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Required Warning For A Russian Fairy Tale

	 

	Some readers may not believe this is a true Russian Fairy Tale, but despite such readers’ refusal to believe, or engage in any suspension of their disbelief, the telling of a Russian Fairy Tale requires an author to provide certain warnings.

	It is obvious this is not a Russian Fairy Tale created in the most recent Russia you might know, or the one immediately before. Or even the one before that. This is from a long, long ago Russia, whose bards and tale-tellers made up stories of wonder and magick. Tales to lighten and brighten dark nights, and days as dark as midnight, even when the sun was shining, and your rulers assured you all was right with your world, the way it ever was and ever would be.

	Bardic tales are about things that could never, ever, happen. But—oh, if they could. If only they could! And here...they did.

	And because it’s Russian, there will be dark moments along with delightful, perhaps even some brief bits of blood and gobs of gore. But fear not, dear reader, your ever-proper author will give you fair warning, so you can get your tum-tum prepared, or, if you are so inclined, you may feel free to skip that part—well, the skipping won’t be quite free, since you’ve already parted with your coin or currency to buy this book—or read right on.

	Two semi-final notes:

	One: In the World Beside (see below) where this tale truly took place the Russians would still call this a Russian Fairy Tale, because of the involvement of things and places and people magickal. Thus, please don’t permit your combobulator to get dissed by an occasional reference to a RFT.

	Two: Because this is a bardic tale, circumstances and events occurring during the course of the tale may incline some of you to engage in the time-honored (sometimes time-disparaged) tradition of kvetching. Please be sure to read the following explanation of your kvetching rights.

	 

	 

	 


To Kvetch, Or Not To Kvetch? A Reader’s Choice

	 

	As all the world knows, if there is anything worth doing, inventing, or creating, someone, somewhere in All The Russias was the first to do, invent, or create. And thereafter individuals and nations stole what was so wondrously Russian-wrought.

	Even words. The Russian in which this tale was written is the most flexible, vibrant, living language in all the world, as well as all the Worlds Beside. Including the indubitably primitive language in which you are reading this, which is to say, English. The magick sometimes has to select the nearest equivalent of a word or phrase, when your tongue is inadequate for a direct translation.

	And, too, if you see words you don’t recognize, and have to rely on context to discern their meaning, you have only your lesser language to blame. But do try to bear up under the knowledge your language will never achieve the great gloriosity of Russian.

	Which brings us to the subject of this note, dear reader. 

	As you might expect, a Russian created the marvelous and precise word “kvetch,” after which others recognized the brilliance of its sound and the perfection with which it condensed its meaning into a single syllable, and stole it to place in their own languages, without the slightest bit of acknowledgment or attribution of its origins.

	Now, it is eminently clear to the author that a reader with the eruditionness to recognize from the blurb and cover combination the outstanding quality of this tale—thereafter spending your hard-, medium-soft-, or easy-earned kopeks-equivalents to purchase this book—could not possibly be a kvetch [insert your gender description or decision of choice for what the author might incorrectly or potentially offensively refer to as herself or himself].

	And for those who have languages where the translation of “kvetch” on this page leaves you puzzled, the author will provide you with synonymical assistance. A kvetch is a person who, whenever awake and perhaps even during dreams, is as close to always and forever as makes no never mind, bellyaching, bitching, carping, complaining, moaning, whining, whinging, grumbling, griping, groaning, grouching, grousing, fussing, or fretting about something.

	The author, being sensitive and attuned to the needs and reactions of his readers, will be aware if you kvetch about coincidences, unexplained plot events, surprises, things which happen every day in the World Beside in which this tale truly took place, even though such things are considered impossible in the reader’s own more drab environs, et cetera. 

	For [insert the name of the deity of your choice, or if you don’t have one or there are too many to make a choice, substitute “someone”]’s sake, you’re reading a fairy tale. Impossibilities, implausibilities, and so forth, are an inherent part of any fine fairy tale, such as the journey on which you are about to embark, and if you can’t accept that, what are you doing starting to read this one?

	On the other wing (think about it), perhaps you cannot help yourself. Perhaps you need to kvetch from time to time, or more often than not, all the while denying with verve and vigor you are a kvetch. Even so, the author does not judge you. 

	The author does, however, recommend you give serious consideration to investigating the resources of Kvetchers Unanimous, which offers a carefully planned Thirty-Three And One-Third Steps To Kvetchlessness program. It is designed to reduce, if not outright eliminate, the detrimental effects of your kvetchiness on those nearest and dearest to you. Or anyone remotely in your vicinity when you are being a kvetch.

	To kvetch or not to kvetch as you read hereinafter? Your choice, dear reader, your choice.

	 

	 

	 


A True Tale From A World Beside

	 

	Once upon a time there lived a man called Feodor Stefanovich Berendey, third of the name, Great Tsar of All The Russias. The Great Tsar had three sons: Crown Prince Vladimir Feodorovich, the eldest, who at the time of our tale was thirty-five, Prince Anatoly Feodorovich, in the middle at thirty, and Prince Ivan Feodorovich, the youngest at only twenty-two. You won’t find any record of them in your history books, and neither your G’ogle—the god of great searches, as theyhesheit consider themhimheritself to be—nor any of your lesser search gods, will find any record of them either. The reason is because Great Tsar Feodor III Berendey ruled over All The Russias on a World Beside your own. 

	What is a “World Beside” you ask? You ask because you have an inquiring mind, and inquiring minds want to know these things. You deserve an answer.

	You live on one of the Worlds Beside, only you haven’t known it until now. If you blindly consider this book to be fantasy and nothing more, instead of the true tale it is, you still won’t know.

	But whether you believe the truth doesn’t change reality: There are worlds beside, beyond, next to your own.

	Picture a very, very fine parchment held between your palms, so fine you can almost see through it. As long as the parchment is there, your palms won’t touch. But if there is a single hole, then a tiny bump or bulge in a pair of palms might touch the other. And something, something so small as a drop of sweat, might move from one palm to the other.

	Now pick up a pin. Punch so many holes the sheet is ready to fall apart. Each of those holes is a different World Beside. And all the holes you’ve punched are less than a single drop of liquid in all the liquid in all the worlds in all the universes which might ever be, in terms of the numbers of Worlds Beside your own. 

