Vienna?”


István blinked. Had his mother been possessed? This did not sound like her at all. “The Russians left nothing behind in Galicia, Mater,” he explained, quiet and patient. “They even removed the railroad tracks and telegraph wires, where they could. And they carried off people, mostly men, to work inside Russia, or so the Red Cross believes.” He knew, but he couldn’t tell her that.


“Oh.” She blinked, and her face went blank for a long moment, then her gaze sharpened once more. Had he really seen that? Her eyes narrowed, “So when will the christening be?”


“This Sunday, after the second Mass. Fr. Gellért agrees that small and quiet is best, since Barbara is still tired. Judit and Walter have agreed to stand as godparents.” And possibly someone else would be there, but István was not certain he wanted to mention that personage to his mother.


The family gathered around the baptismal font at St. Imre’s Church at the foot of Buda Hill. Originally built by the Jesuits, the ornate decoration always made István wonder a little if the order had used up all the gold in the Indies—for the greater glory of the Lord, of course. Rococo plasterwork angels covered every surface that wasn’t marbled, gilded, or bearing a saint. “Three hundred twelve,” his brother hissed as István stared around.


“Pardon?”


“There are three hundred twelve angels that you can see from our row,” Mátyás explained. “Fr. Sebastian, rest his soul, did tend to go on and on.”


István turned a laugh into a cough before his mother could kill him with her fierce look. The cough turned real when he saw who waited by the dark marble baptismal font with Fr. Gellért. It was not Archduke Rudolph Habsburg, thanks be to God. Instead István’s distant cousin Prince Miklos Eszterházy stood at Archduke Thomas’s shoulder. Lady Marie gasped and the entire family bowed or curtsied very low indeed. Archduke Thomas, commander of the Imperial Armies, said, “You may rise. Please, come. It is my honor to welcome a new member of the Eszterházy family into the family of the Lord.”


István risked a telepathic query to his mother. «Did you ask His Grace or his excellency to stand as godfather?»


«No. I thought you had.»


István had a sudden sinking suspicion as to just who had invited the emperor’s great-uncle. Rudolph, you are— Fortunately, Fr. Gellért cleared his throat and began asking the baptismal questions, forestalling the rest of István’s silent growl.


Judit and Walter Freiherr von Eschingen, and Prince Miklos, stood as godparents. His Grace witnessed, even holding big brother Imre briefly. The boy fussed a little but behaved, apparently fascinated by the archduke’s glittering Order of the Golden Fleece on its ribbon, dangling just out of his reach. When Erzsébet fussed as the water poured over her head, Miklos smiled a little. The smile widened when Magda, the senior nurse, whispered under her breath in Hungarian, “Good. Letting the devil out.”


After Fr. Gellért presented them with the baptismal certificate and everyone signed the parish register, István ventured, “Thank you for honoring us with your presence, Your Grace.”


The old man, who was in his seventies if he was anything, smiled under his luxuriant white mustache. “You are welcome, Col. Eszterházy. My nephew sends his regrets. He had hoped to attend, but matters in the Tirol demand his attention. His Majesty sends his congratulations and best wishes for her young ladyship’s future.” Archduke Thomas presented an envelope bearing the imperial seal to István, who bowed as he took it.


“We are having a quiet gathering at Eszterházy House, Your Grace, Your Highness,” he nodded to the Archduke and Cousin Miklos in turn.


Thomas looked grave. “Quiet is to be recommended. Thank you for your most gracious invitation, but matters to the north and east require my presence. You must excuse me.”


“Of course Your Grace.” Everyone bowed or curtsied once more as Archduke Thomas left, gathering a train of aids and guards as he departed.


Barbara rocked Erzsébet, almost invisible in the two-meter-long christening gown’s lace and fine linen. “Your Highness,” she said to Prince Miklos, “Thank you for inviting his Grace.”


The head of the junior, but more politically powerful, branch of the family waved one hand, the afternoon light through the windows glinting on two signet rings. “I did not invite him. I received a letter informing me that Archduke Rudolph had mentioned Erszébeth’s arrival and inquiring as to when the christening would be, if it had not been held yet. I did not know that His Grace was considering attending,” Miklos assured everyone.


The diet’s Easter recess the following week came as a relief. “Get them out of Budapest and let everyone’s tempers cool,” István muttered. He took part in the Holy Week devotions and meditations with more attention that had been his usual wont. The reading of the betrayal in the garden especially moved him, coming as it did with the Italians’ renewed attacks on the Tirol and along the Adriatic. Their naval barrages of Trieste, Fuime, and other ports had been answered with the destruction of several of their ships and the harrying off of others, but the empire could not afford a three-front war. The fools had even tried to stir up the Serbs, albeit with little success. Apparently the South Slavs desired a return of a re-born Roman Empire about as much as they approved of the Habsburg Empire, which is to say not at all. Death also felt closer this year, and István rose from the tenth Station of the Cross, genuflected, and prayed again for his father’s soul and for those lost in the war. And he prayed for peace within the empire.


He attended Good Friday prayers with Lady Marie at the cathedral, praying as she assisted the other women with the stripping of the altars, removing the paraments and candles as the world sank into dark mourning for the dead Lord. As they left the cathedral, he noticed groups of working-class men and others clustered here and there on the broad stone steps, or in the plaza around the large, neo-Classical stone building. All appeared quiet, but he felt something in the air beyond the usual Good Friday solemnity. The men watched István, Lady Marie, and the other nobles and worshippers with sullen curiosity. The mood and sense in the air felt too much like the crowd before the riot, when he and Barbara had been in Trieste, and István hurried his mother as best he could without drawing attention to their haste.


“What is wrong with you?” she demanded, once they’d gotten into their carriage for the ride back across the bridge to Buda.


“I’m sorry, Mater, but I do not want you going to the Cathedral for Easter Mass.”


She drew herself up and glared at him from behind her black veil. “What do you mean, telling me not to attend Easter Mass?”


“Not at the Cathedral, Mater. Not without Ferenk and other male servants if you insist on going.” I will walk you to St. Imre’s or St. Gellért if I have to.


She grumbled, fumed, and complained, but eventually agreed. The entire family and staff attended the vigil of Easter and the first Mass at St. Imre’s church, then the main Mass at St. Ursula’s. István and Mátyás conferred afterwards in the library cum smoking room, following a family Easter dinner.


“Something’s going on,” Mátyás stated as they left the formal dining room.


István nodded. “You feel it too.”


His younger brother snorted, choked, caught himself, and said, “Feel, hear, and see, Brother dear. No one looks too closely at a cripple, since we can’t cause trouble or get out of the way,” he added in a snarl.


“Who?” Because I will thrash them.


Mátyás waved one hand. “No one you need concern yourself with. They thought I was a Jew. They learned otherwise.”


Two years before István would have replied with a joke about greedy Jews. Now he mulled over his brother’s words and played with an unlit cigarette. “The Social Democrats,” he said at last.


“Yes, they are still calling for a strike tomorrow, starting at the diet and the Agriculture Ministry. Assuming anyone is capable of getting anywhere on their own two feet on Easter Monday.” He lifted his now-empty glass. “Forgive me, but I miss good Scotch.”


István gave his brother’s receding hairline a significant nod. “I thought you preferred that hair-curling plum brandy from down south.”


Mátyás’s eyes went wide. “You had best be joking, István. I happen to like drinks I can taste, thank you. Not black paint-thinner in a bottle, no matter what label they put on it or what shape the bottle.”


“Tsk, tsk, not a true Magyar then,” István winked. “Cousin Imre still knocks back a bottle every other day, neat.”


Mátyás—and Barbara, who had been coming through the library door behind him—both shuddered and crossed themselves. “No wonder his smarts are starting to go the way of his sense.”


Barbara shook her head, passing her brother-in-law and taking the chair beside her husband. “He truly is a weathercock, isn’t he?”


“When self-interest is involved, yes, he is,” Mátyás agreed. “But he’s always preferred schnapps and brandy to milder drinks. Both of his parents abstain.”


“Still rebelling, so long as someone else will support him,” István sighed, reaching over and patting Barbara’s hand. “Apparently the family was overdue for a wild son, so he decided to step forward.”


Barbara chuckled a little, then closed her eyes. “Your children, my lord husband, are asleep.” Her unspoken “at last” made the brothers smile.


Neither of them was smiling the next morning. They’d gone south through Pest, down to the factory district in Alsó Bikaret, along the north end of the industrial canal and factory island, to check on one of the House’s lumberyards and wholesale storage areas. The trams had stopped running in anticipation of the strike, but the trains seemed to be moving. Although lighter than István had expected, horse-carriage and car traffic moved smoothly. Well, it was Easter Monday, and even though wartime required labor, many men still had the day off. Which was why he and Mátyás had decided to visit the facility now, when they were less likely to be in the way or to be interrupted as they looked at the books and records of materials. A damp south wind blew up the river, making István glad of his heavy old coat. But as they drew closer to the factory island in the Danube and the industrial district, Mátyás’s head came up. “There’s no one on the sidewalks,” he said.


“No, but it is early yet.”


“Hmm.” Mátyás stayed on alert, studying the few people that they saw outside the carriage. Then he started sniffing. “There’s no smoke.”


“What do you mean?” István sniffed and smelled fresh air and the river.


“The factories. They keep the fires going in the steel mills and foundries and plants all the time, because they have to have steady temperature. I asked once,” Mátyás said. He began running his hand along the neck of his cane. “Even after the ember day half-holidays, there should be coal smoke and soot in the air.”


“You think the strike is on.” It was not a question.


Mátyás nodded. “I think we need to get back to Buda as soon as we can. But not without checking the lumberyard.”


By ten, they’d finished. Neither man found anything amiss, but they had not expected to. The House ran the facility, sharing over half the income among the workers, so no one had any cause to be cheating the books or selling wood on the side (or taking good wood home out of spite). The carriage swayed a little as they rode back north, along Gubacs utca. More men appeared on the streets, all moving north toward the main rail junction or beyond. Now István felt wary as well, and didn’t like the cool stares of the men on the streets. If he’d been alone he would have left the carriage and continued on foot, a less conspicuous target and one able to cross the Vasutihid rail bridge, well south of Gellért Hill. But they had to go on north, to the Ferenk Jozefhid or Erzsébetid. And Mátyás could not run, not for long distances. Could he even still sprint? István hoped they would not have to find out.


Jenö tapped on the roof and István opened the hatch. “My lord,” the pale-faced driver said, “With your permission, I’ll take Mester and Ruduv up to the lowest bridge rather than the riverfront way.” The route would keep them out of the boat docks and main roads.


“Do it, and cross at Fer. Jozefhid if you can.”


They got to Kinizsi utka, a few blocks south of the road onto the Fer. Jozef Bridge. Janö drew rein, stopping the carriage. István and Mátyás exchanged looks, and István opened the hatch. “Trouble?”


“I believe so, my lord.” István could hear a sound over the noise of traffic, such traffic as there was. And no trains, he realized with a start. No boats moved on the river that were not well out in the channel and steaming with considerable speed, as if trying to avoid lingering in the city.


“Mátyás, do you still have a stable right at your apartment?”


“Um, yes, although I’ve not.” He stopped. “Trouble.”


“Yes. I think we will be better off on foot. Smaller targets.”


Janö cleared his throat. “My lord, I agree. The last riot, they started chasing the carriages and cars, but ignored most foot traffic. I know how to find Lord Mátyás’s stable, and have a relative by marriage near there.”


István knew that Janö was not wearing any livery or other signs of being with the Eszterházy family. He and Mátyás had dressed like businessmen or professionals. “Mátyás, are you up to a stroll?”


“Not really, but I’d rather stroll than run.” He clambered awkwardly out of the carriage, managing not to fall or stumble too much. István felt a little pity, then remembered that he, too, would be crippled before too many more years passed, and even that only if he were fortunate. Otherwise he’d be paralyzed. He dragged his thoughts back to their current problem. “I see smoke,” Mátyás added. “Not chimney smoke, either.”


“Go, Janö, and return when you can.”


The brothers turned west, to the river, and followed it north. The closer they got to the bridges and the heart of Pest, the stronger the smoke smell and the more people on the streets. For once István blessed the wartime austerity and their older clothes, which were a little worn and nondescript. Mátyás limped heavily, rolling like a ship in a storm. István kept one eye on the sidewalk and one on the people around them, ears attuned for the sound of shots or other trouble.


One block from the bridge they heard yells, three bangs, and more yells. Smoke reached them from the north. “Shit,” Mátyás said. “You said stroll, not run.”


“Would you rather swim?”


“No thank you, Brother. I know what fish do in water.” Under the banter, István heard fear in Mátyás’s voice.


“So keep strolling.” They moved closer to the building, staying close to the stone and brick. Half a block ahead they could see the Pest end of the twin-peaked bridge. No cars or carriages, wagons or other vehicles moved over the span. Then a delivery wagon appeared, headed for the Buda side at a trot. “I think we’d best follow him.”


“Agreed.” They picked up the pace as much as they could. István dropped back, ready to offer Mátyás help if asked.


They made it barely ten meters onto the bridge before someone called, “Look! Informers! Grab them.”


Oh damn. I’m about to give up walking. Shirker, informer, the only thing I’ve not been called yet is a Jew or a Lutheran. István felt the back of his neck crawling and wanted to start running, but he didn’t dare leave Mátyás or draw more unwelcome attention. The brothers continued over the bridge, passing the first set of bird-topped towers, each step one closer to safety. If they could reach Gellért Hill, the troops there would discourage the mob from following too closely, especially if István could get the attention of the captain of the watch. “They’re closer,” Mátyás said.


“I take back what I said about swimming.”


Ahead, István saw grey-clad figures approaching the far end of the bridge. “Can you run at all?”


“No, but I can drop a few if they get close.” István almost tripped in his surprise as his brother added, “Just because I’m slow doesn’t mean I’m helpless.” Mátyás panted. “At least for twelve rounds I’m not.”


My brother has a pistol. I wonder what other surprises are—no, belay that thought. He shouldn’t have even let his mind go that way, István knew. Ahead, more grey moved onto the bridge. Army troops from the citadel on Gellért Hill. Infantry and a few cavalry, with some police at the edges in their dark blue uniforms. And he and Mátyás were between them and the rioters. István risked a glance over his shoulder. The men behind them seemed to be slowing, or were they gathering to surge forward and try and grab their prey? Grey water below, bits of blue sky between the soft clouds above, the smell of smoke thinning out of the wind, and trouble in front of him as well as behind, István noted.


“I think you’d better keep your pistol down for now,” István managed. His leg and back had started to ache, and he hoped that he would not trip. “If Capt. Grimbach is on duty, he’s inclined to shoot first and apologize later, if at all.”


“Grimbach?” Pant, pant, pant. “Oh St. Jude be with us.”


“To the side, clear of their shot,” István panted back. How could a three hundred-meter-long bridge take so long to cross? They both eased to the left, trying to stay out of the line of fire while remaining on the smooth roadway. Maybe the men behind them would see the troops and stop. Maybe, István thought, if they could get to the next set of towers, that would provide cover and concealment. He reached inside his coat, pulling out his military papers and identification.


Ahead he saw a man on a shaggy brown horse ride forward, a piece of paper in one hand. Three other riders appeared before the infantry closed ranks. Now István saw the fixed bayonets. His mouth went dry. Dear Lord no, there will be a bloodbath. Oh holy Lord no, please may the mob have sense, please Lord in Heaven I beg you.


Another glance over his shoulder showed the mob slowing. István and Mátyás did the same. “Keep your hands clear,” István said. He thought back to his military training. “And let me talk.” The gasping and panting from beside him suggested that that wouldn’t be a problem.


“Halt! Stop in the name of his Majesty.” The horseman glared down the bridge. The brothers halted, hands out at their sides.


“Grab the informers, stop—” The calls faded away as the crowd got a good look at the troops waiting for them.


At the lieutenant’s gesture, two soldiers trotted up to István and Mátyás and grabbed their arms, dragging them to the edge of the pedestrian walk and pushing them against the fence. The sergeant took István’s papers, looked at them, and called, “It’s one of ours, sir. Invalided officer.”


The muttering from the crowd faded as the words reached them, or so István thought. It was hard to hear over his own breath and pounding heart. The officer rode up, took the papers, looked at them for himself, and returned them. “Release them. With all due respect, Col. Eszterházy, you picked a bad day for a walk.”


“I’m,” István took a deep breath. “I’m inclined to agree with you, Lieutenant. It seems the gentlemen of the MSP are optimistic about their control over their supporters.”


The officer raised one eyebrow as he backed his horse. “The bastards have no control over anything, not any more, my lord Colonel.”


István wanted to ask, but could guess. “If you do not need me . . . ?”


“No, my lord Colonel.”


Mátyás led the way past the edge of the soldiers. They got some curious and pitying looks, and a few hostile ones. Once on the main road north, the brothers walked more slowly, and with considerably more dignity, past the lovely houses and shops, into the Magnates’ district. “I hope Janö is safe,” Mátyás managed at last.


“He should be. He’s skirted trouble before,” István said. He wanted to reach through the House and look for Janö, but didn’t have the strength or concentration at the moment.


The brothers rounded the corner and saw their own gate, and Dobroslav outside it, watching the street. The pastel colors of the town palaces looked lovelier to István than they had in quite a while. “I trust you have no objection to spending the night?”


Mátyás coughed a little. “Um, no, not really. I have an appointment, but it can wait.”


You were going to pay your mistress a visit tonight, in other words. Her and your daughter, the ones I don’t know about and will never, ever mention when Mother might hear. István bit his tongue and said only, “Good. I suspect Pest will be a little difficult to navigate until tomorrow. Especially around the diet and university.”


Mátyás heaved a sigh as Dobroslav opened the pedestrian door set into the wooden gate. “Thank you. And yes. Because there is always some young hot-head at the university who insists on baiting the police or army, even now.”


“If that smoke was any sign, my lords, nothing will be moving in the diet or university district for the rest of the week,” Dobroslav said.


Right. No parties until the fall, at least not large. And I need to sit down.


As they went up the steps, Mátyás sighed. “I need a drink. Even brandy.”


That too.
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Janö and Mátyás traded places the next day, just after sunrise. Janö said, “I didn’t see anything bad, my lord, but I didn’t go looking either. The police and soldiers.” He left the rest of the sentence unsaid—a wise decision, István thought.


No newspapers from Budapest appeared in the shops, but the word from Vienna, Prague, and Berlin was the usual blend of optimism, pragmatism, and puffery. István had some ideas as to the results of the previous day’s excitement even without the papers, and decided that the time had come to start preparing to leave Budapest for the summer. The austerities and transportation situation made everything take longer than it had before the war. For once, István envied the great lords of court, like his cousin Prince Eszterházy, for whom very little seemed to have changed. On the other hand, given the rumors from Vienna about the hunger there . . . István watched Barbara playing with little Imre and wondered.


He had business in the offices within the palace complex on Buda Hill, so after breakfast he dressed in the proper attire and walked up the steep slope to the southern castle gate. The guards nodded in recognition and passed him in through the old-new walls. He started toward the inner gate of the palace, but first he ventured out to the edge of the complex, beside King Mathias’s church.


István looked out across the river to the parliament building. Nothing moved around it, and he could see thin threads of smoke rising from the buildings beyond the neo-Gothic confection. The university appeared quiet, and no pedestrians or vehicles moved on the road east of the parliament. Traffic, mostly delivery and freight wagons, trundled along the riverbank, traveling to and from the wharves and docks. Boats chugged past on the blue-grey Danube, while clouds sailed from west to east overhead. He didn’t linger, looking then moving on, returning to the palace proper.


István expected to find a message from Archduke Rudolph waiting for him, along with military news. Instead, he passed through a doorway, rounded a corner, and found two breeches-clad footmen and a secretary waiting outside a door usually left locked. The nondescript, black-coated secretary perked up when he saw István, peering at him through his round glasses. “My lord Count, what a happy coincidence. His Grace is about to send word for you to come as soon as possible.”


“His Grace? Is here, I take it,” István said, covering his surprise. “I shall wait to present my news in person, then.” As he spoke, one of the footmen disappeared.


“I believe that would suit his Grace.” The secretary made a note. “I’m sure he will call for you shortly.”


In other words, do not loiter but don’t go wandering too far, either. “Excellent. Thank you.” István continued on to the space he usually used. Although he was not officially a member of the government, he had been granted certain permissions as Head of House Sárkány and as an advisor to Archduke Rudolph. As if that particular archduke ever took advice from anyone, István sighed, setting his hat on top of the coat tree and allowing a clerk to remove his top coat and hang it as well. Indeed, a folder bearing the Habsburg eagle waited for him on his otherwise empty desk. István sat and read through it, skimming the main headings first before returning to read in more detail. The news did not please him, but he did not feel terribly worried, either.


Despite the wishes of some in the army, the empire would not launch a major campaign against Italy before September. The few remaining members of General Conrad von Hötzendorf’s former claque, and the retired general himself, wanted revenge attacks and a major offensive to sever any connection between Rome-controlled Italy and the Veneto and Trieste. Archduke Thomas and Emperor Josef Karl—although, István gathered, with less certainty on the emperor’s part—were not completely confident that the February debacle had weakened the Russians as much as the Germans, and some imperial generals, believed. After all, in 1914, the Russians had managed to drive the Imperial Army back past Lemberg, as far as Przemysl and the San River, and almost to the Carpathian foothills, despite the drubbing at what the Germans called the battle of Tannenburg. The empire had recaptured Galicia early the next year, but still the Russians refused to quit.


Instead of revenge attacks, Archduke Thomas had proposed, and his Majesty supported, firming up the lines in the east and incorporating some of what the Germans had learned at Verdun. His Majesty’s Bavarian connections are proving most useful, István mused as he skimmed over the outline. That the Prussians seemed determined to alienate the Bavarians and Würtembergers also helped. King Willi, as István allowed himself to gloat in private, had a gift for irritating people and sticking his booted foot well into his own mouth. Now the Germans wanted Austria to attack Italy in order to distract the Entente of France, Russia, and Britain. Although, given the rumors he’d heard about the Germans plans for Poland and Silesia, István wondered if Wilhelm’s men truly needed the relief of a distraction attack. Or was it an attempt to divert the Austrians so that Germany could grab Silesia from the Habsburgs under the pretext of “efficiency,” as they were doing in the Baltic with Russian Poland?


The clerk coughed, catching István’s attention. “My Lord, His Grace wishes to speak with you.”


István carried the papers with him back up the cool, dim hallway. Even here he could feel the effects of fuel rationing. Waiting, he brushed at his lapels to remove any bit of lint or dirt. A footman opened the door. “Your Grace, Count Colonel Eszterházy,” the man said.


“Send him in,” the light voice replied. István triple-checked his mental shields, walked in, and bowed to the pale figure behind the gilt-trimmed desk.


“Your Grace.”


The figure did not look up from his work. “Come, and be seated.” Archduke Rudolph Thomas Martin Habsburg, Archduke of Styria and the Tirol, pointed to the chair facing the desk. István straightened up and took the chair, while a second footman directed a lower servant to bring a small table and set it beside István for his papers. Rudolph finished signing something and raised his head, leaning back a few centimeters into his chair.


István bit back an exclamation of mild dismay. Rudolph had shrunk from slightly lean to almost skeletal. Was it overwork or the demands of the House eating him from inside? Or was it the rationing and dearth? His Majesty had ordered the imperial household to share the people’s austerity. Then the archduke turned and coughed, an all-too familiar sound that many people had shared that winter past. When he looked back, István saw the familiar, slightly odd look in those very troubling eyes, slit-pupiled and just paler than dried blood. “I take it you are aware of the little difficulty yesterday?” Rudolph said.


“Yes, Your Grace. Quite aware, since His Majesty’s soldiers came within ten meters or so of having to rescue my brother Mátyás and I from the mob on the bridge.”


Rudolph blinked and tipped his head to the side, one light brown eyebrow raised. “Indeed?”


“Yes, Your Grace.” István related the tale.


When he finished, the emperor’s cousin looked past István’s head, thinking hard, or so it seemed. “I believe that you made the correct choice. You will be pleased to hear that the army did not have to fire on the rioters, this time. However, the Magyar Socialist Party is no longer extant and martial law exists in Budapest until the end of April. Perhaps the Palatine will lift it sooner, if the fools behave themselves, but keep that to yourself.”


“Yes, Your Grace. Ah, is His Majesty going to imprison the heads of the MSP?”


“And make them martyrs? No, not unless they incite more riots.” Rudolph shook his head. “No, but an example needs to be made of the party, and will be. This is not the time to be calling for strikes and for mobs to seize the factories and farms.”


István let his shoulders relax a little. “No, Your Grace, it is not.” He glanced over at the papers, wondering what Rudolph wanted from him. When he looked up, he knew.


The slight strangeness in the lean face warned István, but the hair on his neck still rose a little at the new timbre in the Archduke’s voice. “You are going to your lands, are you not.”


That’s a command, not a question. “Yes, Your Grace.”


“Good. Do not seek out Galicia.” A triple tongued mind-voice added, «Do not touch or seek for it, be wary if it reaches for you.»


István answered silently, «Yes, Your Grace. Why?»


«It remains inward. We watch it,» the Powers speaking through the Archduke said. «White Russia too shifts, hardens, and twists.»


István made a small sign of the cross. If Pannonia thought Russia and Galicia ailed, or turned strange, he certainly was not going to try and read them! «I hear and obey.»


«Good. Go to your House and lands, read the health of the House and Power of the Matra.» Rudolph shook his head, reminding István of a damp dog, then blinked and returned to himself.


“Your Grace, is there ought else I need to know?” István held up the folder of papers.


“Not at the moment. Things appear stable, or as stable as they ever are when one deals with Croats and Serbs.” Rudolph drummed his fingers on the desk, rattling the papers under his long fingers. “Serbia is very quiet.”


“Too quiet, Your Grace?”


“Not for my taste. One wonders how the Turks were able to put up with their foolishness for five hundred years—or one does until one considers the Turks’ own . . . peculiarities.” Rudolph raised one eyebrow, and István nodded as he suppressed a shiver. He’d heard and read family tales about the reconquest of Hungary and the atrocities committed by the Turks. And Hungarians as well, but the Turks did it first. Until the Habsburgs came along, we’ve never been invaded by anyone civilized, my Magyar ancestors included.


“Watch and listen, Count Eszterházy. How is your newest family member?” Rudolph smiled.


“Quiet, perhaps to make up for her older brother, who has started crawling faster than Prince Schwarzenberg’s best racehorse. I fear we are going to find little Imre halfway across the Chain Bridge if we leave him unattended.”


Rudolph laughed quietly. “I’ll warn the guards to beware, then. And your lady mother?”


“Your Grace, pardon the familiarity, but if you see her coming, be advised, she is already considering matches for little Erzsébet. You are on the list.”


A look of shock, followed by a flash of horror, crossed Rudolph’s face before he started laughing again. “I’m sorry,” he managed after a few moments. “She does realize that the House negotiations alone would take the rest of this century?”


“No, Your Grace, I suspect that she does not.” «And you likely would not meet her standards, since I don’t.»


«The only standard I have ever met is for ‘dissolute second son,’ and even then my cousin on the Lichtenstein side outdid me.»


«Hans Wilhelm Gustav, Your Grace?»


«Who else?»


The undertone of laughter and resignation made István smile a little. He’d heard stories, highly edited into cautionary tales, that still made him wonder what exactly the prince had done. Or hadn’t done, if his aunt and mother’s horrified whispers and behind-the-fan comments told truth.


“Good. Do not be surprised if a House meeting is called later this year. His Majesty has been intending to call one, but,” Rudolph raised his hands and spread them in a gesture that encompassed the war, domestic politics, and everything else in the world.


“Indeed, Your Grace. Indeed.”



[image: * * *]



By the end of April, Lady Marie’s behavior reached the point that István sent a quiet message to Mistress Nagy, asking her to come and speak with his mother. He, Barbara, Mátyás, and Lady Marie had been in the family’s private sitting room, discussing the move and how to get everyone—at least, those who needed to come with the family—shifted from Budapest to Nagymatra, and then to Kassa. Barbara rocked Erzsébet and said, “Monday the twenty-ninth should do, even though the rail traffic will be heavy.”


Lady Marie frowned. “Saturday the twenty-seventh. We always go up on Saturday in order to get there before Sunday Mass.”


Both Mátyás and Barbara shook their heads. “No, Mater,” Mátyás said.


Barbara added, “There will be no room because of the Hamsters, Lady Marie.”


The dowager countess raised one hand to her chest, confused. “What do you mean ‘because of the Hamsters,’ Barbara?”


István carefully did not roll his eyes. We’ve discussed this how many times, Mater?


Barbara glanced down at her daughter and handed the now-sleeping baby to István, who laid her down in the cradle beside his chair. Magda or Rose would come and take the baby to the nursery soon. Barbara told her mother-in-law, “Lady Marie, the common folk go out into the countryside on the weekends to buy or gather food. Cheese, fruit, and whatever they can glean or purchase from the farms and fields. Some go as far as Eger, to the forests, for nuts and berries and roots. Their bags look like hamster cheeks, so someone started calling them the Hamsters.”


“You can see it in the papers, Mater,” Mátyás added. “Noch einmal gehen die Menge hamstern. The crowds have gone out hamstering again.”


“But why?”


István and Barbara shared a concerned look. She frowned a little, as if concentrating, and he lowered his shields. «How many times have we told her?» she sent with great effort.


«Too many. I’m worried, my love.»


«So am I.» Barbara closed the link.


István raised his shields again before answering his mother. “Because even with ration cards, Mater, the cost of everything has risen very high, and some foods are not available at all, since Hungary is feeding the army as well as ourselves. And early spring is always scant, as you know.”


“Well, that’s no reason to clog the rails and steal from farmers. We shall leave on Saturday, just as we always have.” She nodded her head a little, as if her pronouncement ended the discussion.


It did, but not for the reason Lady Marie assumed.


Mistress Nagy arrived on May fourth. István greeted her personally, with the deference and respect due the House’s chief Healer. Nagy possessed the very rare skill of being able to Heal both bodies and minds. She’d kept him sane, as well as keeping him walking, after his injuries during the first and second Galician Campaigns, when a head wound almost destroyed his connections with the House and Power, and then after a fall re-injured his spine and came within a millimeter of crippling and slowly paralyzing him. A fall caused by Tisza Georg, István snarled, then calmed himself as he held the door open. The quiet woman glided through the doorway of the town palace, dressed in her customary shades of soft brown. “My lord.”


“Thank you for coming so soon, Mistress Nagy.” If she had a first name, he’d never heard it. “Please, allow me to take your coat.” He took the traveling coat and handed it to one of the maids, along with Mistress Nagy’s traveling bag, and then ushered her into the parlor. Real coffee from the family’s precious, dwindling stock waited for them.


After she had had a cup, the Healer said, “Your letter expressed concern for her ladyship Marie.”


“Yes. Since Father’s passing she has grown, hmm, distracted is not the right word. She forgets we are at war, and cannot understand why there is no fine flour, or that people are hamstering, as well as other problems. We tell her multiple times, but she does not remember. And she asks the servants for impossible things, like serving kaiserschmarren for the coffee hour, and becomes agitated when they cannot grant her requests.” The day before she’d gone shopping and returned in a temper, furious with Madame Gabor for not having summer-weight cottons and books of the latest styles.


Mistress Nagy narrowed her almost white-less black eyes. “Does she truly not remember, or does she choose not to remember, my lord?”


He opened his mouth, closed it, and thought. “I believe that she truly does not remember. I do not know. She has refused to speak with me mind-to-mind since Father’s funeral. I do sense her through the House, but far less strongly than before his passing.”


“Ah.” The brown-clad woman helped herself to more coffee, adding a drop of honey. “And your lady wife?”


“She seems to be recovering from the delivery, and the children are well.”


Mistress Nagy nodded again, the little feather on her hat bobbing. “I will look in on Lady Barbara and the heir and his sister, since the past year has been difficult for nursing mothers and small ones. Is the heir weaned?”


“Yes, although he was not happy about it. We keep a goat in the hill park for him.” Goat milk did not require ration cards. Cow milk could not be found for any price, even with ration cards.


“Very good, my lord. And then I will speak with Lady Marie, to offer my respects, and we shall see.”


István returned to the House Chronicle he was trying to read. Written in Latin during the Thirty Years’ War, in handwriting so cramped it might have been done under a magnifying glass, the tales provided some hints about the challenges through which he might have to guide the House. He hoped its lessons wouldn’t be needed, but one never knew, and if the Russians pulled a dreadful surprise out from under their hairy hats, the fighting could well spill up into the mountains. As he read about House fighting House, he paused, rubbing at the mustache now under his nose. The Romanovs are not a House proper, are they? They are a noble family, but not a House, I think. He needed to ask the Archivist, a post which, at that moment, was not filled at House Szárkány. Archduke Rudolph would know. Or would he? István made a side note to remember to ask the next time he and the Emperor’s buffer crossed paths.


István managed to become so engrossed in translating the Chronicle that he jumped out of his skin when Ferenk spoke from the library doorway. “My lord, if you have a moment, Mistress Nagy wishes to speak with you.”


Already? István looked over his shoulder at the clock and saw that four hours had passed since she’d arrived. “Ah yes. But not just at this moment. I’ll be back.” Four hours had also passed since he’d visited the WC, and that felt to be half an hour too long.


He returned, much more unhurried, to find Mistress Nagy waiting. “You are right to be concerned, my lord.”


István sat a little harder than he’d intended and winced at the pain in his back and leg. “My lady mother?”


“Needs a change of scenery and fresh air, my lord. Nagymatra will be good for her and for the children. She also needs, or will begin to need in the future, a companion with some medical training.” The Healer’s face softened a little, and a touch of sadness entered her voice. “My lord, Lady Marie has suffered several tiny strokes. I suspect they are the first of a series that will grow more severe over time. She is also in willful denial of the war, but the two are intertwined to an extent. The damage is too old for a Healer to rectify, my lord.”


István closed his eyes for a moment, recalling the late Emperor Franz Josef’s last years. “I see. Thank you, Mistress Nagy. What do you recommend?” And how long does she have before she loses everything?


“Patience is my first recommendation, my lord. I suspect her first attack came just before Lord Janos passed, and she has associated the two in her mind, which is why she has blocked you. If you need to act as Head, however, she will obey.” She removed a tiny notebook from a pocket in her walking suit. “Fresh air, a different setting for a few weeks at least, and quiet. After that, a companion and eventually a nurse, or a place in one of the Sisters of Mercy foundations, such as the one near Lake Balaton, depending on the family situation.”


István made notes of his own. “Thank you, Mistress Nagy.” At least he knew what the future held, even if it cut his heart to the quick. “And the children and Lady Barbara?”


Nagy made an odd gesture with the hand not holding the little notebook. “Normally I would not advise this, but Lady Barbara must nurse as long as possible, until Erszebéth is two at least. And Lady Barbara and Imre need to eat more. Again, fresh air and leaving the city is encouraged.” She skewered István with a stern glare. “And you need to stay out of the city for as long as possible as well. I realize that you have other concerns, but your connection with the House must be strengthened, my lord. You are young in your Headship, and absenting yourself from the House’s territory is not wise.”


István twitched. “Yes, ma’am.” Well, even Archduke Rudolph would not contradict a Healer’s orders when she spoke for the House. No, he’d probably grab me by my collar and belt and toss me onto the first north-bound train. Thinking of Rudolph reminded István of his earlier speculations. Maybe she knew about the other Houses and Powers. “Ah, Mistress Nagy, a completely different question and topic. Do you know if the Romanovs, the Russian royal family, are a House?”


She blinked, sat back, and tucked her notebook away. “To my knowledge they are not, my lord, although I believe House members have married into the line. Peter the Great and his granddaughter-by-marriage, Catherine, were HalfDragons, but were also the last ones in the Romanov family. And both came from out-crosses with families that were Houses. The imperial Chronicles may have more, but,” she wrinkled her nose, tipping her head to one side. “My lord, I seem to recall hearing at some point in my training that the Mongols eliminated almost every House in what is now Russia, although a few returned to the western edge of the Russian Empire in the late 1700s. They have very, very few Healers and those are human. No True-Dragons, as you can well imagine, my lord. Why do you ask?”


“I’m not certain, Mistress Nagy. The question came to mind as I was reading an older Chronicle. What you say would explain why there have been no attempts to arrange a direct House to House negotiation.” He would ask Rudolph. What about the Powers in Russia? Or had many survived this long?


“And do not attempt to contact the Powers east of Transylvania, my lord,” she said.


“I’ve been warned.”


“Consider this a stronger warning, my lord. Something strange is going on in Galicia and to the east, and your defenses are not strong enough yet. I trust you do not care to repeat your experience from 1914?”


“No, Mistress Nagy, I do not.” Fresh air and leaving Budapest sounds better and better.
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The afternoon rain pattered down on the roof of the long verandah at Nagymatra, soothing and calming the people inside the old wood and stone hunting lodge. István watched the rain from his office, savoring the growing quiet within and without. His mother had retired to take an afternoon nap after going walking earlier with Barbara. Hans, the huntmaster, had assured the ladies that nothing large lurked in the woods around the lodge, although he told István that they really needed to thin out the deer. István looked at the calendar and made a mental note to organize a quiet hunting party in the fall, along with Imre’s delayed birth celebration.


After another hour, the rain faded away and István ventured out onto the verandah. The house faced south, and he could just glimpse the mist and haze lingering in the folds of the valleys below the lodge. Bits of cloud, snagged by the trees, hung like tattered washing from the edges of the sharper ridges. He knew that the ground under the trees would be clear of underbrush, shaded out by the thick leaves above, while wild rose and other plants clung to the edges of the clearings and roads. A few pastures, fields, and vineyards, cut from the ever-advancing trees, would provide different shades of green once the mists burned away. If István had stood on top of the mountain north of Nagymatra, he would see the grey haze fading into the blue-grey distance of the Great Hungarian Plain, the Alföld, the land claimed by the Power known as Pannonia.


How many years had his ancestors looked out at the land from Nagymatra and the mountains around it, István wondered. The first Eszterházy of record had appeared just after the Mongols swept west, then east, slaughtering half the people of the plain and a quarter of those in the hills. In the 1500s the family had divided under twin sons, one branch moving west and south to become the Eszterházys of the Habsburg court, led now by his distant cousin Prince Miklos Eszterházy. The other branch remained in their mountain fastness, allied to the Power of the Matra Mountains, senior in age but junior in political might. They’d been here at least seven hundred years, humans, HalfDragons and True-dragons, and the even older Power.


As if the thought summoned the being, István felt the Power brushing his mind. He lowered his shields, taking the images and sense that the creature sent him. The rain had refreshed the land, and all prospered within the mountains. On the foothills and plains, however, the damp bothered the creature, especially north of the mountains. It turned the soil into mud and threatened the plants growing in it. István made a note to himself and continued to observe. Was the Power in need of anything? He sensed a negative reply—it required nothing of him at this time, other than his continued presence. And that he avoid Galicia, at least Galicia east of Lemberg. István assured the creature that he had no intention of venturing in that direction or of trying to “read” the Power that claimed the battered land there. The Power of the Matra communicated a sense of satisfaction and withdrew.


Since his shields were down, István reached for the House, not calling or asking, just feeling. Silver and green, he thought of the world, the green of the Power and the silver stars of the members of House Szárkány–Kárpátok. Like stars, the House members appeared, clusters in villages and hamlets, scattered individuals in the woods and fields within the House’s territory, and even a few, like his sister Judit, at the very edge of his perception and within other Houses’ domains. Several thousand people, whom István served as leader, arbiter, protector, and guide. The weight of his responsibilities scared him at times, and had terrified him at his accession to Head and War Lord, but he accepted them. He’d been bred and born to the role, trained since childhood, and had sworn his oaths to the House and Power with a clean heart and conscience. Just as he’d sworn allegiance to Emperor Josef Karl von Habsburg, Head and War Lord of House Habsburg, Emperor of Austria, Hungary, and Bohemia, mediator between the Houses within the empire, and protector of all the multitude of peoples within the realm.


And allied with a multitude of Powers, István recalled. Beyond the edge of the woods, at the feet of the Matra Mountains, lay the territory claimed by Pannonia. Northwest sat Bohemia’s lands, and to the west of those the creature called Austria held sway well into the Alps. István had brushed all three, and feared the creature of the Plain. Archduke Rudolph acted as buffer, protecting Josef Karl from the raw energy of the three Powers, just as he had done for Emperor Franz Josef. And thanks be to God that I am not in that position. The Matra is enough. Three Powers in my mind, and one of them Pannonia, would be enough to drive me insane, or to drink, or both. And supposedly Pannonia gives Logres, in the British Isles, a wide berth. He shivered a little at the very thought. As amoral, cold, and deep as Pannonia felt to his mind, he had less than zero desire ever to encounter Logres. Not that he would, given the current situation in Europe.


