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The Mountains of Mourning

Miles heard the woman weeping as he was climbing the hill from thelong lake. He hadn't dried
himsdlf after his swim, asthe morning aready promised shimmering heet. Lake water trickled cool from
his hair onto his naked chest and back, more annoyingly down hislegs from hisragged shorts. Hisleg
braces chafed on his damp skin as he pistoned up the faint trail through the scrub, military double-time.
Hisfeet squished in his old wet shoes. He dowed in curiosity as he became conscious of the voices.

The woman'svoice grated with grief and exhaustion. "Please, lord, please. All | want ismfjudtice...”

The front gate guard's voice was irritated and embarrassed. "I'm no lord. C'mon, get up, woman. Go
back to the village and report it at the district magistrate's office."

"I tel you, | just came from there!" The woman did not move from her knees as Miles emerged from
the bushes and paused to take in the tableau across the paved road. "The magistrate's not to return for
weeks, weeks. | walked four daysto get here. | only have alittle money...." A desperate hoperosein
her voice, and her spine bent and straightened as she scrabbled in her skirt pocket and held out her
cupped hands to the guard. "A mark and twenty pence, it'sdl | have, but —"

The exasperated guard's eye fell on Miles, and he straightened abruptly, asif afraid Miles might
suspect him of being tempted by o pitiful abribe. "Be off, woman!" he snapped.

Miles quirked an eyebrow and limped across the road to the main gate. "What's all this about,
Corpord?' heinquired eesily.

The guard corpora was on loan from Imperia Security, and wore the high-necked dress greens of

the Barrayaran Service. He was sweating and uncomfortable in the bright morning light of this southern
digtrict, but Milesfancied heldd be boiled before held undo his collar on this post. His accent was not



locdl; he was acity man from the capital, where amore-or-less efficient bureaucracy absorbed such
problems as the one on her knees before him.

The woman, now, was locd and more than local — she had backcountry written al over her. She
was younger than her strained voice had at first suggested. Tall, fever-red from her weeping, with stringy
blonde hair hanging down across aferret-thin face and protuberant gray eyes. If she were cleaned up,
fed, rested, happy and confident, she might achieve a near-prettiness, but she was far from that now,
despite her remarkable figure. Lean but full-breasted — no, Miles revised himself as he crossed the road
and came up to the gate. Her bodice was dl blotched with dried milk leaks, though there was no baby in
sight. Only temporarily full-breasted. Her worn dress was factory-woven cloth, but hand-sewn, crude
and smple. Her feet were bare, thickly callused, cracked and sore.

"No problem,” the guard assured Miles. "Go away," he hissed to the woman.
Shelurched off her kneesand sat stonily.

"I'll call my sergeant” — the guard eyed her warily — "and have her removed.”
"Wait amoment,” said Miles.

She stared up a Milesfrom her cross-legged position, clearly not knowing whether to identify him as
hope or not. His clothing, what there was of it, offered her no clue asto what he might be. Therest of
himwasdl too plainly displayed. He jerked up his chin and smiled thinly. Too-large head, too-short
neck, back thickened with its crooked spine, crooked legs with their brittle bones too-often broken,
drawing the eyein their gleaming chromium braces. Were the hill woman standing, the top of his head
would barely be even with the top of her shoulder. He waited in boredom for her hand to make the
backcountry hex sign againgt evil mutations, but it only jerked and clenched into afigt.

"I must see my lord Count," she said to an uncertain point hafway between Miles and the guard. "It's
my right. My daddy, hedied in the Service. It'smy right."

"Prime Minister Count Vorkosigan,”" said the guard stiffly, "ison his country estate to rest. If he were
working, held be back in Vorbarr Sultana.” The guard looked as though he wished he were back in
Vorbarr Sultana.

The woman seized the pause. "Y ou're only acity man. He's my count. My right.”
"What do you want to see Count Vorkosigan for?" asked Miles patiently.
"Murder," growled the girl/woman. The security guard spasmed dightly. "1 want to report amurder.”

"Shouldn't you report to your village speaker first?" inquired Miles, with ahand-down gesture to calm
the twitching guard.

"I did. Hell do nothing." Rage and frustration cracked her voice. "He saysit's over and done. He
won't write down my accusation, saysit's nonsense. It would only make trouble for everybody, he says. |
don't care! | want my justicel”

Miles frowned thoughtfully, looking the woman over. The details checked, corroborated her claimed
identity, added up to asolid if sublimina sense of the authentic that perhaps escaped the professiondly
paranoid security man. "It'strue, Corpora,” Milessaid. "She hasaright to appedl, first to the district
magistrate, then to the count's court. And the district magisirate won't be back for two weeks.”

This sector of Count Vorkosigan's native digtrict had only one overworked district magistrate, who
rode acircuit that included the lakeside village of V orkosigan Surleau but one day amonth. Since the
region of the Prime Minister's country estate was crawling with Imperia Security when the greet lord was
in resdence, and closely monitored even when he was not, prudent troublemakers took their troubles
elsawhere,

"Scan her, and let her in," said Miles. "On my authority.”

The guard was one of Imperia Security's best, trained to watch for nsin hisown shadow. He
now looked scandalized, and lowered hisvoiceto Miles. "Sir, if | let every country lunatic wander the
edtate a will —"



"I'll take her up. I'm going that way."

The guard shrugged helplesdy, but stopped short of saluting; Mileswas decidedly not in uniform. The
gate guard pulled a scanner from his belt and made a great show of going over the woman. Miles
wondered if held have been inspired to harass her with a strip-search without Milessinhibiting presence.
When the guard finished demonstrating how aert, conscientious, and loya he was, he pamed open the
gate'slock, entered the transaction, including the woman's retina scan, into the computer monitor, and
stood asidein apose of rather pointed parade rest. Miles grinned at the silent editoria and steered the
bedraggled woman by the elbow through the gates and up the winding drive.

She twitched away from histouch at the earliest opportunity, yet il refrained from superdtitious
gestures, eyeing him with astrange and hungry curiogity. Time was, such openly repeled fascination with
the peculiarities of hisbody had driven Milesto grind histeeth; now he could takeit with aserene
amusement only dightly tinged with acid. They would learn, dl of them. They would learn.

"Do you serve Count Vorkosigan, little man?' she asked cautioudly.

Miles thought about that one amoment. "Yes," he answered finaly. The answer was, after dl, trueon
every level of meaning but the one sheld asked it. He quelled the temptation to tell her he was the court
jester. From the look of her, this oné's troubles were much worse than his own.

She had gpparently not quite believed in her own rightful destiny, despite her mulish determination at
the gate, for asthey climbed unimpeded toward her goa anascent panic made her face even more
drawn and pale, dmost ill. "How — how do | talk to him?" she choked. "Should | curtsey...?" She
glanced down at hersdf asif conscious for thefirst time of her own dirt and sweet and squalor.

Miles suppressed a facetious set-up starting with, Kneel and knock your forehead three times on
the floor before speaking, that's what the General Saff does, and said instead, "Just stand up Straight
and speak thetruth. Try to be clear. Hell take it from there. He does not, after dl* — Milesslips
twitched — "lack experience.”

She swallowed.

A hundred years ago, the Vorkosigans summer retreat had been aguard barracks, part of the
outlying fortifications of the great castle on the bluff above the village of Vorkosigan Surleau. The castle
was now a burnt-out ruin, and the barracks transformed into a comfortable low stone residence,
modernized and re-modernized, artisticaly landscaped and bright with flowers. The arrow dits had been
widened into big glass windows overlooking the lake, and com link antennae bristled from the roof.
There was anew guard barracks concedled in the trees downdope, but it had no arrow dlits.