	Prince Ivan has graciously underwritten the cost of publishing the magickal version of this book in the World Beside where he resides, and in which the tale took place. If the author’s estimates of those costs were... Ah, “exaggerated” is a word so fraught with misunderstandings and connotation complications, perhaps it is better to say “if the cost estimates were wholly inadvertently less carefully calculated than they otherwise might have been.” Thus: If the author’s estimates of those costs were wholly inadvertently less, et cetera, you have a possible explanation for why he can afford the publication costs in your World Beside. And the others.

	The Worlds Beside where this tale will be published in the form in which you have it—the sad, sad worlds where magick doesn’t exist, and you can only obtain this work of art as a mere electronic book—have been carefully selected, so the story of Prince Ivan, A. Wolfe, and the Firebird may be known reasonably far and wide.

	Which brings to mind the need for a brief digression for an important linguistic note to supplement the earlier thoughts on the topic. 

	The original of this tale was written in the gloriousness of the Very Olde and Most Elegant Russian (VOAMER) in use at the time of these events. A language which has its own most exacting standards for grammar, punctuation, spelling, commas, full stops, short stops, pit stops and so forth. Your author had no need to pay for the services of line, page, copy or word consultants to provide him with their personal opinions on the author’s compliance with said standards, for the simple reason your author is more qualified to ensure full compliance than any of them could hope to be.

	That assurance given, the translation spell converting VOAMER into English (here, or other languages elsewhere) is most meticulous in rendering the original with precision, and where English doesn’t have an equivalent word or phrase, the nearest version to VOAMER will be used. Or upon occasion, the VOAMER word itself. Thus, if you find words you don’t know, or punctuation you disagree with, and so forth, please remember the following fundamental principle.

	The fault, dear reader, lies not in your author, but in your inferior-to-VOAMER language.

	If you are still upset, feel free to CARD yourself. (See below for the pertinent details.)

	Now, to return to the issue of verity, unless you are a Song Mage who knows the music and lyrics to the Song which opens Doors between the Worlds Beside—and no, you won’t find this particular World Beside with any nonsense about stars on the right and moving forward until the sun rises—you won’t be able to visit the Tsardom of All The Russias where Ivan lives and verify the accuracy of my words.

	So you will simply have to trust the tale I tell you is true.

	Would I lie to you on such an important matter?

	 

	 


Before The Start Of The Story

	Great Tsar Feodor III Berendey and his family—the first, second and third Tsarinas being long out of the family portraits—lived in the vast Imperial Palace occupying most of one of the many sides of sprawling Moscow. It was filled to the brim and a bit beyond with treasures from around the world, all of them shiny, glittery and/or gaudy, sometimes all three, as the Berendey dynasty has never been known for subtlety. The enclosure created by the high, high walls surrounding the grounds included a series of gardens filled with plants as wide-ranging as the treasures inside, arranged from the carefully elegant and highly stylized to the wild disarray which might be found in nature. The plants also tended toward foliage and blooms whose colors might be described as bright, brilliant, eye-catching and, of course, gaudy.

	Beyond those high, high walls, in one direction, and carefully three feet beyond the farthest reach of any shadow from that direction’s wall, was the Imperial Tree Collection. It was filled with all the trees which needed full sun to grow well. And all the Great Tsar’s trees grew well, because this Tsardom of All The Russias had the finest and foremost sunlight in all the countries, in all the world, in all the Worlds Beside which might ever be, without a single magickal enhancement.

	Perhaps it is that purity of sunlight which explains the tree in the center of the apple orchard, which was itself in the heart of the Collection. An alternative explanation is there was an ancestor of Great Tsar Feodor

	 

	Authorial note: The formality of numbers and family name for the Great Tsar and his sons will hereinafter be dispensed with, and if you consider them important to your understanding of the tale, you may simply memorize them, and insert them where, and when, needed.

	 

	who hired a mage who magicked up the seed for the tree. It was the one and only seed in All The Russias, in all the et cetera, the mage magickally promised, as he had no desire to lose his head as part of the annual spectacle known as “The Axeman Cometh.” This annual spectacle of public head-from-neck severing—which was sometimes more often than annual, depending on the moods, whims, or impulses of the particular Great Tsar at the time—also served as a logical reason why no one ever bothered this special tree.

	At least not until the night which starts this tale.

	The tree, you see, was both beautiful and wondrous in its height (forty feet) and spread (the crown was forty feet wide as well), and easy to admire for those with access to the Collection. There was a twenty-foot wide circle of vivid green grass growing around it. 

	But beyond beauty and wondrousness the tree’s principal asset was its magickalness. How else could it produce two varieties of golden apples? 

	The first variety was the brightest gold in color and those apples were the most delicious, the sweetest, the best for creating the finest of apple sauces and apple butters, or apple anything, of all the golden apples in all the orchards, in All The Russias, in all the et cetera, et cetera.

	The other gold apples were of the solid variety. The ones which break your teeth if you are foolish enough to bite them. The ones which enhanced the Great Tsar’s wealth. The ones which amounted to every other apple on every branch of the tree, and which vanished if they weren’t harvested when the apples which were only golden in color were at the peak of their pick-readiness. 

	The alternative explanation for the tree doesn’t explain why the mage who made the seed hadn’t disclosed this particular peculiarity. Which in turn might explain why the first time the gold apples vanished the then-Great Tsar was so surprised it left him in a terrible state. 

	So much of a state, that’s what his subjects called him ever after, that earlier Great Tsar Ivan. He was, however, a traditional tsar, in the very, very, very sense of the word, with a low tolerance for criticism well-matched to his other verynesses. Thus his terribleness was only mentioned in whispers, and only when his subjects were certain there were no members of Section Three of His Imperial Majesty’s Privy Chancellery—also known, but only in even softer whispers, as the secret police—around. Axeman, spectacle, et cetera.