István pulled back within his own mind as he felt someone approaching. He turned to see Agmánd, the dull-orange-and-grey True-dragon butler and manager of Nagymatra, appear from around the corner. A young True-dragon followed behind, pulling a teacart. “I take it I am having tea in the fresh air?” István half-asked.


«Her ladyship Lady Barbara requested it, my lord.» Agmánd replied. He flicked one round ear and his whiskers floated up, then down, before hanging low beside his broad muzzle.


István wondered again what it would be like to have married a quiet, placid, dependent woman who did nothing without asking him for express permission. Nice at first, then probably not far from pure misery after a year or two. Especially now, he decided—yet again. House Szárkány had little room for powdered-sugar teacakes at the moment, at least as Lady of the House. István stayed out of the way as the youngster unhooked the pull straps from the cart, raised the leaves, tidied the dishes and teapot on top, locked the wheels, and pulled two chairs up to the little table, watched closely by Agmánd. The True-dragon was three meters long, and had sharp claws and a very firm tail tip to reinforce his natural gravitas and authority. The younger blue-and-grey reptile finished her task, and Agmánd dismissed her with a wave of one forefoot. She bowed to István and trotted off, mindful of her tail and the chairs.


“Thank you, Agmánd,” Barbara said, emerging from the house. She’d changed into a practical day dress in green that complimented her brown hair and green eyes. István took her hand and led her to the tea table, steadied her chair, and then took his own, allowing Agmánd to push Barbara’s seat a little closer. Agmánd poured for both of them, uncovered the afternoon’s offering, then departed when Barbara thought something to him. István was impressed—she rarely used her relatively weak telepathy. “I could become a country mouse,” she informed her husband after a moment of peace.


“It is tempting, my lady my love. Stay here, pull up the drawbridge, have Agmánd fill the moat, and let the world go by.”


“Agmánd would object to getting muddy.”


“Quite true.” He sipped the tea, which he suspected contained only a memory of real tea leaves, and considered things. This seemed to be the best time to ask her, he decided. “The House wishes me to remain closer than Budapest.”


“Not live here, at Nagymatra, all year round, surely,” she protested.


“No, not at all. I have other duties, which the House knows and of which it approves. I was thinking of making the townhouse in Kassa our full-time residence, at least when duty allows. I think it might be better for the children to be away from the big city until they are older. And Mistress Nagy suggested that a less chaotic scene might benefit Lady Marie.”


“Ah.” Barbara sipped her tea before nibbling on one of the brown-bread sandwiches made with potted venison. “I believe that might be helpful for Lady Marie. Or will a move just add to her, ah, confusion?”


“I do not know. Mistress Nagy recommended hiring a companion for her, preferably someone with medical . . .” The words trailed off as a calculating expression appeared in his bride’s eyes. Her full lips pursed as she considered something, and István could almost see the idea forming in her mind. “You have a candidate?”


“Perhaps. Someone familiar to Lady Marie, known to the House, with medical training. A widow of impeccable morals who also needs a place to stay,” Barbara counted off. “Although the staff at the house in Kassa might be taken a bit aback, and the person I have in mind is not as free to go out with Lady Marie as others might be.”


István put the pieces together. “Aunt Claudia. You are thinking about asking Aunt Claudia to come.”


“Why not? Besides the obvious, my lord husband.”


Well, István thought, there was the obvious: True-dragons could not circulate in the general public anymore, outside of certain very circumscribed places and times. The town house had not been designed with True-dragons in mind, and Aunt Claudia was a very robust example of the type. She’s enormous. Three meters long and three around, pink-and-grey with crimson talons and eyes. Claudia would scare the staff into uselessness. And that was before she sashayed into a room surrounded by a cloud of her perfume, although István suspected that widowhood and the war had curtailed that quirk. Her last letters had been in black on pale blue paper, unscented. “What would her children and House say?”


Barbara gave him one of those patient looks he’d come to recognize, which translated as “you have not been paying attention, have you, dear?” She set down her cup. “Her children would have no objection. They are trying to force her into a Stift against her will now that her husband is gone. It seems the cities of the Plain have even less room for her kind than do the mountains.”


The prospect of anyone forcing Aunt Claudia into a convent foundation against her will made István laugh.


“It is not funny in the least, my lord. They have the law on their side, especially since her husband’s will locks her out of any inheritance lest it go to her House.”


István’s laughter turned to hot anger. “He what? He married into the House because by tradition a female cannot act as Head in her own right. His Headship was based purely on marriage, not birth or training. They can’t disinherit her. The others won’t stand for it.”


Her frown stopped his tirade. “They can and have. It was out of spite, to punish her and the House for not telling him about her before the marriage contracts had been signed. He invoked imperial law in the will and left everything to his heirs. She’d given him sons and he turned them against her, as you should recall.”


“I didn’t.” As he thought about it, he remembered hints in her letters about difficulties with her children, and something at one of the accessions he’d attended, a rumor of dissention. “I’ll speak with Agmánd and with the staff at Kassa about it. And with Mother.” Because his mother would not tolerate having a caretaker imposed upon her without having been consulted, even if Aunt Claudia came on foot, bonnet in forefoot.


Which is as likely as France and Britain suing for peace. He rubbed his forehead and let himself sigh. Barbara gave him a curious look over her teacup. “Aunt Claudia’s situation. I wonder if any of the people who arranged it would have believed it might turn out so poorly.”


“What exactly did happen, my lord? I recall hearing whispers, and hints of rumors, but no one ever explained things to me.”


“That is because it is not the sort of thing one discusses with ladies of quality, especially unmarried ladies of quality,” István said. He decided to give Barbara an edited version of the story—highly edited. “She and Martin had an arranged marriage. They corresponded before the wedding but never met in person. And no one who knew about Aunt Claudia said or hinted to Martin that his intended was not human. I’m certain there were comments about her being plump, and occasionally nervous, and being a Healer, but nothing that would have prepared him for meeting her in person two days before the wedding. He’d never seen a True-dragon before, as it turned out.”


Barbara paled. “Oh no.” Her hand went to her throat. “He did not react well, that much I do know.”


István chose his words with great care. “No, my love, he did not. And under law he could not refuse to marry her. Unhappiness resulted.” Well behind very tight shields, István admitted, I am amazed that he was able to do his marital duty with her at all, let alone five times at least. Which makes me wonder if things transpired that I really, really do not care to even speculate about. All bachelor jokes aside, the prospect of being ordered to have congress with a True-dragon that he’d never met, or even known existed, turned his stomach. The arrangement had hurt all involved, including the House, although István knew that the House did not view the situation as ought but a sad necessity. Claudia had made the best of it, but woe unto those who arranged the match.


“Unhappiness is a mild word.” Barbara shook her head. “Matters will not end well.”


“No, love, they will not, not for another generation at least, I suspect. But their House made a choice and now must deal with it.”


She made a sound but did not comment. They sat in comfortable quiet, listening to the birds and watching the sun on the leaves of the trees. At last he stood and helped her out of her chair. The young True-dragon appeared as if out of the very planks of the floor. She waited until István and Barbara opened the door to the house, then set to work tidying up the trolley and dragging the chairs back where they normally stayed. István considered stopping to watch, but decided against it. The reptile was glancing at him nervously enough as it was. She’d probably break something from sheer nerves if he lingered. He caught Barbara’s little smile and followed her inside without looking behind him.



[image: * * *]



István combined business and leisure for the next two weeks, looking at the state of the House’s lands and discussing the problem of a suitable companion for his mother with Mistress Nagy, Barbara, Agmánd, and a few other trusted and discreet associates. Lady Marie appeared to feel better, and had fewer memory lapses. She slept better as well, according to Magda. Five times, servants came up from Eger with the post and any papers or messages for Count and Countess Eszterházy. Nothing of great import demanded his attention, and István observed that he’d started to become accustomed to life at Nagymatra, to the slower pace and rhythm.


And then one morning, just after dawn, the Power shook him. He’d lowered his shields in order to speak with the larger House when the Power burst in, leaving him gasping. Something to the northeast, something enormous, moved. Where, István tried to ask, bracing for a disaster at the edge of the House’s lands.


Galicia.


Should he? István took a deep breath to settle himself and to calm down enough to truly focus. He rubbed the jade on his watch chain and reached through the House to touch House Habsburg. He brushed a strong mind, caught a hint of shock and anger and determination, and a glimpse of a military map. Then the link failed, and he fell back into himself. He sat where he was, eyes closed, breathing and trying to will away the headache and fear. Neither one would help him, although he’d certainly earned the headache. He forced his muscles to relax, one at a time, until he could think clearly, and the dull throbbing receded into a mild burning that he could ignore. Only then did he open his eyes to find Agmánd, Lady Marie, Hans the huntmaster, and several other House members standing around him.


«What is it, my lord?» Hans asked, ears tipped back and whiskers stiff.


“Something in Galicia. I suspect I will be called to Budapest or Vienna very soon.”


Three voices, including Lady Marie, chorused, «The Russians.» Hans adding, «We saw the map.»


István tried to call up the image and got a stab of pain for his efforts. “Probably. They appear to be slow learners.”


Two days later, the messenger from Eger brought the imperial summons with the post. István looked at the page and bowed toward distant Vienna. “I am called and I will obey,” he whispered. Then he thanked God that he was no longer on active duty or in the first tier of reserves. The Russian bear had awoken, and woe betide any stood in the way.
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[image: 5: A Meeting of the Houses]


Military necessity delayed the formal all-House meeting until mid-July, despite the urgency. István, now in Kassa, read the news, read the omissions within the news, and prayed. The Russians had pulled a miracle out from under their hairy hats, just as Archdukes Thomas and Rudolph had feared, attacking along a line, a hundred kilometers and more, from Brest-Litovsk to Chernowitz to Lemberg. The first night and day of the attack, they knocked the Austrians back ten kilometers, then another eighty, threatening Lemberg once more. But somehow, somehow, the Austrians held, bowing into a pocket but not breaking. István remembered well his own meetings with the Russian Army: the chaos and explosions, night lit bright as day, men vanishing into fragments and powder as shells exploded on the ground around him, horses and men screaming, and that damn Galician sand jamming their rifles.


As soon as he reached Vienna, István invoked both military and House rank, and—assisted by a pass from Archduke Rudolph—gained access to the army training academy and its collection of dispatches and reports. The large stone building, a former arsenal and barracks, backed up to the city wall not far from the Freyung and the Schottenkirche. There he read over the daily summary reports of the battle in the over-warm, under-lit, cramped library. The Russians had timed it well, István had to admit, striking the same day that the French and British pounced on the Germans in the Somme again. The imperial high command was not entirely certain yet, but it seemed as if the army had lost eighty thousand soldiers and over a thousand officers, as well as artillery and supplies. Despite the surprise, the Russians’ apparently excellent preparation and secrecy, and the rapid retreat, the Austrians had managed to hold a line. Not a retreat, a flight, and I suspect there are going to be a spate of retirements before St. Martin’s Day. He knew quite well that someone’s head would roll, probably more than one someone.


But the Imperial Army had held, István knew, heaving a silent sigh and prayer of gratitude. They’d lose the crops in Galicia again, but not the army. The losses hurt, even hurt badly, but this time the army held. In that way, 1916 was not 1914. Archduke Thomas’s suspicion had proved correct. The Conradian claque that had agitated for revenge attacks on Italy should go quiet now, at least until the recapture of Galicia and parts of Bukovina. That is, if they are smart. General Otto Berndt had managed to stop the retreat and hold most of Galicia, and without needing German assistance. That alone is worth a great deal, István thought, leaning back a little against the hard wooden chair and considering matters. The stronger the empire stood, the less leverage the Germans had against her.


Two sweltering days later, he learned more. Attired in his cavalry uniform once more, complete with leopard skin, István presented himself at the green and white sprawl of the Hofburg Palace, just inside the city wall. The Habsburgs had reigned from the ever-growing complex for almost eight hundred years, something that made István feel even smaller than usual as he crossed the inner courtyard and followed a servant up to a long receiving chamber that was all white and mirrored surfaces. A different servant, also in breeches, with a tailcoat straight from the eighteenth century, took his hat. István felt very much out of place until a familiar voice called, “Hela, Steven, nice pelt.”


István turned to see a tall, blond man in a cavalry colonel’s uniform striding up to him, hand out. “Felix,” he said. They half embraced, formality and ranks be damned. “In the same number of pieces, I see.”


Duke Felix Starhemberg de Este nodded. “More or less. I was minding my own business, fighting off Russians, when the call came. Thanks be, my second in command is better than most, and I could come without worrying about finding Cossacks in my train.”


István glanced around for listeners before asking under his breath, “That bad, Your Grace?”


The laughter in the blue eyes faded a little, and István noticed a touch of grey in Felix’s luxurious mustache. “That bad. If we hadn’t had those four divisions behind us and a defense in depth?” He reached down and patted his saber hilt. “We’d be back on the San and begging the Germans for artillery.” Then he smiled again. “But the Germans are good for some things. The Bavarians passed us what they saw at that Verdun mess in February, and His Grace Archduke Thomas and His Majesty decided to try some of the new techniques.”


“Bavarians? Oh, yes, Your Grace.” Now István remembered. His majesty’s cousin-in-laws through Emperor Franz Josef’s wife’s family. Noise at the head of the room uprooted his recollection of family trees, and István and Felix walked up to meet the other House Heads. That no courtiers stood waiting to direct and observe suggested just how much Josef Karl had shaken the formality of the Court. István counted heads and almost staggered.


Blessed Saints István and Erzsébet, where are the others? István and Felix, and Count Kristofer von Aleman-Dietrichstein, were the only young male House Heads present. István recognized Dowager Countess Windischgrätz and Lady Leona von Brixen, Guardian of Brixen in Tirol, and a few others, but most of the gathered House leaders should have retired years ago, if the grey hair and bent backs told truth. Prince Wetzel Rozemberk peered over the glasses perched precariously on his muzzle and nodded to István before returning to his discussion with a blond, barrel-chested man who stood, arms folded, radiating hostility. A total of perhaps twenty men, women, and True-dragons stood in clusters talking quietly, or just watching each other with varying degrees of wariness. Despite their common rank, not all Heads shared brotherly affection for each other.


Precisely at two p.m., a footman pounded the floor with the butt of his gilded staff. “His Imperial Majesty Josef Karl. His Grace Archduke General Thomas von Habsburg. His Grace Archduke Rudolph von Habsburg.” The House Heads spread out and bowed as a broad-shouldered man in a white uniform tunic and dark red trousers walked into the room and mounted the throne-dais. He bore a less ornate version of the usual imperial crown on his head and wore no decorations but his Order of the Golden Fleece and his former infantry unit’s insignia. István noted a touch of silver at the edges of the emperor’s reddish-brown hair. Archduke Thomas followed three paces behind at the Emperor’s right hand, taller and square, his waist as broad as his shoulders, his hair long ago reduced to a grey fringe. He wore his field grey general officer’s uniform with ease of long service. Archduke Rudolph came third, wearing a dark brown cutaway coat, a slightly unfocused look in his dried-blood eyes. His Majesty sat under the double eagle of his House and gestured. “You may rise.”


István stood. Felix Starhemberg was on his right side and Prince Wetzel on his left. The True-dragons sat on their haunches, bringing their heads up even with the humans and HalfDragons, except for Wetzel, the smallest True-dragon in the room. Several long, silent minutes passed as Josef Karl looked from one House Head to another. István’s skin began crawling. The air felt like it would in the moment before lightning struck. His majesty growled, “You know why we have summoned you.”


“Because of the situation in Galicia, your Majesty?” Prince Arnaulf von Taxis-Este ventured.


“Among other places, yes.” Josef Karl paused. “Galicia is a problem now. The empire will be a greater problem in the future. General?”


Archduke Thomas cleared his throat. “It is said that fortune favors the prepared, but the Lord also helps those who plan for the worst, Your Majesty. We were very fortunate in that some of my staff visited the Galician Front in May and noticed the Russian sappers at work. I say fortunate because the officers in charge of that area had not informed us of the development, ‘lest they irritate the Russians by attacking them.’ ” He stopped to let the ripple of groans and forefeet-over-eyes pass. “That was our warning, confirmed by air observers. General Berndt was able to prepare just sufficiently to hold things and begin pushing back. I must give General Brusilov credit, Your Majesty. He kept his plans a secret, something I had not thought the Russians could ever manage.”


The Emperor nodded and gestured for his oldest relative to continue. “As it stands, we can regain what we lost, although it will be slow going, as you can imagine. The Germans are now asking us to attack the Italians in order to divert the French from their—that is, the French’s—attack in the Somme.”


“We feel it is in the empire’s best interest not to grant the Germans their request at this juncture,” Josef Karl said. István noticed Lady Brixen’s shoulders tighten, then relax. Apparently that was not exactly the news she wanted to hear. Or perhaps she had feared to hear of a new offensive out of the Tirol, since her uncle and cousin had been deeply involved in the defense against the initial Italian attack the previous year. Graf Johann von Hohen-Drachenburg, another mountaineer, nodded once. “We have a bit of a Marshall Radetsky in my honored uncle,” the Emperor added, smiling a little. “I do not care to spread him too thin.”


“Your Majesty, meaning no offense to His Grace,” Prince Arnaulf began, “we need a Prince Eugene.”


Josef Karl snapped, “And Karl Phillip Schwarzenberg as well, but the Holy Church frowns on necromancy and raising the dead unless it is done by God Himself, as you may recall.”


Arnaulf twitched at the Emperor’s words, and István exchanged glances with the people beside him. What was that about? Or did he want to know? Probably not.


“The Army and navy are doing as well as can be expected, often better. However,” Josef Karl leaned forward, one fist clenched where it rested on the arm of the throne. “However, we are not pleased to hear about dissention and accusations of disloyalty by House members, and House Heads, against whole nations of our imperial subjects.” His eyes shifted color to soft rose-gold, although they remained otherwise human. “You, we, are the true nobility. We are born to lead, to govern the peoples under our care, through the grace of God. That means all peoples.” Lady Brixen and Felix Starhemberg both nodded. Her land included Italians and his held a goodly number of Croats, as István recalled.


«I wonder who said what and where.» Wetzel said into István’s mind alone.


Or so he thought. Archduke Rudolph looked straight at the True-dragon as the Emperor said, “It does not matter. We have heard the tales of treachery, of army units surrendering wholesale to the Russians to take up arms against us. We have also heard of family turning against family, simply because one is Croat and the other is German. Or Bohemians threatened with eviction for not speaking Hungarian.” The Emperor glared at Duke Zoltan Széchenyi.


“Your Majesty, everyone knows that the Slavs are—”


“No, you are!” Josef Karl’s voice dropped, so quiet that István struggled to hear him. Fire danced in the rose-gold eyes. “You swore an oath to House Habsburg to abide under our hand, to serve our justice, to honor our laws, and to respect all our citizens, did you not?”


Széchenyi took a deep breath. “Your Majesty, in these times—”


“Did you not?”


“I, your Majesty, that is to—”


István did not see the Emperor move. One moment he sat, the next he loomed in front of Zoltan Széchenyi, his curved hands resembling a HalfDragon’s talons, eyes almost glowing with fury. “Did— you— not— swear?”


The man gulped, his usually bass voice squeaking, the words falling over themselves in their haste to escape. “Ah, yes, your Majesty, I so swore, for myself and my House, but that was before the war and before the Slavs and Romanians—”


“Schweigs dich.” The force of the whisper carried it to the ends of the empire and back. “You are, for now, the Head of House Széchenyi. You are responsible for your House. You are responsible for the abuse of the Saxons and Romanians on your lands.” The Emperor’s voice shifted timbre and István took a step back without realizing it. He glanced at Rudolph. The Archduke’s expressionless face bore a sheen of perspiration from the effort of channeling the Powers’ and House’s energy, which flowed through himself and his cousin. István risked lowering his shields and felt something shifting, watching through the cousins’ eyes. “You are why Romanian spies have been found near the Jakobeny mine in Bukovina, a mine now within bare kilometers of falling into Russian hands. A mine that produces almost half the empire’s manganese, without which we cannot make steel weapons. You are why the Romanians are threatening to break their treaty, and why Romanian nationalists have begun pressing for autonomy once more.”


Josef Karl stepped back, moving as swiftly and smoothly as a panther. “You are the empire’s chosen leaders, privileged and blessed above all others. You alone have the Emperor’s ear day or night. And you fail.”


The quiet words struck István harder than a physical blow would have. “You fail your people and ours. You fail your oaths to us, to the holy church, to your own Houses and those who depend on those Houses. This is not the time for dissention, for separatism, for sects and nations. Our people are starving and dying, and you take advantage of the war for your own pocket grudges and spites. And we will not permit it.” No one dared to move as he walked between them. “In peace we tolerate feuds and spats, poaching and cliques, because that is the mortal condition. Not now. Now we fight for our very lives. The vultures are circling as we speak, planning to divide the empire. Even our allies salivate at the prospect of snatching Silesia, Galicia, the Tirol and Trieste and Transylvania from us, of splitting the empire into nations that they can make dance to their will like puppets.”


Fire and brimstone rained down with those quiet words. Even though he knew he’d not done any of those things, at least not knowingly, István wanted to drop to his knees and beg for mercy.


Josef Karl continued, “No more lying, for we know some of you have, in order to force refugees out of your territories and onto the crown lands. No more blaming the Jews or the Slavs, or the Ruthenes or Croats, for your failures and lack of preparation. No more setting aside special treats for House benefit while others on your lands go hungry.” Felix ducked, as did a few others. “Until the war ends, you will live up to your oaths, God grant you the strength. We do not ask for saints, we ask for men and women who do their duty.” He stopped in front of István and turned to the side. “I must look men in the eyes and explain why I am asking them to die for my House. You can do no less.”


Emperor Josef Karl returned to his seat. “None of what I have said will leave this hall unless you fail me. Our Lord commands mercy and blesses the merciful and the peacemaker. He also drove the moneychangers out of the temple using more than just his voice.” István shivered.


The Emperor’s tone softened, and István saw Rudolph’s color starting to return. “Now. We are aware of the sacrifices many House members have made for our empire. Some of you have served in our armies, some in other capacities. Your service will be remembered with gratitude and, God willing, rewarded when the war is done. And I am remiss at not congratulating you, Count Eszterházy and Prince Wetzel, on the new additions to your families. And Duke Starhemberg, best wishes for your forthcoming nuptials.”


“Thank you, Your Majesty,” the three murmured in near chorus.


Rudolph cleared his throat, making several people jump. “His Majesty wishes to speak with,” he recited ten names, give or take, “privately at three. The others are welcome to rest and take refreshment until you are called.”


Since he did not belong to the first group, István relaxed as much as his uniform would allow. Josef Karl left, and footmen appeared with drinks and tea. A discreet door opened beside one of the mirrors, leading to a very modern WC. István made use of the facility, as did several others, and then returned to the mirror hall. Four other concealed doors had opened, allowing access to side chambers more suited to sitting and conversation. István heard raised voices from one, and snarling in German and Croat with Latin interjections. He decided to go elsewhere.


He found Count Sergeant Kirstofer Aleman-Dietrichstein in a blue chinoiserie room. The Head and War Lord of House Dietrichstein-Ost wore civilian clothes—an afternoon suit with cutaway coat—and he saluted István as he entered. “My lord colonel.”


István returned the salute. “Thank you, please, be seated if you wish. Here we are equals. Truth be told, you outrank me by what, six months?”


Kristofer smiled a little. “Not quite that much, perhaps.” The smile faded. “Allow me to offer my condolences on the death of your father. I was with my regiment and could not attend the memorial. He was a good man and will be missed.”


“He was and is. Thank you. How are things for you?”


“Not easy, but we are fortunate compared to some. I understand that the Houses in Galicia have been displaced completely?”


“I do not know, although from what little I can find, they never had a great presence there or in Ukraine. I’ve been cautioned against ‘looking’ for them. The Power of Galicia is behaving oddly.”


“Is it?”


“It was the last time I ventured to look that way, but I’m staying well clear now. It makes the Matra uncomfortable and that is enough of a warning.”


The stocky, prematurely greying former NCO blinked, not hiding his surprise. “You can feel other Powers? I’ve not met anyone who could.”


Really? I thought we all had that ability, touch one and sense all if we allied with one. “I cannot contact them, and a few I have no wish to even brush, but I can sense if there is a Power and make out its, well, mood?”


Kristofer acknowledged the difficulty. “I am not certain even Old Drakonic has the words to describe the Powers.”


“Hungarian and German certainly do not, although I’ve been tempted to use a few choice terms from time to time.”


The conversation turned to milder topics as Johann von Hohen-Drachenberg and Duke Ernest Jindrich Zibulka z Kolovrat entered. The two older men, deep in conversation in German, nodded to the earlier arrivals and finished their discussion with, “That is, God willing, if he survives.”


Duke Ernest waved one forefoot. «From your lips to God’s ear. I’m sick of funerals and black stationary.»


A few minutes later Felix Starhemberg stormed into the room, interrupting István and raising eyebrows and whiskers from the others. “How dare he accuse me of favoring the Croats on my own lands?”


«Because you are marrying one?» Duke Ernest inquired with a languid wave of his indigo tail tip.


“No, Rudiger says I am pushing Croats ahead of Germans to manage the manganese mines in Bosnia, even though my House is just a part owner and not in charge of administration.” Felix snarled, the caught himself. “Well, that is not a topic for the moment.”


“Not unless you want the wrath of the Emperor called down on us again,” István said.


«No thank you. You did notice who is absent, I presume?» István and Felix and Kristofer exchanged glances as they tried to recall who Duke Ernest might be speaking of.


Hohen-Drachenburg counted on his fingers, eyes up to the light-blue ceiling. “That odd House, the small one down where the Danube brushes the Croatian mountains near Belgrade. The one with the little larceny problem.”


Now István recalled the House in question, and he smothered a snort of derision. Small larceny problem? They made Hungarian cattle raiders look like the Little Sisters of the Poor.


Duke Ernest nodded and waved his tail-tip as he sat on a blue-silk covered chaise lounge. «Indeed. And now they are no more. They broke their oaths shortly after his Majesty’s coronation and provided shelter for British spies. More than shelter, I suspect, but I do not have the access I once held. And they are no more.»


The Catholics in the group crossed themselves, and everyone paled. István had never thought about the consequences of breaking his oath to the empire, just took them for granted. Apparently his Majesty intended to abide by all parts of his vows. The blue-and-white room felt very cold all of a sudden, despite the heat of the day. He wasn’t the only one affected, either. Felix appeared positively ghost-like, and the tip of Duke Ernest’s tail gave away his discomfort at the news. István had a sudden craving for a shot of something hard and strong, like that nasty plum brandy from Croatia.


Finally Drachenberg cleared his throat. “I understand congratulations are overdue, Eszterházy?”


István smiled. “Not overdue, my lord. Little Erzsébet arrived in April. The christening was family only, and we refrained from making a formal announcement and holding a celebration in light of, let us say, ongoing events.” He sighed a little. “Although Lady Marie is already planning Erzsébet’s wedding.”


The men made sympathetic or fearful noises, depending on the eligibility of their offspring. «I have a grand-nephew who might be suitable, assuming his grandmother finds Lady Erzsébet meets her standards.» Duke Ernest’s weary tone suggested considerable doubt.


“I believe that we will wait at least until she is weaned before making any binding contracts, Your Grace,” István said.


That brought chuckles and nods. The days of cradle betrothals had passed, thanks be.


“Your lordships.” They all turned as a footman appeared, his tailcoat trimmed in silver braid. “His Majesty wishes to have a word.”


The men filed out of the room. Duke Ernest led the group, based on both rank and seniority. His family had been in Moravia since the eighth day of Creation, or so the Chronicles suggested. István had some doubts, but they did go back at least to Emperor Charles IV. István and Felix brought up the rear. Prince Wetzel joined them, walking beside Duke Ernest, his fourth cousin.


To István’s surprise, Rudolph did not attend his cousin. He’s probably collapsed in a chair somewhere, as few reserves as he seemed to have the last time I saw his Grace. How long can he buffer before he burns out? István wrenched his thoughts back from his speculations just in time to bow. Josef Karl, more relaxed, sat in a smaller throne in a reception room decorated red-and-dull-gold.


“You may rise.” They did so and Duke Ernest and Prince Wetzel sat, flipping their tails over their forelegs with an air of dignity and gravitas. “We would rather praise in public and chastise in private,” the Emperor began, “but the situation does not permit our preferences to be honored.” He waited for them to acknowledge the comment with nods. “We summoned you together because all your Houses include peoples of differing nations, Hungarian, Bohemian, Slovak, Italian, Croatian, German—and Bavarian.” Josef Karl nodded to Count Kristofer, who nodded with a wry smile. “Thus far your Houses have kept the peace, for which we are most appreciative. You are also allied with the strongest Powers, except for Duke Starhemberg, who has his own difficulties to deal with.”


Josef Karl met each man’s eyes in turn. “You must continue as you have been doing. Already we have received word that the British and French are making offers of independence and recognition as separate states to the self-proclaimed opposition-in-exile governments of Bohemia and the Croats, as well as offering Galicia to the Russians and the Poles-in-exile. It is likely that they have also given the Tirol, Veneto, and Adriatic Coast to Italy. Or would if they had the power to do so.”


Felix shook his head a little.


“You doubt our words, Count-Colonel Starhemberg?”


“No your Majesty, they fit all too closely with the rumors circulating among certain malcontents around the army. I doubt the willingness of the Croats to welcome Italian overlords, given their fondness for the Hungarians and current Italian nationalist agitations.”


“As I recall, your Majesty, when Italian nationalists tried to foment disturbances in Trieste in February 1914, they suffered a painful rebuff at the hands of the local people,” István said, thinking of his honeymoon.


“Trieste petitioned our ancestor to come under the Habsburg aegis in the 1300s,” Josef Karl confirmed. “Any claim Italy makes is, at the very least, questionable. However, that does not stop them from making such.”


The Emperor took a deep breath. “It is our desire that you do all within your power to dissuade those within and around your Houses who would define themselves by language or distant ancestry, even if your great-great-great-grandfather did descend from a Magyar princess and a magical eagle.” He gave István a knowing look, which then shifted to Prince Wetzel. “Or from the constellation Draco by way of the Roman legions.”


Prince Wetzel sniffed, ears twitching as his whiskers fluttered up and down. «Your Majesty, my ancestors made no such claim. It is well known that we were tossed out of the Garden of Eden after that damned serpent hissed foul calumnies about us.» The others chuckled, and even Josef Karl smiled a little, as Duke Ernest sighed aloud, his body language suggesting that the prince had been dropped on his head at birth and never recovered.


Josef Karl sobered. “There are also rumors that the British, in particular, wish to eliminate the True-dragons from their place in society.”


The men stared at him in shock. “Your Majesty, that’s unconscionable!” Graf Johann von Hohen-Drachenburg protested. “They are our brothers and sons, wives and daughters, faithful members of the Houses. Will the HalfDragons be next?”


The Emperor’s raised hand stilled the growls and hisses. “We do not venture to ask what nastiness the British intend. We do know that at least one House in northern France has been extirpated, with only the human members spared, and even they are now scattered to the four winds. Of the Power, we can sense nothing.” He looked straight at István, one red eyebrow raised.


“Your Majesty, I have not sensed anything through the Matra. I confess I have not looked either, given the warnings I have received through House Habsburg and the Power of the Matra, as well as my own House Healer. Galicia lies too close to House Sárkány for me to risk extending myself to look to France.”


“Indeed, you are trapped between Galicia and Pannonia, Count Eszterházy, a position we do not envy your having.”


You don’t envy me? That makes me very nervous, Your Majesty. Very nervous indeed. But István kept the thought to himself, only saying, “Thank you for your understanding, Your Majesty.”


“And thank you for your work for the benefit of our people. All of our people.” Josef Karl looked at the group again. “House Habsburg’s resources are strained, as you well know, but if there is anything we can do to assist you, ask it. And so that you are the first to know: we have started a new program for the children of the cities. We are establishing summer outings and farm stays, so that the oldest are able to leave the apartments and heat for fresh air. And they will provide labor in exchange for their stays, so there is no talk of shame and charity.”


Duke Ernest raised a forefoot. «Your Majesty, that is an excellent idea. I know farmers in my House will be glad of summer help.»


“On my lands as well, Your Majesty,” Felix said.


“I suspect my people can take a few, if only to help harvest stones. We get a fresh crop every spring, or so it seems,” Drachenberg sighed.


«No wonder the Drachental is so well known for its soups.» Wetzel teased.


The Graf leaned forward and gave Wetzel a long-suffering look. Unrepentant, the rose-colored True-dragon flipped his tail tip straight up, then let it drop again.


Josef Karl lowered his hand from his mouth, as if he’d been hiding a smile. “We see why our late uncle, God grant him rest, called you the most irritating Guardian within the empire, Prince Wetzel.”


«It is a title I am honored to have earned, Your Majesty. The competition is quite fierce.»


Well, Wetzel also managed to dance the diplomatic tightrope within the Foreign Ministry, act as guardian for his nephew, and serve as House archivist, István knew, so he had the right to be irritating on occasion. He’d also fought against the Germans in the 1867 War, one of the few True-dragons in the front lines.


Count Kristofer raised his hand and was acknowledged. He shifted from foot to foot, uncomfortable. “Your Majesty, is there anything that can be done about the black market in ration cards? My people have discovered several caches of them, all for high-demand goods such as butter and meat, a few with military priority markings on them.”


“We are trying to reorganize the ration system so it better meets the needs of our people without damaging the Army. We are aware of the deceit and abuse, and are trying to put safeguards into place. And it is not the Jews or Bohemians who are the source of the fraud.” His majesty shook his head a little. “Of all the things in our lands, ration card abuse is the most evenly distributed among all the peoples. Hunger strains even saints to the bending point.”


“Amen,” someone murmured.
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István returned to Nagymatra with much to think about. In fact, so lost in thought was he as the cart pulled up to the front of the hunting lodge, that he did not notice the long pink-and-grey shape stretched out in front of Lady Marie’s chair until she called to him.


“István! Aunt Claudia has come to visit. Isn’t this a wonderful surprise?”
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Well, István mused later that summer, he was not entirely certain about the wonderful part, but it had certainly been a surprise. And he still wanted to track down Claudia’s offspring, and the so-called House to which they belonged, and do things that would have given his priest a reason to order him to walk to Jerusalem and back, twice, as penance.


But the plight of one True-dragon expelled from her House for the sake of being a True-dragon paled in comparison to the other problems facing the empire, so István and Barbara had done the only thing they could do. Aunt Claudia now lived at Nagymatra, keeping Lady Marie busy and trying to be useful. It was nice to have a Healer in residence when colic, teething, and a case of diaper rash so bad it left István staring in horror, arrived. “I had no idea babies could do that,” he admitted. If they’d had that diaper on the front lines, they could have driven the Russians back to the Urals. As it was, one of the hunters with no sense of smell had taken it out and buried it far, far away, cloth rationing be damned.


«They do, my lord, just not very often, thank heavens and St. Ann,» Claudia assured him. She rocked Erzsébet’s cradle with one hind foot while making a note in a book with her forefoot. Rose and Magda, the other nurses, were out with Barbara and Lady Marie and Imre, taking in the late summer air. The weather had turned damp and today was the first sunny afternoon in what felt like months. «I am given to understand that you will be removing to Kassa soon?»


“Yes, and I wanted to speak with you about that.” István and Barbara had talked about the move for several weeks without reaching a good solution to their quandary. “I will be honest, Aunt Claudia. The townhouse is designed for humans and HalfDragons, with a number of small rooms on three levels, plus the cellar. And the staff there are not familiar with True-dragons. I made inquiries and found a dowager house on the edge of the city, but it is not in a nice area.” It sat in the middle of an industrial park that had once been a country house’s grounds, serving as an office for the clerks at several of the factories surrounding the structure. She’d be miserable.


«Is Nagymatra kept open all year, my lord?»


“Yes, it is. Arrangements could be made for you to stay, but I fear there is a paucity of social events. And, God willing, limited call for a true Healer.”


Claudia sighed. «My lord, I will speak plainly. I have not been to a social event outside the House, and the house, since before the war began. The people of the Alföld do not care for my kind, as I have been informed on multiple occasions. There are exceptions, of course, and only a few do more than glare, but the Houses of the Great Plain are changing, my lord, and not for the better.»


“You are welcome to stay in the mountains, Aunt Claudia,” István assured her. That was, as long as the food held out. In fact, he realized, this might be the perfect time to ask her for her advice. “Ah, I do have need of your counsel. It concerns Lady Marie.”


«Ah yes.» Claudia continued rocking the cradle, glancing in to see if the quiet whuffle and sound meant that Erzsébet needed something. Apparently she did not. «Lady Marie.»


“Yes. Given the ongoing shortages, and the whispers about the state of some of the crops still in the fields, I have decided that holding a naming gathering and harvest celebration for the other Houses and families might—” He stopped, searching for the proper words. “Might be taken as something other than a simple attempt to share our happiness.”


«Ah.»


“Yes, and I am concerned about Lady Marie’s reaction to the decision.”


The True-dragon’s tongue flicked out, her ears twitched, and her whiskers floated up, then back down, as she considered the matter. «My lord, I am not certain there is a good way to break the news. What says your House?»


“The recommendation came from them.” And my inquiries with a few other families— apparently not subtle enough—brought the same response, though more heated. Unlike the majority of the noble and gentry families, the Houses could and would set aside the prerogatives and traditions of rank and station if the need were dire enough. It seemed that the Houses within the empire and Germany thought the situation did, indeed, warrant waiving some of the usual customs. István felt as if he were dancing on a high wire, because what the Houses would overlook the other noble families would not. And that was without his mother’s insistence that the war changed nothing, notwithstanding the food rationing, travel restrictions, and censorship.


Aunt Claudia turned one forefoot palm up. «It is my opinion as Healer as well as observer that Barbara, Imre, and Erzsébet are not strong enough for a major social gathering. Hunger drains Lady Barbara as much as nursing does, even with the extra food allowance and what the House can provide. I recommend a polite notice with regrets and introducing the young lady to society later, perhaps as part of a victory celebration.»


“And Lady Marie?”


«Put her in charge of creating and sending those notices and, if she protests, invoke the House, my lord. Her training is ingrained enough that she will obey the House even when her son is not worth listening to.»


István ducked a little at the reminder. “An excellent point, Aunt Claudia. Thank you.” He gave her a small salute and eased out of the nursery, walking with great care to avoid waking his daughter.


After mulling over matters, and watching the rains return, István decided to wait until after the family moved to Kassa before telling his mother what had been decided. The chaos of packing, loading the wagons to take to the train station, making certain that everything got loaded and then unloaded and carted to the town house, kept the ladies occupied for a week and a bit.


“My lord husband, the house appears to have shrunk over the summer, even with fewer staff,” Barbara teased. He also heard the plaint in her voice. They’d remade one of the servants’ rooms into a nursery, given Lady Marie the room that had been the nursery before, and yet it still felt cramped. After much thought, and with great reluctance, they’d also released Rose, the junior nurse. Thanks be, she’d found a new position with Prince Wetzel’s family, on a farm that had more food as well as gentry children. But that left Lady Barbara and Magda to care for the two little ones. Lady Marie did not approve.


He smiled and took her hand, caressing it. He wanted to caress more, but didn’t dare, not yet. I won’t have you over-bearing, my lady. “I suspect the warm rains made it shrink, my lady.”


“Like that blanket?”


“Exactly like.” They both shook their heads. Fortunately, the blanket, now well felted, made an excellent winter pad for Imre’s crib. As dear as good cloth had become, they could not afford to waste any. Much like food. István sighed.


Lady Marie swept into the family parlor, glanced around, and took the seat closest to the fire, where Barbara normally sat. “I am most displeased with the state of preparations for the harvest celebration and Erzsébet’s introduction to society,” she announced.


The couple exchanged looks and István felt a tentative pressure on his shields. He thinned them. «Have you told her?»


«I suspect I am about to.»


Barbara squeezed his hand a little and withdrew from his mind before asking, “In what way, Lady Marie?”


“There are no preparations.” She glared at István. “No lists of invitations sent or confirmed, no menus, no musicians hired, no date set, nothing has been done and harvest is nigh.” She gave him another stern look, adding, “The staff is of no help.”