A maninthe brown and slver livery of the Count's persond retainers exited the residence's front
door as Miles approached with the strange woman in tow. It was the new man, what was his name?
Pym, that wasit.

"Wherésm'lord Count?' Miles asked him.

"In the upper pavilion, taking breskfast with m'lady." Pym glanced at the woman, and waited on
Milesin aposture of politeinquiry.

"Ah. Well, thiswoman has walked four daysto lay an apped before the district magistrate's court.
The court's not here, but the Count is, so she now proposes to skip the middiemen and go straight to the
top. | like her style. Take her up, will you?”'

"During breakfast?' said Pym.

Miles cocked his head at the woman. "Have you had breskfast?"

She shook her head mutely.

"| thought not." Milesturned his hands pam-out, dumping her, symbolicaly, on theretainer. "Now,
yes”

"My daddy, hedied in the Service," the woman repeated faintly. "It'smy right." The phrase seemed
as much to convince herself as anyone else, now.



Pymwas, if not ahill man, digtrict-born. "Soiitis," he sghed, and gestured her to follow him without
further ado. Her eyes widened, as shetrailed him around the house, and she glanced back nervoudy over
her shoulder a Miles, "Little man...?"

"Just stand straight,” he called to her. He watched her round the corner, grinned, and took the steps
two at atimeinto the resdence's main entrance.

* * %

After ashave and cold shower, Miles dressed in his own room overlooking the long lake. He
dressed with greet care, as great as he'd expended on the Service Academy ceremonies and Imperia
Review two days ago. Clean underwear, long-deeved cream shirt, dark green trousers with the side
piping. High-collared green tunic tailor-cut to his own difficult fit. New pae blue plastic ensgn's
rectangles aligned precisaly on the collar and poking most uncomfortably into hisjaw. He dispensed with
the leg braces and pulled on mirror-polished boots to the knee, and swiped abit of dust from them with
his pajama pants, ready-to-hand on the floor where he'd dropped them before going swimming.

He straightened and checked himsdlf in the mirror. Hisdark hair hadn't even begun to recover from
that last cut before the graduation ceremonies. A pae, sharp-featured face, not too much dissipated bag
under the gray eyes, nor too bloodshot — aas, the limits of hisbody compelled him to stop celebrating
well before he could hurt himsdlf.

Echoes of the late celebration still boiled up silently in his head, crooking hismouth into agrin. He
was on hisway now, had his hand clamped firmly around the lowest rung of the highest ladder on
Barrayar, Imperid Serviceitself. There were no give-awaysin the Service even for sons of the old Vor.
Y ou got what you earned. His brother-officers could be relied on to know that, even if outsiders
wondered. Hewasin position at last to prove himsdf to al doubters. Up and away and never look
down, never look back.

Onelast ook back. As carefully as he'd dressed, Miles gathered up the necessary objectsfor his
task. The white cloth rectangles of hisformer Academy cadet's rank. The hand-caligraphed second
copy, purchased for this purpose, of hisnew officer'scommission in the Barrayaran Imperid Service. A
copy of his Academy three-year scholastic transcript on paper, with al its commendations (and
demerits). No point in anything but honesty in this next transaction. In acupboard downstairs he found
the brass brazier and tripod, wrapped in its polishing cloth, and a plagtic bag of very dry juniper bark.
Chemicd firesticks.

Out the back door and up the hill. The landscaped path split, right going up to the pavilion
overlooking it dl, left forking Sdewaysto agarden-like area surrounded by alow fidldstonewall. Miles
let himself in by the gate. "Good morning, crazy ancestors,”" he called, then quelled his humor. It might be
true, but lacked the respect due the occasion.

He strolled over and around the graves until he came to the one he sought, knelt, and set up the
brazier and tripod, humming. The sonewassmple, General Count Piotr Pierre Vorkosigan, and the
dates. If they'd tried to list al the accumulated honors and accomplishments, they'd have had to go to
microprint.

He piled in the bark, the very expensive papers, the cloth bits, a clipped mat of dark hair from that
last cut. He st it dight and rocked back on his heelsto watch it burn. HEd played a hundred versions of
this moment over in hishead, over the years, ranging from solemn public orations with musiciansin the
background, to dancing naked on the old man's grave. He'd settled on this private and traditiond
ceremony, played straight. Just between the two of them.

"So, Grandfather,” he purred at last. "And here we are after dl. Satisfied now?”

All the chaos of the graduation ceremonies behind, al the mad efforts of thelast three years, dl the
pain, came to this point; but the grave did not speak, did not say, Well done; you can stop now. The
ashes spelled out no messages; there were no visonsto be had in the rising smoke. The brazier burned
down al too quickly. Not enough stuff init, perhaps.



He stood and dusted his knees, in the silence and the sunlight. So what had he expected? Applause?
Why was he here, in the final analyss? Dancing out adead man's dreams— who did his Serviceredly
serve? Grandfather? Himsalf? Pale Emperor Gregor? Who cared?

"Well, old man," he whispered, then shouted: "ARE Y OU SATISFIED YET?' The echoesrang from
the stones.

A throat cleared behind him, and Mileswhirled like ascalded cat, heart pounding.

"Uh... my lord?"' said Pym carefully. "Pardon me, | did not mean to interrupt... anything. But the
Count your father requires you to attend on him in the upper pavilion.”

Pym's expression was perfectly bland. Miles swallowed, waiting for the scarlet heat he could fed in
hisfaceto recede. "Quite." He shrugged. "Thefirésamost out. I'll clean it up later. Don't... let anybody
esetouchit.”

He marched past Pym and didn't look back.

* % %

The pavilion was asimple structure of weathered silver wood, open on dl four sdesto caich the
breeze, thismorning afew faint puffsfrom the west. Good sailing on the lake this afternoon, maybe. Only
ten days precious home leave left, and much Mileswanted to do, including the trip to Vorbarr Sultana
with hiscousin Ivan to pick out his new lightflyer. And then hisfirst assgnment would be coming through
— ship duty, Miles prayed. HEd had to overcome amgor temptation, not to ask his father to make sure
it was ship duty. He would take whatever assgnment fate dealt him, that wasthe first rule of the game.
And win with the hand he was dedlt.

Theinterior of the pavilion was shady and cool after the glare outside. It was furnished with
comfortable old chairs and tables, one of which bore the remains of a noble bregkfast — Miles mentally
marked two lonely-looking oil cakes on acrumb-scattered tray as his own. Miless mother, lingering over
her cup, smiled acrossthetable at him.

Milessfather, casually dressed in an open-throated shirt and shorts, sat in aworn armchair. Ara
Vorkosigan was athickset, gray haired man, heavy-jawed, heavy browed, scarred. A facethat lent itsalf
to savage caricature— Miles had seen some, in Opposition press, in the histories of Barrayar's enemies.
They had only to draw one lig, to render dull those sharp penetrating eyes, to create everyone's parody
of amilitary dictetor.

And how much is he haunted by Grandfather? Miles wondered. He doesn't show it much. But
then, he doesn't have to. Admira Aral Vorkosigan, space master strategist, conqueror of Komarr, hero
of Escobar, for Sixteen years Imperial Regent, supreme power on Barrayar in al but name. And then held
capped it, confounded history and al self-sure witnesses and heaped up honor and glory beyond al that
had gone before by voluntarily stepping down and transferring command smoothly to Emperor Gregor
upon hismgjority. Not that the Prime Ministership hadn't made a dandy retirement from the Regency,
and he was showing no signsyet of stepping down from that.