	The tree-origin tale is vague about whether, at the time of the first vanishing, the mage was unreachable, being far beyond the various borders of each and every one of the various Russias. Or whether one or more members of Section Three had visited him, as such visitations were long associated with disappearances of the never-seen-again sort. Or perhaps the mage was long dead, or recently dead, possibly from participation in a private Axeman Cometh spectacle, the mage not being known for being very high on the magickal morality scale. Alas, All The Russias and the rest of the world will never know, because even if the Great Tsars know, they aren’t telling.

	Fortunately, the following year a very nice crop of both types of apples appeared. Great Tsar Ivan and his descendants made sure no apples of either kind ever again vanished.

	Until the night on which our story starts.

	 

	 

	 


The Day After A Starry Starry Night, About Which No Song Was Ever Sung

	 

	It had been a bad year or three. Maybe more. The very opposite of the various good years about which the foreign bard, the acclaimed S’inat raFrank, had sung so well. Wars accounted for some of the badness. Wars which were necessary to defend the integrity, honor, reputation, borders, et cetera, et cetera, of the Tsardom of All The Russias, as wars were never, ever, never started by Great Tsar Feodor, a peace-minded monarch who maintained a standing army of a mere half million members.

	The half-million number included only those individuals who did the actual fighting, and not those who did not, such as officers, generals (a more elite class of non-fighters), support staff, suppliers, camp followers (who had to be employed regardless of whether there were any camps to follow), and military spies.

	The latter group was entirely different from Section Three, as the military knew who its spies were and could therefore deal with them when they didn’t do what their superiors ordered them to do.

	The addition of bad weather in the Great Tsardom and elsewhere, with accompanying floods, droughts, hurricanes and a small tidal wave in far-off Amerik, plus a myriad of other ginormous, or merely major or minor mishaps affecting the Imperial economy had left the Treasury in a sad state of depletion. Help was close to the Imperial hands and heart, however. All the indications, magickal and mundane, were there would be an abundant crop of apples throughout All The Russias, with the most abundant crop, calculated on an apples-per-tree basis, being from the tree at the heart of the ITC.

	Given the general scarcity of gold, and the customary rise in price per ounce corresponding to the price rises of other scarce commodities, the imminent harvest of the gold apples would be the best in years, perhaps even generations, though no one was quite sure, because the financial records were classified Utmost Top Secret for Imperial Eyes Only.

	With the apples being so close to ripe and picking-ready, the Great Tsar strolled around the apple tree the first thing every morning, counting the gold apples, and checking the ripeness of the golden apples, to ensure both were picked at the proper peak.

	While the golden apples were naturally the largest apples in the ITC, which made them the largest in All The...et cetera, the reason for focusing on apple-picking only at their peak was the gold apples. The profound effect of those apples on the Imperial Treasury was because in a good year each of the gold apples was at least twice the size of the largest golden apple on the tree. In a great harvest year, the gold apples were three times as large.

	 

	If you are wondering how a solid gold stem of a solid gold apple could hang from a branch without gravity doing its deed, think about what you’ve read way up above. The author has every confidence you’ll figure it out.

	 

	The Great Tsar was a most excellent counter of gold apples, a skill his father drummed, with occasional vim, and more frequent vigor, into his dear little skull, just as the Great Tsar’s father’s father did the drumming, and all those fathers who went before, all the way back.

	Great Tsar Feodor even had a tall, magickal platform with a steep stairway up and down which he willingly clambered so he could count amongst the upper branches as the platform moved slowly round the great grass circle.

	On the morning after the night in question—a gorgeous, marvelous, starry, starry night, which should have inspired the creation of at least one tender, moving song, with a tinge of tear-inducing sadness—the Great Tsar made a discovery which doomed the night before to be forever songless. An apple was missing. A merely golden apple, but still...a golden apple is a gold apple is an apple which belongs to the Great Tsar of All The Russias!

	Great Tsar Feodor was outraged. Furious. He yelled and he shouted, which are, for a Tsar of any greatness, two different things. He vented his rage on various inanimate objects which had little to no value as he wasn’t about to vent on a treasure and risk damage or loss. He also vented on the backs, heads, sides, arms and/or bottoms of several serfs, even though the vented-on serfs had nothing to do with the Imperial Tree Collection, but who had the misfortune to be both visible and within venting-reach on the Great Tsar’s way back to and through the Palace, and to his chambers. He naturally felt no worry over damage or loss about the serfs, as they were animate objects with little to no value, easily replaceable given the frequency with which they reproduced themselves. Besides, their use for venting was a long-standing tradition of the Berendey Tsars.

	Wise in the ways of furious Father-Tsars, Crown Prince Vladimir had a magickal watch he carried everywhere, which chimed a special chime only he could hear when his father was in a fury approaching a consult-Section-Three level. Upon hearing the tone, he made himself scarce in an efficient way which would lead no one to suspect avoidance on his part, just the kind of “Oh, did you want to see me, Father?” happenstance which only resulted from good planning. If he had the time, he’d warn Anatoly. If not, Anatoly was on his own. Vladimir never worried about young Ivan.

	On this morning, Vlad departed the Palace in the direction of Moscow as his father was entering the Palace on the far side, from the direction of the Collection. Anatol had no success in making an escape, the sounds of his father’s fury reaching him far too late to do anything but obey the shouted—perhaps yelled, sometimes Anatol got the two confused—command for Vladimir and Anatol to get their lazy Imperial princely asses to the throne room.

	The Palace, however, contained multiple throne rooms. The Great Throne Room (official name) was huge, huge, huge, used for coronations, receiving foreign ambassadors or to shock, awe, and on frequent occasions, to humiliate someone. The Throne Room (official name) was sometimes used for Privy Council planning and plotting, though only the type of plans and plots they could carry out in the presence of the Great Tsar, occasionally with chairs removed when the Great Tsar was well-pissed and decided he’d be the only one sitting. The Lesser Throne Room (official name) was used for getting in, getting it done, and getting out with a minimum of fuss, flurry and formality. 

	A Great Tsar shout or yell in the tone in which he was then doing both resulted in three challenges for those within the Palace at the time of the yelling and/or shouting, whether family, servants, governmental staff, or visitors. Challenge (a) was determining whose attendance was being called for. Sometimes the mention of particular names wasn’t a limitation but an indication of the category of attendees whose presence was required. Words and phrases suggesting possible throne room topics of discussion also figured in figuring out (a). 