Before answering, István counted to ten. He also reached for the House, imagining his authority as Head resting on his shoulders, like his uniform’s leopard skin cape. “After consulting with the other Houses, I decided that we will not hold a naming celebration or harvest gathering. None of the other Houses have hosted major gatherings since Christmas of 1914, and for us to hold one would be most inappropriate. Because of this, I need—”


His mother’s perfectly curved eyebrows shot up almost to the edge of her black lace headscarf. Marie raised one hand and grasped her pearl necklace. “What do you mean not having a naming celebration? We are Eszterházys! Of course we will have a naming celebration. How else are we to introduce your daughter to society? What will people think? How will I be able to hold my head up in society, during the winter season at court in Budapest or,” her voice dropped as her eyes widened with horror. “In Vienna?”


“We are not holding a naming celebration, Mater. I need you to write out the announcements to all the people whom you think should know.”


“Barbara, talk sense into him. This will be a blot on the family; people will think we are no better than middle class. Lower than that—even bankers and tradesmen hold some sort of naming celebration.” Marie drew a fan out of one skirt pocket, snapped it open, and fanned hard enough to make the fire behind her dance, or so it seemed to István.


“Lady Marie, I agree with István. The war—”


“War this and war that. Is there fighting in the streets? No? Then you will do your duty to the House and our peers and honor your daughter and the Eszterházy name by celebrating her birth as it should have been when she was christened.” Marie’s tone left no doubt but that she considered her words to be the final ones.


I’m sorry, Mater. István pulled on the House’s strength, letting his eyes shift. “No. Lady Marie, there will be no celebration. You will draw up a list of those who would have been invited so we can send them cards, but nothing more.” He pushed her, leaning against her with the authority the House granted him.


She paled, the fan stopped, and her eyes went wide. “But,” tears made her eyes shimmer. “But how will the other Houses know that Erzsébet is a daughter of the House if you do not acknowledge her?” Through the House, István felt his mother’s real fear and confusion, and her worry for the baby.


Ah, Lord and blessed Lady, what has happened to the mother I grew up with? “Mater, the Houses know and understand. It is from them that I learned the seriousness of the problems that hosting a large party might cause. Cards, if done properly, will be enough.” He released some of the weight he’d been applying to her mind. “Times are different, Mater. Many things have changed because of this long war.”
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Come November and the Feast of St. Martin, all István could do was stare at the never-ending rain and wonder if perhaps the Lord had changed His mind about not drowning the world a second time. No, he decided after some consideration of the swollen streams and water-logged land, the Lord would have no need of a flood. Just turning the fields too muddy to harvest, and so wet that the potatoes in Germany, Silesia, and parts of Bohemia and Poland rotted at the ends of their stems, was enough to destroy the people. The farmers no longer had to worry about the Hamsters stealing potatoes, because there were none to steal. No one, no matter how desperate, dared to eat the mush that had once been large, white tubers. And István knew that the turnips that replaced the potatoes on the ration cards couldn’t be as healthy.


Thank You for sparing Hungary and parts of Galicia, István prayed, trying to ignore the growl from his belly. The scent of simmering venison from the kitchen made his empty stomach complain. He’d already ordered Barbara to eat some of the meat, which she had done with some reluctance, saying it wasn’t fair that he didn’t get any. Well, he wasn’t feeding Erzsébet, either. He’d managed to call in sufficient favors to be permitted a heavy deer and boar hunt, so most of the House could have a share of the meat and save their ration points. He also let it be known that if Hans didn’t complain about deer, boar, and birds taken out of season, within reason, he wouldn’t ask either. The True-dragons needed more food than humans or HalfDragons, and after a year without being hunted the deer could do with a bit of thinning.


He’d certainly been thinned himself. Szombor despaired of keeping István properly dressed. He’d quit complaining about it, though, after accompanying István back to Budapest for a government meeting. The people of Kassa looked positively overfed compared to those in the streets of Budapest. Even industrial wages could not keep up with the price of food now that so much grain, as well as the potatoes, had succumbed to the rain. “And they say in the markets that Vienna is even worse, my lord,” Szombor said that evening.


“Vienna has more people.” István left it there. He couldn’t tell Szombor everything that he’d heard that morning and afternoon, even though he wanted to talk to someone about the news. So many refugees crowded Vienna’s districts that even the green space around the old walls held make-shift housing, or had until Josef Karl ordered it cleared as a fire hazard. And those who had returned to Galicia only to flee again, now refused to go back a second time unless the army guaranteed that the Russians would stay away, something the army simply could not do without lying. “General his Grace Archduke Thomas won’t tell a comforting lie, even though it might be easier if he did,” Count Zoltan Széchenyi warned the next day. The nobles and political speakers who had gathered in one of the diet’s meeting rooms nodded, although a few looked as if they disagreed with Zoltan’s pronouncement.


“Well, my lord, can you imagine the trouble if he did, and the Russians attacked again over the winter, or just as people were trying to plant in the spring?” Joszef Mecier shook his head. “We’d never get anyone to stay north of the mountains.”


The other men in the room nodded or grunted their agreement. Attila Gabor gave them a hard look. “You do realize that the Romanians burned out a goodly number of my people thanks to Archduke Thomas’s preoccupation with Italy and Russia. We wouldn’t be depending on German good will to keep the peace in Romania if Archduke Thomas paid more attention to the rest of the empire’s borders.”


“And none of us has control over what the Romanians, Russians, Italians, or Germans do,” István riposted. “I prefer not to second-guess those in charge of the army.” He didn’t outrank any of the men in the room, but he had the most military experience.


Mecier, standing between the two House Heads, made a pacifying gesture. “Food is our greater problem. Food and fuel. Hungary is now trying to feed Austria, parts of Bohemia, and,” he stopped, shaking his head. “It is easier to say who we are not trying to supply.”


“Agreed. And sharing Romania’s harvest with Germany eased only a little of the pressure.”


Gabor glowered but agreed. “If we can hold out until the winter wheat comes in, we will be doing well.”


Zoltan rolled his eyes. He drummed the tabletop with his pencil, drawing irritated glances, which was no-doubt his intention. “And how much will the army eat, assuming the Russians don’t sweep through Galicia for a third time?”


“And what does this have to do with Poland, my lords?” Mecier said. The point of the meeting was, after all, to discuss the foreign ministry’s decision to recognize an independent but friendly Poland. Poland minus what remained the Galician crownlands and Silesia, of course, István knew.


“It has to do with American shipping,” Andre Müller, another Transylvanian, sighed. “The Americans are making noises about no longer protesting the illegal British transshipment and unloading rules if Poland is not recognized ‘whole and entire.’ ”


Gabor’s shoulders tensed and he clenched a fist. “ ‘Whole and entire,’ referring to what date? Or do I want to know?”


“You probably do not,” Müller said. “The American president, Wilson, is talking about ethnic self-determination and national rights again. Apparently he thinks that every Polish-speaker should live in Poland. Meaning that Poland expands to hold all the land Poles currently live on. And Romania the same, as well as a separate Croat state.”


Blessed Lady but I don’t want to hear what Felix would say about that last bit of news. István shook his head a little at the abject stupidity. “I suspect that those Serbians who claim the Croats as brother Slavs would have something to say about that proposal.”


Müller read from his notes. “They are all for it, so long as they get to run Croatia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Serbia, chunks of Bulgaria and Romania, Albania, and Montenegro. Otherwise they are opposed.” He looked up, peering over the top of his much-mended reading glasses. “Such modest ambitions.”


Snorts and rude under-the-breath comments filled the room. “Self-determination, I see,” István said. “Right.” He looked at his papers. “Let us assume the worst. The Americans stop making even token efforts to avoid the British blockade and we lose the last bits of imported food. Yes, even what we are buying from the Turks,” he said before anyone could protest. “I am looking at the absolutely worst case. How much lower can rations for the civilians go, what reserves do we have, and what can we do to improve the crop for next year?” That was not what they had been called together to discuss, but it did need to be addressed, so he took the initiative.


“Pray to the Lord to double our number of cows, sheep, and horses, so we have enough manure again, as well as animals for the plows and wagons,” Zoltan replied before István could even close his mouth. “I know the Germans say they have a magic way to make fertilizer out of thin air, but they are not sharing. We need manure and animals.”


Silence followed his words, broken only by the sound of pens and pencils on paper. To get their animals back meant the Army would have to return most of them, or, through some miracle they sprang back to life from dry bones and empty hides. Again István thanked God that the idiot who had ordered the pigs slaughtered to save grain had been countermanded and fired.


“My lords, sirs, can we shift to a four-field fallow system, like they used in the fourteen hundreds?” One of the clerks asked from her corner.


Mecier wrinkled his nose before answering. “We could if we had enough legumes, and if we had livestock to eat the fallow and manure the land. But where would we get the seed, and where find people who know how to run that system?”


Most of the men shook their heads. “Not on my land,” Széchenyi said. “We shifted to small grain rotations and large fields a generation ago. Alternating with turnips.”


At his words, several of the other men made rude faces, and István almost smiled. Almost. “Turnips fill bellies, gentlemen, and we have turnips. Germany has turnips. We do not have potatoes or enough grain.” Even with what we’ve requisitioned from Romania.


“We need more manure from the cities,” Gabor began. “That will make a start, and any extra will help, even if the Hamsters eat the produce. And we need to expand the winter wheat and rye. Rye is not as good as manure, but it will help keep the wheat from ruining the soil for a few years, or so my farm manager claims.”


“And rye we have in plenty, thanks to Poland and Galicia. That much the Russians missed this summer,” István noted.


“And we need to stop those idiots from killing for veal,” Mecier snapped.


“What?”


“Who is making veal?”


“That’s not allowed anymore!”


Zoltan Széchenyi raised one hand for silence. “It is not supposed to happen, but it is. I have seen veal for sale myself, at a butcher who was holding it back for ‘special clients.’ Yes, the police stopped him and forced him to sell the meat to card holders, but someone had to sell the calf.”


“I wonder if they sold the calf for veal so they could have more milk to sell in the cities,” Müller said. “Butter smuggling and cash sales have been reported in Vienna and Pilzen, my lords.”


Three years before, the words would have made István laugh at the folly of the very idea. Now it sounded all too much like what he’d read of the sieges in the Middle Ages and Thirty Years’ War, when rat meat passed for a delicacy. He shuddered at the very thought. “It is certainly possible. My cook has reported hearing rumors about secret sales, although nothing ever came of what he heard.”


“We need to change the law to allow farms to consolidate,” a new voice said. István looked past Zoltan to Imre Lovász. The plainsman looked back, his round face placid as he continued. “Larger farms are more efficient. I know you want to redistribute the land, my lord Széchenyi, but it is the larger, more developed farms that are producing the most per hectare. Inheritances are splitting the small farmstoo quickly, so allow for block inheritance and consolidation among heirs, my lords, gentlemen.” The lawyer picked up a page and waved it. “You can see it yourself. And His Majesty has been talking about unifying the law codes, as much as is practical.”


“But that’s for mineral and crownland holdings, not inheritance,” Gabor protested. “Inheritance is different and should be. And the peasants will vote Wilson for Emperor before they tolerate the idea of not giving something to each son.”


“They’re already dodging the laws as it is,” Széchenyi said. He sounded tired and he rested his head on one hand, elbow planted on the table. “They want larger holdings, especially if they can take them from the rest of us.”


Or keep more of their harvest, but now is not the time to even consider that idea, since the army is already paying top crown, mark, and shilling as it is. The Russian and Alföld peasants would rather watch all of Budapest, Pressberg, Vienna, and Prague starve than sell their grain below the highest price they could wrangle. Or so István had to assume.


Talk shifted to other topics, and István wondered if the House’s farmers would consider trying to open more land in the forests. Probably not, and they’d need to terrace and do all sorts of leveling that vineyards and timber stands did not require. He did make a note to allow more foraging, if the foresters agreed. Acorns could be eaten, if it came to that. And if we starve the boars out, I suspect few of my people will shed any tears—although I’ll miss the hunts. And the good Lord knew, wild pigs and boars seemed to emerge from the very ground if you turned your back on a sow.
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Come December, István wondered if his mother were the best off of all of them. She no longer worried about the present or future. They’d found her staring into space one morning early in the month, still abed. When she came to herself, she inquired about a cousin who had died before István was born. Barbara and Lady Marie’s maid put her off and distracted her, but . . .


“I am sorry, my lord,” Mistress Nagy said three days later. “Something shifted in her brain, blocking the proper blood flow, or so I suspect. Her memory and sense of time and place will not return.”


István took the news with a quiet sense of dread. “Thank you. I take it this may be the beginning of the small losses that you mentioned this spring?”


“Yes, my lord. If you can keep her within the family, I believe it would be better for her. The endowed foundations and refuges—” She broke off, but her hand gesture and small sigh-like exhalation told István more than he cared to know. A fixed endowment income might as well be no income at all when prices rose, no matter what resources the foundation might otherwise have, or how well-intentioned the Sisters working there might be.


“Thank you,” he repeated. He didn’t want to know, but he needed to. “How long until her mind is completely lost?”


Mistress Nagy shook her head. “I do not know. She is otherwise healthy, so it could be several years. Or something could break or shift overnight. Even Healers have limits to our knowledge.”


István ducked a little at the polite reminder and rejoinder. “Then I will pray and hope for the best, so long as she is not in distress.”


The household shifted a little. A young woman from the House, Jirina, arrived the next Saturday, carrying a battered rucksack and a letter of recommendation. “Mistress Nagy asked my mother to send me,” the slight, fair-haired girl said. “My father is with God and there are six of us to feed, and I have some skill with caring for the sick.”


István reached for her mind and found that she could hear telepathic comments, although she could not send. What she could do instead was project a telepathic shield. Based on that alone, István and Barbara decided that Jirina needed to stay. “She can help with Lady Marie, and perhaps with the children as well, when I’m too tired,” Barbara said. “Imre’s Gift is still weak, and even Mistress Nagy is not certain what Gifts Erzsébet will show. But if that changes . . .”


“Once again I bow to your wisdom,” István told her, kissing her free hand. Lady Marie’s maid, Clara, seemed a little unhappy with the arrangement. That is, until Lady Marie swept in, took one look at Jirie, and exclaimed, “Tadea! How good of you to come. How is your mother?”


“She is quite well, my lady, and sends her regards,” Jirie said, dropping a small curtsey.


That evening Barbara snuggled against István in their bed and explained, “Your mother thinks Jirie is Tadea Arlescu, the granddaughter of someone she went to school with. Jirie has taken it with grace, and Clara seems willing to play along as well. Jirie is very good with a needle—better than I am—and she can knit, as well as doing a little fine work.”


István kissed the top of her head. She smelled tired, but so did everyone in the house, and House. “I remember Jirie now. Her father was Arpad Nyitrai, one of the under-foresters from the north slope, the Moravian side. He died in the Russian prisoner camps last year, or so the Red Cross says. Her mother is a Nagy on her father’s side, so Jirie is a distant cousin-in-law of Mistress Nagy.” István closed his eyes, feeling guilty again, just as he had when he’d first realized who Jirie’s father was. I should have done more when I learned of Arpad’s death, but no, I was too worried about Barbara and Erzsébet to do anything.


“She can read and write some, so she is helping Lady Marie with her correspondence as well. She has a lovely hand, despite not going to school.”


Her words didn’t penetrate until the next morning. Once they did, István locked himself in the downstairs parlor cum reception room, settled into the most comfortable chair, and closed his eyes. He reached for the House, sending inquiries out to the members he could reach, asking them to pass his question along, then accepting the replies as they came. He didn’t emerge from his trance until shortly after noon, when he found a tranquil Lady Marie and slightly puzzled Jirie winding pieces of old cloth into a ball. He heard his mother saying, “He is doing House Head business, and will be finished soon.”


The young lady’s slightly pursed lips and lowered brows suggested that she doubted Lady Marie, but she said, “Of course, my lady,” and continued winding the cloth ball. István remained where he was until absolutely certain that all of his mind had returned to the here-and-now. He would have to check with the House later, to hear more of the replies to his query, but what he’d gathered revealed that Miss Jirie’s situation was all too common, even within the House.


“I am finished for the moment, Mater,” István said, or tried to. He coughed, repeated the words, and levered himself out of the chair, which creaked in warning at the assault on its construction. Apparently Barbara or his factor had chosen it for appearance, not sturdiness.


He returned to his office and paced. He should have known that the House was not prepared to care for so many widows and orphans, but what he’d seen revealed that the House had failed a goodly number of it’s members. House Sárkány had tried, István knew, but venison and foraging permission did not mean much to a mother with six mouths to feed and no husband. Or worse, those whose fathers and brothers are prisoners of war in Russia. They do not even get the small death benefit, since there is no proof of the man’s death, and no wage because he is off the front lines. István shook his head, wishing he could be back on the front lines himself. And wishing that his father still lived, available to give advice, or to take back these many responsibilities.


By supper time, István had finished his list of widows and orphans. He looked at the long row of names and tried to remind himself that House Sárkány suffered very little compared to some others. The empire had lost almost three hundred thousand men since June, and most of those had come from outside the Houses. But it did not help. When will this war end? 
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“Do you have to go to Vienna?” Barbara asked. Erzsébet fussed in her cradle and Barbara turned, rocked their daughter, then picked her up to pet and cuddle. “Teething fever again,” she explained.


“Ah. And yes, my love, I do. Archduke Thomas’s successor . . . I shouldn’t have been surprised by the death notice, but I do not think anyone anticipated this.”


Barbara swayed back and forth as the baby whimpered. “How old was his grace?”


“Eighty five.”


Her eyes bulged with surprise and she stopped swaying. Erzsébet started crying again and Barbara shook a little, swaying once more. “Blessed St. Michael. I though he was in his sixties.”


István nodded. “I suspect he thought he was in his 60s as well, even though he was Franz Josef’s youngest brother. No,” he caught himself. “He was a cousin on the paternal line. But raised in the imperial household in Vienna, so he seemed more like a brother than a cousin.” Which explained why Franz Josef had not trusted him with the army at first, even though he’d done very well in Italy in 1867. Never a brother or nephew in command, that was the Habsburg rule, which was how we almost ended up with Conrad in charge of the war. “I don’t know what’s more impressive. That he lived so long, or that he died with all his teeth and perfect vision.”


Barbara smiled and shook her head. “I’d say teeth.” The baby seemed to have fallen asleep, and she set the little bundle back in the cradle. As she did, her shawl slipped a little, giving her husband a glimpse of white skin and breast. István looked away, trying to stop his reaction. He wanted her so much, oh but he wanted her. He’d been celibate for almost a year, and he did not care for it one bit. But he could not risk getting her pregnant, not until Erzsébet was strong enough to do well off the breast. Little Imre managed on goat milk and bits of oat biscuit, at least for now, although he seemed small and quiet compared to other babies. Magda had assured him that Imre just happened to be a calm child and not to worry, but István worried nonetheless.


Barbara interrupted his thoughts, taking his hand. “When can we go to the mountains?”


“March, my love. Not until March, because of the snow and the lack of supplies.” The wet winter continued, although not as sodden and stormy as October and November had been. The winter wheat had not rotted on the stem—not yet.


The next morning István saw the headline in the newspaper and wondered if they should go to the mountain sooner, snow or no snow. “Mayor of Vienna Murdered! Dies in his soup!” István read on, and for once the sensational headline proved correct, although how it had gotten past the censors he really had to wonder. Richard Weiskircher had been dining at one of the finer establishments in Vienna when a young man shot him. He had collapsed into his beef broth with leberknodel, a tragic waste of food in István’s opinion. Ach, stop that. If Weiskircher can be attacked, then anyone can. He was popular. That made two politicians murdered while eating—the Minister-President of Austria, Graf Karl von Stürgh, had been killed the previous fall. Unlike the earlier murder, this one appeared to be the work of a madman, because the shooter kept screaming about Weiskircher trying to kill the Pope and the Emperor, and getting secret instructions from the Italians and Americans.


István turned the paper so Barbara wouldn’t see the headline if she came to breakfast before he finished. His mother now slept until eight, thanks be, giving Jirie and Clara a little peace. Jirie served as his mother’s secretary, taking notes as Lady Marie dictated letters to friends long dead. He almost envied his mother—almost. She’d begun treating Barbara as if she were her sister and not her daughter-in-law. Occasionally Lady Marie asked where her husband was and Jiri or Barbara would assure her that he was away on House business and would return. That would satisfy her, and she would return to whatever she’d been doing or talking about. István offered another quick prayer for his family and finished the sad excuse for a meal that was his breakfast, washing down the dry rusk with a tisane. He refused to buy the mysterious compounds sold as ersatz coffee or to buy coffee on the black-market.


The next day, as his train chugged west toward Vienna, István stared out the window and wondered if there were any way to get more food for the House and for his family. Unlike many others, House Szárkány had cash reserves enough to buy additional food since most of its members escaped the highest fuel expenses. But could he? Rationing spread the pain across all the empire’s citizens and gave the most food to those who needed it: farmers, nursing mothers, small children, and war workers. The grumbling among the Hofrats in Vienna, and their colleagues in Budapest and Prague, about how the bureaucrats deserved better stirred little sympathy in István’s heart, not when his own stomach growled. Social station be hanged, the empire needed armaments and food more than forms and papers, at least until the war ended.


A few people also complained about the year’s meager pre-Lenten social season, but Emperor Josef Karl stood firm, according to the newspaper resting in István’s lap. How did he manage it, István wondered. His Majesty appeared to be walking a tightrope while juggling the nobility, the commoners, and the Houses, all while fighting the war and simultaneously trying to find a way toward peace. Although, everyone agreed, Russia seemed ready to leave the war by simply falling apart where it stood. The Tsar had taken personal command of the war effort, something even Josef Karl refused to do. And while he’d rather take orders directly from the Emperor, István knew in his bones that tying the government so tightly to the fortunes of the army would lead to nothing good. As it was, people grumbled quietly about the food-favoritism shown to the army and the lack of any gains since 1914.


They seem to forget that the enemy has a say in matters. István hid a bitter grin at the truism. Life would be easier if the British and French kept their noses out of Austrian business, but no. He’d rather deal with the blessedly predictable Russians. The damn British mouthed the American president’s lines about “self determination of nationalities” even as they shoved their colonial troops into the front lines. Just how much “self determination” did the Indian and South African men in the trenches have? Or the Irish? István knew the answer.


“I don’t care who hears me. I said, I want to know why the so-called Father of the People isn’t driving the Jews back into their holes where they belong,” a shrill voice said, cutting through his reverie. István looked over the back of the seat facing him. Two rows closer to the front of the carriage, a woman in a slightly shabby hat with a black plume said, “God rest him, Franz Josef should never have let the Jews get into business. They’ll starve us to death.”


The man and younger woman sharing that set of seats murmured something that did not carry over the sound of the wheels on the rails. The black hat bobbed forward, feather shivering in rhythm with the clack-clack of the train. Then it snapped straight upright once more.


“Jews, Russians, Bohemians, all of them foreigners that his Majesty should have sent home years ago. We would not even be in this war if it were not for that nasty Slav with the Italian name who murdered poor Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his sainted wife.”


István glanced at the windowpane, half expecting it to crack from the piercing tones cutting through the first-class car. Did he want to correct the woman? Judging by the embarrassed expression on the face of the man seated across from her, her companions did not share her opinions. The smaller hat beside the speaker leaned in, as if trying to quiet the flow of disparagement before someone official took offense. István knew that he should do something, but couldn’t muster the energy. And he didn’t care to get into a fight with a woman who might well be deranged. Apparently the war had shattered the nerves of a number of high-strung ladies, or so Barbara reported that his sister Judit had heard. No, he’d let someone else deal with the woman. He watched the fields go by and stared at the enormous size of the Danube, swollen by the rains. A few minutes later, the older and younger woman walked past, probably going to the dining car. The white-haired woman muttered to herself, her eyes darting back and forth, her lips moving too fast for normal speech. Mad then, bless her soul. May St. Dymphnia take pity on her.


István arrived in Vienna and found a small carriage waiting for him. “Your pardon, my lord,” the driver said. “We need to take a less direct way than usual to the Hofburg Gate.”


Was there roadwork or some other problem? István got his answer as the plain, fusty-smelling vehicle turned onto the Rennweg, where fashionable ladies and young bloods had promenaded before the war. Now soldiers from the arsenal marched past, looking stern, and the police carried pike-like wooden poles as well as their usual weapons. As the carriage trundled past the arsenal, southeast of the walled inner city, traffic slowed almost to a halt. Police and soldiers lined the sides of the road, and István realized that the pikes served to block people trying to enter the Rennweg from the side streets. The shops had closed, lowering shutters inside or over their show windows. Hundreds of women milled around on the sidewalks, many gesturing toward the north, and István heard a roar in the distance that set his nerves on edge. The driver leaned over and called to one of the policemen. The man answered back, then spoke to the soldiers beside him, and the driver began turning the horses to the southwest. The policemen lowered their pikes and stepped aside, allowing the carriage onto a side street before closing the way once more. It took three more detours before the Hofburg Gate in the wall appeared. The driver whipped the two horses into a fast trot and crossed the open field around the wall with enough speed to put István on alert. Braced for a sudden stop at the gate, he managed to stay in his seat, but his bag slammed into the padded wood of the carriage’s front with a heavy “thump.”


“Who comes?” The guard, bayonet fixed on the end of his rifle, peered through the glass of the carriage. István held up his identity papers, and the man backed up enough to allow István to open the door and hold the pages out. The sergeant read the page, returned it, and saluted. “You are free to enter Colonel my lord Eszterházy.”


“Thank you.” The carriage jerked into motion, the horses’ hoofs making music on the stones of the old city’s streets as they drove in toward the Hotel Adlon. Someday the wall would have to come down, István knew, but that day seemed to be receding into an increasingly misty, vague future.


When they reached the hotel, the carriage driver climbed down from his seat and fumbled with the door, giving István a glimpse of the metal false hand holding the driving whip. “Your pardon, my lord Colonel, for the delay. There’s a food riot in the Stadtpark and the women are threatening to burn down the Rathaus, the new one outside the wall.”


“Good heavens. A food riot?”


The veteran nodded. “Aye, my lord Colonel. I suspect it’s another fight over who got what place in the store line that turned into an excuse to stir mischief. Damn youngsters should be in the army, my lord Colonel, that’d teach them the meaning of trouble.”


István nodded, tipped the man extra, and covered for the driver’s difficulty by saying, “I prefer to carry the bag, thank you. A habit from spending too much time around Italians.”


The driver rested one finger against his nose. “Yes, my lord Colonel.” He bustled around to the hotel door and opened it before the startled bellman could do his duty. “God be with ye, my lord Colonel.”


“And with you.”


István would rather have stayed in the Eszterházy palace, but the prince’s current illness made such a thing problematic at best. As it was, he’d brought mourning clothes with him, in case Prince Miklos died. When István reached the front desk, he noted the reflections in the polished brass and mirrors, and the still-glossy shine to the wood. War or no war, some things remained as they should be, he thought. That approval soured as the clerk sniffed before saying in an oozy tone, which managed to be both condescending and obsequious, “Thank you, my lord Colonel Count Eszterházy. I must regret to inform you that we now require all nights stay paid in advance, in cash.”


“Really.”


“Yes. And if your lordship wishes to dine with the house, it is necessary to provide us with your ration cards as well.”


I’d rather starve first, especially after what happened to the Minister-President in your dining room. István reached into an inner pocket in his coat, removed a worn deerskin pouch, and counted out the room cost in gold crowns. The sight of the coins reduced the clerk to near panic and he switched from condescending to overly gracious. István waved off the sudden politeness, took his key, and sent word to the palace of his arrival.


Within an hour a message came back. “Ah, my lord Colonel,” the bellman stammered, holding out a telegram.


István read it, noted the place, and nodded. “Thank you.” He tipped the boy and continued on his way out the door. Within the walls he did not have to worry about riots spilling into his supper.


«Indeed, two women, a Viennese and a Ruthene, got into a spat over who had the earlier place in the line at the store,» Duke Ernest Jindrich Zibulka z Kolovrat told him the next morning. «One sent her child to fetch her sons and within half an hour the hair-pulling and screaming bloomed into a true riot. Thanks be, the police were able to keep it in the park and did not need to call in the army.»


István shook his head and sipped tea.


«So, What news from—»


The door opened and a footman in livery from the previous century announced, “His Grace Archduke Rudolph of Inner Austria and the Tyrol.” István and Duke Ernest both got to their feet, bowing as Rudolph sauntered in. Every last bit of excess flesh had been pared from the archduke’s frame, or so it appeared. Was the House or one of the Powers devouring Rudolph from within? Or was it something common, like a cancer? The archduke carried a ribbon-wrapped folder of papers, which he set on the table beside Duke Ernest’s couch.


Rudolph took a seat, accepted some of the tea from the fresh pot that appeared as if from the empty air, and waved with his free hand. “Please be seated.” István returned to his chair and Ernest climbed back onto his couch. “Eszterházy, look at the papers. Duke Jindrich has already seen them.” Rudolph drank a sip before adding, “Those few that he did not write himself.”


Thus warned, István set his tea aside and picked up the folder. It felt heavier than it should be, and István untied the brown ribbons with care. Inside was information about the German army, including something that sent István’s eyebrows shooting up to his hairline and made his blood-pressure rise almost as high. No, don’t think, just skim, he reminded himself, turning pages. He stopped at a small, fat booklet, printed on heavy glazed paper that reminded him of the old cartridge wrappers, but stiffer. The title and contents were in Russian, and after trying to puzzle out the first exhortation-heavy pages, he closed the booklet again and continued leafing through the other documents.


By the time he finished, Duke Ernest and Archduke Rudolph had finished a private conversation, or were concluding it, judging by the small hand gestures, ear twitches, and the duke’s busy tail-tip. Duke Ernest lacked only a white band around his neck to keep him from looking like a True-dragon priest, at least in dim light. Dark indigo on his head, chest, and forelegs shaded into true black, with silver-black talons, silver whiskers, and dark gold eyes. István wondered privately if Duchess Lili made her husband wear pale colors to bed, so she wouldn’t trip over him if they both got up in the night. István reached for his now-cold tea, finished the cup, and set it down without rattling the china.


«Your thoughts?»


István looked from Ernest to Rudolph and back. “Your Grace, this makes me feel less than charitable about our erstwhile allies.”


“Erstwhile or putative?” Rudolph inquired.


“Yes, Your Grace.” István considered for a moment. “I am sympathetic to the German complaint about Britain’s conduct on the seas—exquisitely sensitive, given the blockade’s effects within the empire. But even so, I am not entirely convinced that unrestricted submarine warfare will force Britain out of the war before it . . . well, before the Americans and others do something,” he lifted the folder, “if these are correct. The Americans do tend to talk more than they act.”


Rudolph snorted and Duke Ernest turned his forefoot palm up, wiggling his thumb and fifth talons back and forth. «For all that they are not quite the cowboys of the Wild West shows, the Americans do seem to act on impulse. My contacts in Mexico say that once Pancho Villa killed people in an American desert town, half the U.S. Army came after him.» Ernest picked up his own large teacup. «Granted, they also got lost and failed to arrest Villa after more than a month of searching, using airplanes as well as cars and cavalry, but as you say, when they reacted, they over-reacted.»


“That said,” Rudolph began, “the American President, Wilson, held his office by promising to stay out of our war, and his Foreign Minister is so against the war that he might as well be a, ah,” he rubbed three fingers together as he sought for the word.


«A Moravian Brother, Your Grace?» Ernest winked at István.


“Quaker, that’s it.” Rudolph began playing with the piece of raw garnet hanging from his watch chain. “But I do not trust them if the rest of that nation grows agitated.”


“Which is quite possible, should the Germans sink enough American shipping, or American citizens are killed on board a British or French, or even Russian, ship.” István reached for his teacup, froze as the footman finished refilling it and removed the pot, then picked up the delicate red-and-gold cup and saucer.


«I am also not pleased with Ludendorff and Hindenburg’s ideas for Poland and Silesia, your grace, Count Eszterházy.» Duke Ernest waved the tip of his tail as his ears went flat against his head. «They act as if they wish to turn the German state, from factory to farm to the fish in the lakes, into one army supply depot. And to add Poland and our lands to that depot.»


“They do take the fabled Teutonic efficiency a bit too far, at least in their ideas, Your Grace,” István said. “I don’t think it can be done, not with the Reichstag standing in the way now that their Social Democrats have decided to cease supporting the army without question.”


“The German people are as hungry as those of the empire,” Rudolph reminded them. “I doubt the workers in the Ruhr or the Pomeranian farmers will be so happy to work harder and receive less for however long is necessary to defeat the French, British, and Russians.”


«The Houses won’t. No matter how loyal to Kaiser Wilhelm personally, the Houses must take care of their own first, and that does not mean unthinking loyalty to the army.»


Something inside István stirred, a warning or perhaps a germ of an idea. “Will they Your Graces? House Szekeres has already expelled True-dragons, even a True-dragon who is the mother of the Head of the House. Should the situation become desperate enough, will all the Houses remain true or will more fail their weaker or less convenient members?” House Szárkány had sufficient resources to care for everyone, but that could change. Other Houses did not share that blessing.


Duke Ernest’s eyes flashed open, his whiskers snapped straight out, and his ears lay so flat they might have been one with his skull. «They what?»


“Aunt Claudia is now in the care of House Szárkány because she was thrown out without bag, gem, or allowance, Your Grace. I fear there are others we do not yet know about.”


“Perhaps His Majesty needs to reinforce his earlier example,” a deadly voice purred. István saw that Rudolph’s narrowed eyes had shifted to their true dried-blood color, and his thin lips had spread into a line. The line curved up oh-so-slightly at the ends, and István crossed himself without thinking. Duke Ernest leaned back on his couch, as if preparing to flee. “That is not acceptable behavior for any House, no matter the emergency or the dearth. Count Eszterházy, did Lady Claudia leave of her own free will?”


“No, Your Grace, she did not. She was forced out, and sent—or rather, my lords—shipped north in a freight car along with a small container of her personal possessions.”


Whoever made the couch, István observed, had anticipated the grip of an upset True-dragon. The leather puckered, but Duke Ernest’s talons did not pierce the material. “Ich sehe.” I see. Archduke Rudolph’s quiet words chilled István to the marrow. How does he put so much threat into three syllables?


A clatter of dishes, no doubt deliberate, broke the tension in the air, as a maid and two footmen finished setting out a meal. “And I am, as usual, a poor host for asking you to a discussion without offering the chance to break your fasts.” The deadly power behind the archduke’s words vanished, at least for the moment. “Come.”


The three men dined on marrow soup with buckwheat pancake strips, chicken, and lightly sweet, creamy custard made from chestnut flour. «Much better than chestnut bread, Your Grace,» Duke Ernest said. «My compliments.»


“Chestnut bread is tolerable so long as one knows it is chestnut,” Rudolph drawled, playing with his wineglass. The swirling pale red wine inside the thin crystal fascinated István. “It is when one is surprised by chestnut, or maize, that dining loses its pleasure.”


«Indeed. Unexpected maize in the bread can be» the duke’s amber eyes narrowed, «problematic for some, and socially difficult as well.»


Oh, yes, the little maize problem True-dragons suffer from. The grain appeared to be one of the few things a True-dragon’s digestion failed to adapt to. That failure had been, on at least one occasion, memorably spectacular.


István leaned forward. “Your Grace,” he nodded to Rudolph. “Pardon if my frankness crosses the bounds, Your Grace, but if, God forbid, the Americans do become involved in the war, can the Germans deal with them?”


Rudolph raised one eyebrow and pointed to Ernest with his wineglass.


Ernest wagged one forefoot, palm down. «Maybe and no, Your Grace, Count Eszterházy. Maybe if Russia collapses and leaves the war. Otherwise, I think not. They are the arsenal for Britain, or close to it, as it stands, despite their purported neutrality. My Mexican contacts believe that should the United States gird themselves for war, they will throw the balance to the Entente simply by weight of numbers. I, for one, am not entirely certain that the United States are willing to fight, given the number of Germans and Irish living there, but Spain thought the like and . . .»


Rudolph made a cutting gesture with his free hand. “But that is in the future, if it happens at all, and I do not believe the Americans are that foolish. It is Russia that worries me. That booklet?”


István nodded. “Yes, Your Grace.”


“It seems their Communists make our Social Democrats and Socialists look like exemplars of moderation and wisdom. This Lenin person, the one the Germans have been supporting, for reasons whose wisdom I greatly question,” Rudolph paused to inhale after the spate of words. “Lenin claims his supporters can bring about a revolution in Russia and that the army, peasants, and workers support him and will rush to his banner.”


“The last time the peasants and workers tried that, it went poorly. When the army officers rebelled, it went equally poorly, Your Grace.” At least, what István recalled reading, which was why Lenin and the others all lived in France and Switzerland and issued calls for blood and bread from comfortable apartments well away from the Czar’s police.


“But the war was not going as poorly, nor was it led by Tsar Nicholas himself,” Rudolph said, pointing one thin finger at István’s chest. “Tsar Nicholas is a well intentioned weakling who allows his wife and that religious madman to run the empire, with results we all know. And she is German and gave birth to a single son, a sickly boy at that, which is something the people cannot seem to forgive in her, or so our ears in the court and the street claim. Nicholas must make a decision, which he cannot do with everyone yelling in his ear.” Rudolph shook his head. “Another attack from Russia would not surprise me, General Pavel von Schwarzenberg’s assurances notwithstanding. It will be like a wounded animal lashing out.”


István and Duke Ernest exchanged looks, and Ernest’s whiskers drooped. After all, the Russians had come within ten kilometers of his lands in 1914, and he’d lost factories in Lemburg. István shared the sentiment, but did not say so aloud.


“Now,” Rudolph said. “What news for me, little Stephen?”


István sorted through his mental notes. “I suspect 1917 will be recorded as the Year of the Turnips, Your Grace, although we,” he used one hand to take in all three men, “are not as badly off as some. The people are not happy, Your Grace, but I have seen and heard no talk against His Majesty. There is more talk about perfidious Bohemians, or Ruthenes, or Polish separatists, and so on, and more anti-Jewish talk in the open than I recall hearing before. The supplies from Romania helped, especially the livestock, Your Grace. And not losing the mines. The Houses are not happy either, but . . .”


«But we all earned our rank and station in the past, Your Grace. If God wills that we must re-earn it, then so be it.»


“Ah, yes, and Your Grace, there are already questions about the children’s trains running again this year. Parents have been approaching my factor and managers to see if we can find places for their children already, Your Grace. And some of my farmers want help again. It seems the fields have another bumper crop of stones already.”


Rudolph and Ernest both smiled at the last. «Despite the tales from North America, I highly doubt that they truly have that many stone-free hectares, your Grace.»


“Indeed.” Rudolph allowed the butler and footmen to clear the table of all but the wine decanter before continuing. “The children’s trains will run again. His Majesty is planning on it, again paid for by the imperial household.The War Food office is also preparing a re-allotment of civilian rations, based on better knowledge of who needs how much. And changing the cards again, to try and slow the black marketeers.”


The men continued discussing matters for another hour before Rudolph dismissed them. “Thank you, Duke Jindrich, Count Eszterházy, for your presence. His Majesty—” A loud thump on the door, followed by quieter knocks, caught their attention. “What?” Even as the archduke spoke, István felt a shift and a ripple at the edge of the House and guessed the news.


Archduke Rudolph called, “Come in.”


The messenger rushed into the room, letting in a wash of cold air as he did, and looked from one man to another. “Your pardon Your Grace, my lord, but is Count Eszterházy here?”


“His Highness Prince Miklos has died,” István said.


“Ah, my lord, not as of half an hour ago, but Duke Zúard requests your presence at Eisenstadt as soon as possible.”


István shook his head. “His Highness Prince Miklos has passed.” He and Rudolph crossed themselves. “Thank you for the news and I will attend Prince Zúard as soon as His Grace permits.”


Rudolph nodded. “Go, and give His Majesty’s condolences to the family. I will inform him myself of the Palatine’s death.”


István bowed to Rudolph. “Thank you, Your Grace.” He sketched a shallower bow to Duke Ernest. “Your Grace.”


«Go, and take my condolences with you. His Highness was a good man and his calm council will be missed.»


“Thank you, Your Grace, and it will.”



[image: * * *]



After the private funeral Mass, István offered his condolences to Prince Pavel Miklos Zúard Eszterházy. The new prince ran a hand over his balding pate. He’d always reminded István of a komondor dog—heavy, strong, and very direct in taking care of his own interests. He seemed a touch less heavy now, and sported thinner hair on top of his head, but the overall impression remained unchanged. “Thank you, Count István. It was time, I think. He never acted quite the same after Catherine’s death.” István tried to recall who Catherine was, then remembered her. She’d been the oldest child, a daughter, who’d died of complications of childbirth just after the war had begun. Prince Miklos’s wife had died twenty years ago at least, in a boating accident on Lake Hallstatt.