And so Admird Ard'slifetook Generd Fiotr's like an overpowering hand of cards, and where did
that leave Ensgn Miles? Holding two deuces and the joker. He must surely either concede or start
bluffing like crazy....

The hill woman sat on ahassock, a haf-eaten oil cake clutched in her hands, staring open-mouthed
at Milesin all his power and polish. As he caught and returned her gaze her lips pressed closed and her
eyeslit. Her expression was strange — anger? Exhilaration? Embarrassment? Glee? Some bizarre
mixture of al? And what did you think | was, woman?

Being in uniform (showing off hisuniform?), Miles came to attention before hisfather. "Sir?*

Count Vorkosigan spoke to thewoman. "That ismy son. If | send him asmy Voice, would that
sidy you?'

"Oh," she breathed, her wide mouth drawing back in aweird, fierce grin, the most expresson Miles



had yet seen on her face, " yes, my lord."

"Very wdl. It will bedone.

What will be done? Mileswondered warily. The Count was|eaning back in his chair, looking
satisfied himsdlf, but with adangerous tension around his eyes hinting that something had aroused histrue
anger. Not anger at the woman, clearly they werein some sort of agreement, and — Miles searched his
conscience quickly — not at Miles himsalf. He cleared histhroat gently, cocking his head and baring his
tegthinaninquiring amile.

The Count steepled his hands and spoke to Milesat last. "A most interesting case. | can see why you
sent her up.”

"Ah..." said Miles. What had he got hold of ? He'd only greased the woman's way through Security
on aquixotic impulse, for God's sake, and to twesk hisfather at breskfast. "...ah?" he continued
noncommittaly.

Count Vorkosigan's brows rose. "Did you not know?"

" She spoke of amurder, and a marked lack of cooperation from her local authorities about it.
Figured you'd give her alift onto the digtrict magigtrate.”

The Count settled back il further and rubbed his hand thoughtfully across his scarred chin. "It'san
infanticide case."

Milessbelly went cold. | don't want anything to do with this. Wéll, that explained why therewas
no baby to go with the breasts. "Unusud... for it to be reported.”

"Weve fought the old customs for twenty years and more," said the Count. " Promulgated,
propagandized... In the cities, we've made good progress.”

"Inthe cities," murmured the Countess, "people have accessto dternatives.”

"But in the backcountry — well — little has changed. We dl know what's going on, but without a
report, acomplaint — and with the family invariably drawing together to protect its own — it's hard to
get leverage.”

"What," Miles cleared histhroat, nodded at the woman, "what was your baby's mutation?”

"The cat's mouth.” The woman dabbed at her upper lip to demonstrate. " She had the holeinside her
mouth, too, and was aweak sucker, she choked and cried, but she was getting enough, she was...."

"Hare-lip," the Count's off-worlder wife murmured half to hersdlf, trandating the Barrayaran term to
the gdactic stlandard, "and a cleft palate, soundslike. Harra, that's not even amutation. They had that
back on Old Earth. A... anormal birth defect, if that's not a contradiction in terms. Not a punishment for
your Barrayaran ancestors pilgrimage through the Fire. A smple operation could have corrected —"
Countess Vorkosigan cut hersdlf off. The hill woman was looking anguished.

"I'd heard,” the woman said. "My lord had made a hospita to be built at Hassadar. | meant to take
her there, when | was alittle stronger, though | had no money. Her arms and |legs were sound, her head
was well-shaped, anybody could see — surely they would have' — her hands clenched and twisted, her
voice went ragged — "but Lem killed her firg."

A seven-day wak, Miles caculated, from the deep Dendarii Mountains to the lowland town of
Hassadar. Reasonable, that awoman newly risen from childbed might delay that hike afew days. An
hour'srideinan aircar....

"So oneisreported asamurder at last,” said Count Vorkosigan, "and we will treat it as exactly that.
Thisisachance to send amessage to the farthest corners of my own district. Y ou, Miles, will be my
Voice, to reach where it has not reached before. Y ou will dispense Count's justice upon this man — and
not quietly, either. It'stimefor the practicesthat brand us as barbariansin galactic eyesto end.”

Miles gulped. "Wouldn't the district magistrate be better qudified...?"

The Count smiled dightly. "For thiscase, | can think of no one better quaified than yoursdlf."



The messenger and the message al in one; Times have changed. Indeed. Mileswished himsdlf
elsawhere, anywhere— back swesating blood over hisfina examinations, for ingance. He stifled an
unworthy wail, My home leave...!

Miles rubbed the back of hisneck. "Who, ah... whoisit killed your little girl 7' Meaning, who is it
I'm expected to drag out, put up against a wall, and shoot?

"My husband,” she said tonelesdy, looking at — through — the polished silvery floorboards.
| knew thiswas going to be messy....

"She cried and cried," the woman went on, "and wouldn't go to deep, not nursing well — he shouted
at meto shut her up—"

"Then?' Miles prompted, sick to his scomach.

"He swore a me, and went to go deep at hismother's. He said at least aworking man could deep
there. | hadn't dept either...."

This guy sounds like a real winner. Mileshad an ingtant picture of him, abull of amanwith a
bullying manner — neverthdess, there was something missing in the climax of thewoman's story.

The Count had picked up on it too. He was listening with total attention, his Strategy-session ook, a
dit-eyed intengity of thought you could mistake for deepiness. That would be agrave mistake. "Were you
an eyewitness?' he asked in adeceptively mild tone that put Mileson full dert. "Did you actudly seehim
kill her?'

"| found her dead in the midmorning, lord."

"Y ou went into the bedroom —" Count V orkosigan led her on.

"Weve only got oneroom.” She shot him alook asif doubtful for the first time of histota
omniscience. "She had dept, dept at last. | went out to get some brillberries, up the ravineaway. And
when | came back... | should have taken her with me, but | was so glad she dept at last, didn't want to
risk waking her —" Tearsleaked from the woman'stightly-closed eyes. "l let her deep when | came
back, | was glad to eat and rest, but | began to get full" — her hand touched a breast — "and | went to
wake her..."

"What, were there no marks on her? Not a cut throat?' asked the Count. That was the usual method
for these backcountry infanticides, quick and clean compared to, say, exposure.

The woman shook her head. " Smothered, | think, lord. It was cruel, something crudl. The village
Speaker said | must have overlain her, and wouldn't take my pleaagainst Lem. | did not, | did not! She
had her own cradle, Lem made it with his own hands when shewas ill inmy belly...." Shewascloseto
breaking down.

The Count exchanged a glance with hiswife, and asmall tilt of his head. Countess V orkosigan rose
smoathly.

"Come, Harra, down to the house. Y ou must wash and rest before Miles takes you home.™

The hill woman looked taken aback. "Oh, not in your house, lady!"

"Sorry, it'sthe only one I've got handy. Besides the guard barracks. The guards are good boys, but
you'd make 'em uncomfortable..." The Countess eased her out.

"Itisclear," said Count V orkosigan as soon as the women were out of earshot, "that you will haveto
check out the medical facts before, er, popping off. And | trust you will dso have noticed thelittle
problem with a positive identification of the accused. This could betheidea public-demondtration case
wewant, but not if theres any ambiguity about it. No bloody my<teries."”

"I'm not acoroner,” Miles pointed out immediately. If he could wriggle off thishook....
"Quite. You will take Dr. Deawith you."

Lieutenant Deawas the Prime Minigter's physician's assistant. Miles had seen him around — an
ambitious young military doctor in aconstant state of frustration because his superior would never let him



touch hismost important patient — oh, he was going to be thrilled with this assignment, Miles predicted
morosdly.