	Challenge (b) was more figuring: which throne room the Great Tsar meant. Challenge (c) was the speed challenge, which meant arriving at the right room fast enough not to precipitate a spectacle, or at least the threat of one. So far, in the history of the Berendey family line, no Great Tsar had ever ordered a family member to be made a spectacle of.

	Sometimes, such as this day, Tsaristic yells and shouts led to the application of the principle which placed a higher value on safety than a subsequent sorry for a lack of speed.

	The Great Tsar’s addition of a somewhat soldierly sounding bellow, as he strode from his chambers to the chosen throne room, also served to summon his generals. 

	Ivan, off in his room practicing his flute—a mere room, as opposed to the large suites occupied by his older brothers—had been initially oblivious to the sound and fury signifying a great deal was going on. He was, however, once in a not-oblivious state, remarkably good at the fast-figuring necessary for both (a) and (b). His long, lean, muscular legs stood him in good stead as he raced through the byways, backways, shortcuts, and passageways both public and private to get him there in just-enough (c) time, although he was the last to arrive of those who knew they were wanted, and those who hoped they weren’t but showed up anyway.

	When Ivan arrived at the front of the gathering, a position to which he was entitled though his views were never solicited, he promptly tripped and fell on his face, narrowly avoiding flute-impalement. Flute-risk was, at least, his own fault for running to obey the Great Tsar and not remembering he had enough time to set his flute down first.

	The fall was not. He picked himself up, dusted himself off, and after checking his flute for chips and scratches, started all over again being the not-needed extra prince, present for show and nothing more. He didn’t bother mentioning the Anatol-ankle which sent him down. It wouldn’t have done any good anyway, as Anatol, like Vlad, had a general Imperial immunity from consequences for being unpleasant. 

	It was a lesson Ivan learned long, long ago. He kept the associated sigh inside. Though he’d stopped the worst of the bullying almost a decade earlier, vestiges remained. And always would.

	Anatol’s nasty laugh lightened the Great Tsar’s mood a tiny fragment, as did the sight of his youngest, sprawled for a moment on the gleaming marble. The Great Tsar had never understood how his Ivan, so fleet of foot and skilled at balancing himself when exercising, could be so clumsy in the presence of his father and one or both of his older brothers. Or when simply walking almost anywhere.

	The thought flittered across the Great Tsar’s mind and vanished amidst the greater sound and fury now filling the room. His Generals were shocked, horrified, angry, furious, et cetera, et cetera, upon hearing the news of the theft, and so they said with shouting, yelling and bellowing—all the same for generals who lacked the Great Tsar’s vocal discernment—over one another, so the Great Tsar would be sure to understand how shocked, et cetera, et cetera, they all were.

	The Great Tsar, Vlad and the generals quickly devised a plan, with no input from Ivan (no one asked, he never offered), and only a modicum from Anatol, which mainly consisted of agreeing with the Great Tsar, without quite sounding like a Great-Tsar-and/or-Father ass kisser.


Soldiers Watching, Watching, All Through The Night

	 

	The finest soldiers in the Imperial Army—or at least, the finest of those in and about Moscow and unfortunately readily available by nightfall—stood guard around the tree. The first-finest stood shoulder-to-shoulder around the outside edge of the grass circle, facing the tree. The second-finest were facing outward, shoulder to shoulder, and butt to butt with the inner group. No thief would get through their lines. The apples were safe.

	The soldiers stayed awake the whole night, those on the inward side of the circle watching the tree, those on the outward side watching...everything outward. 

	 

	Very well, if the truth must be told, and it should be, when one advertises a tale as a true tale, not every soldier stayed awake. There were a surprising number whose years of service had led to the development of the skill of sleeping while standing up. A lesser number within that group could sleep with their eyes wide open. Soldiers with those skills were envied, and deserved emulation, rather than being poked and prodded into wakefulness—which only annoyed them and made them vengeful at a later date, time and place of their selection.

	The others employed a variety of methods for staying awake, including several piss-challenges, the primary one being, for those who have never engaged in them—whether from a physical inability or other reason for not—hauling out your prick and seeing if you could piss farther, or perhaps further, than your competing comrades in pissery. The grammatical distinction was not something Imperial soldiers were ever taught. While the stars and a sliver of moon produced enough light to decide the piss-distance winner, or leave room for reasonable wrangling over who’d won, there wasn’t enough light for reading any piss-writing.

	One particularly creative group of soldiers, carefully on the side of the circle opposite the side leading in the direction of the Palace, had another use for their pricks while staying awake. They pulled them out, stroked them hard or fast or slow, with a variety of twists, and swirls, and knob or slit thumbing, bringing themselves off in various challenging ways, such as greatest and least volume, greatest and least distance of the furthermost spurt—or fartherest, as the strokers weren’t any better educated than their pissing colleagues in another part of the circle—greatest and least length and girth, et cetera.

	Both pissers and strokers were confident the traditional morning dew would, if not wash away, at least obscure the offerings they gave to the grass.

	 

	With the exceptions noted above, the circled soldiers were reasonably alert, fairly wakeful and watching as well as they could. Not one of them noted the brief, bright flash of red-gold-white above the branches and then in the branches, nor heard any fluttering or flapping.

	 

	Being the astute reader you are, especially with the stonking great clue in the title, you’ve already figured out who the apple-thief is. For the sake of readers less erudite than yourself, when leaving a review, or telling your friends what a great read you just had, do as audiences did when being fortunate enough to see that brilliant play, The Persecution’s Witness. The Tsarevich who penned the play commanded, more than suggested, in the playbills and large signs in the lobby: “On penalty of possible participation in a spectacle, don’t disclose the ending.” Or, as here, the identity of the thief.

	Just a thought. A simple expression of authorial concern for reader health, safety, and heads-on well-being.

	 

	The rings of finest and second-finest soldiers were justifiably proud of themselves. They’d stood there, absolutely still, not budging—well, for the most part—until dawn crept over what would have been a window sill if they’d been back in the barracks. The apples were safe.