“You are welcome, Your Highness.”


“How is your House doing?”


István shrugged a little. “We survive, Your Highness. House Sárkány has been blessed thus far, compared to many.”


“Indeed. We live in hard times, Cousin.”


István inclined his head in agreement and prayed that they would not grow any harder.
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[image: 8: Old Acquaintances]


The riot interrupted István’s half-nap. What now? Except he knew very well what that sound, and the crack of breaking glass, and the yelling, meant. He’d gotten into Budapest so late that he’d found a room for the night rather than calling for a carriage from the town palace. The beastly weather, freezing sleety rain driven by winds that cut through rather than going around, had something to do with his decision. That same rain and wind made the riot in progress outside his hotel even more surprising.


Morbid curiosity brought him to the window. He peered out into the morning light, searching for the cause of the commotion. Not on his block, not yet, but he could see the chaos unfolding across the next intersection. Women in dark coats and heavy skirts surged back and forth, men mixed in with them, yelling and shrieking in Hungarian, German, and Bohemian. The trouble seemed to be outside of a food shop. István had passed by the line the night before on his way in from the train station. Women had sat on chairs, mats, and blankets, in a line that already stretched several hundred meters by two hours after midnight. He’d been astonished despite his exhaustion. Now he just wanted the noise to go away, and the rioters with it.


“How dare you—!”


“You damn Jew price-fixer!”


“Justice and bread, justice and bread!”


“Thief! This flour is bad!”


“He’s hiding the real flour! Arrest him!”


“Arrest him!” The call grew louder and louder, taken up by hundreds of women, in German and Hungarian. “Arrest him, arrest him!”


István let the curtain drop and finished dressing, wishing Szombor had come with him. Instead, his valet waited at the town palace on the other side of the bridges. István got his tie right on the second try, then descended to breakfast, such as it was.


The other diners and the staff in the restaurant’s crimson-papered dining room discussed the ongoing commotion in hushed tones, as if they feared that the women outside might overhear. “He was selling light weight,” one waiter explained to another diner, a businessman, István guessed. “Then a woman came back with her children and a neighbor and said he’d added,” the voice dropped lower, “sawdust and ashes.”


And with that all hell breaks out, István thought. “Tea and bread with jam.” István showed his waiter his ration cards.


“Very good, gracious sir. Would sir care for a bit of ham as well?”


“Yes, if it is true ham.”


The waiter did not blink or hesitate. “From the hotel’s own pigs, sir.” He swept István’s card off the table and shambled off. He returned five minutes later with tea, a half-loaf of dark bread with a suspicious yellow dusting on top of the crust, a thimble-full of jam-like something, and a piece of ham so thin István could read the name on the hotel’s china through the slice. The cook’s knife must have been far sharper than István’s razor. That, or perhaps the cook also worked as a barber. But the slice tasted like ham, and the bread contained no grit or strange flavors.


Once István reached the Eszterházy town palace in Buda, he found a surprise waiting for him. “Cousin Imre!”


“Welcome back, Cousin István.” Imre stood up and crossed the library, hand extended. As always, his smooth, graceful way of moving reminded István of a dancer, except no ballerina had such a strong grip and blocky body. Imre looked almost more Slav than Magyar, at least to István, and could be as stubborn as any Galician peasant farmer. “Mátyás thought you’d be here yesterday.”


“I would have, except for the slow trains and bad weather. How are you?”


They shook and separated. “Fine, considering things. You?”


István wondered how honest he should be with his odd relation. “I’m well, considering the past few days’ events. You heard about Prince Miklos?”


Imre lifted the lapel on his black jacket.


“I see. Your family?”


“Father is busy, as always. So is Frederic,” his brother. “We are trying to get working conditions in the factories improved, but the fat capitalists refuse to . . .” and he was off on one of his lectures.


By now István anticipated the sermons, and he sat down as Imre pontificated, warming his hands on the small fire in the hearth and pretending to listen. Apparently Imre had slipped back into the socialist fold after his flirtation with Magyar nationalism. Or he was planning to, and wanted to see if he could shock István. After the morning’s excitement, István felt too tired for shock.


“. . . especially for the women. There are women’s labor laws for a reason, damn it.”


István raised one hand. “Wait. You now have women on the factory floor, working the heavy equipment?”


“Of course.”


“What kind of woman—come in, Mátyás,” István beckoned to his brother, who limped in through the doorway behind Imre and took the other chair by the fire before his cousin could grab it.


Imre’s square face flushed. “What kind of woman works the factory floor? Any woman who can do the work.”


“Ugh. I know we are at war and need labor, but really, Cousin, that’s not good.”


Mátyás frowned. “Why not, István?”


The quiet question surprised István. “Because, well, women should be at home, taking care of the family, or doing women’s work if they have to earn a few pennies more. Sewing, cleaning, nursing perhaps, not something as hard and dangerous as factory labor.”


Imre’s flush darkened to an angry red. “What world are you living in, Cousin? How are women supposed to feed their children without work? And don’t tell me their husbands will do it, not with the men at war.”


“By doing women’s work,” István repeated.


Mátyás shook his head. “Women’s work is now whatever they can find to do. It takes money and points together to purchase food and fuel, and clothes, and medicine—to get anything. And there is not enough laundry or mending in all of Budapest to feed a family of six without a father.”


“But the charity groups, the women’s groups, the government assistance—”


Imre’s cutting motion interrupted István. “Not meant for this, and not enough. For the Head of a House you are rather naive, Cousin. There are women who work for ten hours, then go sit in line for another ten, then try to feed their children and get some rest before going back to work. And that is if they got in line early enough to get anything.”


“It can’t be—” but he stopped himself. István had seen the lines, the riots. “Alright, so it can be that bad. But not for most women, and not enough that they are doing heavy work.”


Mátyás shook his head again. “They’d work the saws in the yard if I would hire them, which I can’t do. Too dangerous in skirts. They don’t work in the foundries, either.”


“Yet,” Imre added. “Although most men are barely strong enough to do that work, as little food as they eat and as hard as their employers are squeezing them.” He folded his arms, the portrait of stubbornness. “Mark my words, Cousin, come warm weather all hell will break loose unless the government changes and the emperor goes.”


István shot to his feet. “You go too far, Cousin Imre.” Imre’s mouth opened, then closed, and pale replaced red in his face. “His Majesty is what holds the empire together. Recall, if you will, that the Entente and the United States have promised to break us apart into at least five different countries if they have their way. His Majesty is doing everything he can to keep us together, to keep the Houses and all the other people together and safe. Or do you want Galicia and Poland handed back to Russia to chew on?”


“Russia won’t be around to chew anything, not once the revolution starts,” Mátyás ventured from his chair.


“And who says if that Lenin person, or one of the other would-be revolutionary leaders does take over, the fighting will stay east of our border?”


Imre gulped and backed up a step. “Your pardon, Lord István. You are correct, and I retract my earlier statement, spoken in haste and anger.”


No, you said what you truly believe, but I’m not going to challenge you, not now. “Thank you. I accept your apology.” István sat again, Imre found a chair, and Ferenk appeared in the doorway with a tray of tea things. “Thank you, Ferenk. I managed to see one of your riots this morning, Imre.”


“Where?”


István told him, then concentrated on not dropping the teacup as he handed it to Mátyás. “At first they were blaming each other, like they did in Vienna, but finally they settled on demanding the arrest of the grocer.”


“I’m surprised we have not had a full out war between the Czechs and Magyars yet,” Imre said. He poured his own tea. “Another thing to look forward to come spring.”


István looked his question at Mátyás, hoping to prevent an Imre sermon. Mátyás caught the hint, or maybe he also wanted to forestall a lecture. “We don’t have enough hunger yet, or enough agitation from the nationalists yet, for a true national riot, not like Vienna suffers.”


“The rifts are there, though. His Majesty will have to pull a miracle out of his— hat,” Imre said.


István didn’t want to believe his relatives but, on the other hand, he could all too easily imagine the trouble. He decided to shift the topic a little. “So, are you applying for a goat, Cousin?”


“A what?”


“A goat. Some of the charities are pooling their finds to buy goats and whistle-pigs and rabbits for people to raise in the cities for food, and for milk.” István smiled at his cousin’s astonished expression.


“I’d like to see someone milk a whistle-pig,” Mátyás said, grinning.


“You could make a fortune selling black-market rabbit milk,” István suggested to a still surprised Imre.


His cousin finally recovered his wits. “Bulk sales only, and it is not truly funny. If the state cannot feed the people, then the state has lost its legitimacy.”


“The job of the state is not to feed the people, it is to protect them and to govern well enough that they can grow their own food without having it stolen. Enough, Imre. I’m tired, the funeral was draining, and I am not in the mood for a lecture.”


Imre grumbled but subsided, for the moment. “I’m here because I’m on my way to Graz to look into one of the plants there. We’re having reports of poor quality and Father wants to know why.”


“Good luck,” Mátyás said. “Especially if that’s the one that uses the raw ore from Germany.”


“It is. And that’s what bothers me, but enough of that.”
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The next day, István looked at the papers strewn across the second desk in his brother’s office and shook his head. “I don’t want to believe this.”


“Which ‘this’?”


“Either of them.” He looked up at Mátyás, then to the ceiling, then back at his brother. “The diet has, tentatively, with great reservation and question,” he read, “agreed to grant the franchise to any man who has served in the military or who is on active duty. Including reserves, without property qualification or religious tests required.” István shook his head a little.


“Oh, that will set off the Magyar Nationalists and the nobles.”


“Not just Magyar, because His Majesty wants similar rights granted to all men in the empire.”


Mátyás whistled. “Ay yay yay, that’s dangerous. The diets and parliaments will never, ever agree to it.”


“And I don’t want to believe that the only source for these parts is through this Tisza Enterprises.”


“What’s wrong with Tisza Enterprises? They have connections, and they are the only people who have those parts right now.”


István thumbed through the pages, looking for a name. “This is the problem—Col. Georg Tisza.” He looked at Mátyás, trying to decide how much his brother needed to know. “We crossed paths several times in the army. He was abusing his position, abusing his Gift in order to manipulate his superiors and fellow officers, and, hmmm.” I don’t have proof, but Mátyás needs to know. “I saw strong suggestions that he was dealing goods and favors in the black market in 1914, and I do not believe that he has reformed since.” And he deliberately sent a messenger under false pretenses so that I was injured too badly to fight and might still end up more crippled than Mátyás.


Mátyás pursed his lips and frowned, his eyes shifting as he glanced to the side. “I . . . Those are serious accusations. You know he was misusing a Gift?”


“My hand to the Lord, I felt him. He tried it on me. He’s good, probably self-trained—maybe he had some basic shielding technique but he’s not in any House that I know of.” The Houses didn’t have a monopoly on people with Gifts, after all.


“I’ll have Mr. Horthy look for other sources, but the Germans are no longer selling those parts outside their borders, ‘due to imperial need,’ or so I was told.” Mátyás drummed his fingers on the desk. “But if Horthy can’t find anything, then we’ll have to deal with Tisza. And it could be a different Col. Georg Tisza.”


István doubted his brother’s confidence, but said, “It is possible.” And the war might end tomorrow with the Serbs petitioning to join the empire, and Britain might attack France. All were equally likely. “Whatever we find, I do not want to buy anything black market.”


“Imre’s right. You’re too idealistic and stubborn, Brother. Come down from the mountains and acknowledge the real world.” Mátyás folded his arms. “We have to deal with the black market. We have no choice. Most people who buy illegal or over-priced goods don’t have any choice. Otherwise they wouldn’t do it, either.”


“Coffee is not vital to one’s survival, my private plaints to the contrary notwithstanding,” István began.


“Pish. Oh, look around, Lord István, for once.” Mátyás heaved himself to his feet and limped over to where István sat, leaned on the desk, and locked eyes with his astonished brother. “People are on the edge of starvation. Women are working outside of the house so they can feed their children. Hell, Brother, soldiers are sending rations home to help their families! Our soldiers, not just the Germans, no matter what the War Information Office people claim. If your choices are starvation, watching your children dwindle, or paying ten times too much for cheese because you know it is real cheese and the seller won’t ask for ration points, what are you going to do? Let your daughter starve so your conscience will be clean?”


That bad, Brother? Why haven’t you said anything? She’s family, part of the House. But István knew very well why Mátyás would not say anything. I’ll play along for now, Brother, but once the war ends . . . “No, but if there is any way at all we can find any source, any legal source, that meets quality standards, go there first, cost be damned. But we can’t afford to buy a foundry to make them ourselves, unless, these,” he waved at the books behind him, “Are not the real account books.”


“You don’t understand, do you?” Mátyás refused to be deflected.


István folded his arms and glared back. “I understand very well. That’s why most of the funds that should go to my household budget, or to the House’s reserves, are now going to helping those House members who no longer have any support. Do you have any idea, Mátyás, just how many men from our House alone are missing or Russian prisoners? And how many children and aging parents and other dependents they have? Or how hard it is for a hungry woman with small children to work as a forester? Because some are trying, so that Gellért won’t hire a man to replace their only means of support, in case he comes back soon.”


Mátyás met his stare for a few seconds more before looking away. “Damn and blast it.”


“I’ve seen enough of that for two lifetimes, thank you.”


Mátyás limped back to his own seat and sat firmly enough to send dust out of the cushion. “How’s Mother?”


“She’s not here. She’s in 1890, writing letters to long-dead relatives and talking about how her nieces and nephews are growing so well.” István shook his head. “I think it’s better for all of us if she—if she is not dragged back to the present.” She seemed happy, or at least happier than she had before her most recent spell, and Jirie and Clara and the other servants were no longer spending hours trying to explain why they could not grant some desire. And Barbara no longer had to placate Lady Marie after her latest fruitless shopping or coffee excursion.


Mátyás made a sympathetic noise, and both men returned to their work. István finished looking over the books, signed what he needed to, made a few notes on things he had questions about, including repeating his concerns about Tisza Enterprises, then got ready to return to the town palace.


Mátyás looked up from confirming an army order. “What do you think about requesting some war prisoners to work for us? Not in the main mill, but in the yard where we need strong backs?”


István thought about it. “I’m not in favor, not really. I know the prisoners need to earn their keep, but they’re Slavs, Russian Slavs. Stubborn, sneaky, lazy unless their bellies are empty. I mean, they make good soldiers and farmers, but I’m not sure we’d gain much by trying to have them work in the yard or mill.”


“Do many of them speak Hungarian or Bohemian? That you know of,” Mátyás asked.


“I didn’t stop to ask, those times we got close to each other.” The memories began playing and István fought them back down. “Some of the officers might speak German or French.”


His brother sniffed. “No help then, and I’m not going to ask our men to learn Russian. There’s no point to wasting the time on a language they’ll never use. I’ll tell Major Krupkii we have no place for them at the moment.”


“Do that. I’m off then.”


Mátyás started struggling to his feet and István waved him back. “Give my regards to your lady.”


István nodded. “I will. We’ll see you come summer at Nagymatra?”


“Perhaps. Unless the Army changes the train schedules again.” His eloquent sigh took in the difficulties of shipping, the fluctuating schedules, and the slowness of repairs.


“Understood. God be with you.”


“And with you.”
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“Thanks be to God!” Barbara’s happy cry met István as he walked into the library at Nagymatra.


“What?”


She held out one of the newspapers that had come earlier that day, while he’d been out speaking to Hans, the huntmaster, and Master Gellért about plans for the fall. István took the paper and read. “Amen.” He dropped the paper on the table as Barbara embraced him, holding him close and weeping onto his shoulder.


“The war will end soon, won’t it? If the Russians won’t fight, the war has to end for the empire,” she sniffed into his ear.


“May it please God, I hope so,” he said. István knew better in his heart, but he couldn’t bring himself to darken Barbara’s happiness. Through no fault of her own, that anyone could tell, her milk had dried up and they’d had to put Erzsébet on goat milk like her brother. Barbara had mourned the loss, certain that she’d failed as a mother, and Magda, the nurse, had been unable to convince her otherwise. István just held Barbara and made what he hoped were soothing noises. He felt a little guilty, since he’d wanted his daughter weaned so he could enjoy marital congress with his wife. Now he kept silent, holding Barbara and allowing himself to hope, just barely hope, that perhaps this might be the beginning of peace.


“Weeeeeee!” He heard the patter of feet and felt something, or rather someone, hit the back of his legs with a firm thump. “Ma, Ma, mamamamamamamam no!” Little Imre bounced on pudgy legs, very fresh from a bath, judging by the damp trail leading out of the library and the damp patches on his father’s trouser leg—and his state of undress. “No, no, no!” He grinned up at his father.


“Imre, come back, oh! I’m sorry my lord, my lady,” Magda said.


Barbara wiped her eyes with one hand and grabbed Imre’s fist with the other. He babbled something, apparently very pleased with having escaped the nursery. “Imre, you are not to go running around without clothes on,” Barbara scolded, leading the toddler to Magda.


“No! no, no, nonononono,” Imre flopped to the floor, or tried to, but his mother’s grip was too strong, and his nurse caught him before he could hurt anything. “Noooooo!”


His wail of protest rang through the lodge and probably scared any deer still lingering south of Poland into flight, István thought as his ears rang. “I’m glad he’s no longer so quiet,” he ventured.


The women gave him a look that suggested he might regret those words at some point. “The mountain air is good for children, my lord,” Magda said, resting an unhappy Imre on her hip and carrying him off to get dressed.


Barbara wiped her hand dry on her skirt. “I’m glad Aunt Claudia is so good with children. And with Lady Marie.”


“As am I.” There was no ill wind but blew a little good, and Claudia had been worth her weight in prime timber ever since she’d joined his household. She even ate less than most True-dragons, as far as István could tell. He walked over to the desk and picked up the mail, sorting through the letters. Barbara already had the newspapers in order for him to read. He preferred being at Nagymatra for many reasons, including the distance from bad news. By the time anything reached them, the urgency had already passed. He wondered again how his father could have tolerated living in Budapest for so long.


“Dear,” Barbara interrupted his mental wandering. “Can . . . can we make peace without Germany? I mean the Americans are only at war with Germany, not with us. Could we . . .” Her words trailed off as István started to shake his head, then stopped.


He took a deep breath. Then he set the mail down, walked over, and closed the door, checking outside for inadvertent listeners. “I do not know. I am not in the Foreign Ministry, and I do not know exactly what our agreement with Germany entails. I do know it would be dishonorable, but—”


“But sinking ships from below without warning is also dishonorable, no matter what the German Navy says,” Barbara said. Anger snapped in her eyes. “And do not try to tell me that it is the same as hunting deer from behind bushes like my brother-in-law claims. Those are people in those ships.”


Where is this coming from? Oh, Father Jozip I suspect. He’s a Franciscan at heart, as well as by Order. István preferred Fr. Martin as his confessor. Fr. Jozip’s penances tended to be more strenuous than seemed reasonable, at least the few times István had sought his council. “I won’t argue with you, my lady. But I suspect his Majesty and the Foreign Minister and Gen. Schwarzenberg have discussed the matter and will do what is best for the country as well as what is the most honorable.”


“I hope you are right, my lord husband.”


That night, when István approached Barbara, she did not refuse his attentions.


The dawn twilight had just begun fading the stars when Agmánd and Aunt Claudia scratched on the bedroom door. «My lord?» István drew on a robe and tried to keep from waking Barbara, stepping out of the bedroom.


«Yes?» He had a dreadful feeling that he knew the news.


Aunt Claudia looked up at him. «My Lord, I regret to tell that you that Lady Marie has joined Lord Janos.»


“Thanks be to God,” István whispered without realizing it.


«She passed in her sleep,» Claudia said.


Agmánd nodded. «Shall I inform the staff, my lord?»


Through the partly open door, István heard Barbara make a sound. He said silently, «No, I’ll tell everyone. Stay quiet for now, and I’ll inform Lady Barbara, then the staff, those who do not already know.»


The two True-dragons bowed. «Very good, my lord. Please accept my most sincere condolences,» Agmánd said.


“Thank you. You may go.”


István returned to the room and knelt beside the bed. Thank you, holy Lord. Thank you for your mercy. Thank you for easy passings. Please, holy Lord, may Mother’s sprit rest in peace. He prayed for several more minutes before waking Barbara.


The next few days passed in a blur, much as had the days following Lord Janos’s death. The afternoon following Marie’s death, a doctor from Eger came up to the house and issued a death certificate. “I understand that she had been unwell for some time, my lord?”


“Yes, Dr. Samsa. Her health began to decline after my father’s death last year, and she’s had several strokes.”


The physician made a sympathetic noise and signed the certificate. “The past year has been trying, especially for the very old and very young.” He gave István a shrewd look. “And for those more actively serving their nation.”


István felt his temper starting to rise. “Indeed. And old injuries often return to plague even the otherwise young and fit-seeming, Dr. Samsa.” You do not want to see what my back looks like.


“Indeed, my lord.” The narrow-eyed doctor took his fee, bowed, and departed. István watched his carriage disappear from sight. Then he sat in the chair behind his desk with a heavy thump, firmly enough to make his back protest. He closed his eyes and let his awareness drift to the House.


He sensed sorrow, respect for Lady Marie, and consolation. As when his father had died, the Catholic members of the House would join and say a rosary later that evening for Lady Marie, while the Protestants prayed their own way. István felt numb.


“István, what’s the matter?” his sister Judit asked two days later. She and her husband, Freiherr Walter Herald von Eschingen, had arrived a few hours before from Munich. They’d been on their way to Budapest to visit Mátyás, but had continued to Eger and Nagymarta once Mátyás told them the news. “Why aren’t you in mourning?”


“I am.”


She shook her head. “You don’t seem sad, or act as if you miss Mother. Not like you were when Father died, God grant him rest.”


István crossed himself, as much from habit as from faith. “Father’s passing was a surprise, Judit. Mother . . .” The mother we knew disappeared six months ago. I’ve been mourning for half a year at least. But he couldn’t tell her that. She wouldn’t understand. “Mother started fading in January.”


“But she was still here.”


No, Judit, she wasn’t. “I’m sorry, Judit. You know that the rosary will be tonight?”


“Yes.” She wiped her eyes with a handkerchief. “And the funeral will be tomorrow?”


“No.” István turned, hands clasped behind his back, looking at the cold fireplace. “Two more days. There were some,” he considered his words. “Scheduling difficulties.” The priest at St. Barbara’s had balked at conducting the Mass because Lady Marie had died without having received extreme unction. Thanks be that Fr. Martin harbored no such qualms, and neither had Bishop Hovaks in Eger. Something else Judit didn’t need to worry about.


“Oh?” Her question failed to draw an answer, and Judit gave her brother a cool look, then turned and left the library. He waited until her footsteps faded before settling into his favorite chair beside the cold fireplace. István leaned his head against the back of the seat and studied the pattern of stag heads and scrolls painted between the ceiling beams. He needed to speak with Fr. Martin about the funeral Mass. He needed to decide what to do about Clara and Jirina, now that Lady Marie no longer required their services. He needed to go to Kassa and give instructions to re-do part of the townhouse, and the same in Budapest. He needed to meet with representatives of the House’s families and start planning for winter. And he needed to at least pretend what he didn’t truly feel. He wondered when he would be able to do what he wanted to rather than what was necessary.


The rosary that evening offered more comfort than István had imagined. He felt the support and faith of the House, as well as their respect and love for his mother. Lady Marie had been the softer half of the House leadership, giving and approachable, supporting his father and acting as a link between the Head and the weaker House members. István sensed the sincere grief for her passing, and it comforted him. At the same time, guilt and doubt gnawed his heart: how could he and Barbara live up to his parents’ example? Holy Lord, it is said that You never send trials stronger than we can bear. Please dear Lord, please may the war end soon and the hunger with it.
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After the official mourning was complete, István resumed his duties to the House and the empire. And he blessed the Lord for sending Barbara into his life. With Agmánd’s assistance and advice, and council from Aunt Claudia, she’d taken over running the household. Jirina remained to assist Magda with the children and to serve as Barbara’s secretary. To his surprise, Clara turned down an offer from Barbara’s Rozemberk cousins to attend to one of the family dowagers. “No, thank you, my lord. My brother’s manager needs workers at the munitions plant in Linz. They pay well, with better rations, and the shifts are only twelve hours, not twenty-four. Lady Marie, God rest her soul, was a good woman but with all respect, my lord, I want to do something else.”


Nonplussed, all István could do was blink, write her an excellent reference, and send her with a travel bonus. Barbara had blinked as well. “She wants to do what?”


“Work in the imperial armaments plant in Lantz.” He shook his head as he held one of Erszébet’s toys just out of her reach, playing with her in her cradle.


“But she’s a proper woman, a lady.” Barbara started to say more, then caught herself.


István guessed what she’d been about to say. “Mátyás and Cousin Imre informed me that the world has changed. Apparently it has changed even more than we could have guessed.” His daughter gurgled and smiled, and he shook her little rabbit again, lowering the soft toy so she could pull it from his hand and chew on one paw.


Which raised an interesting question, István realized as he shaved the next morning. “Yes, that will be fine,” he told Szambor as the valet held up a shirt and collar for him. Clara had not been a member of the House. But what if Jirina or another House member wanted to leave the House’s lands and take work elsewhere. What responsibilities did they have to the House and vice versa? The men who left for seasonal work had always come home and had given part of their wages to the House as rent. The women rarely left unless they married out. István could not recall anything in the Chronicles that he’d read about a similar situation. Perhaps, he thought as Szombor finished arranging his collar and tie, he needed to go back to the years of the last major war and see what had been done.


He also needed to check with the Power. He’d shunted that duty aside for the past few weeks, but István could delay it no longer. The next morning he left the house early, two hours before sunrise. He took the trail past the shrine to St. Hubert, climbing up the ridge behind Nagymatra. He smelled fall in the air, and as the day began to grow lighter, glimpsed hints of fog below the ridge, banking up against the southern slope of the mountains. He hiked up the old, old trail until he came to the remains of what had been a watch post, back in the days of endless war. Only a few stones remained of the foundation, and trees had crept into the centuries-old clearing. They needed to harvest the edges of the opening, István decided. The trees looked big enough, and straight, well shaped for timber. He took off his small rucksack, set his hiking staff down, and crouched, burying his fingertips in the summer-warm soil.


The Power flashed into his mind. The now-familiar green-and-silver world appeared before his eyes, and he saw the Power’s lands, stretching over the Matra and into the plains to the north, brushing the mountains to the east as well. The land appeared healthy, like the House, although something felt just a bit off. Not wrong yet, and not bad or dangerous, but a little odd, like an instrument barely starting to go off key, or a single yellowing leaf on an otherwise healthy oak. István dropped the last of his defenses and let the Power take his mind with it. North and east, something lurked, watching. Galicia? No, Galicia remained null, twisted into itself, as if hiding. Something farther north, in the new Polish lands? No, the Matra said, and he glimpsed the northern Powers hissing toward Germany.


Germany. István looked for House Hohenzollern, but could sense only the faintest, weakest of presences from Brandenburg. The junior branch of the House felt far stronger, but of King Wilhelm of Prussia István sensed barely a hint. In contrast, Emperor Josef Karl stood clear, bright as the day star where he stood in Karlstein, south of Prague. The greater Powers—Austria, Bohemia, Pannonia—appeared equally strong to the Matra’s awareness, suggesting that the Emperor and his buffer were doing right by their people and lands. The Matra hinted to István that Josef Karl grew as Wilhelm Hohenzollern faded, drawing more energy and loyalty. István had never heard of such from the Powers, but then he’d never been Head and Guardian, and had never lived in times such as these before.


Did the Matra require anything of the Guardian? István flinched from the sense of disappointment at his recent absence and acknowledged the warning contained in the message. But no, for now the Matra was content, although the trouble to the north and east made it restless and wary. István concurred with the creature’s sense of trouble. Something had to happen with Galicia: it must either return from its strange defensive retreat or fade away and cede the land to another Power. The Power of the Matra showed no interest in the lowlands, in fact it felt wary of even brushing the edge of Galicia’s territory with its own energies in case the “not right” might spread somehow. István assured the Power that the House had no desire to expand, even if asked. The Power released him.


István came to himself facing north, sitting in the dew-soaked grass and watching the last morning star disappear into the pink and palest blue of dawn. Thank you, Lord, that His Majesty gets to deal with Bohemia and Galicia and I do not. His stomach growled, and he longed for coffee and a cigarette—and to sleep for the next few days. A handful of last-year’s nuts from the little bag in his rucksack assuaged his hunger for the moment, but István waited until he knew he’d fully returned to himself before trying to hike back to Nagymatra.


He wished Janos were still alive, then felt guilty for not wanting his mother back as well. But she could not have helped him, not much, even in her prime. István longed to ask his father what he’d done during the war with Germany, how the House had coped, and what he remembered of his grandfather’s actions during the wars with Napoleon and in 1848. But Janos could not answer, and István recalled all too well the story of Saul trying to speak to Samuel’s spirit. And of the frauds and harm inflicted by the so-called spiritualists and Gypsy spirit speakers. No, he’d have to go on as he’d begun and hope that the Lord would send wisdom enough that he wouldn’t make any fatal mistakes.
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Come November, the leaves turned colors and began to fall, the grape harvest finished, the grain harvest sat in the bins and bags, and Emperor Josef Karl called for a feast of thanksgiving for peace and the good harvest because Russia had signed a peace treaty with the empire and Germany, withdrawing from the war. Part of István rejoiced at the news and the sound of the few remaining church bells ringing out the joy. Part of him wondered what in the hell it had all been for? Nothing had changed in the east, aside from the new Poland, or at least those parts of Poland and Lithuania that the Germans were not systematically stripping down to the topsoil. They’d probably take that as well, if Ludendorff and Hindenburg could figure out how to do it, and if the soil grew anything besides fleas, pine trees, and wheat.


On the other hand, the news of Turkey’s collapse reached the mountains in late November. “Horse barbarians and the British brought the Ottomans to their end,” István observed from behind the paper.


«Indeed, my lord,» Agmánd said. «A rather poetic end for the heretics, to be attacked by heathens without and atheists within.»


“Hmm, an interesting observation, Agmánd. I do not disagree.” Although István did wonder how much of the chaos would spill north, into the Balkans. He could practically hear the knives being sharpened as Bulgaria, Romania, Greece, and Russia salivated at the prospect of carving up what remained of the Ottoman Empire. Probably France would want the Mediterranean lands, and England had her fingers locked around the Suez Canal already. Italy seemed to be making noises as well, although what use they would have for the Balkans István failed to comprehend. Do they truly wish to refight the Dacian Wars? Because that would put them on our borders again, in Transylvania. And what are we going to do with Romania? He had a few ideas, the most charitable of which included a wall around the land and a pledge to stay out of the empire’s business for at least a decade. Although, if any of the rumors from Russia held truth, well, Romania and the Ruthenes had far greater concerns looming to the east.


Trouble always came from the east. István folded the paper and put it down. The Avars and Magyars, the Huns, the Tatars, the Ottomans and Russians—every invasion began in the east, even if it swung around the Carpathians and stabbed up the Danube. He imagined building a wall or barrier across the passes and sealing off the empire, shielding the Powers as well. Could it be done? Likely not, and the consequences might prove more interesting than he really wanted to think about. Ah well, he had enough on his hands with family, House, and empire.


Next year, István mused, allowing himself to hope as he caught a glimpse of his children playing on the verandah under Aunt Claudia and Magda’s careful supervision. Next year the war would end, peace would come again, and perhaps all would return to what had been before. Imre would enjoy playing in the sea at Trieste. Please Lord, may this be the beginning of the end, the first steps toward peace. Without Russia, Britain and France have to quit, no matter what noises the Americans are making. 
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“To His Grace Archduke Rudolph of Inner Austria and the Tirol, Greetings,” István read under his breath. The rest of the family and household had gone to bed already, tired from the relocation to Kassa from Nagymatra. Only now did István have a spare moment and thought to write the overdue letter that Archduke Rudolph had requested.


“Thank you for you kind expressions of concern and sympathy. Lady Marie was indeed full of years, and her charitable works and wise council will be greatly missed.” They had been missed since the previous winter, something Judit still failed to understand. Her last letter had belabored him once more for not mourning for their mother. “Your prayers and the series of Masses are greatly appreciated and bring comfort to Lady Marie’s family and her House.”


István stopped, turned his head, and sneezed. Apparently wet feet really did cause colds. He sniffed hard and returned to reading the letter. “As Your Grace has observed, discontent remains high in the country. Relief at Russia’s peace agreement has faded into resentment that all the soldiers are not home—right now, this moment. Even those who agree with my lord General Schwarzenberg’s slow removal of troops from the Eastern Front, and his shifting fresher men to the Italian and Romanian borders, wonder if he is moving too slowly and cautiously, since no threat exists to the southeast.” At least for the moment, that is. Once the Turks finish falling apart, or if the Russians can’t come to an orderly arrangement for a new government . . . Nothing in the House Chronicles boded well for Russia.


“The continued hunger and dearth raise more complaints. Yes, reforming the ration system and the better harvest have helped, but people want still more, because the war is over. Or so the bulk of the population believes, news from the Italian front notwithstanding. As Your Grace is aware, the Entente continues spreading rumors and insisting on supporting various nationalist groups. The American President’s most recent speeches have found their way to Kassa at the very least, and the offer to recognize each group’s right to have its own country is not smoothing the troubled waters. Your Grace should be aware that the recent election results do seem to favor the Crown, but I have no knowledge of the final vote tallies.” Actually, István had come to agree with those who favored limiting the franchise once more, to veterans who met certain property qualifications, but that faction had been overruled. His Majesty would not go back on his word, not after the effort he’d expended pushing the change through the various diets and parliaments within the empire. Even the Serbs had, with great grumbling and dark murmurs, agreed to the expanded franchise, which allowed all imperial veterans to vote, as well as the previous classes of voters. Or, in the case of Serbia, would eventually allow men to vote once they’d proven their loyalty to the empire.


“The market talk in Kassa and the surrounding area is that while His Majesty is a very good person, and that he does, indeed, mean well for the peoples of the empire, every other group is out to undermine its neighbors. Hungarians point to the Bohemians, who in turn blame Germans and Ruthenes for the unrest and the problems. The Ruthenes and Poles claim that the Germans and Hungarians have used the war as an opportunity to grab the best land, a notion I’m certain Your Grace will find as laughable as I do.” István preferred “foolish in the extreme” to “laughable,” but he’d already moderated his words once and paper cost a great deal of money now.


“Your Grace, the greatest concerns in the market are the high cost of everything, the scarcity of everything, when the men will return home, and when the war will end. All other concerns and complaints fade into mere shadows compared to those four. Even nationalism takes a freight car when hunger rides in a private first class carriage. I believe that if the empire can fend off Italy, and the Entente does not pull a diabolical miracle out of their hat, the empire will stand. His Majesty’s actions and words have soothed people, but a cold winter and hunger may undo some of his efforts.”


István skimmed over the other bits, some in code. Prying eyes had no need to glimpse his concerns for Galicia. Or the rumors about some Houses making noises about dividing into human and non-human branches, or denying rights to True-dragon members. Blast it, nationalism was one thing, and acknowledging the differences that God had placed between the bulk of the different races, but the Houses stood together. Or we’ll die together, István thought, watching shadows in his office. Do the fools not realize that without True-dragons and HalfDragons, our Houses will lose their strength and other advantages? Our right to rule comes from our effort, training, breeding, and the sacrifices we’ve made for our people. Throw that out and we have as much right to govern as do the so-called democrats. And István could well guess how that would turn out. Even Britain had a check on the rabble, or had once had a check. And the Americans? He snorted. Fickle as the wind and less useful, for all their talk of “liberty” and “the rights of men.” Hypocrites, the lot of them, mouthing platitudes about equality and freedom when they treated Red Indians and Negros worse than any Galician or Hungarian lord treated his peasants. Which the peasants knew, which was why they’d voted so strongly for the Crown’s political parties, or so István kept hearing. He’d be happier when the final results were officially announced.


The letter lay on his desk. He’d re-copy it onto proper paper in the morning. István snuffed the lamp and went to bed. The stack of blankets and feather-filled quilts keep the heat in, and the bed curtains helped too, but even so Barbara seemed to be shivering. He hugged her and she made a soft whimpering sound, then relaxed in his arms.


“Dear, I want another child,” Barbara informed her husband the next morning.


István blinked. You what? Ah, what do I say? If the look in her eyes is correct, I’d better say yes. “Ah, my lady, I will be happy to do all that I can to assist you in gaining your desire.” He also told his body that Barbara probably did not intend to begin at this very instant. His legal rights might permit it, but only an utter fool abused the person he slept with.


“Thank you.” She finished her tea and sighed. “Have you looked at the charity list for Christmas?”


That was far easier to answer. “Yes, my lady, I have. It is long.”


“It is, and Jirina and I have already removed several names, women who have older sons who are working, and even a few daughters who send money and food home.” She frowned, her dark, thin eyebrows drawing down, her full, red lips pursed. “And then there are the Novak daughters.”


“The Novak daughters?”


“They went to work on the farm near Monor, on the plain south of Budapest.”


If he was supposed to remember them, he couldn’t. “What is the difficulty? Have they married out?”


“No.” Her frown deepened. “They, ah, they consorted with some of the Russian prisoners working at the farm. One is with child.”


Anger and weariness warred inside István. “And I take it the father refuses to do his duty to her.”


“No. He wants to marry her and to stay.” Barbara sighed again. “But he is Russian Catholic and speaks no Hungarian. And her father refuses to make a decision.”


“Her father?” István tried to remember. “Janos Novak?”


She nodded. He drank a little of his tea, now almost cold, to buy time as he thought. “I’ll see to it. I’ve been called to Budapest, or rather, will be called to Budapest next week, I suspect, for the formal confirmation of the election results and for other business, and Monor is not that far.” And Barbara was correct: he couldn’t trust Janos Novak to do the right thing, whatever that was—not with a Russian involved. For that matter, István was not certain that even he could think clearly with a Russian soldier in the room, but he was also Head of the House and had to separate himself from his personal feelings. Damn, but his life would be simpler if all young women had as much sense as his wife did.


“Is... is something wrong?” Her plaintive words pulled him out of his building anger, and he caught himself, calming down.


“No, my lady, I just wish that all women had the wisdom that you do.”


She smiled, a smile that hinted at something more, but not for this moment.


Business before pleasure, he reminded himself sternly. Not in front of the servants. We’re Magyars, not Poles or Romanians, and servants are not field serfs.


“Do you have suggestions for the Christmas list, my lady?”


“I do, but later. I hear—” She stopped.


A firm voice carried through half the lodge, “Lord Imre, if you do not stop that at once, Sv. Miklos will leave your name out of his book and the krampus will carry you off!” Jirina’s voice came down the stairs. The sound of feet stopped, then reversed, and he heard giggling that shifted to a cry and “Noooooo!”


István started to ask if Barbara still wanted another child, then bit his tongue. “I see Jirina has been reading my books of stories from the Tirol,” he said instead.


“My nurse told me that the Tatars would carry us off if we were loud.”


If Imre continued as he’d started, his father suspected that he would scare the Tatars off on his own. “Or Suleiman,” István said.
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“Social Democrats, eighteen percent. Magyar Party, seventeen percent. Royal Imperial Party, forty-three percent. Catholic Worker Party, eleven percent. All other parties, five percent respectively, and that includes the Romanian Separatists, Land and Crown, and Protestant Workers,” Attila Gabor read to the assembled notables. “All votes have been tallied twice.”


I was right, István thought, smoothing his winter-thick mustache. The peasants and commoners supported the Crown, the cities went Socialist. Judging by who sat near whom in the diet’s main chamber, the Catholic Workers would side with the Royalists to dominate the diet, along with Land and Crown and possibly the Protestant Workers as well. Although István wasn’t so certain about the last, and he caught a glimpse of Gellért Hunyadi whispering behind his hand to Florian Horthy, of the reconstituted Magyar Socialist Party. The MSP leader frowned, eyes so narrow they almost looked shut, and made a cutting motion with one hand. Hunyadi returned his attention to Attila Gabor and Paul Szentgyörgy, the head of the Royal Imperial party.


István had backed the Land and Crown men. He did not have much interest either way at the moment, since his seat in the Assembly of Magnates came with his title and station rather than standing for election. And he’d support the Crown no matter which party happened to lead the Assembly of Commons. He listened to the drone of speech from the head of the chamber and let his mind drift, although he kept his shields high. He needed time to recover from his anger with Mátyás.