"He can take his osteo kit with him, too," the Count went on, brightening dightly, "in case of
accidents.”

"How economicd," said Miles, ralling his eyes. "L ook, uh — suppose her story checks out and we
nail thisguy. Do | haveto, persondly...?"

"One of the liveried men will be your bodyguard. And — if the story checks— the executioner.”
That was only dightly better. "Couldn't we wait for the digtrict magistrate?’

"Every judgment the district magistrate makes, he makesin my place. Every sentence his office
carriesout, iscarried out in my name. Someday, it will be donein your name. It'stime you gained aclear
understanding of the process. Higtorically, the Vor may be amilitary caste, but aVor lord's duties were
never only military ones."

No escape. Damn, damn, damn. Miles sighed. "Right. Well... we could take the aircar, | suppose,
and be up therein a couple of hours. Allow sometimeto find the right hole. Drop out of the sky on ‘em,
make the message loud and clear... be back before bedtime.” Get it over with quickly.

The Count had that dit-eyed ook again. "No..." he said dowly, "not the aircar, | don't think."

"No roadsfor agroundcar, up that far. Just trails." He added uneasily — surely hisfather could not
be thinking of — "1 don't think I'd cut avery impressive figure of centra Imperia authority on foot, ar.”

Hisfather glanced up at his crigp dress uniform and smiled dightly. " Oh, you don't do so badly.”

"But picture this after three or four days of beating through the bushes," Miles protested. "Y ou didn't
seeusinBadc. Or samdl us”

"I've been there," said the Admiral dryly. "But no, you're quite right. Not on foot. | have a better
idea"

My own cavalry troop, thought Milesironicaly, turning in hissaddle, just like Grandfather .
Actually, he was pretty sure the old man would have had some acerbic comments about the riders now
strung out behind Miles on the wooded trail, once held got done rolling on the ground laughing at the
equitation being displayed. The Vorkos gan stables had shrunk sadly since the old man was no longer
around to take an interest: the polo string sold off, the few remaining ancient and ill-tempered ex-cavary
beasts put permanently out to pasture. The handful of riding horses | eft were retained for their
sure-footedness and good manners, not their exotic bloodlines, and kept exercised and gentle for the
occasond guest by agaggle of girlsfromthevillage.

Miles gathered hisreins, tensed one caf, and shifted hisweight dightly, and Fat Ninny responded
with aneat half turn and two precise back steps. The thickset roan gelding could not have been mistaken
by the most ignorant urbanite for afiery steed, but Miles adored him, for hisdark and liquid eye, hiswide
velvet nose, his phlegmatic disposition equally unappalled by rushing sireams or screaming aircars, but
most of al for his exquisite dressage-trained responsiveness. Brains before beauty. Just being around him
made Miles camer. The beast was an emotiond blotter, like apurring cat. Miles patted Fat Ninny on the
neck. "If anybody asks" he murmured, "I'll tell them your nameis Chieftan." Fat Ninny waggled one
fuzzy ear, and heaved awooshing, barrel-chested sigh.

Grandfather had agreet dea to do with the unlikely parade Miles now led. The great guerillagenera
had poured out his youth in these mountains, fighting the Cetagandan invadersto astandstill and then
reversing therr tide. Anti-flyer heetless seeker-strikers smuggled in at bloody cost from off-planet had a
lot more to do with the final victory than cavalry horses, which, according to Grandfather, had saved his
forces through the worst winter of that campaign mainly by being edible. But through retroactive
romance, the horse had become the symbol of that struggle.

Milesthought hisfather was being overly optimistic, if he thought Mileswas going to cashinthudy on



the old man'sresidud glory. The guerilla caches and camps were shapel ess lumps of rust and trees,
dammit, not just weeds and scrub anymore — they had passed some, earlier in today's ride— the men
who had fought that war had long since gone to ground for thelast time, just like Grandfather. What was
he doing here? It was jump ship duty he wanted, taking him high, high above dl this. The future, not the
past, held his destiny.

Miless meditations were interrupted by Dr. Deds horse, which, taking exception to abranch lying
acrossthelogging trail, planted al four feet in an abrupt stop and snorted loudly. Dr. Deatoppled off
with afaint cry. "Hang onto the reins,” Miles called, and pressed Fat Ninny back down thetrail.

Dr. Deawas getting rather better at falling off; he'd landed more-or-less on hisfeet thistime. He
made alunge at the dangling reins, but his sorrd mare shied away from his grab. Deajumped back as she
swung on her haunches and then, realizing her freedom, bounced back down thetrall, tail bannering,
horse body-language for Nyah, nyah, ya can't catch me! Dr. Deg, red and furious, ran swearing in
pursuit. She brokeinto a canter.

"No, no, don't run after her!" called Miles.

"How the hell am | supposed to catch her if | don't run after her?* snarled Dea. The space surgeon
was not a happy man. "My medkit's on that bloody beast!"

"How do you think you can catch her if you do?' asked Miles. " She can run faster than you can.”

At the end of thelittle column, Pym turned his horse sdeways, blocking thetrall. "Just wait, Harra,"
Miles advised the anxious hill woman in passing. "Hold your horse still. Nothing starts a horse running
fagter than another running horse.™

The other two riders were doing rather better. The woman Harra Csurik sat her horse weerily,
alowing it to plod dong without interference, but at least riding on balance instead of trying to usethe
reins as a handle like the unfortunate Dea. Pym, bringing up the rear, was competent if not comfortable.

Milesdowed Fat Ninny to awalk, reinsloose, and wandered after the mare, radiating an air of calm
relaxation. Who, me? | don't want to catch you. We're just enjoying the scenery, right. That'siit,
stop for a bite. The sorrel mare paused to nibble at aweed, but kept awary eye on Miles's approach.

At adistancejust short of starting the mare bolting off again, Miles stopped Fat Ninny and did off.
He made no move toward the mare, but instead stood still and made agreat show of fishingin his
pockets. Fat Ninny butted his head against Miles eagerly, and Miles cooed and fed him abit of sugar.
The mare cocked her earswith interest. Fat Ninny smacked hislips and nudged for more. The mare
snuffled up for her share. She lipped a cube from Miless pam as he did his other arm quietly through the
loop of her reins.

"Here you go, Dr. Dea. One horse. No running.”
"Nofair,” wheezed Deg, trudging up. ™Y ou had sugar in your pockets.”
"Of course| had sugar in my pockets. It's called foresight and planning. Thetrick of handling horses

isn't to be faster than the horse, or stronger than the horse. That pits your weakness againgt his strengths.
Thetrick isto be smarter than the horse. That pits your strength against his weskness, en?!

Deatook hisreins. "It'ssnickering at me," he said suspicioudy.

"That's nickering, not snickering." Miles grinned. He tapped Fat Ninny behind hisleft fordeg, and the
horse obediently grunted down onto one knee. Miles clambered up readily to his conveniently-lowered
dirrup.

"Does mine do that?' asked Dr. Dea, watching with fascination.

"Sorry, no."

Deaglowered a hishorse. "Thisanimad isanidiot. | shal lead it for awhile”

AsFat Ninny lurched back to hisfour feet Miles suppressed ariding-instructorly comment gleaned
from his Grandfather's store such as, Be smarter than the horse, Dea. Though Dr. Deawas officidly
sworn to Lord VVorkosigan for the duration of thisinvestigation, Space Surgeon Lieutenant Dea certainly



outranked Ensign VVorkosigan. To command older men who outranked one called for acertain measure
of tact.