	Except...when the Great Tsar and a gaggle of Greater and Lesser Generals made their way to the tree as dawn did its creeping thing, and the circles of the finest (inner) and next finest (outer) soldiers opened to let the Great Tsar, his magickal platform, and the generals through, the count disclosed another apple was gone.

	True, only a golden apple. But still...[see above].

	The soldiers, frightened by their failure, faced the Great Tsar’s renewed fury with something less than equanimity, as visions of Axemen comething all over the place danced in their heads. The Great Tsar was ready, willing, and might well have reverted to a faithful, down to the last stroke, swish and fall, imitation of his ancestress, the famous—no one quite dared to put the “in” in the front of the word—Red Tsarina, known throughout All The Russias, et cetera, for her famous phrase, having the same word issue—“Off with his head!”

	But a more mathematical head prevailed, allowing the soldiers to keep theirs. Well-acquainted with the Great Tsar’s skills at both counting apples and calculating value for both varieties, Lesser General Andrei Levovich Tolstoy pushed his superiors aside, not quite begging a pardon per push, and asked the Great Tsar to assist him with a mathematical problem. An apple-related mathematical problem. One which could not wait until later for resolution.

	The Great Tsar could not resist the lure of numbers, especially numbers closely connected to past and possible future apple losses. 

	General Tolstoy pointed out the tree numbers. The magnificent tree, the largest apple tree of all the apple trees in all the, et cetera, et cetera, with its forty-foot height and crown diameter. The twenty-foot width of the glorious green sward circling the tree. An eighty-foot diameter. A circumference of three thousand sixteen inches.

	The General pointed out the soldier numbers. The Imperial Army’s finest (available) soldiers, with the best muscles and broadest shoulders in All The...et cetera, had an average shoulder width of sixteen inches. It had taken one hundred eighty-eight soldiers rubbing against one another—in a most manly, soldierly, shoulderly manner—to form the inner circle. Using six inches as the average soldier’s depth, from the back of his butt to the front of whatever might protrude the most (not considering prick-protrusions in the calculations), added another foot to the diameter. It took one hundred ninety-one soldiers to form the outer butt-to-butt ring.

	Three hundred seventy-nine of the Imperial Army’s finest/second-finest soldiers gone, if the Great Tsar in his infinite wisdom and fairness—and he was more infinitely wise and fair than any other ruler in All The...et cetera—should decide to have a gloriously bloody Axeman Cometh spectacle. 

	The General also pointed out, for the Great Tsar’s consideration, some quick calculations on the scrap of paper and with the pencil the General conveniently carried, the numbers associated with the cost of cleaning up all the blood spurting and spewing in all available directions, and heads bouncing hither and yon, sometimes thither, after being lopped off, requiring many men to catch them, count them and keep track of them. And more to bury or burn them, both heads and bodies!

	Three hundred seventy-nine of the Great Tsar’s finest, gone! And the cost to replace them! All the time spent in training their replacements. All the gold spent in making that happen—new uniforms, new weapons, new boots, and all the et ceteras connected to new soldiers. But if the soldiers weren’t spectacled, all the gold and time could be spent on things far more beneficial to the Great Tsar—which is to say, to the Tsardom.

	Perhaps, the General suggested, the Great Tsar might consider letting them live but cutting their pay by a quarter for six months. Greater General coughs translated to “a year” and “half-pay.” The Great Tsar agreed. While the finest/second-finest weren’t happy about the interfering coughs of the Greater Generals, as none of the finest/second-finest were living anywhere close to the location of luxury and related laps, they felt discretion was the better part of headlessness and kept their mouths shut and their necks unlopped. 

	Which left the dilemma of what to do next.

	None of the group of the three hundred seventy-nine soldiers were stupid enough to offer a suggestion because (a) neither officers, generals, and certainly not Imperial personages, would listen to them anyway, and (b) if the suggestion failed to work they were certain the Great Tsar would introduce the suggestioner(s) to the Axeman.

	The gaggle of Generals had no (a) reason to keep their mouths shut, but the (b) reason was just as valid.

	The resounding silence left it up to the Great Tsar to find a solution.

	Someone had somehow sneaked past three hundred seventy-nine of the Great Tsar’s finest/second-finest shoulders, acquired an apple, and sneaked back past. 

	Ah!

	A modest magickal flame made an appearance above the Great Tsar’s head. Though, of course, the flame was only metaphorical and not at all suggesting any magickalness on the part of the Great Tsar, as the long bloodline of the Berendey Tsars had never been tainted with magick.

	Wouldn’t it make sense to set a sneak to catch a sneak?

	It would, the Great Tsar decided. The Imperial Treasury paid far too much to the men of Section Three to be the finest spies, the finest sneaks, the most secretive of secret police, in All The et cetera. 

	They would catch the thief!

	 

	 

	 


Sneaks And Spies Secretly Watching, All Through The Night

	 

	Back at the Palace, the Great Tsar met privately with the man known only as The Figurehead. He wasn’t a member of Section Three, just the man to whom the Great Tsar issued orders and from whom the Great Tsar received both reports and the not-infrequent requests for additional off-the-books funding. The Great Tsar might have balked at some of the requests, but the fact the occasional report from Section Three showed up in the hidden drawer in the hidden cabinet in the hidden room where the Great Tsar kept items he used, viewed, touched, tasted, et cetera, during certain very special and intimate moments, convinced the Great Tsar—as his predecessors had in similar ways convinced themselves—to get along by going along with Section Three.

	The Figurehead assured the Great Tsar, to the extent Section Three permitted his assurances to be binding on them—which wasn’t more than a modest minimum of a modicum of an extent—the Great Tsar’s will would be done.

	Section Three selected a secret plan from one of seven proffered by the Council of Three, the most senior members of the secret service. From amongst the ranks of the secret members of the secret service, the secret heads selected their finest sneaks and spies to implement a plan so secret the Great Tsar couldn’t be told. While there was a high degree of probability the latter was more a method of covering certain secret asses, nevertheless, “mum”—a word having nothing to do with flowers or mothers—was that day’s Section Three watchword.