At least we didn’t yell at each other. They’d managed to stay civil, expressing their opinions and disagreement without scaring the employees or destroying anything. No unforgivable words had been said, no insults. István did not mention his brother’s mistress, and Mátyás did not summon their father’s ghost to his defense. But the disagreement stung and soured István’s already bad mood.


“I said I did not want to do business with Tisza Enterprizes,” he’d told Mátyás.


“And we have no choice if we are going to get everything repaired. They have a way to get parts, good parts, from Germany and the United States. Don’t preach to me about avoiding the black market, Brother, unless you want to close the mill in Miskolcz and scavenge the equipment to keep this yard running.” Fire snapped in Mátyás’s eyes.


“Which would not be necessary in the first place if the manager here had not ignored Master Gellért’s warning about the bug-killed wood he contracted from the Gabor crooks.” István still could not believe the man had been so stupid.


Mátyás had snarled back, but quietly, enunciating each word. “And he would not have taken it if we had not needed the Gabor business in order to keep the contract with the army, since their sister’s husband approves all army wood contracts. I do not like it either, Brother, but that is the world now.”


“Really.” István put all his thoughts into that one word as his claws started digging into the stack of papers under his left hand. “And your meeting with Georg Tisza had nothing to do with this.”


Brother glared at brother across the office. They had locked gazes, two cats hissing over who ruled the fence. “No. It did not, because I kept my shields up.” Mátyás broke gaze first, running one hand over hair that had retreated at least two centimeters since St. John’s feast and that carried as much grey as black. “You were right, he’s abusing his Gifts. And he’s very strong. Someone is going to have to sort him out if he keeps pushing.”


“Not us, I hope,” István allowed, relaxing his hand before more papers tore. He took several deep breaths to calm down and shift back to his fully human guise.


“Certainly not me. If it comes to that, you’ll need someone to impose a shield on you, another person to shield him and you at full power to force through Tisza’s defenses and hold a gap for a Healer to get in and block him.”


God help us. The prospect made István queasy even now, as he remembered the conversation. That sort of thing burned out Gifts. István had not been pleased with his brother’s shifting to a twice-a-week payday from the once-per-fortnight, either, but Mátyás had been vehement.


“You have no idea what things are like in the cities. Prices are rising and food comes at strange times. Even people with extra ration tickets need more cash to buy whatever they can find. Milk and cheese are especially dear, as is medicine.” Something had lurked under Mátyás’s words, something that István had almost pounced on. Almost. That battle had to be saved for a private place and time, not the front office of the family business, with clerks coming in and out and strangers passing by the window and door.


And now István had to go south, to a farm in the rural districts, and find out just what Maria Novak intended to do about her Russian lover. István glanced up at the painting of St. Gellért on the wall and let himself imagine running away to a monastery, perhaps St. Martin’s, near Györ, and spending the rest of his days in prayer and manual labor. Except Barbara and Archduke Rudolph would probably drag him out and scold him to death. He brought his wandering attention back to the men talking at the head of the chamber.


“The Catholic Workers support the Royal Party,” a stentorian voice announced. A snarl from the Social Democrats’ seats greeted the announcement, and a lone voice called, “You betray the workers!” Several delegates shushed the offender before the Sergeant at Arms could identify who had interrupted the proceedings. István glanced at Zoltan Széchenyi, lurking in his bear-like way at the end of the row. He could see the back of Count Széchenyi’s head and nothing else, as Széchenyi watched the disturbance settle. Well, they had not had much excitement since the last MSP outburst, so one was probably overdue.


“Crown and Land supports the Royal Party.”


Josef Meciar stood and called out, “The Protestant Workers support the Royal Party.” A susurration of murmurs and furtive whispers filled the chamber. Really? That’s a surprise. I could have sworn that they’d side with the MSP as the loyal opposition. Apparently not, and István wondered why. Well, he’d find out later, since Meciar served as his ears in the lower chamber.


The rest of the session proved remarkably uneventful, and István let his attention drift once more, admiring the decorations and paintings in the chamber. It had not been completed yet, but the chandeliers of Bohemian and Austrian glass and crystal, and the murals portraying the conversion of the Magyars and the presentation of the Golden Bull met his approval. He’d read something back before the war, during his brief flirtation with reading the law, that had called the Golden Bull the “Magna Charta” of Hungary. The idea still made him wonder if the author had read either document. Well, both had served to check the power of the king, that much held true, but István thought the English nobles had been a bit wiser. The Hungarians had left too many spaces for kings to wiggle through. Of course, the Turks had made much of it moot, and the defeat after 1848 finished it once and for all.


But nobles still had duties, he sighed. After the session adjourned, he caught up with Zoltan Széchenyi. “A moment of your time, my lord Széchenyi?”


“Who?” Széchenyi turned around. “Oh. Yes?”


“Your pardon if I am direct, my lord. Does your House own the farms near Monor?”


Széchenyi thought for a moment or two before shaking his head. “No. Why?”


Wary of listeners, István said, “Oh, one of my foresters’ children got in a little trouble while working on a farm in that area. I merely wished to see if perhaps you might have an interest as well.”


“Law trouble or otherwise?”


“Otherwise. The ways of youth.” István shrugged. “Thank you, my lord Széchenyi.”


Knowing looks and half-smiles from the men in the passageway met his words, and István suspected there’d be some reminiscing about farmers’ daughters and other low-ranking women over the next few hours.


“You are welcome. Imre Lovász might be of some assistance, perhaps.”


Someone coughed. “He’s from Temesvar. Probably not much help unless you need someone talked to sleep.”


István smiled just enough and eased out of the group. A lawyer was not what the young lady needed.
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By the time he finished listening to Marie Novak’s story, and her lover’s halting German-Russian version, István needed headache powders and a stiff drink. The farmer, a dour, wrinkled man, who reminded István of a twisted oak root, glared at all of them from the corner of his best room, muttering about Russians and stupid women and what he’d do if she were his daughter. The stove in the corner gave off no heat, although István’s temper had warmed quite well.


He took a deep breath and looked at the stocky, red-faced young Russian man. “To make certain that I understand,” István said slowly, first in Hungarian and then in Bohemian, which the man seemed to understand, at least a little. “You, Ivan Denisevich, want to marry Maria. You are Russian Catholic. You do not want to return to Russia. And you are willing to work for her family, of which I am the head.”


The young man nodded. “Yes, most gracious Lord Stipan. I marry Masha, go to her house, stay in Hungary. Am Catholic, Russian Catholic, swear to Pope not to Tsar.” István had lowered his shields and he did not read any obvious lies in the man’s projected thoughts.


“And you, Marie, you want to marry Ivan, of your own free will, even knowing that it will cause . . . difficulties.”


The young woman put one hand on her belly and gulped. “Yes, my Lord István. Ivan is a good man, and he works hard, and he was kind to me wh—”


“That is enough.” István had a sudden suspicion about the situation and the child, a terrible suspicion. Marie sniffed and stepped back a pace, moving closer to Ivan as she did. The young man eased toward her, as if to protect her. “What of your sister?”


“Catherine?” Marie looked over István’s shoulder, to the farmer glowering from the corner of the room, and gulped. “She approves, my Lord István.”


She lied. Not about her sister, not exactly, but something rang false. István took the risk of dropping his shields and stalking up to her, standing between Marie and the farmer and blocking her from the other man’s view. He reached for the House, straining for contact, and felt it answer. Without the help of the Matra he could barely make contact at this distance, but he didn’t dare ask another Power to work within Pannonia’s territory.


“Marie Anna Barbara Novak, tell me the truth.” He rested his hands on her shoulders and locked eyes with her. “To the best of your knowledge, is Ivan the father of your child?” He leaned on her through the House, forcing her to look at him.


“I... I... I do not know, my Lord Eszterházy. I hope so, I pray so.” He had to strain to hear her words, which was just as well.


“And your sister?”


She shook her head, terrified, unable to speak, but pointed toward the farmer.


István released the pressure and took his hands off her shoulders. “Very well. You are aware that your father will not, can not, give his permission for you to marry?”


“Yes, my Lord Eszterházy.” She twisted the rough cloth of her apron with her hands and lowered her eyes and head, until all he could see was the faded red kerchief covering her dark hair. “But Ivan is a good man. He’s tired of the war.”


So are we all, my child, so are we all. István took another step back. “Very well. Since your father is legally incapable of granting permission, and your mother has already agreed to any decision I might make, you are free to marry Ivan Denisevich, provided the banns find nothing amiss.”


Ivan must have known enough Hungarian to parse what István said, or he read Marie’s smile, because both young people dropped to their knees. Ivan took István’s hands and kissed them in the Russian fashion, embarrassing István. “Thank you, my lord, thank you,” the man babbled. He might not be so grateful once he saw his new home, and after all the headaches the army was going to give him and his new in-laws about bringing a Russian POW into a Hungarian family, István sighed. He freed his hands and rested them on the couple’s heads. “You have the permission and blessing of the House.”


“Now get out of my house and go back to work, both of you,” the farmer snarled, pointing at the door with a twisted finger. Ivan grabbed Marie’s hand and hurried her out, bowing as he did, and keeping his body between her and the other men.


Now what is going on, hmm? István turned to face the farmer, Mr. Fránk.


“You’re going to pay me what they owe, Colonel Eszterházy.” Fránk waved the finger at István and spat out his rank. “Colonel, your light-skirt cost me the strongest man the damn army’s offered me yet.”


“What do they owe, aside from his contract money, Mr. Fránk?”


“Room, board, clothing points, what do you think?” He picked up a handful of papers and waved them. “Little light-skirt’s been nothing but trouble since she came here, and she owes me for the loss of labor and for what she and her bastard brat have eaten.”


István inhaled to answer but stopped himself as he felt a flare of warning and fear through the House. He turned to the side door, leading to the kitchen, and caught a glimpse of an old woman dragging Marie away. No, it wasn’t Marie, it was Catherine! “Release her,” István ordered. His army voice caught the old woman by surprise, and the girl broke free, running to throw herself at István’s feet.


“Take me, please my lord, take me, don’t let him hurt me, please my lord, please, in the Virgin’s name I beg you help me.”


Fránk rushed forward, trying to push István out of the way as he grabbed the sobbing girl by the hair to drag her away. “You bitch! Who let you out, you nasty—”


István seized the farmer’s wrist and twisted, trying not to step on Catherine as he wrenched the man’s arm back.


“Argh! You have no right, you bastard, noble or not! Attacking me in my own house, claiming my property—”


István kept his voice low and cold despite the red that was starting to cloud his vision. “The women you hired are workers, not slaves or serfs. I am taking Marie, Ivan, and Catherine with me. If you keep your mouth shut, you and your wife, and swear to me that you will drop all claims and complaints, I will not tell the army or Her Grace Archduchess Ursula about what has happened here.” István took a deep breath and smelled a hint of fear under the man’s body fug. “But if you do complain, I will come back, with the army inspectors, and Her Grace’s men, and the men of my household, and we will thrash you until you envy the wheat crop, because there is no chaff to tell us when to stop beating a man.” István leaned on his captive, as well as pulling his body back, until he moaned from fear and pain. “Do you understand me?”


“Ye— yes my lord Colonel Count Eszterházy.”


István released the farmer with a push, spun on his heel, grabbed Catherine by the shoulder, and heaved her to her feet despite the warning pain in his back. “Come.” They had to get out before the farmer recovered or went for a shotgun.


As soon as they cleared the threshold, István ordered, “Get your clothes, find your sister and her man, and meet me by my carriage.” Fear gave her feet wings, and the girl gathered her skirts and fled, returning before Jenö had finished untying the horses. “We need to leave now, and quickly. The three are coming with us,” he explained to the driver.


“Aye, my lord.” Jenö wasted no time climbing into the driver’s seat. István held the carriage door open, and the three young people scrambled in. As soon as he got into his own seat, István grabbed for the inside handle as the horses spring into a trot. The carriage lurched back and forth on the rough farm track, but Jenö kept them upright and fast until they reached the main road to Budapest. Marie clung to Ivan and wept into his shoulder. He patted her awkwardly, very aware of the great man watching them. Catherine buried her face in her apron and cried silently, bent almost double.


“Catherine, I must know,” István said, as calmly and with as much warmth as he could put into his voice. “Are you with child?”


“Yes my lord.”


“Is it the farmer’s child?”


She looked up, tears cutting tracks in the dirt smearing her round face. “Yes. He never let the other men near me after he... after he,” she rocked back and forth. The words burst out, “After he ruined me.” She bent double once more and sobbed even harder.


István almost ordered Jenö to turn around so he could kill the farmer. Instead he looked out the glass of the carriage door and counted backward from a hundred in Bohemian, then again in Latin, until the red haze dissipated and he knew he could keep from terrifying the children. Shit. They are my children as far as the House is concerned. He was only, what? Ten years older than the sisters? And he had failed to do his duty to them.


Crushing weight settled onto his shoulders. István’s back and leg ached, and he felt a tingling into his foot, warning that he’d pinched something again. He could barely keep his eyes open from exhaustion. The strain of reaching so far for the House had drained any reserves of energy he’d had. And he had to deal with the three young people and everything they brought with them, including requesting permission for Ivan to stay and marry. Dear God, give me strength, and St. Joseph give me wisdom to deal with this family.



[image: * * *]



Family was not the only thing he discovered he had to deal with in Budapest. Dobroslov and Luka took charge of the Novak girls and Ivan Denisevich. Judging by the looks Dobroslov gave Ivan, István suspected that the HalfDragon guard had ideas for the young man’s future, ideas that might not include a career as a forester. Apparently once he’d learned how to use a flush toilet and discovered indoor running water, Ivan cleaned up very well, according to Ferenk, the butler and general servant at the town palace. István was too busy trying to decide if he could rejoin the army under an assumed name or if seeking sanctuary with the Cistercians would be the better option. Because an all-too-familiar seal graced a card on his desk.


His Grace Archduke Rudolph would be in Budapest later that week. Did Count Eszterházy have perhaps an hour in his schedule? István tapped the card against his desk, stared at the wallpaper, and wondered if somewhere his father was laughing at him and counting off his revenge for all the scrapes and scares István had given Janos through the years. “I wonder if House Brixen needs help fending off the Italians?” he mused aloud. “It might be quieter.”


“Aye, my lord, it might be,” Dobroslov agreed from the doorway. He bowed a little. “But with all honor and respect, my lord, her ladyship and Lord Mátyás might object to your prolonged absence.”


“Indeed they would, Dobroslov.” He waited.


“My lord, about young Ivan?”


István nodded and gestured for the older man to continue.


“He’s not quite what he seems, my lord.” Dobroslov crossed the room in two strides and lowered his voice. “I suspect his mother or a grandparent was a HalfDragon, from one of the Jewish Houses. He’s more Ruthene than pure Russian, from what I can tell.”


“Interesting.” István considered the man’s words. “But he himself is not a HalfDragon.”


“Not enough to show on the body, but . . .” Dobroslov turned one hand palm up and made a familiar sign. István nodded.


Dear Lord, but please may the baby be his, St. Ann hear our prayers, blessed Lady add your intentions to our prayers, please of Lady of Mercy. “Encourage him, please, Dobroslov. And I have a meeting at the Palace the day after tomorrow, ten a.m.”


“Very good, my lord. Shall I tell Jenö?”


“Yes.”


That afternoon, István shooed Szombor out of his suite and did all the exercises and stretches for his back that he had been neglecting. The pain and tingling eased, although the aches warned that he’d better get back into the habit of stretching and work unless he wanted Mistress Nagy to scold him again—or to lose the use of his legs. Then he took a very long nap. He slept until five the next morning, leaving him groggy but in a better mood than he’d enjoyed in some time.


The mood lasted most of the day and into the next. Only when he made his way into the palace atop Buda Hill, knocking the early snow off his worn-thin boots and feeling shabby in his pre-war coat and hat, did the good feeling fade. The palace felt chill, and not because of the lack of physical heat. Something not-quite-right floated in the air, and István wondered about it. Was there an illness in the imperial family? No, it didn’t have that sense, as best he could tell. He gave his hat and coat to one of the footmen and waited, trying to be subtle about sitting as close to the warm stove as he dared. The pink-and-green porcelain tiles radiated a lovely heat.


“My lord Count.” István rose with a touch of reluctance and followed the footman down a familiar hall. A second footman opened the door and announced, “Colonel Count István Eszterházy, Your Grace.”


“Send him in.” István walked into the somewhat warmer blue-and-gold room and bowed. “You may rise.”


Rudolph looked tired. Not ill or excessively worn, and he seemed to have put on a little of the weight he’d lost over the past years, but still tired. The light brown eyes, almost tan, seemed a little glazed. Then the archduke shook, like a cat fluffing its fur, and came fully to himself. “Come, sit.”


István took the seat facing the desk. The two men weighed each other, and István broke gaze first, as usual.


“How fares House Eszterházy?”


That is not the House name? Or is it? What is going on? “It fares well, Your Grace. The land and people are healthy, and the House is able to meet the needs of its members.” A stab of guilt pierced István and he looked down at his hands, turning the signet ring on his right index finger. The House was able, but its Head had failed in his duties.


“And how is the Matra?”


“It is well, Your Grace. Although,” István thought about the past few weeks. “It is uncomfortable with the situation to the north. And to the northeast, Your Grace.”


Rudolph played with an ivory and lapis letter opener. “Galicia. And Poland?”


“Not Poland, Your Grace, but Brandenburg.”


“Ah.” Rudolph’s eyes closed part way, and when they opened, the color had shifted to the brown-red of dried blood. “Interesting. I was not aware you were that sensitive, Little Stephen.”


“Begging Your Grace’s pardon, but I am not. The Matra is, and is wary. It devotes more energy to defense than in the past, Your Grace.”


“Ah.” István felt something shifting. “You reached past your bounds three suns ago.” The new timbre in Rudolph’s voice warned István as to what spoke through the Emperor’s buffer.


“Yes, Your Grace, I did, to protect two, soon to be five, members of House Szárkány-Kárpátok.” He sat straight, ready for whatever Pannonia said or did.


“Such trespass will be tolerated, this time. Next time . . .” The threat hung in the air. István did not try to smooth the hair on his neck, which stood at attention. Pannonia looked at him, weighing him. Then it pulled back, leaving Rudolph to catch himself with both hands on the desk at the abrupt release. He shook again. “Ow.”


“I am not inclined to disagree, Your Grace.” Now István smoothed the little hairs and told his heart to calm down before the men standing beside the windows behind the archduke heard the pounding and began to wonder what had transpired.


“Disagreeing with Pannonia is not wise.” Rudolph shifted to telepathy. «I dearly wish, should the Lord grant it, that some day the ambassador from the United States is in the room when Pannonia makes its appearance. The terror on his face might be the last thing I see, but just now I believe that I would die smiling.»


István gulped. “Yes, Your Grace.” A terrible feeling swept him, as if he were standing on the peak of the mountain as a storm bore down on him. “The Unites States are making trouble again.”


“The United States are at war with us.” Rudolph held out a page. István took it, noting how his own hand shook. “This is their formal declaration of war against the Habsburg Empire, due to His Majesty’s refusal to break the treaty of mutual support with Germany. And the demands of their Entente allies, which include the dissolution of the empire, the exile of the imperial family, and transferring half of Hungary to Romania and a new Slovak country.”


István’s blood began to boil as he skimmed the list. “This is unacceptable, Your Grace,” he said through clenched teeth.


“I do not disagree with your assessment. And the Germans want Silesia and more of Poland.” Rudolph sat back and lit a cigarette. He must have noticed István’s longing gaze, because he slid the case of little white tobacco sticks and the lighter across the desk. “Have one.”


István did not suck the entire cigarette down in one long pull, though he wanted to. “Thank you. Your Grace is most kind.”


“Fortunately, my cousin His Majesty has a weakness for the occasional cigar, or I would not be permitted to indulge, because of austerity.” The two smoked in silence for a few minutes, listening to the ticking of the ormolu clock on the shelf by the door and the wind hissing past the top of the hill. “I was on my way to Szekesvehervar and then east when your little difficulty came to my attention, so I sent for you,” Rudolph explained at last.


“Your Grace, I cannot apologize for disturbing the peace. I needed to bring the House’s judgment to bear in a delicate situation, one that may have diplomatic repercussions.”


Rudolph sat upright with a snap. “How so?”


István recounted the week’s adventure. When he finished, Rudolph made a cutting motion with his free hand. “There will be no repercussions. Russia is no more, and if your Ivan chooses to stay, speak with Major... Major... oh bah, the one in charge of POW assignments. Forestry is as good as farming, and is legal under international law, especially if the young man agrees not to take up arms again.”


“I suspect that will not be a difficult thing for him to agree to, Your Grace.”


“Besides, we have so many more pressing problems facing us that one POW and a rapist are not going to cause an incident.” Rudolph let his exhaustion show for an instant. “God help us.”


Both men crossed themselves. “Amen, Your Grace. Amen.”
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István thought of it as “the Slovak Problem,” when he had a thought to spare. Felix Starhemberg had summed it up in a letter just after Christmas. “Why wouldn’t the Entente wage diplomatic war in secret? They are the Turkish sappers, undermining Vienna’s walls.” And with the Americans involved as well, István wondered what else could go wrong. The year ended too well. We had more food, and more fuel, and all but one border secure. And then the Americans barged in. Well behind his shields, and only when alone, he wondered if the situation could get worse. Oh, he knew they could, judging by the rumors from Russia and the tensions between the Powers, but weren’t things bad enough already? Didn’t the Lord temper the trials to the weakness of His people?


He stared out of his new-to-him office in the parliament building and wondered, then took a deep breath and forced his attention back to the task at hand. He needed to finish up before heading north to look at the transition camps for the returning soldiers. Barbara remained in Kassa with the children at least until spring. She seemed happier there, and had said, “After what happened in Vienna, it’s safer here.” She’d looked to the window, one hand touching the lace on her collar, the other plucking at her skirt.


“My lady, the Italians cannot reach Budapest.” They could no longer reach Vienna, not after the Imperial Air Force and the Army destroyed their planes on the ground and captured the Italian landing field closest to the border.


Barbara didn’t argue, but she didn’t seem convinced. “The children do better here. The air is fresher.” That he believed, at least in summer. And they had more wood in Kassa, and people asked fewer questions about the firewood that came into the townhouse. Imre and Erszébet did better in the warm. Barbara preferred it as well, although the past few days before he left, István noticed that his wife seemed to be wearing fewer shawls and sweaters. She’d been warmer during her pregnancies as well, and he had a suspicion. Please may she be pregnant, he half prayed. But for now I must work.


He studied the petitions for release from duty. The men’s mothers and wives wanted them home before the end of the month. One request István decided could be passed to the army, but the others he could not. Not enough time in service, not enough time since they’d left the lines, in one case the man had requested to go south and participate in the Italian campaign. The strident tone in his wife’s letter suggested why he might prefer continuing in service to going home, and István set that one aside as well. The other eight he answered with pre-written letters, adding enough specifics that the families would know their petition hadn’t been dismissed out of hand. His Majesty had been emphatic about that, making István and others shake their heads. But it seemed to keep the families loyal to the Crown, so the army and bureaucrats complied.


By early afternoon he’d cleared his desk, shaking his head as he did. How much had the world changed since that carefree May in 1914! War no longer meant cavalry charges and quick fights between small armies. But the empire stood, even if the Russian Tsar had failed. Well, István sighed, Russia had perhaps been due for a change of some kind, and might still end up a constitutional monarchy, like England. He started to put out the lamp when he heard the sound of shots. “What?”


István jumped from his chair and rushed to the window. Once there, he eased the side of the curtain open, staying well clear of the direct line of fire. He peered down into the square facing the University’s Agriculture school and the court building. A body lay on the wet stones, and men and women milled around, some waving guns. One carried a red banner. “Long live the people’s revolution!” he heard through the glass. “Workers unite! Throw off the parasites and rise!”


“How dare you,” István whispered, fists clenching. He would go out and—


He would do no such thing. István let the curtain close, moving with slow, smooth steps to the office door. He didn’t have a weapon, and he was exactly the kind of person the Communists preferred to shoot, at least in Russia and, according to rumor, in Prague as well—unarmed and well dressed. A little voice in his mind wondered if he should just stop coming to the Pest side of the river. Nothing exciting happened on the Buda side. No one shot at people or rioted on the Buda side. At least not until today, if these rebels manage to get across the Chain Bridge. István looked up and down the hall, listening hard. He heard voices, and shouts, but not from his floor and not close by. He needed to get out, but if the enemy held the square . . . Too bad the stories about a secret tunnel under the river to Buda Hill weren’t true. Part of István wanted to fight, and he hesitated.


“My lord Colonel, this way,” Imre Lovász called. István followed and found twenty of the Magnates and several others in one of the smaller hearing chambers. “We’re going to stay here, away from the windows. There’s water and power, and,” the lights went out.


“We have water.” Meciar said from a dark corner.


If they had been armed, they could have also had an excellent chance of removing a number of Communists once and for all. István growled. He assumed they were Communists, anyway, because no one else used the red banner with a sickle on it. Unless they are pretending to be Communists for some reason. No, that makes less than no sense.


“Are,” someone squeaked, coughed, cleared his throat, and resumed speaking in a normal tone. “Are they going to try to attack us?”


Several of the delegates and staff turned to István for an answer. He dredged his memory, trying to come up with anything he could recall about revolutions and riots, besides how to fight them from horseback. “If they do, we have guards at the doors who should stop them.” Assuming the guards have not turned coat or fled. “And they may be just a distraction, trying to draw the garrison away from the real trouble, like an uprising on the factory islands.” Where’s Mátyás today? The office or down at the main shipping yard? Damn, I don’t remember. And Cousin Imre had better not be involved in this or—cousin or not—I’ll flame his ass, if I don’t kill him first.


István began walking up and down the side aisle of the chamber, in part to work off nervous energy and in part to try to ease a catch in his back. He wanted to be out there on a horse, fighting back. He didn’t want to stay trapped in with the other diet members and clerks. If the Communists found their way inside . . . They should barricade the doors, István realized. Except the doors opened out, not in. That needed to change. A lot of things needed to change, like his not having a weapon of some kind, preferably a pistol—a rifle made no sense within the city. Even his hunting knife would make him feel better. A boar spear also had possibilities—he imagined skewering one of the banner-waving bastards and the thought made him smile.


“Will you quit pacing?” One of the commons members snapped. “You’re making me nervous.”


István didn’t deign to answer. Instead he listened for the sounds of fighting, of gunshots or shouts, of running feet and screaming horses. He heard none. According to his pocket watch, they’d been in the chamber for half an hour. That decided him, and when he reached the door at the rear of the chamber, he listened carefully, opened it a few centimeters, listened again, and slipped out. He heard feet behind him and saw Meciar and Lovász following. The lawyer held his walking stick like a sword and gave István a knowing and faintly predatory smile. “I read law in Heidelberg, among other places,” he said, so quietly István barely heard the words. He got the message, and smiled back.


István led them up two floors, to one of the clerical offices that looked out onto the square. The shutters stood open, and the men eased along the wall to both sides of the window, then peered out. Nothing seemed to be moving. A red banner lay on the ground by the statue of Jan Hunyadi, and if he twisted and peered out toward the south, István thought he could see what looked like a puddle of something, and perhaps a body or two. Soldiers stood on the roof of the court building and the university’s agriculture building, facing the parliament.


“Are those ours, my lord Colonel?” Meciar pointed without exposing himself.


The wavy glass pane made it a little difficult, but István recognized the glimpses of uniform that he caught. “Yes, they are.”


“So perhaps this was a diversion, and the attackers have gone elsewhere.” Meciar’s almond eyes narrowed, his expression making István wonder just how far back the Tatar or Turk in the family had been. Not that far, he suspected.


“Or there were only a few of the fools and they are now dead,” Lovász said.


Some sense of things made István shake his head. “I don’t know, but I think Imre has the right of it. If they are trying to take the city, capturing this building, or the court building, would be a bad way to start. There are no supplies or weapons here. The Communists in Russia started in the factories, and with the army and police, then captured the government. Or so the reports I’ve read claim.”


“So what do we do, my lord Colonel?” Meciar looked out the window again.


“We wait a little longer, then send someone nondescript to look at the bridge, in case someone has tried to take control of it. And,” István thought, then wanted to hit himself in the head. Why had he not tried to telephone the garrison? He had the number and a telephone in his office. But what if the Communists had grabbed the exchange? And was there anyone in the parliament’s telephone room? He would never know unless he tried. “And I will try a telephone call to someone, to get some news.”


The three men returned to István’s office. He found the number he needed and went down to the lower level of the building, to the parliamentary telephone exchange. To his surprise, he found one of the guards there, and the operator. “Yes, my lord Colonel?”


“I need to make a call.”


The guard gave him a careful look. “To whom, my lord Colonel?”


“To the garrison, to see if it is safe to try to leave.”


The small man acting as operator cleared his throat. “Ah, my lord, the police might be better.”


“The police are rather busy right now. Call the garrison.” István handed the operator the number. With a gulp and a jerky bob of his head, the operator did as ordered.
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Only two hours later, István stood in the courtyard of the town palace. The wooden gate closed behind him with a solid and reassuring thump. Dobroslov and Ivan slid a heavy bar across the gate, locking it. István could not recall the last time they’d done that. Probably not since the foolishness in 1868, if then. István nodded and walked across the courtyard to the steps, climbed them, and turned, looking at the now empty courtyard. Servants with shotguns and knives now watched the street from the windows, and Dobroslov had told his Head that no one could get into the palace.


Ferenk met István just inside the door. He had a small glass of something dark purple on a tray. “If my lord needs a restorative?”


István knew better. He knocked back the plum brandy anyway, empty stomach be damned, then sank onto the bench along the hall. One of the maids helped remove his boots and took his coat and hat. Ferenk returned with potato bread and minced fish, which István ate as he sat. A few minutes later his head stopped spinning and he got up, walking to his office and sitting, with a creak from the chair and a wince for his back. “Have you heard from Mátyás?”


“Not yet, my lord.” The butler hesitated, rocking back and forth a little. “My lord, if I may venture a thought?”


“Yes?”


Ferenk licked his thin lips. “My lord, I believe, and this is purely supposition on my part, my lord, but I believe that Lord Mátyás is at an apartment in the second district in Pest.”


István put two plus two together. “Would he perchance be, shall I say, looking in on an old friend?”


“I suspect that might be the case, my lord.”


I wish he’d just marry her and be done with it. “Thank you, Ferenk.”


István stared at the green-and-cream striped wallpaper in the office and considered what to do and what might be going on. How could the Communists possibly imagine that they could bestir the people of Pest the way they had the rabble in Russia? The factories didn’t resemble the hell of Russia, at least not based on what he’d seen. And the Hungarian people were not . . . well, they had not lost a war. And the Communists had not managed to overthrow the government in Prague, despite the blood and fire that rumor claimed had engulfed both sides of the city before the army restored order. If his cousin Imre was an example of the best of the Hungarian Social Democrats and Communists, well, they couldn’t organize an Easter procession in a monastery, let alone take over a city. Even the French commune in Paris had failed in 1871, failed spectacularly despite killing every priest and gentleman they could capture.


But István had thought they could defeat Russia once and for all in 1914, his memory reminded him. He’d also thought the women of the House would be perfectly safe working away from the House lands and had not checked on them as he should have. István considered the rumors he’d heard, especially about Prague just after the New Year, and the stories of the soldiers returning from the Russian front. If the Communists couldn’t take over the city, they could still wreak havoc in the industrial area and the poorer districts by causing riots.


“Right. So what do I do?” The walls and papers did not answer. Neither did the paintings and photographs of his family. He’d do his duty, support the Crown, and make a thanks offering that he had gotten away safely and that Barbara and the children had remained in Kassa. István also decided that the time had come to have a word with his brother about Mátyás’s mistress and child.


Later that night, once the brandy wore off, István had a thought. Why had he not been surprised by the shooting and commotion outside the parliament? Four years before he would have been shocked out of his shoes at the very idea of someone with a red flag killing people in the heart of Budapest. Now? The world had changed beyond recognition. No. He shunted the thought aside. It was the war. The war and the revolution in Russia made it imaginable. And he was tired, slow to react to things. Tomorrow it would sink in and he’d be shocked and surprised. He rolled over, wishing Barbara were in the bed with him, and fell asleep.


Two days later, the newspaper headline revealed a bit of the story. Indeed, the main bulk of the attempted uprising had been in the southern districts, and it had taken two days to finish sorting it out. He learned the rest when he made his way north, on a delayed inspection of what he’d come to think of as rest camps for troopers being released from the army. The main facility sat in Tetschen, the giant fortress on the Elba River that had never seen war. But the location provided a buffer between men coming from the war and civilians. And, not incidentally, it put the soldiers very close to the German border, should the Prussians make good on their threat to try to capture Silesia. Given their lack of success in stripping Belgium, it might be that Breslau, Kattowitz, and the mines and other industries would prove too tempting to the generals, despite the treaties and alliances. Frederick of Prussia had tried, and almost succeeded, and Hindenburg certainly seemed to consider himself Frederick reborn. István shook his head at the very thought as the train chugged north and west out of Prague.


“You find something amusing, Colonel Count Eszterházy?” Duke Ladislav von Tischwitz inquired.


“Not so much amusing as puzzling, Your Grace. The Prussian high command’s threats against Silesia,” István explained.


“I’d be more concerned about the damn Communists,” General Egon Zemanek growled. “Pilsen, Vienna, Budapest, Prague in January, where else are those damn traitors going to show their heads? I don’t know what is worse, fighting the Russian hordes or street fighting reds from building to building.”


István blinked. “Was it that bad, General? I saw part of the attempt in Budapest, outside parliament, and heard rumors about Vienna.”


“I was in Vienna. Blood in the streets, red banners on buildings, snipers trying to pick off soldiers and policemen from the windows of apartment buildings, bombs thrown at the army from factory windows, barricades that could have come from Paris in 1871, according to what I’ve read. The Emperor ordered the gates to the inner city locked for the first time since 1848. We killed those we could, arrested the ones we couldn’t kill, broke up the riots, and tried to keep from burning down the city. Bastards.” The long-necked, square-faced man did not sound happy, and István could guess why. He’d never fought house-to-house, but the very idea made him shiver.


“Did outsiders start it, General, or does anyone know yet?”


“Some outsiders, mostly from Berlin and Poland by the sound of them. Some Austrians and Bohemians. The usual group of rabble and radicals.” General Zemanek adjusted his wire-rim glasses. “Damn fools.”


Von Tischwitz snorted. “I trust they will all swing for their treason.”


“Will they, Your Grace?” István raised a cautioning hand. “The true traitors, absolutely, but what about the deluded fools who did not realize what the leaders intended? I’ve read some of the Communist pamphlets and papers, Your Grace, General. How many groups are promising better pay and working conditions, shorter hours, and peace? The Social Democrats for one, and they’ve been calling for reform without revolution since what, the 1880s?”


“You support them, Count Eszterházy?”


István snorted in turn. “Not in the least. I think even the Social Democrats are at best well meaning and sorely mistaken in their understanding of how the world works. But if every worker who ever grumbled about going on strike for better pay swings, who will produce our shells and rail cars?”


Zemanek shook his head. “You’ve grown soft, Colonel. But I suspect His Majesty will make an offer to keep the rabble from turning the idiots into martyrs of some kind. Life in prison at hard labor would do.”


The train passed through a tunnel and István waited until the light returned to answer. “No doubt, General. No doubt.”


Major Pavl von Kaltenborn made his way between the seats, holding on for balance as the train passed around a curve. “Your pardon Your Grace, my lord Colonel, General.”


“Yes?” Duke von Tischwitz tipped his head up so he could look down his nose at the major.


“A message for General Zemanek.”


“If you will excuse me.” The general got to his feet and followed his aide to the front of the car. How does someone with such a long face and neck come by such a short body, István wondered. The general looked mismatched, as if the Lord had put pieces together in a moment of distraction.


Once they reached the station, István took his time crossing the platform. It felt good to get off the train and walk, even for a few meters. The day had turned warm despite the cool east breeze. It was April, after all. In fact, as he looked around, he saw a few brave trees and bushes blooming. Horses waited alongside motorcars, and István smiled. He knew which he preferred to risk his neck on. He mounted with a little of his old grace, checked the gelding’s fidget, and followed their guide from the military train station, down a long kilometer of tree-lined road, to the outermost wall of the enormous star fortress. A few men walked along the top of the first set of bastions, and the guards on duty saluted as the army and civilian men rode through the first gate. The fortress commander, Marshal Julius Freiherr Langer von Langerode, met them inside the first massive portal. As he waited for those in the cars to catch up, István sniffed, but did not smell anything too foul—a good sign.


More soldiers met them as they rode past the thick, low, stone-and-brick walls and into the main bulk of the camp. Marshal von Langerode pointed with his baton. “Hospital there, classrooms there for those who still have trouble with reading and writing more than their name. Her Majesty insisted,” he sighed. “Parade ground.” The church of St. Leopold sat not far from the officers’ barracks. “There’s space for the Protestants to worship near the enlisted canteen.” Inside the walls and out of the breeze, the sun felt even warmer, and the soldiers passing to and fro walked straighter. The wind couldn’t find the holes and worn places in their clothes inside the walls, István knew.


General Zemanek appeared pleased with what he saw. István was not unhappy. He assumed that things had been tidied and painted to look good for the visitors, but some things, like bad sanitation and overcrowding, could not be hidden so easily, and those appeared well in hand. The soldiers in sight wore a mix of uniforms in grey, faded blue, and some in the new forest green, all of them shabby but clean, and as well dressed as possible given the shortages. No one lacked boots or shoes, much to the observers’ relief.


Col. Richard Finkel, riding beside István, had a dark cloud over his head that grew darker the more they inspected the camp and fortress. The classrooms and indoor plumbing in the infirmary especially irritated him. “I need these men in the south,” he growled at last. “All of them, now. Pampering soldiers leads to nothing but weakness and poor discipline under fire. If the men are healthy, they should be on the Italian front, or in Serbia.”


“Indeed, Colonel?” István dismounted, handing the skinny gelding’s reins to a waiting private.


“Indeed.” Finkel slapped his riding whip against the top of his boot. “Those who are fit should be fighting, those who are not should go home and work. Anything else will rot the Army.”


“Hmm.” Then why are you here, Colonel? You, too, should be at the front, by your own words.


Duke Tischwitz had overheard Finkel’s acidic comment. “You favor taking men from the front lines and sending them home without rest, Colonel?”


“That is what their homes are for, is it not? Your Grace.”


István wanted to shake his head, and to shake a little sense into the other officer. Instead His Grace took up the task. “You are aware that the men eat better in the army than most civilians do, because of the rationing in place? And that they have better clothes and medical care?” Tischwitz’s voice, although quiet, cut through the comings and goings around them.


“As they should. But it gives them more incentive to start work as soon as they are able, and to stay in the army, Your Grace.”


“Their families might not agree with your idea, Colonel,” István said.


Finkel raised his black eyebrows and looked indignant. “All the more reason to once again prevent married men from enlisting, Eszterházy. And to stop coddling them with classes about reading anything but German, and even then strictly what they need for the army. Too much education ruins soldiers and laborers alike. Makes them soft.”


And you just explained why Her Majesty was so insistent that His Majesty order the army to have a school here. And why we’ve been learning how to fight all over again. Thank God we were not facing the French or British. Although the way their senior officers go through men, it probably balances out. Brave soldiers led by asses and idiots. Of which he had once been one, although never as bad as Finkel, István thought.


“Soft like you, Eszterházy,” Finkel added, ignoring Duke Tischwitz’s furious look and István’s growing anger.


“You overstep the bounds, Colonel,” General Zemanek said. Finkel spun around and saluted. “Colonel Count Eszterházy served during the initial Russian advances, survived the siege of Premysl despite severe injuries, and continues to serve the army and Crown despite his injuries. His Grace Archduke Thomas, God rest his soul, spoke highly of him.”


“Ah. I see, sir. Thank you for the correction, sir.” But the look Finkel shot István contained pure poison, and István knew another enemy had added himself to the list.


The rest of the visit passed quietly and well. Those men destined for the Italian Front did not exude joy at the prospect, but the ones the observers spoke with accepted the necessity of going south. All the men wanted to go home as soon as possible. General Zemanek and Duke Tischwitz read statements of thanks from His Majesty and reminded the men that they would be released based on time in service, a decision the army officers had grumbled about. They hated losing their most experienced men, and István suspected more than a few records had been altered in order to keep experienced NCOs on the line. He understood why it had been done, but did not entirely approve. However, the camp appeared in order and all seemed to be going as well as could be managed, given the situation.