The logging road widened out here, and Miles dropped back beside Harra Csurik. Her fierceness
and determination of yesterday morning at the gate seemed to be fading even asthetrail rose toward her
home. Or perhapsit was Smply exhaustion catching up with her. Sheld said little al morning, been sunk
in dlence dl afternoon. If shewas going to drag Milesdl the way up to the back of beyond and then
wimp out on him...

"What, ah, branch of the Service was your father in, Harra?' Miles began conversationally.

Sheraked her fingersthrough her hair in a combing gesture more nervousness than vanity. Her eyes
looked out at him through the straw-colored wisps like skittish cresturesin the protection of ahedge.

"Digrict Militia, mlord. | don't redlly remember him. He died when | wasred little"
"In combat?'
She nodded. "In the fighting around V orbarr Sultana, during Vordarian's Pretendership.”

Miles refrained from asking which side he had been swept up on — most foot soldiers had had little
choice, and the amnesty had included the dead aswell astheliving.

"Ah... do you have any sbs?’

"No, lord. Just me and my mother left.”

A little anticipatory tenson eased in Miless neck. If thisjudgment indeed drove dl the way through to
an execution, one misstep could trigger ablood feud among thein-laws. Not the legecy of justice the
Count intended him to leave behind. So the fewer in-laws involved, the better. "What about your
husband'sfamily?'

"He's got seven. Four brothers and three ssters.”

"Hm." Miles had amenta flash of an entire team of huge, menacing hill hulks. He glanced back at
Pym, feding atrifle understaffed for histask. He had pointed out thisfactor to the Count, when they'd
been planning this expedition last night.

"The village Speaker and his deputieswill be your back-up,” the Count had said, "just asfor the
digtrict magigtrate on court circuit."

"What if they don't want to cooperate?' Miles had asked nervoudly.

"An officer who expectsto command Imperia troops,” the Count had glinted, "should be ableto
figure out how to extract cooperation from a backcountry headman.”

In other words, hisfather had decided thiswas atest, and wasn't going to give him any more clues.
Thanks, Da

"Y ou have no sibs, lord?' said Harra, snapping him back to the present.

"No. But surely that's known, even in the back-beyond.”

"They say alot of things about you." Harra shrugged.

Miles bit down on the morbid question in his mouth like awedge of raw lemon. He would not ask it,
he would nat... he couldn't help himself. "Likewhat?' forced out past his iff lips.

"Everyone knows the Count's son isamutant.” Her eyesflicked defiant-wide. "Some said it came
from the off-worlder woman he married. Some said it was from radiation from the wars, or adisease
from, um, corrupt practicesin hisyouth among his brother-officers—"

That last was anew oneto Miles. His brow lifted.
"— but most say he was poisoned by his enemies.”
"I'm glad most have it right. It was an assass nation attempt using soltoxin gas, when my mother was

pregnant with me. But it'snot —" a mutation, histhought hiccoughed through the well-worn grooves —
how many times had he explained this?— it's teratogenic, not genetic, I'm not a mutant, not.... What



the hell did afine point of biochemistry matter to thisignorant, bereaved woman? For dl practical
purposes— for her purposes— he might aswell be amutant. " — important,” he finished.

She eyed him sdeways, swaying gently in the clop-a-clop rhythm of her mount. " Some said you were
born with no legs, and lived al thetimein afloat chair in Vorkosigan House. Some said you were born
with no bones—"

"— and kept in ajar in the basement, no doubt,” Miles muttered.

"But Karal said he'd seen you with your grandfather at Hassadar Fair, and you were only sickly and
undersized. Some said your father had got you into the Service, but others said no, you'd gone off-planet
to your mother's home and had your brain turned into a computer and your body fed with tubes, floating
inaliquid—"

"I knew thered be ajar turn up in this story somewhere." Miles grimaced. You knew you 'd be sorry
you asked, too, but you went and did it anyway. Shewas baiting him, Milesrealized suddenly. How
dare she... but there was no humor in her, only a sharp-edged watchfulness.

She had gone out, way out on alimb to lay this murder charge, in defiance of family and loca
authorities aike, in defiance of established custom. And what had her Count given her for ashield and
support, going back to face the wrath of al her nearest and dearest? Miles. Could he handle this? She
must be wondering indeed. Or would he botch it, cave and cut and run, leaving her to face the whirlwind
of rage and revenge alone?

He wished held |eft her weeping at the gate.

Thewoodland, fruit of many generations of terraforming forestry, opened out suddenly on avae of
brown native scrub. Down the middle of it, through some accident of soil chemigtry, rana
half-kilometer-wide swathe of green and pink — fera roses, Miles redlized with astonishment asthey
rode nearer. Earth roses. The track dove into the fragrant mass of them and vanished.

Hetook turnswith Pym, hacking their way through with their Service bush knives. The roses were
vigorous and studded with thick thorns, and hacked back with avicious eastic recoil. Fat Ninny did his
part by swinging hisbig head back and forth and nipping off blooms and happily chomping them down.
Mileswasn't sure just how many he ought to let the big roan est — just because the species wasn't native
to Barrayar didn't mean it wasn't poisonous to horses. Miles sucked at hiswounds and reflected upon
Barrayar's shattered ecological history.

Thefifty thousand Firgters from Earth had only meant to be the spearhead of Barrayar's colonization.
Then, through agravitational anomaly, the worm-hole jump through which the colonists had come shifted
closed, irrevocably and without warning. The terraforming that had begun, so careful and controlled in the
beginning, collapsed aong with everything ese. Imported Earth plant and anima species had escaped
everywhereto run wild, asthe humansturned their attention to the most urgent problems of survival.
Biologigts <till mourned the mass extinctions of native species that had followed, the erosonsand
droughts and floods, but redlly, Milesthought, over the centuries of the Time of 1solation the fittest of
both worlds had fought it out to a perfectly good new baance. If it was alive and covered the ground
who cared where it came from?

Weare dl here by accident. Like theroses.

* % %

They camped that night high in the hills, and pushed on in the morning to the flanks of the true
mountains. They were now out of the region Mileswas persondly familiar with from his childhood, and
he checked Harra's directions frequently on his orbital survey map. They stopped only afew hours short
of their god at sunset of the second day. Harrainsisted she could lead them on in the dusk from here, but
Milesdid not careto arrive after nightfall, unannounced, in a strange place of uncertain welcome.

He bathed the next morning in a stream, and unpacked and dressed carefully in hisnew officer's

Imperia dress greens. Pym wore the V orkosigan brown-and-silver livery, and pulled the Count's
standard on atelescoping a uminum pole from the recesses of his saddlebag and mounted it on hisleft



dirrup. Dressed to kill, thought Milesjoylesdy. Dr. Deawore ordinary black fatigues and looked
uncomfortable. If they condtituted a message, Mileswas damned if he knew what it was.

They pulled the horses up a midmorning before atwo-room cabin set on the edge of avast grove of
sugar maples, planted who-knew-how-many centuries ago but now raggedly marching up the vale by
self-seeding. The mountain air was cool and pure and bright. A few chickens stalked and bobbed in the
weeds. An agae-choked wooden pipe from the woods dribbled water into atrough, which overflowed
into asquishy green streamlet and away.

Harradid down, smoothed her skirt, and climbed the porch. "Kara?' she called. Mileswaited high
on horseback for theinitial contact. Never give up a psychological advantage.

"Harra? Isthat you?' came aman'svoice from within. He banged open the door and rushed ouit.
"Where have you been, girl? Weve been besting the bushes for you! Thought you'd broke your neck in
the scrub somewhere—" He stopped short before the three silent men on horseback.