	So confident was Section Three of success—they were the invincible Section Three, were they not?—they made what was known in sports organizations as a rookie mistake. They boasted. They sent word via The Figurehead that Section Three had it all under control, they would prevent any apples from being stolen, and they would catch the thief.

	And yet... And yet, none of the sneaks and spies and others secretly helping those sneaks and spies noticed two brief, bright flashes of red-gold-white in the branches, nor heard any fluttering or flapping.

	None of which kept the Great Tsar from being any less outraged, angry, [see above] than he was the next morning when he found two apples missing. One of each variety.

	The Great Tsar had no choice but to restrain his third-morning-in-a-row fury over lost apples. When your assigned sneaks cannot catch the sneak thief, and you don’t know who your sneaks are, much less how to find them, you can’t execute The Figurehead who enables you to communicate with them.

	As Great Tsar, he could order an execution for any reason or no reason or even a whimsical reason. A little ditty about having done it before and doing it again, danced momentarily in his head, before shutting up. This, however, would be an impractical death. Section Three would appoint a new Figurehead, and go right on doing all the subtle, sneaky, dirty, dangerous things it did to protect the Tsardom. Accompanied by even greater requests for funding due to the loss of the dead Figurehead. He had no choice but to overlook the failure.

	He sighed with vast Imperial regret as he let the current Figurehead live.

	Losing his apples, and having no one to execute for theft or incompetence, put the Great Tsar off his feed. He only toyed with samples from the array of food at the long serve-yourself table beside the carved elegance of the table reserved for only breakfasts, in the room in reserved for eating only breakfasts, within the Imperial family part of the Palace. Since no Great Tsar would stoop so low as to serve himself, his servants had selected the samples for his plates, based on their knowledge of his preferences.

	He grunted as he watched Vladimir, whose appetite was unaffected by much, including the loss of golden—or even gold—apples, putting away his customary enormous quantity of eggs, meats, cheeses, pastries, fruits, breads, and multiple flagons of beer. The Tsardom was famous for producing the finest beers and ales in All The...et cetera, so the prince was only doing his fiscal duty to support the Tsardom’s economy by consuming as much beer and ale as he could, as often as he could.

	When various Crown Prince girth-measurements generated comments—chest, gut, hips, thighs, with a noticeable absence of commentary on more private girthness—by those allowed, or with the nerve, to make such comments, Prince Vlad had a standard response. He was merely big-boned, like many of the ancestors shown in the family portraits. Anatol’s usual response to Vlad’s response was a snort, and a muttering which sounded like, “Fat, fat, fatty—fat, fat, fat.”

	The two responses usually led to a round of roughhousing between the two older brothers, including, but not limited to, rolling and tumbling about, plus a variety of punches, pushes and shoves. This was only indulged in while in the presence of the family. True, servants might have been present, seeing and hearing it all, but they didn’t count.

	Today, discretion won out over post-breakfast roughhousing. No son with any sense wanted to wake a Father-volcano presently in a sleeping state. The Great Tsar smiled at Vlad and Anatol.

	The smile faded as he looked at Ivan. Although the Great Tsar, Vlad and Anatol resembled not only each other, but a multitude of ancestors, they also acted like each other and like those ancestors.

	Ivan was different.

	He looked like his mother, the third Tsarina. She had been young, beautiful, and there had been a peculiar, instant attraction to her—about which the Great Tsar never thought, then or later—which resulted in rapid, lust-driven, impulsive marriage when the older boys were already twenty-one and sixteen. As good as she was in bed, the Great Tsar soon found her frivolous, and flighty as a Fae, as the saying went. Then she became pregnant. Which seemed to shock her. But once the boy was born she sinned against long-standing Imperial tradition by paying more attention to her son than her husband.

	That failure, combined with failing to meet lofty, written-down-nowhere standards she could never have met, even if she had known of them, kept her from being the traditional Berendey Tsarina: devoted to the Great Tsar; raising Berendey boys to be duplicates of every Berendey boy who’d gone before, and thinking no thoughts beyond those two. Both failures were more than sufficient grounds in the Great Tsar’s mind—and therefore under the law—for a divorce when the boy was five.

	No one was sure why she lasted as long as she did, given her greatest failure: Ivan was nothing like his brothers. Once divorced, she was encouraged, more than given permission, to leave All The Russias, and return from whence she came. It was another oddity about her that no one could quite remember where the whence was. When anyone thought about it, the thinker always thought they knew, with the location at the tip of the thinker’s tongue, but it never made it past tongue into actual sound or thought. And the questioning thought came and went so fast, the thinker rarely remembered having had it.

	There was no way a Great Tsar of the Berendey line would ever give up a son, no matter how unusual, so when the mother went...wherever it was...the mother went alone. The boy stayed.

	Ivan grew up to be tall. At six-one and the merest bit more, he was at least an inch taller than both brothers and father, to their unspoken annoyance. His hair was another annoyance. His brothers had hair of a vivid reddish brown, like most of their ancestors, including their father. Ivan, however, inherited his mother’s brown hair—shining, bold, a brown which made viewers think of the smooth bark of a tree soaring through forest sunlight to the sky, though that thought, too, tended toward being forgotten as soon as it ended.

	Ivan’s eyes were his mother’s eyes, a forest brown flecked with green. The Great Tsar’s “influence” smoothed the elegant sharpness of the Tsarina’s cheekbones, and widened what was a slender face into something less than her symmetry. Her plump lips, in a more masculine form but not much thinned, sat well on his face.

	When the Tsarina was still around, even at such a young age, Ivan was immediately obvious as her son. A stranger would have had to take a second, or even a third or fourth, look at both father and son to discern the relationship. Once she was gone, no one bothered with looks. Ivan was what he was: different. But still the acknowledged third son of the Great Tsar.

	No one could say with certainty Ivan was more beautiful than any other twenty-two-year-old man in All The...et cetera. But close. Very close.

	The brothers also had another problem with Ivan, but one they did not talk about. Except once, to each other, on a hunt, in a far-off forest, where they were alone. They were sure of one thing about their brother, without actual proof, but then, when was evidence necessary if a ruler or a member of the ruling family decided something was so? They were sure Ivan was an esser. 