István studied his notes on the trip back to Budapest and sorted out what he’d pass along to Archduke Rudolph and the others. That the men wanted to go home immediately, of course, but also that most understood that a slight delay might be for the best, or at least seemed willing to tolerate it. He’d also mention that even those destined to go to the Italian Front appreciated the time to rest and recover from their collisions with the Russians and Romanians. What would the Americans’ declaration of war mean, some of the soldiers had asked. István did not know, other than nothing good. “This would be over, except for the Germans,” several had murmured, and István agreed, but privately.


The committee had also looked at the POW camp for Russians not far from Teschen. The proximity to the rest camp served as a powerful inducement for the Russian soldiers to behave, and the camp commander, General Draguitn Csoban, said, “We use the camp for propaganda, sirs, my lords. The Russians know how well we treat our men, and we’ve let the men on the other side of the line know as well. They don’t like the contrast, and the Russian army is dissolving like sugar in coffee.” That the Austrians had fended off the German demands to strip Ukraine as well as Galicia of its grain helped too. Although, István thought, looking out at the green-fuzzed wheat fields and empty pastures, the Russians might soon be pleading to stay, if the stories about the fighting in the cities proved true. In which case the Austrians and the new Polish government would need to be ready to keep the civil war from spilling out across the rest of Eastern Europe.


The Russian and Ruthene troops also muttered about the imperials “coddling the Jews” in Galicia and Ukraine, something that made István roll his eyes. Apparently not tolerating pogroms and looting equaled “special treatment” and “favors” for Jews. As little as he cared for the Jews as a group, István could not see any point in allowing them to be looted at whim. Besides, some of them proved to be very good doctors and had fought alongside the Christians like good imperial citizens. István sighed a little and finished his summary of his observations.


He didn’t get to speak to Mátyás before returning to Kassa. He did, however, leave a note strongly hinting that perhaps the time had come for certain informal associations to be documented and made official, in case the turbulent conditions in the cities continued. István also found a letter from Archduke Rudolph with an interesting bit of news and a shaded warning. As the train rolled north from Budapest, István looked up at the mountains and wondered if he could become a bear, remaining in the highlands, content to look after the House while never sticking his nose into government again. Preserve the empire to preserve the Houses, he reminded himself. Or perhaps not.
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“I wish—God forgive me—I wish the German U-boats could sink the British Isles,” Barbara said. She sat in a chair on the verandah, fanning and watching Imre playing with carved wooden soldiers. Erzsebét fussed a little at the end of her leading strings, and Magda petted the little girl’s thick curls.


István didn’t respond. The summer heat and her pregnancy made his wife snappish, and he did not want to make her any more irritated or upset. He had enough to deal with, trying to make sense of the latest news from the empire’s observers and agents in the Entente, and from the Entente’s own pronouncements. That fool Wilson really had no idea what a powder keg he seemed to be trying to ignite. Or perhaps he did. The Americans kept insisting that everyone on the planet should be “free” and “equal,” at least those people not within the borders of the United States and who did not have brown or yellow skin.


“Do you have to go back to Budapest so soon?”


That question he could answer. “Next week, my lady my love. His Majesty will be addressing the diet with plans for land reform, and I must be there.” He reached over and patted her hand. “Anything he proposes will affect us only a little, and I suspect most of his requests center on bringing the law codes into harmony, even within Hungary alone.”


She fanned a little and gave him a faint smile. “That does make sense and sounds harmless enough. How many law codes are in Hungary?”


“Three are official, and of course custom and tradition in some places. Things like gleaning rights and our ‘hook and crook’ firewood rules.”


Barbara nodded. “We have fishing rights that go with some properties on my father’s lands, and of course mushrooms.”


“Mushrooms indeed, my lady.” If someone tried to restrict the mushroom hunters, István suspected the entire eastern half of Europe would rise up in protest.


Imre made a sound like a horse and galloped one of his toy soldiers across the wooden floor, and his father’s foot, then grinned up at István. “Horse. Loud horse.”


“A very loud horse indeed.” Imre looked more like Janos every day. He also seemed determined to make up for having been a quiet baby. The nursery sounded like it held four small children instead of two. Apparently goat’s milk agreed with the boy, and after a serious talk with Mistress Nagy and a doctor in Kassa, Barbara and Magda had decided to keep the children on goat’s milk for as long as they would drink it, as well as introducing real food. István wanted his son to eat more meat, but they’d run out of game, and he didn’t trust the ration-point meat in the stores in Eger. Nor would he bend enough to participate in the black market, unlike his brother.


A puff of breeze blew through the verandah. “Ah,” Barbara smiled, fanning a little more, eyes closed. She wore a light, gauzy dress that she, Jirina, and one of the other maids had created from an older garment. He hated watching the women of his household scraping and salvaging like poor beggars, but they had no choice. At least they had trunks of saved things to scavenge from, István sighed. The air smelled hot, full of pine-sap and tree sweat, as he thought of it. They needed a good rain to clear the air and cool everything, to wash the haze out of the sky. The plains had disappeared, fading into a pale blue that reached the peak of the sky. Even the other mountains looked faint and distant, like mountains in a fairy tale. August had crept in during early May, or so István fancied.


«My lord?» István turned to see Agmánd standing behind him. Erzsébet smiled at the True-Dragon, revealing five teeth. «My lord, Master Gellért sent a messenger. Fire near one of the old mines. He has men watching.»


“Good. He has my approval, and if he needs to call out the first crews, he may do so.” Not that the master forester needed István’s permission, but that way he knew that the Head and Guardian knew. Gellért preferred to call out the fire crews first and apologize later. István wanted to know what and where at the first sign of trouble. The men had reached a compromise.


«Very good, my lord.» Agmánd reared up a little, probably checking the state of the pitcher of cool water and other refreshments, then departed.


“Tharkány” a little voice said. The adults turned to Erzsébet, who frowned, toddling after Agmánd as far as her strings would allow and repeating in a more insistent voice, “Tharkány! Wa tharkány!”


“Oh dear.” Magda scooped the girl up, trying to distract her.


Barbara frowned and shook her head. István gave her a rueful grin. “Well, my love, I suppose her first word being ‘dragon’ is better than ‘no.’ ”


Barbara did not appear mollified, but she sat up and held her arms out to Magda, taking her daughter. Erzsébet lunged for her mother’s fan. Barbara fanned her a little, then tickled her little button nose with the tip of one feather. Erszébet giggled, smiled, and wiggled, then settled against her mother’s chest and yawned. István leaned down and kissed Barbara, then brushed the top of his daughter’s curls with his lips. She smelled warm and a little dusty.


The day passed slowly. The prickly heat sent István out, up the trail to the shrine of St. Hubert, and then to a clearing where he could look south and west. The white veil hid the plains and even the foothills. The breeze died, and only a few birds ventured to chirp, as if the heat had sapped them the same way it drained Barbara. István peered up into the sky, but the haze concealed any storms that might be building. As he looked around, taking the measure of the day, he heard careful footsteps. Hans, the green-and-brown True-dragon, bowed and drew closer. He carried a pack on his back and looked tired. «My lord.»


“Good afternoon, Huntmaster. Any clouds to the north?”


«None that I can see, my lord. Nothing is moving today, my lord, not even the hawks.»


István nodded. The two men stood side by side, looking toward the invisible plains to the south. “I can see Eger as easily as I can see the future,” he said.


«Aye, my lord. The air feels the same.» His whiskers rose and fell. «Still and waiting, with something hiding just out of sight, like a wildcat waiting beside the trail.»


“Very much like, Master Hans, very much like.”
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Thunder growled outside the Chamber of Magnates. Truly, the Lord has a sense of humor, István thought as he watched His Majesty Josef Karl Anton Wolfgang Leopold Marie von Habsburg-Lorraine-de Este, Emperor of the Austrian Empire, Head and Guardian of House Habsburg, stand in the speaker’s place at the head of the chamber. All the Catholic members of the diet had attended a Mass of thanksgiving and petition that morning, while the Protestants went to prayer meetings. Now they joined in the Chamber of Magnates while a storm bore down on Budapest, swallowing the sun and shaking the sky. Inside the chamber, the gaslights cast a steady glow. Apparently no one trusted the electricity in a storm.


István compared His Majesty’s current appearance to when they had first met and marked the differences. The Emperor wore a white tunic and blue trousers. The Order of the Golden Fleece hung around his neck, and he wore his military insignia but no other orders. At his side hung a cavalry saber, and Josef Karl had tossed back the sides of his riding cape, flashing the ermine trim and scarlet lining. He wore a simplified version of the crown of St. Stephen on his red-brown hair. His darker brown mustache could not hide the new wrinkles in his face or the tired expression around his medium-brown eyes. A gravitas surrounded the Emperor, making him older than his thirty-eight years. István ventured to lower his shields a fraction and “read” his liege and sensed the three Powers of the House observing. He withdrew, wondering where Rudolph happened to be lurking. Then he caught himself, lest thought summon the Emperor’s cousin and buffer.


“Lords of the diet, elected representatives of our people, we have summoned you to hear our words and we are grateful for your presence.” Josef Karl said the words three times, in German, Hungarian, and Latin. He continued in Hungarian alone as a courtesy. “You are aware that our enemies have sought to fan the flames of division among our peoples by making promises they cannot grant, offers of self-rule and autonomy, suggestions of the restoration of ancient borders and mythical kingdoms. You are also aware that the empire’s residents have borne the burden of the war for three long years and have done so with honor. We too have borne the weight of war, and have done our best, as the Lord has granted, to ease the load carried by our people.


“Now we look toward the future. Russia dissolves into civil war, and may the blessed Lord show mercy on the Russian people trapped between the armies.” A flurry of hands moved as people crossed themselves. The Protestants joined the murmur of “Amen” and “Selah.” A crack and a boom sounded before His Majesty continued. “We imagine all too easily the same transpiring, should the threats of the Entente governments come to pass and outsiders carve countries out of our imperial lands. For this reason, after much prayer and consideration, and with the hope of a future of peace, we have begun talks with the leading men of our ancient kingdoms and crown lands. First, we intend to regularize and unify the law codes currently in use in our lands, abolishing that which is unnecessary or archaic. As well, over the course of the next three years, we wish to reform our empire, granting greater autonomy to our peoples, those that have shown their loyalty and maturity.”


What sounded louder, István wondered, the rain pounding down or the commotion in the chamber? Zoltan Szecheny glowered across the chamber, although why István had no idea. He should have been pleased by the news. Fiodor Frankopans, and the Speaker of the Chamber, Paul Szentgyörgy, both smiled and nodded, although Fiodor’s thin, tight-pressed lips warned of his not-entirely heartfelt happiness. Florian Horthy mouthed something, the one hand that István could see clenched tight and almost shaking. Hmm, whom has he been talking to, I wonder, and why is he so angry? Because His Majesty cut his favorite idea out of the MSP’s platform with one slice? The other delegates talked, some waving their hands, others hanging their heads and looking glum. At least two pairs of men exchanged coins, as if settling wagers. The rain pattered against the windows and the Emperor allowed the men to settle down before he spoke again.


“We will be blunt, lords, gentlemen. Our empire is exhausted, the people and soil both drained of the past years’ fruits. Russia no longer threatens us, nor do the Balkan lands. Serbia has accepted our leadership and her proper place among nations, and Romania regrets her willingness to listen to the whispers of the Entente. But the Ottoman Empire exists no longer. Italy betrayed us and claims that which has never been hers. Germany threatens to take that which belongs to the Polish people and to our Crown. And the discord sowed among our peoples grows as greedy, foolish, and unwise souls seek to use the blandishments of outsiders for their own gain. The Entente has signed a secret, or what they believe is still secret, treaty with elements of a self-proclaimed Czechoslovak government-in-exile, offering them independence and carving up Galicia and Hungary in exchange for promises of support from the Bohemians.” A new rumbling growl swept the chamber followed by shouts, until Paul Szentgyörgy had to pound the table for order with his iron mace of office. His Majesty continued, “We, the empire, will not repudiate our allies, but neither will we assist them in suicidal foolishness. We fight for what is ours, but we fight a war of defense, as we have since 1529. And we seek peace within our lands.


“You are aware of the uprisings and treason committed in Pilsen and Prague, Budapest and Vienna. You hear the tales from Germany as the Communists threaten and promise, offering paradise on earth for workers and farmers at the price of other men’s lives and souls.” Josef Karl’s expression hardened and steel filled his voice. “We understand that some foolish people hear the promises and follow out of ignorance and desperation. For that reason, we are offering pardons to a few misguided souls who participated in the Communist rebellions out of fear or ignorance, after they show their repentance and true regret. To the traitors we offer no pardon, for they brought their own fate upon themselves.


“Our enemies have promised much. They offer independence, and expanded borders at the expense of the Hungarian, Russian, and Ottoman peoples. We would not be surprised to learn tomorrow that they promise to recreate the Grand Duchy of Poland-Lithuania.” Josef Karl smiled a little, inviting dry chuckles at the grim joke. “We cannot counter their offer, because we cannot grant the impossible. That right belongs to God alone. Instead we seek peace with honor, peace within our borders, and governance that allows our peoples, all our peoples, to prosper, and our lands to bloom once more. For that reason do we seek to reform the laws, pruning the dead wood and encouraging the fresh shoots. For that reason do we consider reforming our government, to restore harmony within our borders, God willing that it may come to pass.”


He’s just like Master Gellért, István realized. Josef Karl allowed a small burn, enough to clear the undergrowth and to keep the land healthy, but sought to extinguish the larger conflagration. And he worked to ensure that the small burn remained small in order to prevent a disaster. István wondered what Felix Starhemberg and Prince Wetzel Rozemberk had thought of the proposal, especially Felix. He had both Germans and Croats on his lands. István had Bohemians, Magyars, and Germans, and a few Tatars as well, although his family never looked too closely.


“We thank you for your service to us and to our lands and people. We pray that the Lord will grant all here wisdom and strength, and show mercy upon us in our weakness. Over the course of the coming months, we will send you our plans for the empire and for the reform of the laws.” The air in the chamber seemed to chill as Josef Karl summoned his full authority as Guardian and House Head. Even those outside the Houses felt the difference, judging by the straighter backs and locked attention. “We will tolerate no double-dealings or secret alliances. Our family granted you rank and honors for your service. Now we call upon you to serve, together and united, for the good of the people the Lord has graciously placed in our care.”


István, Zoltan, and others rose to their feet, answering, “God willing, we will.” A few of the members refused to render the accolade, and István knew why: the MSP resented His Majesty and anyone who supported him. And Horthy wanted the government for himself.


After His Majesty departed, István went to his office. On the way, he heard Attila Gabor fulminating. “What does His Majesty mean his family granted my people rank? We’ve held our titles since the Magyar conquest, no thanks to anyone else.”


A different voice, sounding patient, said, “My lord, I suspect His Majesty spoke in broad terms rather than specifics. After all, of the nobles in the diet, those made after 1600 do outnumber the older, true Magnates and princes.”


“Well he should have recognized the difference. My family didn’t fight off Slavs, Turks, and Inquisitors for five hundred years to be insulted by our king.”


Meciar, walking beside István, shook his head and looked up to the patterned and painted ceiling in the long hallway.


Gabor, my bloodline goes even farther, to a different land entirely. The Magyars and Szkelzy are parvenus compared to House Szárkány. But István preferred not to argue pedigrees until he had to, not any more. Once it had made good sense, and likely would again in the future. But now? One had to survive in order to leave a pedigree.


“We all are seed of Adam’s line, my lord,” Meciar observed.


“Although I’m starting to wonder if Cain spent his final days in Britain,” a voice snarled behind them. They stopped and turned to see Fiodor Frankopans of the Land and Crown Party, the arch of his dark mustache matching the downward curve of his mouth. His green eyes looked stormy, like the clouds visible through the window’s panes. “You have heard the latest, my lord?”


“No, unless you mean the rumor of the secret agreement His Majesty referred to.”


Frankopans made a rude gesture with one hand and clenched the fist on the top of his walking stick. “No, my lord. It gets worse. It seems the British have decided that President Woodrow Wilson’s talk of redrawing the maps of the world is a good idea.”


The three men stopped, stepping out of the way into a window niche and staircase landing. “The Balkans,” István guessed.


“The Balkans, the entire Ottoman Empire, Persia, Poland, Russia, and everything else east of the Rhine.” Frankopans rested both hands on his stick and leaned forward, voice low. “There are treaties already with Bulgaria, Romania, Serbia, as well as with that purported Czech government and a different group of Poles. And Italy gets the whole of the Adriatic, from Venice around to Ragusa.” He gave Meciar a significant look. “And they are determined to cut Hungary back to the Great Plains, so the Slovaks, Romanians, Poles, and Russians can have their feast.”


“That’s impossible.” István made a cutting motion with his right hand. “Absolutely impossible. There are as many Magyars and Szkelzy in Transylvania as there are Romanians, and they’ve been there longer. Even the Saxons settled there before the Slavs, at least some of them. And the Slovaks never had a country.” He snorted. “Next they’ll be saying that they’ll make a country for the Jews, or giving North America back to the Red Indians.” Both were equally likely and equally within the power of the Entente.


Meciar wrung his hands, the kidskin of his gloves whispering under the sound of the rain blowing against the window beside them. “That matches the rumor I heard from my fellow Calvinists in Zürich. That the British government and French have decided that the empire and Germany are solely responsible for the war, and that they intend to avenge every death and shell hole.”


István started to swear but caught himself. He was better than that. “How short their memories are.” He stopped there, not quite trusting his own self-control. The time had come to change the topic to one better suited to the world of facts rather than the kingdom of rumor. “On a different subject. The legal reforms.”


“Ah yes, my lord.” Frankopans straightened up, and Meciar nodded his agreement. “I believe the forestry committee, as it currently stands in the Chamber of Magnates, has sufficient expertise for the time being, my lord. I suspect the Socialists will focus on labor and the mining laws for now, leaving our party,” Crown and Land, “and the imperials free to get something useful done. At least the basic study. We will need to bring in lawyers, eventually. More lawyers,” he added when he caught Meciar’s amused expression.


“Indeed, Mr. Frankopans, my lord,” Meciar said. “Once everything is clear and organized, then we can invite the lawyers in to muddy matters sufficiently for the larger chamber.”


Given the number of lawyers in both chambers, István had no doubt as to the likelihood of that. He ranked lawyers down with Jews, both groups of people who based their lives on words, not deeds. Which explained why so many Jews seemed to be lawyers, he realized. That and they could continue living off other people, just as they had when the Crown had limited them to lending money and trade instead of allowing (or forcing) them to do real work. Well, not all Jews, he grudgingly admitted, as his clerk opened the office door and bowed him in. Just the worst ones. Those poor creatures from Russia and Galicia were a different breed entirely, them and the Jews who became doctors or learned other useful trades.


Well, he’d have to do some trading in the chamber in order to get the laws he wanted preserved onto the list. István reached for one of the forestry books and stopped. No. The storm seemed to be abating for now. He’d listened to His Majesty’s speech, had discussed matters with members of his Party, and really should wait until His Majesty’s government presented its requests to the diet.


“Mr. Sisa, call my carriage,” he told the clerk standing beside the door. He’d missed breakfast because of the Mass, so Luka should have a very nice dinner for him this evening.


Instead he found Cousin Imre in the library and a very unhappy Luka in the dining room. “I’m dreadfully sorry, Lord István, I truly am. No fuel came today, and there’s no milk or meat to be found in the markets.” She smoothed her apron. “I’ll send Zora and Tadeas out first thing in the morning, Lord István. I do have bread and a bit of the potted chicken and a cold salad.”


István wanted roast pork, asparagus, hot white bread dripping with butter, or a thick gulyás laden with chunks of beef, red with paprika and a splash of red wine. And coffee, real coffee or China tea to go with it, and a good white wine with ice-wine and nuts and cheese to have while he smoked after the meal. Instead he said, “I see. Thank you, Luka, and I’ll have whatever you can arrange. I’m certain things will improve tomorrow.”


He walked into his office and found Cousin Imre, who was supposed to be waiting in the library, thumbing through a law book. If Ferenk had not warned him about Imre’s presence, István would have either bitten his head off, blood ties be damned, or stormed out and sulked. Instead he took a deep mental breath, reminded himself that the ancient laws of hospitality forbade the killing of guests, even uninvited relatives, and said, “Cousin Imre. What a pleasant surprise.”


Imre had the grace to look a trifle embarrassed at having been caught going through the House Head’s possessions. “Ah, Cousin István. Good afternoon!” He put the book back on the shelf and closed the glass doors. “You are back early.”


“Business had been taken care of and I saw no point in waiting until the storms returned, making Jenö and the horse both miserable.” István sat in his chair and scooted it up to the desk. “What brings you to this side of the river?”


“I heard that Emperor Josef Karl’s address to the diet met with a cold reception and that he proposed to rewrite the law codes in favor of the Magnates once more.”


István glanced at the simple clock on the mantle and counted the hours it had taken for the rumor to spread. Three and a quarter to get from parliament to Imre’s father’s office in the northeastern district, provided that was where Imre had been. “Rumor is, once again, one-quarter correct.”


Imre sat without being invited. “I suspected as much when a mob did not descend on parliament demanding the abolition of the Chamber of Magnates, or cross the bridge to storm the palace. Although the afternoon is still young.” He crossed his skinny legs, locked his hands over his knee, and leaned forward. “So what disaster did the Emperor propose this time?”


István let himself drop his usual guise, not bothering to hide his rising anger. “In general, His Majesty outlined the current diplomatic situation and announced his desire to see the law codes brought into better accord with eachother.”


“And in particular?” When István held his tongue, Imre laughed. “You don’t really think that the oath to restrict debate and information to the chamber applies in the family, do you?”


“Yes, I do.” You are fast wearing out your welcome, cousin or not.


Imre shook his head and swung his foot back and forth in time with the clock’s ticking. “Really now, Cousin. Everyone will know by tomorrow morning, once Mr. Horthy calls a meeting to discuss the party’s response to the Emperor’s demands, and the head of the Communists condemns that response. What did Josef Karl say?”


“While you are under my roof you will speak of His Majesty with proper respect, Imre Andre Tomas Benes,” István hissed. “You are free to address His Majesty with whatever title you find appropriate when you are elsewhere, but here, in my house, in my presence, you will grant His Majesty the respect due to him. Otherwise you are free to go, nay encouraged to go, to a place where your opinions are less distasteful.” István lifted his right hand, his index finger raised, talon extended. “Shall I call Ferenk to bring your coat?”


“Ah, no, Cousin István, that will not be necessary.” Imre uncrossed his legs and sat back in the chair, hands on the ends of the arms, a wary expression in his watery blue eyes. As usual, Imre retreated from the challenge. István thought once again that to call what his flighty relative did “weaseling” was a grave insult to weasels, ermine, and ferrets. They, at least, served a purpose when kept under proper control. Imre, in contrast, had inherited the worst of both parents: fixating on ideas and causes like his father, but as flighty and self-centered as his mother.


“I take it you have rejoined to MSP?”


Imre leaned forward again. “I probably will. Unless they insist on trying to maintain the fiction about the brotherhood of all workers, no matter what nation they belong to.”


For once István had to agree. “I see. Indeed, I suspect a man from the rail yard on Csepel has very little sympathy for his brother-in-labor from England just now.”


Imre shook his head and gave István a patient look, as if he were talking to a slow child. “It goes beyond that. The nations need to be separate. We Magyars have been here far longer than any German, and should rule ourselves. No German or Slav can understand the Magyar heart. We’re Catholic, they’re Lutheran or Orthodox. We look to ourselves, while they look to Russia or Berlin for instructions. We’re warriors. Slavs are, well, slaves, farmers, peasants. They’re brave enough in a mob, or when cornered, but not noble like we are. The Germans are too tied to order, too easily led, not like us. Having a German king over Magyars never worked. And it won’t work in the future. Better to let the Slavs and Germans and Turks and Italians have their own countries so they can fail and not drag us along with them.”


István could not believe his ears. Had Imre lost his mind? How could the House prosper without all its members—Slav, Magyar, True-dragon? Maybe Imre was trying to goad István into losing his temper again. “What about True-dragons, Cousin? Where do they fit in? Or Jews?”


“They don’t. Oh, the Jews can have something somewhere, maybe in Canada,” Imre waved his hand, dismissing the matter. “Unless they become fully Magyar and convert, quit insisting on being different. And the True-dragons are family, many have Magyar blood by now, so what is the problem?”


István counted to ten before answering, looking at the stripes on the wall rather than at his mad cousin. “The Houses won’t—can’t—stand for that. House Szárkány certainly can’t. You are saying that we should expel the Bohemians and Germans from the House, leave them to make their way elsewhere, in a Bohemian or German country, despite all they’ve done over the centuries. Millennia, in some cases. And what of House Habsburg? Their lands are home to a dozen nations, possibly more. We’ve done well as the empire and it should stay that way. All this talk about nations of blood is just an excuse for politicians and French adventurers, anyway.”


“You fool!” Imre exploded, leaping to his feet, face turning crimson. “You absolute blind fool, István Eszterházy. Come down from your mountain and look around, really look and listen. Get away from the House and see what waits in the streets and cities and you’ll see that you are completely wrong. Nations are real, Cousin. The Slavs in the Czech, Moravian, and Slovak lands won’t put up with having Magyars and Germans lord over them any more, not when they can be free to stand on their own, to speak their own language in public, to make laws for themselves.


“Blood calls to blood, Cousin,” Imre planted his hands on István’s desk, looming over him, or trying to. “Either we go our ways in peace or blood will flow, Habsburg blood most likely, them and their supporters. Slavs and Magyars are tied to the soil, to Rip Hill in Bohemia, to the Great Plain and the Hunyadi lands of the Magyar kingdom. There’s no brotherhood across bloodlines, Cousin. Dissolve the House, divide the land and money, and start earning your keep like the rest of us mortals.”


“And who will lead?” István kept his voice quiet and locked his shaking hands together to keep from reaching up and strangling Imre.


“Those who should, the true sons of Arpad, real Magyars chosen by the people, just as the war-bands chose from the sons of the gods back in the founding.” Imre stopped for an instant. “Well, not from divine offspring, but from men who understand what Magyars need and how we belong to the land.”


“And they will order the Magyars to attack the Slavs north and south, to refight Lechfeld and avenge the years under the German yoke, is that it? Which Magyar kingdom, Imre? Which Slav kingdom? When Bulgaria controlled the entire Balkans? Or when the Serbs claimed it all before that fool, so-called Tsar Stephen Dushan, lost to the Turks at Kosovo? The Slovaks never had a country.” Now István got to his feet. “The Houses are expelling True-dragons because they are not human. Will the Magyars expel part-Slav Hungarians?”


“You still don’t understand, István. If a Slav country is created, they’ll want to leave, to be with their people.” Imre folded his arms and tried to look fierce, but it didn’t move his cousin.


“I understand the needs of the House, and what is best for our people. I understand the absolute disaster that will unfold if we start allowing anyone who promises gold and land to the mob to lead the government.” István leaned forward, locking eyes with Imre. “The House needs the empire. The empire serves the Houses, as well as everyone else. We cannot stand on our own, mystical blood ties to sacred soil be damned. You are playing straight into the hands of Wilson and the Americans.”


István brought himself back under full control before Imre could interrupt. “You have voiced your opinion. I have explained why it is my opinion that you are full of—” another deep breath, “feathers and nonsense. I will not give you news I promised not to give. If Mr. Horthy chooses to break his word, that is between him, the diet, and his god, assuming he has one besides himself. The topic is closed for this evening.”


Imre stuck his jaw out, or tried to. He’d also inherited his father’s weak chin and only succeeded in pouting. “So be it. I take it I am not welcome for supper?”


“Only if you brought your own food. The markets ran short today. I suspect the weather.”


Now on safe ground Imre sighed and ran a hand through his dull brown hair. “Probably, Cousin. The river’s rising again, and no one wants to drive cattle or sheep to market in storms. They’d end up in Constantinople or Munich.”


“Or the sheep would drown themselves staring up at the rain, like those birds from the United States.”


Imre snorted and sat. “You mean there’s something stupider than Monsignor Albiani?”


“So I have heard.” He wished Imre would put all that passion into something helpful, or at least harmless, like collecting butterflies. Or have less of it. István’s stomach tried to growl and he shushed it. Those birds are what, five kilos at least? I could eat a whole one right now, I really could.
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Over the next few weeks, the ideas Imre and Emperor Josef Karl had voiced swirled around inside István’s head. He tried to ignore them, to concentrate on timber laws and land rents and paying for ever more expensive necessities without selling the family’s—or House’s—property. But the lurking fear of the House splitting, or tearing itself apart, gnawed at István until he reached the breaking point. His thoughts ran slowly, and he needed more time than ever to sort out ideas and words, but by the end of July he knew that he had to ask the House, the entire House, what it would do and how he should plan.


Late summer’s heat baked Budapest, bringing smells out of the river and giving István headaches. It shortened his brother’s temper as well, and the two circled around each other like stags in autumn, watching, neither one willing to be the first to charge. They remained polite and civil, keeping their private differences out of the office and lumber yards, but Mátyás found reasons to leave when István came in, and István spent more time in his office in the parliament building, or at the town palace. As summer’s heat grew heavier, baking the plains and offering hope of the best maize crop in several years, the House began leaning on István to clear the air. He managed to put off dealing with Mátyás until the first of August.


“We’ve lost.”


István looked up from the Latin law book he’d been trying to parse and saw Mátyás limping through the office door. “What?”


“I said we’ve lost. His Majesty just admitted it, admitted that we can’t continue to fight. He’s pulling the army back to Transylvania, letting Romania go. And he’s breaking the alliance with the Germans, not that it will stop the Entente from attacking us.”


“We never intended to hold Romania, just punish them for breaking the alliance,” István reminded his brother. “And as much as the shame of breaking our agreements with Germany hurts, we did not ask to be dragged into their fight with France and Britain. Or the United States. Survival comes first, for the empire and for the House.”


Mátyás sagged into a chair, resting his cane against his leg. “And he’s going to have his hands full keeping the Communists from killing all of us.” He sounded glum. “I don’t think he can do it, with all respect to His Majesty. We’re exhausted and the Communists are young, optimistic, and armed.”


“You sound as cheerful as Imre, who is still with the nationalists as of two days ago.”


“So he’ll probably march in later this evening singing the Russian Revolutionaries anthem. Or brandish a sword cane, slash holes in the parlor drapes, and announce he’s joined Duke Taxis in the Conservatives.”


István had to laugh at the picture. “I hate to say it, but I could almost see him doing that. Almost. Just until the wind changes direction, but yes.”


His smile faded as Mátyás shook his head and looked more glum than usual. “I am serious about the Communists. History is on their side. The men in the factories and on the docks, the peasants, they are going to rise up and kill anyone who stands in the way of seizing all our property in the name of the people.”


“They tried. They failed.”


“They won’t this time. They know better now, and the Russians are helping them, or will. The peasants have always wanted the estates broken up and given to the farm workers. Now the men in the factories are demanding the same thing.” Mátyás leaned forward in his chair and rested both hands on his cane. “You don’t hear the market and street talk. I do. Half our men won’t look at me, or look at me out of the sides of their eyes. They stop talking when one of the managers walks by. People are being warned not to be seen with Magnates and bankers, or bad things will happen.”


“Someone threatened Silvie?” István asked without thinking.


“Yes, she’s been get—” Mátyás sat up, color draining from his face. “You know?”


“About your mistress and child? Yes. I have since before Father died. He knew as well, but we didn’t say anything because of Mother.” Lady Marie would have had the vapors, then demanded to know where the poor woman lived and have shown up on her doorstep to order her to release Mátyás from her blandishments. Or brought a priest to pray the woman into confessing her sins and repenting.


István should have stopped there, but instead his mouth added, “Mátyás, just marry her and make it legal. We’ve got enough little bastards in the family as it is.”


It Mátyás could have launched himself from the chair he would have beaten his brother into sawdust. Instead his mouth opened and closed, and István saw a hint of color shift in Mátyás’s eyes for the first time ever. “You— How dare you, you smug son of a bitch? God damn it, what do you know about my affairs and private life?”


“I know that you have been supporting Silvie and your daughter for eight years now, that she lives in the area behind the museums, and that she has the right to claim support from the House, as much right as my children do.” István heard himself speaking as Head and wondered if he should just order his brother to marry the woman. “I never said anything because you were supporting them and because you are a man grown. I’m not responsible for your soul, Fr. Antonio’s arguments aside.”


“No, and you are not responsible for anything in my life, House Head or no, Brother.” Mátyás drew himself up ramrod straight. “Silvie’s family assumes that she is dead, for reasons that are none of your business. Yes, we have been together for ten years. No, I have not married her because she has refused my invitations to do so. She wants nothing to do with our family, István Joszef Imre Eszterházy. Silvie loves me for me, Mátyás. I’m not the crippled brother of the Head of a House, or a count’s brother. I’m Mátyás, who loves her and loves our daughter. Silvie doesn’t give a damn that I’m not a HalfDragon, and she didn’t spend years plotting who to marry me off to in order to strengthen House or imperial alliances, only to whip around and tell me on my sickbed that I could never have permission to wed anyone. So sod off, Brother, and leave my family alone. Not everyone loves the Houses, you know, or the nobility.”


István only had to count backward from twenty in Latin to cool off this time. Mátyás, what in St. Florian’s name is wrong with you? Oh hell. Fine. István pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. His temples throbbed in time to the clock’s tick. “Mátyás, if Silvie does not want to marry you, that is between you two. But because her child is yours, and you have acknowledged her by supporting her, she does have a claim on our family even if her mother does not choose to exercise it. Not the House, but the family, just like any other acknowledged”—he caught himself just in time—“child. Have you included her in your will?”


“Yes.”


“Good.” They glared at eachother for a minute, the ticking of the clock and Mátyás’s fast breathing the only sound in the office. “Dare I ask who threatened you with an alliance marriage?”


“No you may not.” The words snapped so hard they could have been used to herd cattle. “Damn it, it’s House this and House that, House alliances and House duties, and I am sick of it. The time of kings and clans died four years ago. So I’m a cripple with a bastard and a whore, that’s what everyone thinks. I do not care anymore. The entire House can go to hell, just leave me here with Silvie and Josephina.”


István counted to fifty in Bohemian. “You sound—” He stopped as something moved around them. What’s that? No. He dropped his shield and reached for the Matra. Instead, something else brushed his mind, a glancing touch that left him blurry eyed from the pain. The Matra answered reluctantly, wary and reticent. Something with Galicia, something interfering with the energies of the land around it, not another Power but death and cold and—


“What’s wrong?” István came to himself as Mátyás pulled him back into a sitting position. “You dropped forward and I thought you were dead.”


If I were dead, I wouldn’t hurt like this. Through the tears in his eyes, the room seemed to swim, and he wanted someone to shoot him. “I— I’m starting to understand why His Grace Archduke Rudolph is touched in the head. Because whatever just touched me in the head hurts worse than when I caught that artillery shell. Sweet St. Cecilia, Blessed Lady, Holy Lord that hurts.”


“Do you need a drink?”


“Thank you, no. I think,” he swallowed and started again, “I think I need to go soak my head in the river, preferably two meters below the surface of the water.” István leaned back and closed his eyes. “Shit. Can I interest you in taking over as Guardian?”


A reassuring snort answered that question. “Shit, Brother, after that little display? I don’t think you could convince even Salman Löw to accept a title and tax-free estate if he saw you right now.”


Well, I’d convert to Judaism if it meant no more headaches like this one, but I think it’s too late. “You may be underestimating the honorable Mr. Löw’s ambitions, but not by much. Ow.”


“Since you are going to live, I repeat, leave Silvie and Josefina out of any grand plans you might have for my life.” Mátyás squeezed his brother’s shoulder and limped heavily back to the chair, leaning on the desk.


István closed his eyes again. “I will. However,” he raised one finger, not the middle one, “I do need your vote as a member of the House. I’m calling a meeting of the entire House, not just the senior members. If, Lord forbid, the empire shatters, we may have people in different countries. Should we divide based on any new borders or hang together?”


The whistle cut through István’s skull and made him whimper. “Sorry.” After a long moment, Mátyás said, “Dividing means reapportioning all the property, leased land income, and emergency accounts as well as the land?”


“I suspect . . . yes, yes it would, much like when the family divided into the mountain and plains branches, but even more complicated.”


Another silence. “I’d vote for staying together, if we can. But no matter what, we need to hide our holdings.”


“I don’t think even Pannonia could do that,” István said, thinking of the fairy tales about churches that disappeared when the Turks and Tatars attacked, hidden by saints or the Blessed Virgin.


The rude noise made István smile a little. “I don’t know. If that’s what made you shut up, then I believe it truly can work miracles. But no, I mean on paper, cut the holdings into small parcels that the Communists, or MSP tax collectors, can’t nationalize. Too many people are looking at Russia and dreaming of doing the same on this side of the Dnieper.”


István shuddered, then opened his eyes. The room had stopped wavering and swaying, but his head still ached to the clock’s tick. “I’ll keep that in mind and mention it to the seniors the next time we meet.”


“You look like hell.”


“I don’t feel much better.”


“I’ll tell Barbara that you were seeing someone. Or something, actually.”


“Don’t you dare. She’ll kill both of us. Or take Magda and Jirina and leave us with Imre and Erzsébet. Both of whom seem determined to shriek every animal out of the mountains.”


Mátyás made a warding off sign. “No thank you. I still remember the diapers and shrieking stage. Just wait until they start talking.”


“Erzsébet is. She thinks Agmánd is her favorite plaything and keeps calling for him.”


Mátyás tried to look appropriately sympathetic and grave, but failed. “Poor Agmánd.”


“Indeed. He hasn’t started begging me to take the family back to Kassa yet, but I think he’s been looking for monasteries that accept True-dragon postulants.”


The brothers smiled, shaking their heads. “And Aunt Claudia?”


“Indulges her terribly, lets her gnaw on her tail, if you can imagine such a thing. Barbara just closes her eyes. She did mention trying to find a boarding school that accepted toddlers.” Imre had gotten into a small cask of honey, with sticky results that required much labor to clean off of him, the kitchen floor, the pantry floor and walls, and one of the rugs. István was just as happy not to have been at Nagymatra for that little adventure.


“If you want to found one, I suspect you’ll have a waiting list even before construction is finished.” Mátyás grinned.


“No doubt, Brother, no doubt. How did we and Judit live to adulthood?”


“Because the Lord still works miracles, and because staking us out to be eaten by bears would have driven every deer, boar, squirrel, wolf, and trout out of the mountains.”
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After that, the House meeting felt like an uneventful evening of discussion. All adults of age and mental competence participated, so after the initial meeting it took another week for the word to pass to those who lacked telepathy, and then back to the seniors and the Head. Everyone had heard the rumors of secret treaties and of the Emperor’s decision to allow the various peoples within the empire to gain more autonomy within the empire’s aegis. Even so, many House members had questions and expressed doubts about the need even to discuss such things. István, Aunt Claudia, Master Gellért, Mistress Nagy, and the other seniors insisted. In the end, by late August, House Szárkány-Kárpátok agreed to remain a single House, ignoring any new borders that might be imposed on them. The proposal to reassign the House’s properties, at least on paper, met with more resistance.


That is, until one of the retired hunters spoke up. «My Lord, seniors, House members, you know that I have kin-by-marriage in Russia. Or had. They may still be alive, but they have lost all property, and some also lost their places because they were married to, or had enough money to be counted as, bourgeois. I will not speak of the fate of some True-dragons. My lord, seniors, divide our holdings on paper, give each family a parcel to keep in trust, and let us pretend that we are all small-holders. What the Eszterházy family does not own, the government cannot claim.» The mental images that came with the sending horrified several of the seniors, but they did not question the truth of it.


After the vote, after he’d released the House and the Power, István lay in bed, staring up at the ceiling. Barbara had not finished her preparations for sleep, and he listened to her humming a quiet tune, one he almost recognized. It’s done, and we’re ready for whatever comes next, God willing.
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“Hold the borders and let the rest go to hell,” one of the other diet members had said. István listened to the increasingly angry debate in progress on the floor of the Chamber of Magnates and wondered if they stood on Hell’s doormat, looking in. I should have guessed, but I didn’t. Imre and Mátyás both had it right, for different reasons. He wondered if he would hear bullets breaking the windows next.


If the MSP had won the elections, the monarchists would be better off. To the gleeful delight of the MSP and Communists, the common people turned their anger at the continued hardship and the word of the Entente’s looming victory against the government. Everyone still agreed that Josef Karl was doing his best and that he did not bear personal blame for everything—although some pointed to him as the cause of all woes other than the previous year’s excess rain. But many glared at Fiodor Frankopans, acting Prime Minister and leader of the Crown and Land Party, crediting him with the losses and defeat, and the lack of improvement over the year. How Frankopans could be to blame for the American naval blockade of half the world, and the American’s military success against the Germans, remained a mystery to István. The commoners’ failure to understand the situation confirmed his suspicion that the vast majority of humanity could not be trusted to govern themselves, the Houses excepted.