"Y ou wouldn't write down my charges, Kard," said Harrarather breathlesdy. Her hands kneaded
her skirt. "So | walked to the district magistrate at V orkosigan Surleau to Speak them mysdif.”

"Oh, girl," Kard bresathed regretfully, "that was a stupid thing to do..." Hishead lowered and
swayed, as he stared uneasily at the riders. He was abading man of maybe sixty, leathery and worn, and
hisleft arm ended in astump. Another veteran.

"Spesker Serg Kard?' began Miles sternly. "'l am the VVoice of Count Vorkosigan. | am charged to
investigate the crime Spoken by Harra Csurik before the Count's court, namely the murder of her infant
daughter Raina. As Speaker of Silvy Vae, you are requested and required to assist mein al matters
pertaining to the Count'sjustice.”

At thispoint Milesran out of prescribed formalities and was on hisown. That hadn't taken long. He
waited. Fat Ninny snuffled. The silver-on-brown cloth of the standard made afew soft snapping sounds,
lifted by avagrant breeze.

"The didtrict magistrate wasn't there,” put in Harra, "'but the Count was."

Kara was gray-faced, staring. He pulled himsdlf together with an effort, came to a species of
attention, and essayed a creaking half-bow. "Who — who areyou, sir?

"Lord MilesVVorkosgan."

Kard'slips moved slently. Mileswas no lip reader, but he was pretty sureit cameto adismayed
vaiant of Oh, shit. "Thisismy liveried man Sergeant Pym, and my medica examiner, Lieutenant Dea of
the Imperid Service”

"You are my lord Count's son?' Karal croaked.

"The oneand only." Mileswas suddenly sick of the posing. Surely that was a sufficient first
impression. He swung down off Ninny, landing lightly onthe balls of hisfeet. Kard's gaze followed him
down, and down. Yeah, so I'm short. But wait'll you see me dance. "All right if we water our horsesin
your trough here?' Mileslooped Ninny's reins through his arm and stepped toward it.

"Uh, that'sfor the people, m'lord," said Kard. "Just aminute and I'll fetch abucket." He hitched up
his baggy trousers and trotted off around the Side of the cabin. A minute's uncomfortable slence, then
Kard'svoice floating faintly, "Whered you put the goat bucket, Zed?"

Another voice, light and young, "Behind the woodstack, Da." The voices fell to amuffled undertone.
Karal cametrotting back with a battered aluminum bucket, which he placed beside the trough. He
knocked out awooden plug in the side and a bright stream arced out to splash and fill. Fat Ninny flicked
his ears and snuffled and rubbed his big head againgt Miles, smearing his tunic with red and white horse
hairs and nearly knocking him off hisfeet. Karal glanced up and smiled at the horse, though his smilefell
away as his gaze passed on to the horse's owner. As Fat Ninny gulped hisdrink Miles caught aglimpse
of the owner of the second voice, aboy of around twelve who flitted off into the woods behind the cabin.

Kard fell to, assisting Miles and Harraand Pym in securing the horses. Milesleft Pym to unsaddle



and feed, and followed Karal into hishouse. Harra stuck to Mileslike glue, and Dr. Deaunpacked his
medica kit and trailed along. Miless boots rang loud and unevenly on the wooden floorboards.

"My wife, shell be back in the nooning," said Kara, moving uncertainly around the room as Miles
and Dea settled themsalves on a bench and Harra curled up with her arms around her knees on the floor
beside the fieldstone hearth. "I'll... I'll make sometea, m'lord." He skittered back out the door tofill a
kettle a the trough before Miles could say, No, thank you. No, let him ease hisnervesin ordinary
movements. Then maybe Miles could begin to tease out how much of this static was socid nervousness
and how much was — perhaps— guilty conscience. By the time Kara had the kettle on the coals he
was noticeably better controlled, so Miles began.

"I'd prefer to commence thisinvestigation immediately, Spesaker. It need not take long.”

"It need not... take place at al, m'lord. The baby's death was natural — there were no marks on her.
She was weakly, she had the cat's mouth, who knows what € se was wrong with her? She died in her
deep, or by some accident.”

"Itisremarkable" said Milesdryly, "how often such accidents happen in thisdigtrict. My father the
Count himsdf hasremarked oniit."

"There was no call to drag you up here." Karal looked in exasperation at Harra. She sat silent,
unmoved by his persuasion.

"It was no problem,” said Milesblandly.

"Truly, m'lord," Kara lowered hisvoice, "I believe the child might have been overlain. 'S no wonder,
in her grief, that her mind rgected it. Lem Csurik, he'sagood boy, agood provider. She really doesn't
want to do this— her reason isjust temporarily overset by her troubles.”

Harra's eyes, looking out from her hair-thatch, were poisonoudy cold.

"l beginto see" Miless voice was mild, encouraging.

Kard brightened dightly. "It al could &ill bedl right. If shewill just be patient. Get over her sorrow.
Tak to poor Lem. I'm sure he didn't kill the babe. Not rush to something shell regret.”

"| beginto see" Mileslet histone goice cool, "why Harra Csurik found it necessary to walk four
daysto get an unbiased hearing. "Y ou think.' 'Y ou believe." 'Who knowswhat? Not you, it appears. |
hear specul ation — accusation — innuendo — assertion. | camefor facts, Speaker Kara. The Count's
justice doesn't turn on guesses. It doesn't haveto. Thisisn't the Time of Isolation. Not even the
backbeyond.

"My investigation of the factswill begin now. No judgment will be— rushed into, beforethe facts are
complete. Confirmation of Lem Csurik's guilt or innocence will come from his own mouth, under
fast-penta, administered by Dr. Dea before two witnesses— yoursdlf and a deputy of your choice.
Smple, clean, and quick.” And maybe | can be on my way out of this benighted hole before
sundown. "I require you, Speaker, to go now and bring Lem Csurik for questioning. Sergeant Pym will
assig you."

Kard killed another moment pouring the boiling water into a big brown pot before speaking. "I'm a
traveled man, lord. A twenty-year Service man. But most folks here have never been out of Sivy Vde.
Interrogation chemisiry might aswell be magic to them. They might say it was afa se confession, got that
way."

"Then you and your deputy can say otherwise. Thisisn't exactly like the good old days, when
confessions were extracted under torture, Kara. Besides, if he's asinnocent asyou guess — helll clear
himsdf, no?"

Reluctantly, Karal went into the adjoining room. He came back shrugging on afaded Imperia
Service uniform jacket with a corpora’s rank marked on the collar, the buttons of which did not quite
meet across his middle anymore. Preserved, evidently, for such officia functions. Even asin Barrayaran
custom one saluted the uniform, and not the man in it, o might the wrath engendered by an unpopular



duty fal on the office and not the individua who carried it out. Miles appreciated the nuance.
Kara paused at the door. Harra still sat wrapped in silence by the hearth, rocking dightly.

"Mlord," said Kard. "I've been Speaker of Silvy Vdefor sixteen yearsnow. In al that time nobody
has had to go to the district magistrate for a Speaking, not for water rights or stolen animals or swiving or
even the time Neva accused Bors of tree piracy over the maple sap. We've not had ablood feud in all
thet time.”

"I have no intention of starting ablood feud, Kard. | just want the facts.”

"That'sthe thing, m'lord. I'm not o in love with facts as| used to be. Sometimes, they bite." Kard's
eyeswere urgent.

Redlly, the man was doing everything but stand on his head and juggle cats— one-handed — to
divert Miles. How overt was his obstruction likely to get?