	 

	During the time in which this tale takes place, there was no law in All The Russias which prohibited any man or woman from being a same-sexer, nor one which prohibited them from acting on the attraction and same-sexing one another. The phrase “same-sexer” had long ago been shortened to “esser.” Depending on the tone applied when saying the word, it was nothing more than an accurate description of one characteristic of a person, or a condition so abominable the speaker would much prefer the Great Tsar would gather them all up, concentrate them in a single camp, and have the Axeman, his journeymen, his apprentices, and even his newest trainees, come together for the greatest of spectacles.

	Unfortunately, there were plenty among the nobility and those in positions of power, and their underlings, who were of the latter belief, or tending toward it, even if not at the death-to-them-all stage. Given Ivan’s existence those having the death-preference, didn’t feel they would be able to persuade the Great Tsar to issue a concentrate-them-in-a-camp Imperial Decree, followed by a grand spectacle. Nor could they collectively take it upon themselves to perform spectacle-equivalents, though individuals might do so from time to time. Perhaps more often than that. There were, though, numerous ways to show essers what their proper place in All The Russias was: somewhere below the serfs who toiled in the fields, because they, at least, contributed something to the nation.

	 

	Vlad and Anatol had, in that single conversation, added up all of their evidence.

	Ivan was not handsome. Handsome they could have at least tolerated, despite their own lack of that quality. No, Ivan was beautiful. He was graceful. Well, except fort the times he made a fool of himself by falling on floors, and down stairs, and stumbling into walls and furnishings. He could play several musical instruments well. Beyond well. They’d heard his incredible voice singing once and mocked its lack of quality so lying well they’d never heard him sing again. 

	But the sure sign he wasn’t manly was his lack of muscles.

	Vlad and Anatol had been, as far as they were concerned, blessed with bulky muscles which had been piled on bulky muscles, which had...so forth. Like the Great Tsar. Like their ancestors. They displayed those muscles on every reasonable occasion. Being Imperial princes their definition of a reasonable occasion for muscle display was almost as loose as their morals. Muscles defined the man, and less muscles were a sure indicator the man who lacked them was not really manly. 

	True, Ivan had broad shoulders, but nowhere near as broad as his brothers. He obviously had some muscle or he would not have been able to fence so well, or ride so well. It was an admission Vlad and Anatol hated making because it undermined their evidence. But, they reminded themselves, it wasn’t a matter of muscles existing, but of having enough muscles to be a truly, Imperially manly man. 

	And surely, if Ivan wasn’t an esser, if he was in fact a manly man, he would have gone swimming with his brothers. Or with other men. But he never had. It was the most convincing lack of all. Only a man ashamed of his body—his unmanly, not princely, esser body—would never go swimming. Would never join in the national pastime of sweating in a sauna in winter and then running naked outside for a dive in the snow.

	Or who never went swimming or used saunas because he knew the sight of those other naked men would give him an immediate and visible erection, a disgusting display of esserness, offensive to any man who viewed it. The brothers also thought, but couldn’t quite bring themselves to say aloud, that another reason Ivan didn’t swim or sauna was because of the small size of his prick. 

	A large, impressive prick could offset a great deal of esserness, the thinking being a man who might otherwise be thought of as esser, couldn’t truly be esser if his cock was big. Only manly men had big pricks, as it wasn’t possible for essers to be better than manly men, except in things that didn’t count, as so weren’t part of being manly in the first place.

	Yes. Ivan had to be an esser. And he’d never done those manly things because he knew he’d be caught lusting after those other men, and be proven to be the vile esser he was.

	But it wasn’t something they could ever say about Ivan where someone might hear. True, the Great Tsar didn’t approve of essers, but rumor had it Section Three had more than its fair share of essers, and one Tsar (fortunately for him, of a small, unimportant, remote Russia), two dukes, a countess or three, and several important merchants were known or believed to be essers, so the Great Tsar did nothing about it. The brothers’ problem was they knew enough about the facts of life to know the Great Tsar was responsible for some part of Ivan’s self. Accusing Ivan of being an esser was in effect accusing the Great Tsar of having contributed to Ivan’s condition.

	And everyone knew that just as there had never been any magick in the Berendey line, not one ancestor had ever been esser. Not one.

	Vlad and Anatol never considered the possibility Ivan might have worked in secret to acquire a well-muscled body, while enduring his brothers’ bullying, and after the bulk of it stopped, he went right on acquiring and right on keeping it secret.

	The Great Tsar knew more about what went on between the brothers than any of them ever knew. Section Three watchfulness wasn’t limited solely to external threats. Great Tsar Feodor preferred knowing what was going on inside and around his Palace, his sons not being excluded from his desire for knowledge he might possibly use to his advantage. Ah...and to the advantage of the Tsardom, of course.

	The Great Tsar was proud Ivan had never imitated the squealing of a spear-struck boar, as often heard on a Vlad-Anatol hunt, by tattling, when his belongings were damaged or destroyed. He fought back as best he could, when the “oh, this is just big brothers being brothers” bullying became physical. Sometimes very physical. But he was a Berendey. Half a Berendey. Berendeys endured, if necessary. And always repaid.

	Ivan fought just well enough his brothers couldn’t wholly despise him for being so weak, given their ready forgetting—deliberate ignoring?—of the vast differences in age and bulk between the older two and the youngest. He also never fought hard enough to make Vlad or Anatol take actual notice of his strength. No matter how remote their noticing might be, Ivan knew either or both would see it as a challenge, and want to spend “quality” time with him, where “quality” involved an increase in the infliction of pain.

	What eventually brought the physical bullying to an all-of-the-worst, most-of-the-least stop, was the older pair counting things up, in a somewhat confused “one plus two plus two plus one, no, you idiot, one plus two plus one plus one” way. What they were counting was all the ways in which, as the facts finally sank into their dear thick heads, they had suffered in some way following an Ivan-bullying bit of fun.

	Their suffering, whether singular (just one having bullied) or joint (both having bullied), was never immediately after, which would have created an obvious cause and effect retaliation correlation, allowing for sooner sinking into thick heads. Nor did they ever suffer when Ivan was anywhere near.