“That is why we must enact land reform immediately!” Kevante Freiherr Kan finished a tirade, pointing at Frankopans. “Immediately!”


A few voices in the MSP seats murmured “hear hear,” and clapped slowly in rhythm. The rest of the chamber members present looked either bored or disgusted. István just wanted to be in Kassa with his family. They had three days until the session ended. They’d already approved the budget the lower chamber had presented, after a debate that ended with black eyes and a few cracked ribs from a fight on the floor. And land reforms, some much needed, had been passed. But of course that was not enough for the MSP, or for the Communist papers with their giant black headlines, all but shrieking about the near-treason of the feudal classes and the perfidy of the MSP. And that’s just what the censors allow to get past. I wish His Majesty had banned the Communists as Franz Josef, God rest him, did.


“Thank you for your opinion, Freiherr Kan,” Count Szecheny said with commendable calm. “Does the speaker hear further calls for debate?”


Kan looked smug at the silence that filled the chamber. István raised a hand.


“The speaker recognizes Count Colonel Esztherházy.”


István got to his feet and smoothed the lapels of his coat. “Freiherr Kan, Mr. Speaker, my lords of the chamber, a question for Freiherr Kan. You propose to break up all properties greater than five hundred hectares of arable land, and to give every farm laborer and tenant no less than one half hectare, but no more than five. Yet you have also argued that larger farms are more efficient, and that perhaps fields of two hundred fifty hectares are the smallest grain farm that can feed the farmer and the cities both. Which is it, Freiherr Kan?” István kept his tone polite and curious, and sat once he had finished.


“Small holdings worked collectively, Count Eszterházy,” came the swift reply.


“Thank you.” István left it there, knowing the other men would grasp what he intended. In sum, the MSP called for the same thing as the Communists, only under the guise of law instead of at naked bayonet point. The growing murmur, and frowns among the non-MSP members, suggested that they understood the implication.


“Are there any further questions for Freiherr Kan?” Szecheny asked. After thirty seconds of silence, he said, “Thank you. Discussion is ended.”


Before he could say more, a page rushed into the chamber, sketched a bow to the lords, and began a heated and whispered conversation with Szecheny. Zoltan’s face paled. Dear holy Lord, please may His Majesty and the imperial family be safe, please most merciful, Most High.


“My lords of the chamber, King Wilhelm of Prussia, Emperor of Germany, has abdicated the throne, and the government is now seeking a cease fire with the Entente in order to pursue peace. Riots have erupted in Berlin, Frankfurt, Hanover, Hamburg, and other cities. The army has not said if it will obey the new government yet.” Szecheny handed the telegram back to the messenger as a roar exploded in the chamber.


Szecheny did not attempt to regain order for two very long minutes. Even then, it took a great deal of pounding and the presence of the Sergeant-at-Arms to quiet the Magnates. He continued, “His Majesty has acknowledged the change of government and states that this relieves the Imperial Foreign Office and armies from the need to coordinate with the Germans. More decisions may come when additional news arrives from Germany and the situation clarifies.”


The end was in sight at last, István knew in his bones. The Habsburg Empire no longer had any duty to its former ally and could operate freely to look after its own interests and people. The war would end, and soon. Thank you, Holy Lord, and please have mercy on Your people.


István’s prayer failed to reach the Lord’s ear, or perhaps the sins of the nations had not yet been expiated. So it appeared by late September. The land reforms failed to placate the MSP and Communists, although they did bring distress to a number of the Magnates, including the lowland branch of the Eszterházy family. The rumors about the Entente’s plans for the empire and Germany began to congeal into either ferocious triumph or solid, cold fear, depending on one’s political persuasion. And Cousin Imre’s nationalist blather proved all too true.


István read the list of Entente demands placed on the empire and Germany, compared them to the latest word from Prague, Belgrade, Warsaw, and Moscow, and wondered what next. The French and British had already announced that they would base the reconstitution of Eastern Europe on Wilson’s nationalist prattle, although not in those exact words, of course. The Romanian Army had re-formed over the past two months, supplied by the Russians, and had begun massing on the borders of Transylvanian Hungary and Serbia, while the Romanian government made noises about freeing all Romanians-by-blood from the Magyar yoke and reclaiming that which had been stripped from their noble Dacian and Roman ancestors by the Slavs and Turks. The Serbs disagreed with that claim, and against the Emperor’s orders had begun moving soldiers east.


The Balkans made Bohemia, Moravia, Slovakia, and Galicia look like an island of calm in contrast. They only had street riots and plans for a special election, open to all native Czech-speaking men, to decide if they stayed in some form of Commonwealth or broke completely free of the Habsburgs and Hungarians. Galicia teetered on the brink of civil war, with only the real civil war to the east and the presence of the Habsburg army preventing another massive flight or fighting. Or both, since Russia wanted Galicia as part of the new Ukraine and had taken to calling on all true “workers and peasants of Ukraine” to rise up and join the world proletarian revolution, overthrowing their feudal tyrant masters, and so on. From what he heard and read, most Ruthenes within Galicia preferred not to join the civil war on either side, and seemed likely to vote to remain within a commonwealth, or to join the new country of Poland, or perhaps both. The Galician Poles inclined to unifying with the new Poland, except for the Jews.


The chaos made István’s head ache. He looked at the rain running down the glass, blurring the buildings across the square, and wanted to run away, or for the falling water to wash the madness out of the air. Why should borders be set by language? Or worse, by supposed race, which made no sense given that the good Lord had only made four races, not four dozen. He wondered how those House members in the area claimed by the Bohemian nationalists as Czechoslovakia would vote. He couldn’t ask them, wouldn’t ask them, but he wondered. And how could these people set borders when citizens of the empire had been marrying and cross marrying for a thousand years and more? Would a strip of land between the countries be set aside for those of half-Moravian, half-Hungarian ancestry?


All of which might pale into nothing in the face of the lingering hunger. The end of the war might bring home men and horses, but what about those who could no longer work the land? And no one could summon from the dead all the pigs and cows slaughtered to feed the armies. If the nationalists or Communists, or both, insisted on starting trouble, how many more people would starve or otherwise suffer? István looked at the window, then back at his papers. The hands resting on his desk had no flesh to spare, and he knew very well that he’d been well fed compared to most. If the agitators and Entente had any ounce of sense, they’d back down, let things return to the way they’d been in 1914, and leave everything alone until the world recovered.


Someone knocked on the door. István looked up to see Jozef Meciar standing behind the clerk. “My lord Colonel, Mr. Meciar to see you.” The clerk ducked out of the way.


“Thank you, send him in, please.” Meciar bowed a little and entered. “Please sit.”


“Have you seen this, my lord Eszterházy?” Meciar held up what looked like a memorandum from the Foreign Ministry.


“Not unless it came last week. The land reforms and legal shifts . . .” he swept his hand toward the stack of books and papers beside the desk.


“No, my lord, this is new. It seems His Majesty’s government learned through our embassy in Spain that the Entente is serious about dismembering the empire, all empires. They have plans to cut apart the Ottoman lands, chunks of Russia-in-Asia, Germany, and us. All colonies will be stripped away as well, but,” he shrugged.


“But unless you count the summer crowds in Trieste, we have no colonies,” István chuckled. The laughter hid his growing sense of disaster. It felt as if he were seeing the first threads of smoke in a dry summer day, after an electrical storm had licked the mountains with its fiery tongue. “Have they determined the borders yet, or mentioned how they intend to impose them?”


“No, my lord, and through military force. They will send armies and observers to supervise the Allied nations, or so the ambassador inferred.” Meciar seemed to consider something before leaning forward. He lowered his voice, “My lord, I am not certain what to make of news I heard from Zürich, from the Congregationalist leaders. They are cancelling our annual meeting set for November because of fears of contagion. It may be from the illness in Germany, and they are very concerned, although exactly what disease they did not say, my lord, but asked for prayer.”


István nodded. He’d heard a story about a very bad fever appearing in Spain and Germany and moving east. The two men looked at each other. Meciar represented an area north of Kassa and slightly west, bordering the House’s northern land, and that contained several mostly Bohemian towns. “Lord willing, the Entente will see reason before it reaches that point,” István said at last.


“May the Lord so will it.” The fervent words could not bring István’s smile back. “I fear that the nationalists will attack the Communists, or the other way around, in order to take over the country before the French and British get here. Or to turn it into a little Russia.”


István and Meciar both looked out the window, to the wet and empty square. A few people, who appeared as darker blobs against the bulk of the buildings facing the parliament, passed through the scene, but the rain covered all. “Thanks be to God the harvest is in,” István said at last.


“Amen.”


I’m leaving. I’m going back to Kassa, to my House and family. I can do no more here. After Meciar left, István collected his papers, locked some away, and took the most delicate with him. He needed to be north, tending to the House. He’d done all he could here in parliament. There were no more votes scheduled until after All Saints, and the city felt cramped and tense. People kept coming to the cities despite the lack of food and housing, crowding the streets to the boiling point. István felt more and more penned in, and wanted to lash out, to carve a space for himself. Better to leave than to risk losing control.


And so it was that he picked up the newspaper in Kassa a week later and read the enormous black headline, “War in Budapest!! The City Burns!!” The Communists had launched their attack against the government. Shorter articles from the rural provinces told of peasant uprisings, with the traditional looting of manors and burning of records, and rumors swirled of similar goings on in Bohemia. He hid the paper from Barbara and prayed.
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István made himself pretend that nothing was wrong. Neither he nor the staff wanted to upset Barbara, who seemed to be having more trouble with this pregnancy than with her earlier confinements. As a result, he downplayed the events outside of Kassa. Kassa itself had a brief spasm of agitation that ended with a cold rainstorm and a group of students and Bohemian nationalists attacking the Communists and chasing them through the streets like the stupid dogs that they were. Jenö, who had come with István from Budapest, brought the tale with him when he escorted one of the kitchen girls to the market. “My lord, I don’t care for the coin kissers and blood suckers, but those red banner waving bastards are even worse.”


“They want to create heaven on Earth, but sane people know that only the Lord has that much power.” Not that the nationalists are much better, but they aren’t killing people by the dozens like the Russian Communists are.


“Ay, my lord. I don’t hold with killing priests just because they are priests.”


István’s eyebrow rose. Then he decided he did not want to know more. “Indeed.”


He needed to reach Mátyás, and to check on the House lands, so István left Kassa for Nagymatra. After confirming that all was well, and spending several days ensuring that the paper division of the holdings was not interfering with timbering and hunting, he began reaching through the House to Budapest, trying to contact Mátyás or Dobroslov or another of the House members staying at the town palace. He stopped himself after several minutes of straining, effort that left him gasping. “I can’t reach them,” he whispered.


«My lord, perhaps they are too busy to respond.» Aunt Claudia raised a forefoot and gestured with one talon. «There are no strong telepaths among the staff, are there?»


“No, except . . . no.” Mistress Nagy was in Iglo. And Mátyás had a very weak telepathic gift at best.


«Then I would not assume the worst, my lord, not yet.» She lowered her forefoot. «If I might be so bold, I would return to Kassa, my lord. Trouble travels by rail and rumor wears seven league boots.»


Since he’d been considering just such a thing, he decided to do exactly that. Instead of his hunting clothes, he put on his oldest suit and heavy coat, and ordered Szombor to wait and come after him. “I’ll send word. I am worried about what might be traveling on the wires as well as the rails.”


“My lord Count Colonel, let me come with you. Two are stronger than one.”


“No. Stay here until I send for you.” That ended the matter as far as István was concerned. He did not want to return to Kassa so soon, but he couldn’t leave his family and servants to face trouble without him. War and revolution would only lap around the mountains, not engulf them, unlike the cities along the railroad.


The train stopped five kilometers outside of Kassa. “What’s going on?” A woman behind him demanded.


“There is damage to the track, gracious Madame, and will be soon fixed,” the conductor assured her.


“What sort of damage?” a man inquired.


“I do not know, gentle sir, but I will inquire.” The efficient little man bustled past and István caught a glimpse of an odd, eager expression on his face. István went on alert. I do not like this at all, not one bit. What’s going on here? Trees and heavy woods lined the sides of the railroad track, and he began to feel nervous. I’m getting out and walking. Rank and station be damned, something felt terribly wrong.


He wasn’t the only one to get out, and several other passengers carried bags and valises with them, probably as unwilling to let the contents out of their sight as he was. At least he wasn’t concerned with overseeing multiple servants, as he once would have been, or escaping a private train car. István walked into the woods to “stretch his legs,” along with a number of others, mostly men. Then he cut north, found a game trail going the direction he wanted, and followed it to a fence, then a track. He walked fast, striding as if he hadn’t a care in the world. The grey sky remained dry.


István reached the town palace three hours later, very tired and sore in his legs and back. He rang the bell. The door opened and Petr Klarfeld looked out, looming behind the maid Orsolya. “Yes?” she asked, then registered his identity. “My lord! You’re safe.” He thought she would faint, but she recovered and curtseyed very deeply. “Come in, please, my lord Eszterházy.”


She took his bag and coat, another maid brought better shoes, and he sank into a chair in the library, warming his hands at the small fire. Barbara appeared in the doorway, ran in, and almost threw herself into his arms. “Thanks be to God, oh Blessed Virgin be praised, thank you Lord,” she said, the words blurring together and she buried her face against his shoulder. “When Agmánd sent word but you weren’t on the train, Jenö feared the worst. Or that you’d been stopped by the doctors. They’re trying to keep all soldiers out of Kassa.”


He felt stupid, now. “Shhh, easy my lady my love,” he soothed. “The train stopped five kilometers out of Kassa and I had no idea how long the delay might be, so I walked the rest of the way.” Her last words suddenly struck his ear. “Wait, what do you mean the doctors are stopping soldiers?”


“I don’t know, something about carrying a fever from the military camps. Or to the camps, István, it didn’t make sense.” She straightened up and wiped her eyes.


“Well, I’m here, and I’ll send for Szombor so he can be here before All Souls.”


But Szombor did not come. Instead Petr returned to the townhouse the next day with strange news. “I’m sorry, my lord, but the man at the telegraph office refused to send the message after he’d seen it. My lord, the city has declared that no one can enter the city for a week. Everything, all the farm produce and milk and mail coming from the countryside has to stop, and then the police will bring it inside the city’s border. No one will say why, my lord.”


“Probably to stop more Communists from coming in from Budapest,” István decided. “Thank you. You may go.” Well, that was inconvenient at the very least, but now was not the time to pull rank, in case it was the Communists at work. István read his papers and wondered what annoyance would intrude on his life next.


That evening, the cook apologized for supper being late. “Your pardon, my lord, my lady. Margit, the kitchen maid, took ill after coming back from market this morning, and Zora is also feeling weak. Everything will be ready soon, my lord, my lady, but I apologize for the delay.”


Barbara thanked Zúard and assured him that she was not upset. After he left she sighed and picked up the book she’d been reading. “Probably let her feet get wet and caught a chill. Or she didn’t wash her hands after getting the shopping. It really will be good when Zúard can order everything in advance and have it delivered once more.”


“Indeed, my lady, indeed.” Because then all would be back to normal and they could hire more staff and return to life as it had been before.


Barbara woke István in the night. He heard her being ill and rushed to join Jirina in holding her. She shook with chills and he led her back into bed. “Jirina, tell Magda not to let the children out of the nursery,” he ordered.


“My lord?” Her eyes looked larger than normal in the dim candlelight.


“Do not question me, just go.”


“L—l—love,” Barbara whispered, teeth chattering, “What’s wrong?”


István washed his hands in the little water left on the nightstand. “I don’t want them getting sick. The maids are ill, now you. If someone brought a sickness to the market, the doctors will be busy and Mistress Nagy is on the other side of the mountains.”


“I’ll be better in a few hours,” Barbara said, shaking.


“I’m sure you will, but I’m the head of the house and I do not care to have everyone else and our children sick. Now rest.” He pushed through her weak shields, adding a heavy compulsion to his words. He did not want their next child endangered by Barbara’s stubbornness. Once assured that she slept, he napped in the chair under a blanket.


By dawn, she’d grown worse, hallucinating and trying to fight free of the blankets, then shivering again. Jirina called the hospital and Dr. Cohen. “There is no room at the hospital,” the doctor told her, as István listened over her shoulder. “The entire city is ill, and they are keeping patients on mats on the floor. Give her warm liquids, keep her warm, and if she starts coughing, call back. I’ll try to come if I have time.”


Margit died that afternoon, choking, her face a strange ashen purple. István and Jenö moved her body to the ground floor and called for a priest. Instead, an ambulance with hastily-painted black crosses came, taking her body to the cemetery at St. Giles. Duty seen to, István knelt in prayer beside Barbara’s bed, reciting the rosary and begging any saint who might hear to add their prayers to his, especially the Fourteen Nothelferen, led by St. Christopher and St. Aegidus. Please, dear Lord, spare the children and I will go to Mariazell, to offer thanks and praise. Please spare Barbara, please. Barbara moaned as if in pain and panted. She sounded like a woman in labor might, or so István imagined. He recited two more decades before the thought penetrated. “No, oh no, please,” he gasped. He lifted the blanket and saw red on the sheet beneath. It was too early! He pulled the sheet back and held his wife’s gown down, so he could watch her belly. It didn’t move. Maybe it’s just a little blood. Some women have that, I think, please. He put the blankets back and called for Jirina.


“I don’t feel well, my lord,” she said, face pale and greenish. “I think I should stay back.”


He opened and shut his mouth. “Who else?”


“Zora’s better, my lord, Petr is still well, but Zúard and Jenö are sick, as is the scullery girl and the other chamber maid. Magda seems fine and Petr has a way to send food to the nursery.”


István retuned to the bedroom and heard coughing and a horrible, almost strangling sound. As he watched, Barbara’s skin darkened and she fought to breathe. He went to his office and telephoned the doctor and the priest, but no one answered the phone. The operator said he’d try to call again and have the priest come. “Dr. Cohen and the others are too busy, my lord.”


Just before midnight Barbara lost the battle, taking their unborn child with her. “No, dear God no.” István lay on the carpet beside the bed and wept. How could you, God? How could you do this to us? How? I need her. The children need her. Why God, why? How could she die so fast, so young? How could she die without Last Rites? He’d lost his wife and child, his father and mother. Who next?


Jenö died the next evening. The others remained weak, too weak to work. István felt tired and chilled a little during the night, but it passed quickly. After the health officer’s men took Jenö and Barbara’s bodies away, István forced himself to contact the House and formally tell them of his lady’s passing. It was then that he learned the news from Budapest. Mátyás had died that morning. He’d seemed to get better, then collapsed and died of the choking cough. One maid had also died, and Ferenk and Dobroslov had been ill but were recovering. The Matra suffered as well from the deaths within its territory, while, to the east, Galicia shuddered, or so the Power warned. The Power in Kutna Hora also worried the Matra, and Bohemia as well, or so István inferred, but those were not his concerns. István stared at the wall, numb. He’d lost everyone. The House snarled—driving him on, pulling him out of the pit he wanted to crawl into.


When news came of the armistice, István barely noticed. Only after the last member of the household had fully recovered, and everything had been washed, wiped with alcohol or carbolic acid, and otherwise cleaned, did Magda and the children emerge from the nursery. István knelt and hugged Imre until the boy squeaked in protest. “Where’s Mommy?”


It took two tries before István could speak. “Your mother is with God.” Tears ran down his face, and he did not try to hide them, hugging Imre close once more. He heard Magda weeping as well.


The plague had struck in late October. On November twentieth, the acting-mayor and the doctors allowed the disease watch to be lifted. People could go into the streets and parks once more, and a few brave farmers and others ventured to the markets. István sent for Szombor to come to Kassa from Nagymatra. Then he and Magda and Jirina took the children to the church of St. Barbara, near the townhouse, where they prayed for the souls of the dead. István would have Masses said for his wife and brother, as well as the servants, later. He would go to Mariazell, as he’d vowed, later. Now, he wanted to watch his children and prepare for the worst. Famine, war, and plague had swept the land. When would the rider on the pale horse gallop through?


Come December, the rationing limits eased. With fewer people needing to eat, and a good year in the barns, why not? Some villages had lost all but a handful of souls, as it proved. Despite the uprisings in the cities and on the manors, the country had not fallen into total chaos, and transportation appeared to be returning to war-time normal, if not quite to the speed and safety of 1914. Zúard, with his lord’s permission, squandered the household’s ration points and crowns on a quarter beef. István tasted fat beef for the first time in months, and smiled as Imre and Erszébet met a good broth, which they both liked. Maybe they could try gingerbread at Christmas, and roast pig, he thought, watching them sleep later that night. The smell of simmering meat lingered in the air, a promise of decent food still to come. Perhaps, just perhaps, things were getting better—István almost dared to hope. Then he stopped himself, closed the nursery door, and went to his empty bed.





[image: ]


[image: 14: Bite and Hold]


Despite the anger of his mother-in-law and sister, István refused to dress the children in black. They wore mourning when they went to Mass, but no other time. “No. It makes them look like ghosts. Hungary and the empire have been in mourning since June 1914. Imre and Erzsébet will wear baby colors.”


“But István,” Duchess Agatha Paula Rosenberg said, eyes wide with dismay, her black fan fluttering, her other hand on the front of her black brocade dress. “What about my daughter’s memory? How else will people know that they are in mourning and still grieving?”


Because Imre clings to Magda and to me as if he’d been glued? Because your granddaughter wakes up crying for Mama? But he held his peace. He needed to keep the Rosenbergs pacified and willing to help him. Now was not the time for a spat within the Houses. “Your Grace, one look at the staff and at me tells everyone that the household is in mourning, as do the black ribbons. As you know, I have had Masses said in Barbara’s memory, and will continue through the year, and have given to the Sisters of Charity and to the Franciscan Foundling Home as well.”


The latter had almost broken him, seeing long rooms of children, from week-old babies to almost grown, all abandoned or orphaned. That afternoon he’d insisted on having the children take their naps in his office, where he could see and hear them as he worked. Magda had protested once, weakly, before dragging the cradle and pallets down.


Duchess Agatha sniffed, mollified for the moment. István considered asking her if she knew how much black cloth cost, and how much it showed all the dirt and lint that Imre seemed to collect even within the four walls of the townhouse. And how fast Imre had started growing. The addition of meat to his diet seemed to agree with the boy.


Agatha said, “I presume the children will visit during Easter.”


“I hope so, Your Grace. It appears that all will be well and quiet.”


“Good. I trust that you have no objection to my sending staff to assist you during this trying time?”


Once he would have objected before the sound of his mother-in-law’s words had even stopped. Now he considered her order before saying, “Yes, I do. I am concerned about their ability to work with the staff at Nagymatra, and about their willingness to stay after the Hungarian referendum.” After a moment more he decided to be honest, and added, “And I am not certain that I can afford to pay more staff right now, Your Grace.”


The affronted look returned to her soft, round, wrinkled face. “What do you mean you cannot afford to pay the staff? The Eszterházy family is one of the wealthiest in the empire, one of the most politically and socially prominent. Serving such a family is an honor.”


Do you know what year this is? For the first time István started to wonder about Duchess Agatha’s mental state. “Your Grace, even servants must eat, and wages are high for skilled staff. And the income of the family, and all noble families in Hungary, has declined because of fear surrounding the events taking place in Paris.” No one wanted to build until they knew what country their house or business would be in, and if they would be allowed to keep their property. And a few people maintained that they should not have to pay for anything, because it all belonged to the people and the government, so they could take whatever they wanted or needed. Thus far the foresters had disabused several unhappy men of that idea, but there would be more.


“Well, that is all the more reason for me to send staff.” The arrival of Imre terminated the discussion for the moment, for which his father blessed the child. Duchess Agatha began cooing, “Oh, come here you dear little— What have you gotten into?”


A bit of flour from the top of the fresh bread, apparently. István hid his smile.
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As winter dragged on, the sense of anger and dread within the empire grew stronger and stronger, until even István could feel it. Once more, imperial troops fought a two-front war, this time against Russia and Romania. Italy had, for the moment, pulled back from the borders, and the imperials did likewise. At least the Romanians were also trying to beat up on Serbia as well, István thought, enjoying a moment of Schadenfreude. Of course, if Romania pushed harder in the south, aiming to cut off southern Hungary and attack across to Belgrade, it might cease to be amusing. Or perhaps not, depending on how wet the spring proved to be. And where the borders were drawn.


Three maps lay on his desk. Josef Meciar, visiting from farther north, and Attila Gabor sat across from him in the townhouse office. Attila and István had both been summoned to Vienna, and Attila had detoured north to meet with István and Meciar. He and Meciar had discussed church business, then called on István. After the session in Vienna, István intended to go on to Mariazell, as he had sworn, and make good on his debt to the Lord and Our Lady.


Count Gabor tapped the third map with his pencil. “You can guess who is demanding that the Entente enforce that idea.”


Meciar snorted. “Do they want Rome and Ravenna as well, my lord?”


“It would be entertaining to watch them try.”


The map horrified István, as it did the other men. It showed the border between Hungary and Romania at the Tisza River, the Serbian-Romanian border a few miles east of Belgrade, and Bosnia given to a new Croat country, with most of Carinthia, Kraina, and even Trieste, now included in “Slovenia.” Galicia and half of the new Poland bore the label “Russia,” which István took to mean that Romania had agreed not to fuss if the Russians tried to annex that much. And “Czechoslovakia” extended to a few kilometers north of Budapest, then ran east until it bumped into the Tisza River and Romania.


“I believe I can safely say that this,” István tapped the offending map, “will never come to fruition. This area has too many Hungarian-speakers and Germans in it, this swath,” he pointed between the Danube and Tisza, “has never belonged to either Transylvania or Wallachia, or Dacia for that matter, and they will have just as much joy capturing Serbian territory as we had. More so, I suspect.”


“And, my lord, the Entente will not tolerate the Russians devouring Poland again. The gift of Silesia would not make up for losing Warsaw and Krakow again.” Meciar pushed the map aside and scooted a second one to the center of the desk. “I suspect this is a more likely outcome, my lords.”


On the second map an improbably straight line extended south from the point where Bukovina, Hungary, and Galicia touched, not stopping or shifting until it reached the Romanian border. That slab would go to Romania. From the triple junction a second line ran north to the Russian border, and the land to the east would be Russian. Somehow that is not what the Ruthenes have in mind, István thought. The Polish border with Galicia came a little more south, closer to Lemberg and enfolding the bulge north of the Wisloka River and Tarnow. Czechoslovakia included Bohemia, Moravia, and the foothills north of the Hernánd River, then cut south to envelop Kassa, and then ran east and north to cut out the area with Ungvár and Mimkács. “I trust you understand why I am not entirely happy with this version?”


Gabor snorted, derision obvious. “At least you would not lose all of your land and properties. The Romanian government is already encouraging ‘blood Romanians,’ as they call them, to drive out Hungarians and Saxons to purify the region, so that when Wilson and the Entente soldiers arrive there will be no one to protest the new borders.”


“The loss of Silesia will hurt the new Czechoslovakia,” Meciar observed. “Apparently they are already protesting the loss, my lords, but since most of the people there are Polish or German speakers, the Entente seems less than persuaded by their plaints, my lords.”


Gabor frowned as he looked at the page. “It has been many years, but did not the Poland that existed before the first Partition sit farther to the east?”


István got up, stretched his back a little, and found the book he needed. He thumbed through and located the map, a copy of an engraving from the mid-seventeen hundreds. “You’re right. This,” he ran his finger along the modern map, “is all from Germany.”


“They also give a slice of Bavaria to Bohemia, my lord.” Meciar sat back, his expression troubled. “My lord, I am not certain but that this may cause trouble later on.”


“I suspect it will,” Gabor said. “Unless everyone is equally unhappy, and tired, no national group will feel satisfied. And Transylvania, or the Sudetenland, or Trieste, where you have as many of one so-called nation as of another?” He shook his head. “But the Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away.”


István crossed himself and Meciar said, “Thanks be to God.” Sometimes István envied the Calvinists’ bone-deep acceptance of the Lord’s will and the calm it seemed to give them.


“The only things I believe are certain are that the sun will rise in the east, my son will get into mischief, and whatever is decided within the empire will please no one.” István gave the 1914 map a wistful look.


“I suspect you are correct, my lord. All the more reason for us,” Meciar’s gesture took in all the lands on the maps, “to decide for ourselves before the men in Paris carve us up as they have the Ottoman Empire.”


That too. Although István had a suspicion that the self-proclaimed Young Turks were more than happy to be shed of the Arab raiders. Losing the Levant might not go down as easily.


“Well, Mr. Meciar, is there anything you need from Vienna?” Gabor asked.


“More time, my lord, and the service of some of the big beer-dray teams to move my household. I would prefer to stay where I am, but my wife is Hungarian, and we speak Hungarian at home. Our neighbors have expressed doubts as to our safety if we remain, so we’re moving south to Vézprem. I have business associates there.” He sounded philosophical. “But I had no idea how much the household has acquired since I married. Four children, my books and business materials, Suzanna’s plants . . .”


“Wait. You are moving plants?” Gabor blinked, confused.


Meciar smiled a little. “Yes, my lord. Suzanna grows herbs and medicinal plants for the city ladies. And she is not content with taking seeds, my lord, oh no.”


István realized with a sinking feeling that he needed to start seriously considering leaving Kassa. He did not want to, but if the border shifted, or the Social Democrats came to power and decided to attack their parliamentary opponents, he could lose everything. And without Barbara, well, Nagymatra and Budapest would serve well. And held fewer memories of his late wife.


“Let me know if you need a wagon,” he said. “The lumber business has slowed and we have men and teams looking for work.” And he owed Meciar for his assistance in the diet.


“I may do that, my lord, at least to get things to the rail-yard. Thank you.”


Talk shifted to other topics. The next morning, István and Attila Gabor left for Vienna. Both men kept wary eyes on their fellow passengers and the railroad workers, alert for signs of trouble. They caught a few angry looks, but so did every man not in railroad uniform or dressed like a farm laborer. Finally, as the train pulled out of Pressburg for Vienna, Gabor closed his book. “What ever became of the anarchists?”


“Hmm?” István had been thinking, watching the Danube River flowing beside them to the south. “Ah, you know, they did seem to vanish not long before the war started, didn’t they?”


A conductor cleared his throat. “A sirs, I apologize for disturbing you, but I must ask you to speak German, if you can,” he said in heavily accented Hungarian. “The lady behind you is growing concerned and agitated, and demands to know what you are talking about and if she should turn you in for plotting something.”


Before István could reply, Gabor said in careful but very heavily accented German, “Must it be German? I have some difficulty with the language.”


“No, sir, but if you just stop speaking Hungarian, at least for now, please.”


István barely caught the wink. “Very well.” Gabor turned and continued in careful Latin, “Could the war have shown the anarchists just what their world would look like?”


It took a little work, but István cobbled together an answer in Latin, using a little Italian where he needed to. “It may have, given the stories from the west. I suspect they did not like it.”


Gabor’s command of Latin surprised István, given that the man was not a son of the Church. Then he realized that, like the other mid-ranking Magnates of Hungary, Gabor still spoke Latin at home, and probably Hungarian and Romanian or Saxon with his peasants and workers. He’d learned German later, as his accent showed.


After a few more minutes of Latin, the men returned to their reading. The concerned woman got up and made her way past them, and István caught her trying to read their book titles and newspapers. Gabor had the royalist paper from Vienna and István was struggling through a book on German forest law. The square faced, plump woman frowned as she continued on. Ah well, István sighed, they’d be in Vienna soon and she could make a fool of herself if she so desired. His and Gabor’s imperial passes would end the matter, should she decide to report them to the police for some reason.


Nothing surprising occurred until their taxi carriage reached the wall of the inner city. István felt an elbow in his ribs and startled. “What?”


“Look!”


The wall now sported large holes where sections had been removed. The gateways stood empty, the gates missing or leaning against the walls, off their hinges. István realized that his mouth had sagged open and he closed it. “You don’t think the Entente?”


Gabor’s face went hard. “I suspect so. His Majesty will not be able to lock himself inside the walls and defy the Entente if he has no walls to hide behind.”


The Hotel Sacher swarmed with men in foreign uniforms, speaking French and what sounded like Dutch. One of the soldier’s tunics bore an unfamiliar flag along with that of Britain. Sounds Dutch, but with a British insignia? South African colony, that must be it, István realized. He did not care to share the building with the enemy, but he obviously had no choice.


“It could be worse,” Gabor said under his breath later that night, as they walked to St. Stephen’s Cathedral square. “The French seized General Lord Schwarzenberg’s residence, the one not far from the Belvedere, and are using that as their so-called embassy instead of the one within the walls.”


István managed not to swear.


He did not bother to hide his anger the next morning, letting his eyes shift as he listened to Duke Ernest Jindrich Zibulka z Kolovrat explain the situation to the other House heads. «His Grace Archduke Rudolph sends his apologies for his delay. It seems the Italian delegation has begun making threats about seizing the Tirol as well as demanding the Adriatic coast and Trent. He is speaking with General Schwarzenberg and several others about what, if any, options his people have. His Grace hopes to join us soon.» The indigo-and-black noble did not look or sound optimistic.


Prince Arnaulf von Taxis took up the task of addressing the other House Heads and Guardians. “My lords, His Majesty and the I Council have, after much prayerful consideration and debate, agreed to accept the Entente’s demands as they become known. However, they have also insisted that, in turn, the Entente accept the decisions of the residents of the empire should they vote for self-determination and any borders that result from those votes. The Entente has already said that they do not recognize Russia’s claim to half of Poland, and you are aware of the loss of Silesia?”


Angry mutterings showed that the twenty or so men, women, and True-dragons had indeed heard, although a few hisses and growls suggested not everyone agreed with His Majesty’s thoughts on the matter.


Prince Taxis continued, “At present, barring intervention by the Entente and Americans, it appears that the empire will break into three countries and two provinces: a German-speaking Austria that will include the crown lands, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, and the provinces of Kraina and Galicia. His Majesty has dissolved the Imperial Council and devolved the appropriate powers to the diets of Austria and Hungary, and waits to hear the decisions from the Czech lands. Thus far, the residents of Kraina and Galicia have shown little desire to join Russia or Serbia—or Italy.” He looked across the room, trying to find someone. “Frau von Brixen, have you heard otherwise?”


Leona von Brixen, clad in black and with dark circles under her eyes, stood. “Your Highness, my lords, I have not. House Brixen has decided to remain with Austria and the rest of the Tirol if at all possible, understanding that we may not be given the option. Although it seems that the Italians have some difficulties of their own in the north, as Venice has expressed the desire to secede from Roman Italy over economic favors done for Naples and the southern quarter of the peninsula.”


A few quiet chuckles and murmurs of “I’m not surprised,” followed her words.


“Count Starhemburg, your thoughts?”


Felix Starhemberg rose. All István could see of him was the back of his head, and it appeared that he’d begun losing his hair, if the faint sheen under the blond strands told the truth. Felix looked thinner than he had the last time they’d crossed paths. “Your Highness, my lords, I must regret to inform you that House Starhemburg has split into three factions. Two remain within the House and have agreed to cooperate, but a quarter of our members, all humans or HalfDragons, opted to move south or east in hopes of joining an independent Croatian state. They expressed no concern about the Entente’s threat to split Kraina off and give it to the Serbs along with Bosnia as part of a greater South Slav state.” His shoulders rose and fell in either a sigh or a shrug. “I am sorry Your Highness, my lords. I tried to keep them with us, but they refused.”


Damn, that must hurt. And hurt to have to report, István thought, wincing a little inside. Murmurs rose and fell among the House Heads and Guardians.


“Thank you, Count Starhemberg, and be assured that none of us feel anything but sympathy and respect for your efforts,” Prince Taxis assured Felix.


“Thank you, Your Highness.” Felix bowed and sat.


A hand waved, and Prince Taxis nodded. Zoltan Szecheny got to his feet. “Your Highness, can you give us any news about the status of the eastern border?”


Taxis hesitated, opened his mouth, closed it again, and said, “I believe Prince Rozemberk is better able to address that topic than am I.”


The sunrise-and-peach True-dragon stood, nodded a little to Prince Taxis, and turned so he could see the group. The light glinted off the glasses perched on his muzzle. «Lords of the Houses, red war is raging in Transylvania. Count Gabor, it began this morning very early, shortly after midnight. The Romanians have pushed us back several kilometers, but for the moment the Army appears to be holding fast. That is all they are trying to do: hold the line, while His Majesty’s government and the Hungarian Diet are protesting to the Entente powers.»


Attila Gabor blanched, his face turning sickly greenish-white. “Thank you, Your Highness.” He wrote furiously on a small notepad, as if composing a telegram.


«You are welcome. The larger news is confusing, to put it mildly. Colonel de Estang Guiscard, the French liaison from the Paris meetings, claims that our forces must pull back to the Tisza. However, the British and American military advisors have no knowledge of such a requirement, so His Majesty’s government is ignoring the claim. The Romanians have also attacked Serbia, which is in the process of trying to annex Fuime. There are rumors, though nothing firm, that an Italian adventurer is also attempting to seize Fuime, in which case His Majesty may opt to wait for the two to exhaust each other and then retake the city.» Prince Rozemberk rolled his eyes and draped his tail over his forefeet. «But do not speak of any of this outside this chamber, and even here telepathically if possible.»


István sat up at that. Did they not trust the servants? No, he realized, they could not be certain what the Entente might do and did not want to raise the enemy’s ire by revealing too much. And the news could encourage nationalists to take actions that everyone might regret. If the expulsions in Romanian Transylvania spread, István could only too well imagine the results. Although it would serve the Entente bastards right, he growled behind his shields, to step into a smoking wasteland and find themselves taking sniper fire from all sides. I believe that is called “marching through the Balkans.”


As the House leaders discussed things quietly, István heard hinges squeak. Part of the ornately papered wall behind Prince Taxis and Duke Zibulka z Kolovrat began to open, and István felt an all-too familiar mental presence. He shifted his weight so he could stand. A lean, brown-haired man with odd, almost tan-colored eyes appeared, a slight smile on his lips. He wore travelling clothes and looked a little tired. István, Prince Heiko Windischgrätz, and a few others got to their feet as Archduke Rudolph Thomas Martin von Habsburg stalked into the room. He nearly got within touching distance of Prince Taxis before most of the group noticed him. The surprise, and the surge of bows and salutes, spread Rudolph’s smile wider. “Thank you. You may rise and then be seated.” He sounded hoarse, as if he was recovering from a cold, or had been shouting.


“I apologize for not being present to greet you, but events in the Tirol demanded personal attention. For that reason, Count Drachenburg sends both greetings and regrets. The Galician situation further complicates matters, although certain aspects of it appear to be resolving.” Rudolph took a deep breath, exhaled, inhaled, and continued, “His Majesty sends his greetings as well. He is en route to Prague to meet with the Archbishop and others.” Rudolph caught István’s eye and gave him a significant look. “And to speak with a group from Lemberg concerning the matter of Galician governance.”


Prince Windischgrätz raised one hand, a hand that trembled ever so slightly. “Yes?” Rudolph said.


“Ah, Your Grace, we have not heard from the three Houses formerly in Galicia. Does Your Grace have any knowledge of their status?” The man sounded very young and a little scared. Well, István could understand the first part.


So did Rudolph. “First, Prince Windischgrätz, allow me to express both my and His Majesty’s condolences on the death of your mother, the dowager princess, and our congratulations on your accession.”


“Thank you, Your Grace, and please convey my thanks to His Majesty. As Your Grace is aware, her passing came as a surprise.” He paused and added, “Not the least to Mother, I’m sure.” A faintly wry smile appeared then faded, and many in the room nodded their agreements. Privately, István harbored doubts that the dowager had been anything other than appalled to discover herself deceased. He’d always regarded her as immortal and unchanging, as well as slightly terrifying.


Rudolph nodded. “As to your question, yes, I do. I must regretfully inform you that House Kasparowicz and House Davidov have dissolved.” He took another deep breath before adding, “House Davidov left no survivors.”


István sat back, shocked to his core. Whispers and murmurs turned into a dismayed hum, and someone asked, “Your Grace, does anyone know what happened?”


Silence fell as Rudolph raised his hand. “It appears, though I do not have absolute confirmation of this, but it appears that the leadership of House Davidov approached a group of Russian soldiers to order them to depart House lands and return across the border. The remains of the Head, his Heir, and several other House members were found, all killed by bullet wounds, and the bodies of the True-dragons had been mutilated. Of the others I have not heard, but their main residence and the estate buildings were looted and burned, by whom it is not known.” Rudolph closed his eyes before continuing. “As you know, House Davidov suffered a great deal from the initial Russian attacks, as well as from the influenza that swept the region, and the cholera outbreak before that.