"Silvy Vae cannot be permitted to have itsown little Time of Isolation,” said Mileswarningly. "The
Count'sjugticeisfor everyone, now. Evenif they're small. And weakly. And have something wrong with
them. And cannot even speek for themselves — Speaker "

Kard flinched, white about the lips— point taken, evidently. He trudged away up thetrail, Pym
following watchfully, one hand loosening the sunner in his holgter.

They drank the teawhile they waited. Miles pottered about the cabin, looking but not touching. The
hearth was the sole source of heat for cooking and wash water. There was a beaten metal sink for
washing up, filled by hand from a covered bucket but emptied through a drainpipe under the porch to
join the streamlet running down out of the trough. The second room was a bedroom, with a double bed
and chestsfor storage. A loft held three more palets; the boy around back had brothers, apparently. The
place was cramped, but swept, things put away and hung up.

On asdetable sat agovernment-issue audio receiver, and a second and older military modd,
opened up, apparently in the process of getting minor repairs and anew power pack. Exploration
revedled adrawer full of old parts, nothing more complex than for smple audio sets, unfortunately.
Speaker Karal must double as Silvy Vae's com link speciaist. How appropriate. They must pick up
broadcasts from the station in Hassadar, maybe the high-power government channels from the capitd as
wall.

No other eectricity, of course. Powersat receptors were expensive pieces of precision technology.
They would come even here, in time; some communitiesalmost as small, but with strong economic
co-ops, aready had them. Silvy Vade was obvioudy il stuck in subsistence-level, and must needs wait
till there was enough surplusin the district to gift them, if the surplus was not grabbed off first by some
competing want. If only the city of Vorkosigan Vashnoi had not been obliterated by Cetagandan atomics,
thewhole district could be years ahead, economicaly....

Mileswaked out on the porch and leaned on therail. Karal's son had returned. Down at the end of
the cleared yard Fat Ninny was standing tethered, hip-shot, ears aflop, grunting with pleasure asthe
grinning boy scratched him vigoroudy under his hater. The boy looked up to catch Mileswatching him,
and scooted off fearfully to vanish again in the scrub downdope. "Huh," muttered Miles.

Dr. Deajoined him. "They've been gone along time. About time to break out the fagt-penta?’

"No, your autopsy kit, | should say. | fancy that'swhat well be doing next.”

Deaglanced a him sharply. "I thought you sent Pym aong to enforce the arrest.”

"You can't arrest aman who's not there. Are you awagering man, Doctor? I'll bet you amark they
don't come back with Csurik. No, hold it — maybe I'm wrong. | hope I'm wrong. Here are three coming
back...."

Kara, Pym, and another were marching down thetrail. The third was a hulking young man,
big-handed, heavy-browed, thick-necked, surly. "Harra," Miles called, "isthis your husband?' He looked
the part, by God, just what Miles had pictured. And four brothersjust like him — only bigger, no



doubt....
Harra appeared by Miles's shoulder and let out her breath. "No, m'lord. That's Alex, the Speaker's
deputy.”

"Oh." Milesslips compressed in sllent frustration. Well, 1 had to give it a chance to be simple.

Kara stopped beneath him and began awandering explanation of his empty-handed state. Miles cut
him off with alift of hiseyebrows. "Pym?"

"Bolted, m'lord," said Pym laconicdly. "Almost certainly warned.”

"l agree." He frowned down at Karal, who prudently stood silent. Factsfirst. Decisions, such as how
much deadly force to pursue the fugitive with, second. "Harra. How far isit to your burying place?'

"Down by the stream, lord, at the bottom of the valley. About two kilometers.”

"Get your kit, Doctor, we're teking awak. Kard, fetch ashove.”

"M'lord, surely it isn't needful to disturb the peace of the dead,” began Kardl.

"It isentirely needful. There's aplace for the autopsy report right in the Procedura | got from the
digtrict magistrate's office. Where | will file my completed report upon this case when we return to
Vorkosigan Surleau. | have permission from the next-of-kin— do | not, Harra?"

She nodded numbly.

"I have the two requisite witnesses, yoursdf and your," gorilla, "deputy, we have the doctor and the
daylight — if you don't sand there arguing till sundown. All we need isthe shove. Unlessyou're
volunteering to dig with your hand, Kard." Miless voice wasflat and grating and getting dangerous.

Karad's bading head bobbed in hisdigtress. "The — the father isthe legal next-of-kin, while helives,
and you don't have his—"

"Kad," sad Miles.

"M'lord?!

"Take carethe grave you dig is not your own. Y ou've got onefoot in it aready.”

Karal'shand opened in despair. "I'll... get the shovel, m'lord.”

The mid-afternoon was warm, the air golden and summer-deepy. The shovd bit with asteady
scrunch-scrunch through the soil at the hands of Kard's deputy. Downdope, a bright stream burbled
away over clean rounded stones. Harra hunkered watching, silent and grim.

When big Alex levered out the little crate— so little! — Sergeant Pym went off for apatrol of the
wooded perimeter. Miles didn't blame him. He hoped the soil at that depth had been cool, these last eight
days. Alex pried open the box, and Dr. Deawaved him away and took over. The deputy too went off to
find something to examine a the far end of the graveyard.

Dealooked the cloth-wrapped bundle over carefully, lifted it out, and set it on histarp laid out on the
ground in the bright sun. Theingruments of hisinvestigation were arrayed upon the plagtic in precise
order. He unwrapped the brightly-patterned clothsin their specid folds; Harra crept up to retrieve them,
straighten and fold them ready for re-use, then crept back.

Milesfingered the handkerchief in his pocket, ready to hold over his mouth and nose, and went to
watch over Dea's shoulder. Bad, but not too bad. Hed seen and smelled worse. Des, filter-masked,
spoke procedurasinto hisrecorder, hovering inthe air by his shoulder, and made his examination first by
eye and gloved touch, then by scanner.

"Here, my lord,” said Dea, and motioned Miles closer. "Almost certainly the cause of death, though
I'll run the toxin testsin amoment. Her neck was broken. See here on the scanner where the spinal cord
was severed, then the bonestwisted back into aignment.”

"Kard, Alex." Miles motioned them up to witness; they came reluctantly.

"Could this have been accidenta ?' said Miles.



"Very remotely possible. The re-dignment had to be deliberate, though.”

"Would it have takenlong?"

"Seconds only. Death wasimmediate.”

"How much physica strength was required? A big man'sor..."

"Oh, not much at dl. Any adult could have doneit, easily."

"Any sufficiently motivated adult.” Miless ssomach churned at the menta picture Dea'swords
conjured up. The little fuzzy head would easily fit under aman's hand. The twit, the muffled cartilaginous
crack — if there was one thing Miles knew by heart, it was the exact tactile sensation of breaking bone,
ohyes.

"Motivation," said Dea, "isnot my department.” He paused. "I might note, a careful externa
examination could have found this. Mine did. An experienced layman" — hiseyefell cool on Kard —
"paying attention to what he was doing, should not have missed it.”

Milestoo stared at Kard, waiting.

"Overlain," hissed Harra. Her voice was ragged with scorn.

"M'lord," said Kard carefully, "it'strue | suspected the possibility.”

Suspected, hell. Y ou knew.

"But | felt— and till fed, strongly” — his eye flashed awary defiance — "that only more grief would
come from afuss. Therewas nothing | could do to help the baby at that point. My duties areto the
living"

"So are mine, Spesker Kard. As, for example, my duty to the next smal Imperiad subject in mortal
danger from those who should be his or her protectors, for the grave fault of being” — Milesflashed an
edged smile— "physically different. In Count Vorkosigan'sview thisisnot just acase. Thisisatest case,
fulcrum of athousand cases. Fuss..." he hissed the sibilant; Harrarocked to the rhythm of hisvoice, "you
haven't begun to see fuss yet."