	There was one time they used fairly severe retaliation for the suspected-but-not-proven Ivan retaliation for the brothers’ earlier actions, leaving their brother battered, bruised, and thoroughly bloodied, but not broken. The brothers had already been there, done that, with Ivan’s broken arm from a “riding accident” out of sight of the guards who supposedly went everywhere with them.

	That kind of accident was an explainable-away occurrence. Something broken in an out-of-the-way, little-used corridor, with marks in the dust suggesting someone being dragged, kicking and fighting, was another matter entirely. So they’d ensured nothing got broken, certain Ivan would understand the lesson they were imparting: he was not to do anything more against them.

	A month later, immediately before the Imperial Games held only once every four years, Vlad found himself with a bruise he couldn’t quite remember acquiring. It extended from his left hip, down under his groin, around his thigh, and almost to his knee, so pain-wracking he was unable to compete in the Games horse race. He’d taken silver eight and twelve years ago, and gold in the last Games, and was favored by a large margin for the gold in these Games. He knew he would have won, if he’d been able to compete. 

	Anatol, who was favored to win the gold in fencing at the Games, without even bribing the judges to rule in his favor on close calls, also couldn’t compete—not with a wrist swollen to three times its normal size, and a twisted ankle on which he dared not put any weight.

	Those injuries might have been the ones triggering the start of the sinking-in process, but it took several more before the sinking was done, and they reached the right set of conclusions. One plus two plus two plus one plus the rest of the numbers equaled: If they hurt Ivan, he was finally going to hurt them back. If they escalated the hurting, he was better at escalating back. They didn’t dare go so far as to incapacitate him on a long-term or permanent basis, nor kill him, no matter how much they wished to after all the pain he’d dared to inflict on them in recent injuries.

	Every injury they’d suffered, from the most trivial splinter in a fingertip to those before the Games, and all those after, including a stubbed toe in the morning, on awakening with a hangover from the previous night’s efforts to support the Imperial beer economy, was tallied, and the total laid before one metaphorical door: Ivan’s room.

	The brothers were arrogant, and confident of their power, and in the Great Tsar’s willingness to trust their words, especially if any contrary words were issued from those unmanly Ivan lips. Fortunately for their continued uninvolvement in anything spectacular, they were cunning enough to realize “But it was only an accident, Father!” was an excuse which would have run its course if serious Ivan harm happened.

	They knew their hurts were Ivan-born, but they had no proof. Without proof they couldn’t complain to Father. If they complained to Father... 

	A truth occurred to them with all the force of the melon they’d once dropped from a parapet towards Ivan’s head, only to miss and watch it shatter into tiny pieces at his feet, the way his skull might have tiny-pieced itself onto the ground had the melon hit said skull. A Father-complaint would only get them Father-derision, for whining about the boyish acts of a brother so much younger than the adults—or supposed adults his sneer would say—they were.

	By the time Ivan was thirteen, the worst physical parts of the brother-bullying—to his person and his possessions—was over. But the physical pains continued from time to time, while the verbal blows were almost unrelenting, especially when no one else was around. He endured the former for a time, retaliated in a way which could never be connected to him, hostilities paused, and then they resumed. Always.

	The family reminiscences—they each would have been surprised to learn the subject matter of their breakfast reminiscences was much the same—halted when the squabbling of the older brothers began edging toward out-of-hand.

	The Great Tsar brought that to an abrupt halt. The kind which happens when a horse stops, perhaps balking at a wall-jump, while the rider goes on, perhaps into, perhaps over, the wall. It only required a simple question. “Well, Vlad, what are you going to do to prevent more apples from being stolen?”

	Vlad gulped back the “Who, me?” which wanted to burst from his mouth, hiding it behind a sudden need to gulp a good part of the beer left in the flagon. He only had the length of time until the gulping was done and the flagon was carefully set on the table to figure out an answer.

	“I’ll guard the tree tonight, Father. And catch the thief if he dares some back.”

	The Great Tsar grunted something of a “You’d better,” grunt, while Anatol snorted a “What kind of a fool idea is that?” snort.

	As Vladimir stood fast—which should not be confused with standing fast, against all odds, since Vlad tended to stand fast in such situations only when the odds were weighted, fairly or not, in his favor—the movement and the backs of his fat, ah, thick calves shoved his chair back and over. The Crown Prince loomed over the table. Of course, it wouldn’t do for a subject, even a Crown-Prince subject, to loom over the Great Tsar, so he confined himself to looming in the direction of his brothers. 

	Anatol donned his “What? Me? Impressed? Not likely!” look, and leaned back in his chair, the image of a prince unimpressed by anything, much less a looming brother. 

	A quick side-look let Vladimir know Ivan was unaware of the big brotherly looming, as he was focused on the precision with which the thick slice of bread in his hand was being slathered with butter, but only to, and not over, the edges, with a jar of fresh black raspberry jam near at hand for the next layer of slathering. Nor could Vladimir shout or yell or even say, “Look at me loom, brat!”

	Abandoning his unavailing looming, Vladimir bowed to his father. “If you will excuse me, Father, I’ll go get started on my plan, so all will be ready for tonight.”

	The Great Tsar nodded permission to leave, Vladimir spun around—princes in private were permitted to turn their backs on Father-Tsars, though not in public—and his first forward motion entangled his legs with the legs of the fallen chair. 

	There then ensued the delicate dance called “Defiance of Gravity, Version 284.” It was an almost deadly version, No. 284, as it was performed most often by those with greater-than-average amounts of upper body mass on which gravity could work its infernal wiles and tilt the dancer toward toppling. After some fancy footwork anyone who might have been paying attention, with or without a damn given, would have appreciated, had there been the slightest bit of objectivity anywhere in the room, in fairly short order, and due to the quickness of Vladimir’s stepping, the judges awarded a final score of Gravity Zero, Crown Prince One. 

	Vladimir strode out of the room, head high, back straight. He left behind a father who hid a smile, a younger brother who couldn’t quite hide his annoyance at the score, and a youngest brother who looked up from his third bite of well-jammed-and-buttered bread, and turned to his family with an all-too-innocent look of “Did I miss something?”
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