“House Potoki relocated into the reconstituted Poland from Lemberg and are waiting for the situation to stabilize. They may remain inside the new Poland, since their holdings within Galicia were never that large and no House members remain within the Galician borders.”


Rudolph let the men and women talk for several minutes. István caught his eye and tapped very lightly on Rudolph’s shields. Rudolph sent, «What?»


«Galicia’s still odd, Your Grace?»


«Yes. More so.»


The exchange took a fraction of a second and Rudolph dropped the contact. István sat back and considered the news, wondering what to do next and if there was any way to help the Matra prepare for what might happen.


“However, my lords and ladies,” Rudolph began. He stopped, a look of profound surprise on his face. He stepped to the side of the group, moving behind Prince Taxis and Duke Zibulka z Kolovrat. István caught a hint of motion in one of the decorative mirrors behind Rudolph, and saw a door behind them opening. Thus warned, he started rising to his feet.


A heavy weight thumped the floor three times, and a stentorian voice called, “Your Highnesses, Your Graces, my lords and ladies, gentlemen, His Majesty Josef Karl von Habsburg.”


As if by magic, the group moved in near unison, dividing, pulling chairs and benches out of the way, and turning to face the newly-created aisle. All bowed as His Majesty walked through the assembly to the front of the room. He stopped and turned to face them. “You may rise.”


Josef Karl looked old. Grey streaked his temples, wrinkles marked his eyes and lines around his mouth aged him, giving him a gravitas that belied his years. He wore his uniform and the order of the Golden Fleece, but no other signs of his rank. Only the Order, the elaborate signet ring on his right hand, and the air of age and dignity surrounding him, revealed who stood at the head of the meeting chamber. “Thank you for your presence here today. We know of your concerns, and those of you with families in the way of danger, we give you our deepest promise that our army is doing all it can to hold our lands safe.


“It was with great reluctance that I dissolved the Imperial Councils and devolved power to the diets and parliaments, with the exception of the Imperial Army. As you well know, the circumstances are such that attempting to break apart the army would be negligent to the point of sin. The rest I have put in the hands of the people of the empire, and in the hands of God. I would it were otherwise, but for the sake of the peoples of my empire, and for the Houses in all my lands, it must be done.”


I know who I trust to be wise, and it is not the people. But István bit his tongue and nodded. At this point, given the vendetta the Entente seemed to have against the empire and House Habsburg, unless he wanted the entire population between the lower Danube and Warsaw to die of starvation or massacred by Communists, well, István could understand what drove His Majesty to this point. We survived Napoleon, we survived the Turks, we’ll survive this. He let his eyes wander around the room, taking in the gold and blue, crystal and glass, and the ornate patterns inlaid into the parquet floor. This too would pass.


“Because of the desperate need for divine guidance, I have asked the clergy to call for a day of prayer and celebration. Prayer for wisdom and strength for the time to come, and solemn celebration in anticipation of the return of peace.” Josef Karl’s slight lift of one eyebrow suggested that he understood just how premature that declaration of hope might prove to be. His voice shifted, and István felt Josef Karl pushing with his mind, trying to impress the seriousness of the situation upon any doubters and invoking his status as chosen Head of all the Houses. “I strongly urge you, House leaders and Guardians, to encourage but not force your Houses to participate. I also insist that you take steps, if you have not already done so, to provide for the welfare of your Houses should the Entente decide to impose borders and governments upon us. Some of you have already begun, thanks be to God, and others face threats that must be dealt with first, if at all possible.” He met every person’s eyes in turn. “Do not tarry, for the fields are white with harvest, although it may be a harvest of woe rather than of converts.” A few people rustled at the Emperor’s use of scripture, while a few others nodded agreement.


“Two weeks from tomorrow will be the day of prayer and celebration. It is my intent to attend Mass at Stephensdom, and to offer my intentions and petitions, along with those of my family and House.”


István lost the rest of Josef Karl’s words, his attention seized by the flash of shock and worry on Archduke Rudolph’s otherwise blank face. What’s wrong? What does he know? Something with the Powers, something going on? Whatever it had been, it passed so quickly that István almost thought he’d imagined the moment.


After Josef Karl’s departure, Archduke Rudolph excused himself as well. That raised István’s suspicions even higher, and he began mentally making plans to return to Nagymatra as soon as possible, and to stay there, winter’s lingering grip be damned. The group broke into pairs and trios as the Heads and guardians discussed plans, scenarios, and what-ifs, and compared what they had done or were considering doing. Attila Gabor vanished as well, to no one’s surprise. István found himself talking with the new Head of Windischgrätz and Kristofer Aleman-Dietrichstein of House Dietrichstein-Ost.


“I suppose I should be grateful that all of our holdings are in Bohemia,” Heiko Furst von Windischgrätz said. “But the Social Democrats and Communists are talking about nationalizing property and putting limits on the size of landholdings, and the Czech Nationalists demand proof of everyone’s degree of Slav-ness before they will agree to permit families to hold land. Some in Prague are already saying that we should lose our lands and businesses because of what happened in Prague in 1848.” He sounded mildly offended at the notion.


Count Kristofer Aleman-Dietrichstein squinted through his glasses at the prince. “Prague in 1848? Does Your Highness mean General Count Windischgrätz’s commanding the troops that put down the rebellion?”


Heiko waved his hand a little. “Yes, yes, exactly. One is tempted to remind them that the rebels in Vienna, Budapest, Paris, and Berlin received considerably less mercy than did the Bohemians, but the fools choose to remember only what happened to them.”


István nodded. “Your Highness, I have always been told that your ancestor’s mercy might have been a little less generous had his lady wife suffered more than a scare during the initial uprising.”


“Deaths in the family do tend to strain the bounds of mercy,” Kristofer said, his voice and expression cold. István wondered what had happened, then remembered. Kristofer’s cousin had been killed by the Communists in Vienna.


Before István could speak or Heiko replied, a footman appeared at István’s elbow. The three men turned. “Yes?” Heiko asked.


“Your pardon Your Highness, my lords. Colonel Count Eszterházy, His Grace Archduke Rudolph wishes a word. At your convenience.”


All three understood the request. “If Your Highness, my lord, will excuse me?” István said.


“Of course,” Heiko replied as Kristofer nodded his assent.


István bowed to them, then followed the footman out of the room, down several hallways, and into an area that István recognized as housing the private offices of some of the numerous Habsburg cousins. The footman stopped at a door flanked by two more servants, one of whom knocked twice, opened the door, and called, “Your Grace, Colonel Count Eszterházy.”


“Send him in.”


István walked two paces in and bowed. “Oh, rise and come in,” came the order. Rudolph sounded annoyed.


István straightened up, got a meter closer, and gasped. “You look terrible,” he blurted. “Your Grace.”


“And it is a pleasure to see you as well, Count Eszterházy.”


István cursed himself and bowed again. “I beg Your Grace’s pardon for my thoughtless words.” But Rudolph up close did bear a striking resemblance to the depictions of one of the Horsemen in the Book of Revelation. The weight he’d gained had vanished again, and his skin had a faintly grey-green hue that István did not associate with healthy people.


“And pardon is granted. Sit.” Rudolph did not look much better up close. “The Powers.”


“Galicia, Your Grace?”


“Among others, yes.” Rudolph picked up a letter opener and began tapping the blunted point against the top of the tooled red leather desk blotter. The deep red complimented the mahogany and ebony top of the desk. “As you noticed some time ago, Brandenburg is acting oddly, although not as withdrawn as Galicia. The departure of the Guardian likely has something to do with it, and the severing of ties with House Hohenzollern. Baiuwara, too, feels uneasy, which is disturbing Austria and the Drachenburg.”


István tried to recall who served as Guardian in Bavaria. “Ah, Your Grace, pardon my forgetfulness, but who took the Guardianship after Ludwig II, God rest his soul?”


Both men crossed themselves. “Graf Colonel Martin von und zu Guttenberg. Who is dying without an heir. Neither of his daughters have the mind to serve as Guardian, although his second son might be suitable. Herzog Maximilian Ludwig von Wittelsbach will step in if called, I suspect.” Rudolph stopped tapping. “They need more fresh blood, they really do.”


István stopped his retort before it got past being a mere thought. Of any family in Europe, the Habsburgs would know about the need to bring in new people every few generations, if not more frequently. The last of the Spanish Habsburgs demonstrated that beyond any lingering shadow of uncertainty. “Indeed, Your Grace.”


“However, the chaos unfolding in the north is not why I requested your presence, Little Stephen.” The archduke’s tone and posture shifted, and his color improved from “three weeks dead” to “recently deceased” as the Power released him. “It is the potential chaos here.” He pointed down with the hand not holding the ornate letter opener. “My cousin is devout, diligent, admirable in many ways, and utterly ignorant of the perfidy of mankind to an extent that makes the Abbess of the Poor Claires in Vyshgrad look cunning and canny.”


István winced. “Ow, Your Grace. But I—I fear I can see that.”


“And we’re about to see more of that, I think, because His Majesty absolutely refuses to abandon the thought of going from St. Stephens to the Schottenkirche and then to Our Lady of Refuge. Thanks be at least that Her Majesty has convinced him not to make a foot pilgrimage.”


István tried to recall the route. St. Michael’s church stood not far from the—two courtyards away, in fact—facing the start of one of the market streets that led to the old moat, the Graben, while the Schottenkirche, the old church of the Irish missionaries, sat on the Freyung Plaza within the wall. Those would be safe, or at least would be easy for the police and army to control and keep people away from. But where was our Lady of Refuge? “Your Grace, I follow as far as the Schottenkirche. But where is the third church?”


Rudolph raised one brown eyebrow and tilted his head a few centimeters to the side. “It faces Eszterházypark, south of Mariahilferstrasse, on the way to Schönbrunn.”


“Your pardon once more, Your Grace. I am not familiar with all of my cousins’ donations and works, or with every place of worship within the larger Vienna.” István allowed a little heat into his voice.


“Point taken.” Rudolph set the golden letter opener down and rubbed his hands, as if chilly. “But you see why some are concerned for my cousin’s safety. And sanity.”


István thought aloud. “His car must pass through the wall, perhaps behind or between—no, behind—the museums near the stables and barracks. But then Mariahilferstrasse, wide, hard to control access to, and easy for someone else in a car to get to and away from quickly. And then into a confined residential area at the edge of the area where all those unhappy Hofrats have homes.” István could imagine all too well what might come to pass. It would be Sarajevo all over again, but worse. “Your Grace, His Majesty indeed puts a little too much trust in the Lord.”


“Not too much in the Lord, but too little in the deviousness of his fellow men. Especially with the Entente observers here, since they have already said that any use of the military within Vienna’s inner districts without ‘due cause,’ as the French colonel put it, will lead to ‘actions’ being taken.”


For someone who had never been in the military, Rudolph certainly grasped the problem quite well. “What do you want me to do, Your Grace?” Because there had to be something Rudolph planned that he would be telling István all this.


“Talk sense into my cousin. But even Her Majesty has found it easier to persuade the statue of Maria Teresa between the museums to dance by the moonlight than to convince His Majesty to change his plans or his route.” Rudolph drooped a little. “I wish I knew, I truly do, István. But I’m just the buffer, the man who stands between the Guardian and Head and insanity, the House’s sacrifice.”


The bitterness in Rudolph’s voice shocked István like little else had, and he caught himself staring, slack-jawed, then made himself close his mouth. He heard footsteps in the corridor behind him, and his own breathing, and perhaps, very faintly, the sound of feet and hoofs in the courtyard behind Rudolph. No other sound intruded into the office.


At last, after an eternity of jumbled thoughts and emotions, Rudolph said, “But I have no right to burden you with my own yoke, Count Colonel Eszterházy. And I have not properly offered my condolences on your loss.”


The kind words brought buried pain back to the surface. “Losses, Your Grace,” István corrected. “Barbara, may God have mercy on her soul, was six months along. And my brother died not long after, in Budapest.”


Rudolph’s tan eyes shimmered, and István realized that he saw tears. “Dear holy Lord, István, I didn’t know. Please forgive me. I am very, terribly sorry.”


István swallowed his own unshed tears, looking down at the floor as he tried to regain his composure. “Thank you, Your Grace, and I accept your apology. No one outside the immediate family knew, and I saw no need to mention it. She,” he heard steps as Rudolph walked around the desk to rest a hand on his shoulder. “She started losing the child a few hours before she died.” The hand tightened its grip in wordless sympathy. István let the tears flow, allowing himself to mourn before returning to the day’s duties. Rudolph offered him a handkerchief, which István accepted.


“Go home, Count Eszterházy,” Rudolph said after István finished wiping his eyes and nose. “Go to your mountains, to your children.” He stepped back to give István room to stand. “And go armed.” The strange timber returned to Rudolph’s voice. “Powers stir. Go armed and wary, Little Stephen.”


István bowed and departed. Mariazell would wait.
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István put Ferenk and Magda in charge of sorting the townhouse in Kassa. “Magda, you know what the children need,” he told the nursemaid. “What of my lady’s things should be kept for Erzsébet and what can go to charity or to her family. You and Jirina both. Ferenk, go through everything else. The books go to Budapest and Nagymatra, my office goes to Nagymatra, and inventory from there. Those kitchen things that Luka can use should go south as well.” He’d decided to give the other staff the contents of their quarters, and had already sent Jenö’s relatives his portion.


“My lord, with all due respect, and I am honored by your trust, but you should be overseeing this,” Ferenk protested.


István nodded as he sorted the papers in his office. “Yes, Ferenk, I should. But I have to go back to Vienna and I do not believe, given recent events, that I have time to waste. We need to have the townhouse ready to sell as soon as possible, and I want the children away from—” he caught himself before he could say ‘border.’ “Away from the city with summer coming.” Granted, it would be a few months until summer, but it would come. “And if everything is ready in Budapest, Judit will find it easier, should she decide to visit.” He hoped she would.


Ferenk looked a little less unhappy, as did Jirina. “That clarifies matters, my lord. We will do as you say.”


“Thank you, Ferenk.” István let his gratitude show. And if they thought that he wanted to escape memories, well, that was also true. He’d only lived here with Barbara, never alone, or with his parents and siblings. He needed to make a break with that part of the past for the sake of the children. And the mountains would be safer for everyone, given the chaos unfolding around the edges of what had once been the empire.


A few days later, István and Szombor boarded a train for Vienna once more. He should stay at home, his conscience prodded. Rudolph had told him to stay home, to stay with the children. But something inside István drove him westwards. He suspected it was the Power. He hoped that suspicion was not correct, because if the Matra wanted him to go to Vienna, it suggested that a greater Power was poking the Matra, and István did not care for where that supposition led his thoughts. He wasn’t sure what he could do in Vienna, besides join His Majesty’s prayers, but he went anyway.


Strange, so strange, István mused, looking out the window at the lush fields and pastures. The land is recovering just as the people are going insane. What is wrong with the children of Adam, Lord, that we do this? Judit had sent a telegram asking if she could come down to Budapest. Her husband, Walter Freiherr von Eschingen, thought she’d be safer in Budapest than Munich, especially since she was very close to delivering. Judit disagreed, but had sent the telegram anyway. István had told her to come and that her husband was welcome as well. He and Walter got along tolerably, despite his brother-in-law’s eccentricities. Walter did not like the rumbles and rumors of trouble building around Munich, not after the fighting that had begun to envelope Berlin. The Communists fought the army and police in the capitol’s streets, and God be with anyone caught in the middle.


The Entente’s demand that Germany and the empire accept “full responsibility” for starting the war had triggered the explosion. Thinking about it made István’s vision start fading red, and he calmed himself with effort, watching the glossy sheen of the Danube as it flowed beside the tracks. The river had been here before the Houses, and it would outlast all of them, save for God Himself, István suspected. How could the British forget that they had agreed that Austria had every right—nay, had a duty—to seek justice after Archduke Franz Ferdinand’s death? Very easily, it appeared. If anyone held fault for starting the war, it probably lay with the British, the Russians, or King Wilhelm of Brandenburg. He’d had four years to think about matters, and István knew that Franz Josef had been more than reasonable with the Serbs. He had also striven to keep from involving outsiders, but Wilhelm’s impetuosity about defeating Russia by attacking France had caused the very thing Wilhelm had feared. And without the Russians’ goading and support, the Serbs would never, ever have dared assassinate the Crown Prince.


Well, at heart the fault lay with Father Adam and Mother Eve, who had disobeyed the Lord’s command and had doomed their children to imperfection. István pulled his mind back to more useful matters, such as trying to decide if he needed to attempt to budget for another goat so the children could have more milk. And trying to decide what to do if, God forbid, he could not sell the Kassa house, but lost it to one faction or another.


He and Szombor reached Vienna just before seven in the evening. István opted to stay at a small hotel outside the wall, or what remained of it. The French have an absolute terror of walls. Cardinal what’s his name, Richelieu? No, that’s not right. Maybe it is, the one that harried the Protestants and everyone else he didn’t like. He ordered all the castles inside France flattened, and then Louis the Turk Lover did the same to the Rhineland. And the mob flattened part of Paris and Emperor Louis Napoleon finished the job. István shook his head, wondering what it was that made the French so crazy. There must be something in the waters of the Atlantic, he thought, watching some Entente soldiers as they, in turn, watched the people doing last-minute shopping. The soldiers appeared to be part of the group assigned to one of the embassies, and István wondered if they were looking for one of the bordellos that used to be in that district. He shrugged to himself. France, Britain, and the United States all shared similar bouts of insanity. It must be the Atlantic.


Once inside his small but clean room, Szombor unpacked his master’s clothes. István unpacked as well, but left his hunting knife in the bottom of his satchel for the moment, under his papers and a book of Hungarian legal cases. Go armed, Rudolph had said, but obviously had no idea what that involved these days. István’s service revolver required ammunition, something still very hard for a civilian to find. Especially now that the Entente seemed determined to punish anyone who had served in the army or navy. With enemy soldiers on the streets, well, István didn’t trust the bastards not to be stupid.


He ate an uneventful, if plain and expensive, supper. Prices should be going down soon, once the Entente lifted the last of their damn blockade and all the men and animals returned to the farms. If the Entente pounded sense into Romania, or the Army did, that would also help. They’d been beaten soundly once already, but apparently the fools still clung to delusions of competence. István sneered, but in the privacy of his own mind. Szombor had a hot bath waiting when he returned, and István dismissed him to go get some supper. They’d be fasting tomorrow, along with everyone else in the city.


After he dressed the next morning, and once Szombor satisfied himself that István’s collar and tie would stay both present and presentable—to the valet’s demanding standards—the two men set out to Mariahilferstrasse. István did not care to join the crowds within the remains of the city wall. They wound through the area behind the university and the stable and barracks, reaching the wide thoroughfare just before nine. His Majesty would be entering the Schottenkirche, but István preferred the monastery church on Mariahilf. The airy, light Baroque interior soothed him, and he and Szombor genuflected deeply. Then, as they had agreed, Szombor departed to the Protestant church nearby. István wasn’t happy about his valet’s defection from the true faith, but he wasn’t going to punish him or release him, either. A priest led those present in a series of prayers for the country, whatever that might be, for the Habsburg family, and for peace, and offered a Mass of supplication and gratitude for the end of the war. The sound of bells flowed in through the open door at the back of the nave as every church in Vienna rang out the hopes of the people.


Mass ended, and István added a few personal devotions, then departed. Instead of leaving the district, though, he walked a block east, toward the inner city, and stopped to watch for the imperial cars. The large crowd gathering along the street made István uncomfortable, although most people seemed quiet and prayerful. A few sported red and white ribbons, the colors of the crown lands of Austria and Galicia. After several minutes watching the peaceful throng, István decided that he just did not enjoy being around large groups of people. He was a rural Magnate, after all. He stepped back a little, finding a clear space beside a large red postbox, and looked for Szombor. As he did, a muted cheer began, along with some hisses and catcalls, and people pointed up the street to a trio of motorcars. Those must be the imperial cars.


Before another thought could enter his mind, Pannonia surged, slamming into István’s shields, driving him into contact with it and the Matra. He staggered against the mailbox.


Bang! Rattattat.


The postbox saved István—the postbox and instinct. Pressure and distress rippled through both the Matra and Pannonia, and István dropped for cover, dignity be damned. As he did, something on the other side of the postbox exploded. He heard rapid gunfire over the ringing in his ears. Or was it just the sound of slow shots echoing? People screamed and fled to the side streets, leaving him almost alone beside the short metal pillar. He crouched behind the remains of the box as bits of smoking, shredded paper fluttered down. Horses screamed in front of him, their cries echoed by injured and terrified people. The crowd surged toward him again, then back, trying to get out of the way, thousands of individuals all seeking survival. István saw a gap and rushed forward, keeping low, ignoring the pain in his leg and back. He had to get to Their Majesties and Rudolph.


Boom-bang! Rattatttat!


“Kill the traitors! Kill the enemies of the People! Up with the workers’ revolution!” The man stood with his back to István, his machine pistol pointing up, into the air. István moved before he thought, using momentum and surprise. “Comrad— Urk!”


István pulled his hunting knife out of the man’s back, twisting the machine pistol away as the Communist fell. István kept moving, eyes on the cars with the imperial family in them. The lead vehicle accelerated, then spun, reversing direction and charging back past the imperial car and into the ambush. István caught a glimpse of Rudolph at the wheel. God save us all if he’s driving, István had time to think, before the heavy car rammed into the knot of red-clad assassins. István looked away from the carnage and continued to the imperial car.


A surge of power and Powers slammed into him. He felt Josef Karl staggering as he tried to give orders. Rudolph’s mind flared up, shoving itself between the Emperor and the wounded Power. Wounded? What? István shielded and kept running as best he could. But that motion drew attention, and he felt a sting in his leg. Probably a bullet, but he could still move, and he got to the imperial car’s running board.


“Majesty?” the driver was saying. “Your Majesty, what’s—”


“Move!” István roared, reaching in the open window and grabbing the man’s collar. “The way’s clear, move, move, move!”


“Who, what, but—”


“Damn it man, get them out of here or I’ll throw you out and do it myself.” He started to open the unlocked door and drag the grey-clad idiot out.


That seemed to do the trick, because the car shot forward, knocking István back onto his ass in the street. He rolled, ignoring the sudden numbness in his left leg, and came up on his left knee. The revolutionaries seemed to be trying to swarm Rudolph’s car. István sighted and fired at the pack, dropping first one, then another. Their comrades began looking for cover, or firing at random around them, adding to the mass confusion.


«Ground me!» Rudolph demanded. István dropped shields and grabbed at the Archduke’s mental hand. He felt Rudolph pouring everything he had into the shield between the Power and Josef Karl. The Matra sensed it as well, and House Szarkany, and István caught the energy they poured into him, somehow adding it to Rudolph’s efforts. «It’s Galicia. Something’s killing it. It’s backlashing into everything around. Attack from Ukrania, can’t—»


Oh shit. And it’s slamming Bohemia and the Matra as well as— István clenched his teeth as the streets of Vienna shifted to the black, green, and silver of the Powers. He could see Galicia writhing, throwing energy in all directions, as something poisonous stabbed into it from the east. The Power of the Matra staggered, and István held as steady as he could, acting as a lodestone and focus. He was on fire, burning as the energy coursed through and around him. He broke the link to Rudolph and concentrated on his own battle, trying to steady the Matra against Galicia’s wild flailing. He sensed Bohemia raising a shimmering curtain, deflecting more of the energy away, and Pannonia shifting, moving, gathering like a wild animal preparing to spring. István “looked” away, unwilling to know.


He came to his own body in a rush. “My lord? My lord are you hurt?” It was Szombor, God bless him.


“Yes, my leg and back. His Majesty?”


The valet looked past István, up Mariahilferstrasse. “Gone. Probably north of Praha the way his man was driving, my lord.”


Thanks be, holy Lord, blessed Lady, St. Leopold thank you. “Good.” He looked up, to the men in police uniforms and the white coats of St. John’s men clustered near Rudolph’s vehicle. “His Grace.”


“His Grace is a blood-thirsty, idiotic, stupid, incompetent, suicidal bastard who should never be permitted to drive anything faster than a stick horse,” a familiar voice from István’s past growled from behind Szombor. Duke Felix Starhemberg came around and knelt at István’s other side. “He slammed that damn car right into the main Red group, it looks like. And now they’re red in truth.” Felix sounded rather pleased with the mess in front of them. “Does he always go armed?”


“No. Although I suspect that when he failed to keep His Majesty from participating in the Mass, he decided to plan for the worst. He’s a bit,” István thought as Szombor and a St. Johns’ man bandaged his leg. “It’s not paranoid when people really do want to kill you, is it?”


“Not here and now, no.” Felix’s head turned left and right, as if he were searching for someone or something. “Ah, there he is.” He turned back to István. “So, István, how is the family?”


Good Old Felix. “They’re fine, mostly. It’s been a difficult eighteen months.” He took a breath to answer more, but heard gunfire. “Cover.”


Felix and Szombor helped get him to his feet, and they started working their way to the protection of the church. Three men and a woman joined them. “My people,” Felix said, switching to Croatian as he gave orders, then back to German. “In here.” They started up the steps.


István felt a strange and abrupt stillness in the House and Power. “Up shields if you can,” he managed. Then backlash slammed into him once more as the House and Matra tried to absorb or deflect Galicia’s extinction. Not just Galicia, István realized with horror. Ukrania to the east also dissolved. The other Powers turned and grabbed what they could of the sudden energy release, and István felt something far to the west shifting a little. The pain and fire built, crested, and it took everything in his body to hold on, to keep silent, to shunt the energy away from the House, to protect his people. He felt Josef Karl, and a very faint trace of Rudolph, as well as other Power-linked House Heads and Guardians, trying to protect. Then, suddenly, there was an enormous flare from Josef Karl, and a shield formed with the Emperor at the core. The shield raced out around the edges of the empire’s borders, absorbing the last of the death cry, transmuting it into something safe, returning life to the land where it could.


“Blessed St. Leopold, can you feel that?” Starhemberg asked, voice harsh.


“Feel, see—taste almost,” István managed, throat aching and dry. “I wish I couldn’t. That’s not supposed to happen.” Especially since part of what the Emperor had done was to block the thing at Kutna Hora from any touch of the energies, while— István’s mind shied away from it all. I need a drink, a smoke, a few days at a spa, and to wake up and discover that it’s actually May 1914. He focused on the pain in his leg, and on trying to move his foot. It obeyed, so he shifted the knee. It too cooperated.


“My lord, how long ago was your initial injury,” a soft voiced man asked. Felix got out of the way, directing people to care for the injured and to assist the St. John’s men.


“December, early January, 1914, reinjured it in March of the next year.”


“Ah.” A familiar warmth touched István’s back. “The bone has shifted. I am moving it back into place, easing the pressure. My lord, I recommend strengthening the supporting muscles and doing stretching exercises as well.” Before István could protest, the Healer whispered, “The empire’s buffer needs your strength, my lord. And this is simple work.”


The empire’s buffer? Rudolph. István started to sag with relief, but caught himself before he moved too much. That meant that Rudolph was alive. István lowered his shields and reached through the House to the archduke.


«Rudolph?»


A faint, weary voice answered. «I think so.» The contact faded for a moment, just long enough for István to begin worrying again. «Yes, I’m here. Although if that ever happens again I’m going to resign my titles, move to Tunis, and spend the rest of my days basking in the sun and scandalizing the family.»


István smiled. «With all due respect to her Majesty, that won’t take much effort. How can I serve?»


«Catch.» And with that, István sensed a line of energy aimed at his head. He did catch it, fumbled, locked on, and realized that he was also in contact with the Emperor. «Just hold that and be István. Not permanent, but . . . tired . . . hurt . . .» The voice faded, but István could have sworn he heard Rudolph asking for his grandmother.


The shadows stretched across Mariahilferstrasse and well up the opposite buildings before István, Felix, and the others made it back to the Starhemberg palace within the walls. István accepted Felix’s hospitality and slept well into the next day, emerging from the guest room at eight. He smelled food.


Felix, mouth full, pointed to the giant black headline screaming on the front page of the Crown Herald. István looked at the image below and cringed. It showed a greying man attacking one of the would-be revolutionaries. “I never did look good at that angle, Your Grace.”


“No ‘Your Grace’ right now, István. Sit, before your valet attacks you. How’s the leg?”


“Sore. The bullet grazed the muscle, making a mess but not really damaging anything important.” István picked up the paper and read the headlines. He got through the editorials and shook his head. “Florian Horthy has no sense of timing. Neither does Andreas Lüger.”


“Oh, Lüger has a sense of timing, a well honed one,” Felix said. Cold fire danced in his eyes. “He made those statements five minutes before the attack on his Majesty.”


István’s jaw dropped, and his heart started racing. He wanted to kill the head of the Labour Party right then and there. “He knew.”


“If he didn’t, he knew that something major was going to occur. Perhaps not an attack on Their Majesties, but something.”


“Like München.” István crossed himself. “That’s the end of the Labour Party.”


A shrug met his words. “Of Lüger’s place as head, yes. Of the party? We’ll see. They are needed, and I suspect the Social Democrats may rebuild around them and domesticate them. And your eggs are getting cold.”


“Huh?” István looked around the paper and saw a plate with eggs and cold meat and sausages waiting for him. “Thank you.”
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“Making good on your threat, your Grace?” István asked on a crisp, warm day in late September. The past months had worn heavily on him, and he’d accepted the Archduke’s invitation to visit with almost unseemly speed, timing it with his long-overdue pilgrimage to Mariazell.


Rudolph lay in a hammock, soaking up the sun on the deep porch of his hunting lodge in the Vienna Woods. The archduke’s fair coloring no longer looked like bleached linen, and he could walk unassisted. But he still tired easily and had yet to recover completely from the backlash, even after this long. He smiled a little, or at least his lips curved into a fair approximation of a smile. “Which one?”


“To resign and go bask in the Mediterranean sun while the rest of the family makes disapproving noises, Your Grace.”


Eyes closed, Rudolph smiled wider. “I should, you know. We’ve not had a good family scandal since that Italian count threw over Aunt Agatha. No, I take it back, it was the other way around. She had too much sense to let a creature like that deceive her.” A thoughtful pause stretched between the men before Rudolph added, “At least where money was concerned. If he’d been angling for her late husband’s cars, well, the ending would not have been as happy.”


Happy for whom, Your Grace? That was the most spectacular society murder in living memory, even if no one could figure out who killed the bastard. One should never irk a True-dragon. István sipped his sekt and watched the breeze fluttering the leaves.


“Thank you.”


“For what, Your Grace?”


Rudolph worked his way out of the hammock and onto his feet, waving for his guest to remain seated. “For stepping in. For helping save the empire, excuse me, Commonwealth. For saving my cousin’s life when his idiot driver panicked as his Majesty was trying to deal with Ga—” Rudolph shuddered, unable to finish. “With the second problem.”


“Your Grace, pardon the familiarity, and I apologize if I am out of line, but would it be better for your family to stay with horses and airplanes as means of travel?”


Rudolph, car-mad Rudolph, gave István a look of disdain and disbelief. “And not support the Emp— bah, Commonwealth’s valuable industries?” He accepted a drink from the footman. “Thank you. You may go.” He sipped before finishing, “It is not the motor vehicle that caused the problem. Not this time, at least.”


“No, Your Grace, it was not.” He considered if he wanted to ask his next question. Not really, but he needed to. “Has anyone determined if the two incidents were connected by ought save coincidence, Your Grace?”


Rudolph finished his drink and made himself a second, stronger version. “It appears not. Humans and others seem to have been acting in parallel, but not with each other. His Majesty is not certain if that is good or not. I think it is, because the other alternative scares me spitless.” He set the glass down as István decided that he, too, would take it as a good thing.


Rudolph paced up and down the verandah before sitting in a chair on the other side of the drinks table. He stared out at the trees. “The second problem.”


“Your Grace?”


Thin fingers began drumming the chair arm, and Rudolph shifted as István watched. Not physically, no, but he took on a different air and aspect. “Ukrania exists no more. A void remains unfilled and shall so remain.”


I . . . that’s . . . but why? What happened between the Powers? A terrible thought rose, and István felt for Barbara’s rosary bracelet in his pocket. What if it had not been instigated by one of the Powers? He recalled how Galicia had turned in on itself during the first months of the war. Had Ukrania sensed the weakness and attacked? No, that did not quite fit what he’d felt. It was more as if Galicia had been dying and Ukrania attacked despite that fact, not because of it, as if the easterly Power had been driven mad by something else. He wanted to ask the Matra but didn’t want to catch the attention of Pannonia—or Bohemia for that matter, or Austria, given the debacle unfolding to the south. The Italians couldn’t even manage a civil war without turning it into a farce, albeit a deadly one. “I see, Your Grace.”


“Do you?” Rudolph’s head turned and the black-pupiled, dried-blood eyes stared through István. They narrowed as the Powers measured and weighed István, the way a hawk studied a mouse. Then the gaze turned away. “The land is fed, but nothing sweet will grow from it, not for two or more of your generations, not until the corruption clears. Blood will serve.”


István closed his eyes and hung his head. Please Lord may we be spared that, dear sweet God, blessed Lady Queen of Mercy spare your children, please. Pannonia would know. How often had it fed on— His mind shied away. He felt the Matra stirring uneasily, and he strengthened his shields in response.


“I told you, I won’t eat you,” Rudolph sounded equal parts amused and annoyed.


István finished his sekt. “Your Grace, I have no doubt of that. Pardon me if I have some doubts about your friend’s self-restraint, however.”


“Have you ever brushed Logres?”


“No, Your Grace, but I have heard stories. Something concerning the reason that the next closest Powers are east of Paris, along the Rhine, and in Scandinavia. Were east of Paris,” István corrected.


“Pannonia is wary of Logres.” A long pause. “And I still won’t eat you. Your taste is too bad.”
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The assassination attempt backfired. István, sitting at the breakfast table in the house in Budapest, read the election results from Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Austria, Galicia, and Kraina, and smiled. It was the first smile in several weeks, and it made his face feel odd.


“Papa?” István turned and saw Imre walking into the room, followed by his nurse and a horse on a string. He smiled wider, and the boy dropped the string to launch himself across the room. István crouched and caught him.


“Oof! You are a big boy indeed, Imre.” His father and mother would never have permitted the familiarity that István indulged in, but well, times had changed and he lived in a different world. He’d come to accept it at last, for the sake of Imre and little Margit Barbara, Judit’s daughter. She’d given birth not long after reaching Budapest. Her husband had died in Munich, caught by the Communists as he tried to keep them from following his pregnant wife and his mother as the women fled. Now Judit lived with her brother once more, a wounded shadow of her former self.


Imre chattered about his toy and about going to play with his Rozemberk cousins. István held him in his lap, let him sample milk coffee, and hoped Barbara wasn’t looking down at him and patting her foot for indulging their son. After fifteen minutes or so, Imre wiggled his way to the floor and trotted off again, intent on something or other. István let him go after ruffling his fair hair.


The four nations and the Galician province had all voted to remain in the Commonwealth despite pressure from the Entente. István smiled again. The French Foreign minister would have a screaming fit, even though he hated Germany far more than he hated Austria. There would be repercussions, of course. None of the French, British, Italian, or other delegates seemed to be inclined to believe that any non-German residents of the former Austro-Hungarian Empire truly wanted to remain under Josef Karl Habsburg’s scepter. Given the chance, they’d probably have carved the empire into even smaller pieces, like they were busy doing in Southwest Asia. Although Italy now had her own hands full with that idiot poet-pilot with dreams of a new Roman state based on the Adriatic. Serves the perfidious bastards right, István growled. And Romania had taken its chunk of Transylvania.


The assassination attempt and deaths of innocent bystanders had united the nations of the former empire. Even István had been a little surprised by the strength of honest relief and joy from most people that the royal family had survived. For now, people wanted stability more than full independence, and the Habsburg Commonwealth seemed to be the best way to achieve that. The pictures of flags and bunting, the letters of support, and the stories of the prayers of thanksgiving touched even Archduke Rudolph. The Empress’s insistence that she and her eldest daughter visit the injured civilians in the hospital, and the fact that they personally ensured that the families of the dead and wounded had support, helped as well.


I wonder what the French papers will say about the referenda? Nothing polite, I’m certain, especially not from the Socialists. The rumors about the additional punishment Poincaré intended to inflict on Germany, and on the former empire’s allies, boded ill for the future if the other Entente nations continued to support him. István suspected the Americans would grow bored and find something else to do. Like other young things, they had a short attention span. The whispers about French involvement in Czechoslovak and Hungarian politics concerned him more, as did the growing mutters from the new Liberals and the nationalist parties about redistribution of land and wealth “for the good of the nation.” Well, first those two groups would have to agree on which “nation,” and that would likely keep them occupied well into the 1940s at least, he mused. Andre Lüger’s fall from grace had left Labour flopping like a carp on land, and Florian Horthy had resigned in disgrace. The referendum had cut the MSP back to a ghost of itself.


István felt a bit like a carp out of water too. He missed the house in Kassa more than he’d anticipated. They’d removed every personal possession and all the furnishings that they could before the border changed. More importantly, all his staff and allies had gotten clear. The trouble he’d anticipated had come with a vengeance not long after the assassination attempt, as the Communists tried to seize the city. The rioting and looting had left parts of the city smoking for days, including the area of the townhouse. But he’d gotten his people out, and the House would survive. And, István reminded himself, he’d needed to refurnish the Budapest house, as well as an apartment in Vienna for Judit to use if she wanted it. The Kassa furnishings held no memories for her.


István didn’t like the new world, but he was not going to try to cling to the old one. Imre, Erzsébet, and little Barbara belonged to this time and place. And he had a place in the diet again, representing a different district, one that now bordered the new Czechoslovakia. He still harbored grave doubts about the fitness of the vast majority of people to manage a government. After all, he’d been bred and trained to be Head of the House, and he could barely manage that! Oh, most people meant well, and probably tried a little, at least now, but once the novelty of self-government and voting wore off, well, God had made people in their places for a reason.


He folded the paper, finished the sausage that Imre had started, and tried to decide which of the day’s tasks he needed to battle first. Probably the House’s business accounts, then his political correspondence, and then whatever else decided to appear at his door. Beneath the energy, the world felt drained and exhausted, more so than the grey morning alone could have inspired. The land and people seemed tired, but also pensive.


He suspected that Archduke Rudolph had been correct. Russia had turned her attentions inward, murdering thousands more of her own people, much as the Turks had done to the Christians in their lands. Serbia, now the main chunk of a new Yugoslavia, coveted the new Slovi-Croatia, but feared the chaos to the east and west too much to grab for those lands. It seemed to István as if a group of dogs sat in a circle around a steak, all wanting to snatch the meat but none willing to risk the others attacking him for moving first.


“This feels too much like the quiet before a storm,” Rudolph had said, blowing a stream of cigarette smoke into the grey sky.


“I have no doubt of that, Your Grace,” István had sighed. “No doubt at all.”


But the House survived, and the Commonwealth of Three Crowns survived, and his children prospered. István heard a loud thump from overhead and wondered who had done what. Two pairs of little feet pattered down the hall upstairs, and he closed his eyes. How exactly had he, Mátyás, and Judit lived to adulthood? He imagined Janos, chuckling at the prospect of posthumous revenge.


“I’m going to be in my office,” he told Ferenk.


The butler looked up toward the top of the stairs. “I believe that is very wise, my lord.”


Magda’s voice drifted down, along with a wail of protest. “Master Imre, you are a very naughty little boy.” Came the sound of a hand connecting with a cloth-covered rump. “You have been told not to.” His wail drowned her out as she carried Imre and led his sister back to the nursery.


“Ferenk, remind me, how old do they have to be before the boarding school on Lake Balaton will accept boys?”


“Eight, I believe, my lord.”


Perhaps he could leave the children with Aunt Claudia up in the mountains until then. No, István realized as he climbed the stairs to get ready to depart for the office, Imre would probably have disassembled the lodge before he turned four, and Agmánd would resign in protest, assuming Erszébet didn’t chase him as far as Poland. Thank you, Lord, for the children, for Magda, and for the problems of peace.


As Szombor assisted him with his topcoat, István was, for the moment, content.
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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.




Coming in 2018...


The Powers continues with
Against a Rising Tide (Interwar alt-history).




Keep up with the latest books in The Powers by visiting Alma’s 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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(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




And more...


Keep up with all the latest books by Alma T C Boykin on her blog:
AlmaTCBoykin.Wordpress.com
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