Kara subsided asif folded.

Therefollowed an hour of messinessyielding mainly negative data: no other bones were broken, the
infant's lungs were clear, her gut and bloodsiream free of toxins except those of natural decomposition.
Her brain held no secret tumors. The defect for which she had died did not extend to spina bifida, Dea
reported. Fairly smple plastic surgery would indeed have corrected the cat's mouth, could she somehow
have won accessto it. Miles wondered what comfort this confirmation wasto Harra. Cold, at best.

Deaput his puzzle back together, and Harrare-wrapped the tiny body in intricate, meaningful folds.
Deacleaned histools and placed them in their cases and washed his hands and arms and face thoroughly
inthe stream, for rather alonger time than needed for just hygiene Milesthought, while the gorilla
re-buried the box.

Harramade alittle bowl in the dirt atop the grave and piled in some twigs and bark scrapsand a
sawed-off strand of her lank hair.

Miles, caught short, felt in his pockets. "I have no offering on methat will burn,” he said
goologeticaly.

Harraglanced up, surprised at even the implied offer. "No matter, m'lord." Her little pile of scraps
flared briefly and went out, like her infant Rainaslife.

But it does matter, thought Miles.

Peaceto you, small lady, after our rudeinvasions. | will give you a better sacrifice, | swear by my
word as Vorkosigan. And the smoke of that burning will rise and be seen from one end of these
mountainsto the other.

* * %

Miles charged Karal and Alex straightly with producing Lem Csurik, and gave HarraCsurik aride



home up behind him on Fat Ninny. Pym accompanied them.

They passed afew scattered cabins on theway. At one acouple of grubby children playing in the
yard loped dongside the horses, giggling and making hex signsat Miles, egging each other on to bolder
displays, until their mother spotted them and ran out and hustled them indoors with afearful look over her
shoulder. Inaweird way it was dmost relaxing to Miles, the welcome held expected, not like Karal's and
Alex's strained, saf-conscious, careful not-noticing. Rainas life would not have been an easy one.

Harras cabin was at the head of along draw, just before it narrowed into aravine. It seemed very
quiet and isolated, in the dappled shade.

"Areyou sure you wouldn't rather go stay with your mother?' asked Milesdubioudly.

Harrashook her head. She did down off Ninny, and Miles and Pym dismounted and followed her in.

The cabin was of standard design, a single room with afieldstone fireplace and awide roofed front
porch. Water gpparently came from therivulet in the ravine. Pym held up ahand and entered first behind
Harra, hishand on his stunner. If Lem Csurik had run, might he have run home first? Pym had been
making scanner checks of perfectly innocent clumps of bushes al the way here.

The cabin was deserted. Although not long deserted: it did not have the lingering, dusty silence one
would expect of eight days mournful disoccupeation. The remains of afew hasty meals sat on the sink
board. The bed was dept-in, rumpled and unmade. A few man's garments were scattered aboui.
Automaticaly Harra began to move about the room, straightening it up, reasserting her presence, her
existence, her worth. If she could not control the events of her life, at least she might control one small
room.

The one untouched item was a cradle that sat beside the bed, little blankets neetly folded. Harrahad
fled for Vorkosigan Surleau just afew hours after the burial.

Miles wandered about the room, checking the view from the windows. "Will you show me where
you went to get your brillberries, Harra?'

Sheled them up theravine; Milestimed the hike. Pym divided his attention unhappily between the
brush and Miles, dert to catch any bone-breaking ssumble. After flinching away from about three aborted
protective grabs Mileswas ready to tell him to go climb atree. Still, there was a certain understandable
sf-interest at work here; if Miles broke aleg it would be Pym who'd be stuck with carrying him out.

The brillberry patch was nearly akilometer up the ravine. Miles plucked afew seedy red berriesand
ate them absently, looking around, while Harraand Pym waited respectfully. Afternoon sun danted
through green and brown leaves, but the bottom of the ravine was aready gray and cool with premature
twilight. The brillberry vines clung to the rocks and hung down invitingly, luring oneto risk one's neck
reaching. Milesresisted their weedy temptations, not being dl that fond of brillberries. "If someone called
out from your cabin, you couldn't hear them up here, could you?' remarked Miles.

"No, mlord."

"About how long did you spend picking?*

"About" — Harra shrugged — "abasketful "

The woman didn't own achrono. "An hour, say. And a twenty-minute climb each way. About a
two-hour time window, that morning. Y our cabin was not locked?”

"Jugt alatch, mlord.”

"Hm."

Method, motive, and opportunity, the district magistrate's Procedura had emphasized. Damn. The
method was established, and amost anybody could have used it. The opportunity angle, it appeared, was
just as bad. Anyone at al could have walked up to that cabin, done the deed, and departed, unseen and

unheard. It was much too late for an aura detector to be of use, tracing the shining ghosts of movements
inand out of that room, even if Miles had brought one.

Facts, hah. They were back to motive, the murky workings of men's minds. Anybody's guess.



Miles had, as per theingructionsin the district magistrate's Procedural, been striving to keep an open
mind about the accused, but it was getting harder and harder to resist Harra's assertions. She'd been
proved right about everything so far.

They left Harrare-ingaled in her little home, going through the motions of order and the normal
routine of life asif they could somehow re-createit, like an act of sympathetic magic.

"Areyou sureyoull bedl right?* Miles asked, gathering Fat Ninny'sreins and settling himself inthe
saddle. "l can't help but think that if your husband's in the area, he could show up here. Y ou say nothing's
been taken, so it'sunlikely he's been here and gone before we arrived. Do you want someone to stay
with you?"

"No, mlord." She hugged her broom, on the porch. "I'd like to be done for awhile."

"Wall... dl right. I'll, ah, send you amessage if anything important happens.”

"Thank you, m'lord." Her tone was unpressing; sheredly did want to beleft done. Milestook the
hint.

At awide placein thetrail back to Speaker Karal's, Pym and Milesrode stirrup to stirrup. Pym was
gill painfully on the dert for boogiesin the bushes.

"My lord, may | suggest that your next logica step beto draft al the able-bodied meninthe
community for ahunt for this Csurik? Beyond doubt, you've established that the infanticide was a
murder.”

Interesting turn of phrase, Milesthought dryly. Even Pym doesn't find it redundant. Oh, my
poor Barrayar. "It seems reasonable a first glance, Sergeant Pym, but hasit occurred to you that half
the able-bodied men in this community are probably relatives of Lem Csurik's?!

"It might have apsychologica effect. Create enough disruption, and perhaps someone would turn him
injust to get it over with."

"Hm, possibly. Assuming he hasn't dready |eft the area. He could have been hafway to the coast
before we were done at the autopsy.”

"Only if he had accessto transport.” Pym glanced at the empty sky.

"For dl we know one of his sub-cousins had arickety lightflyer in ashed somewhere. But... he's
never been out of Silvy Vae. I'm not sure hed know how to run, where to go. Well, if he has|eft the
digtrict it'saproblem for Imperid Civil Security, and I'm off the hook." Happy thought. "But — one of
the things that bothers me, alot, are theinconsistenciesin the picture I'm getting of our chief suspect.
Have you noticed them?"

"Can't say as| have, mlord."
"Hm. Where did Karal take you, by theway, to arrest thisguy?"

"To awild area, rough scrub and gullies. Half adozen men were out searching for Harra. They'd just
caled off their search and were on their way back when we met up with them. By which | concluded our
arrival was no surprise”

"Had Csurik actualy been there, and fled, or was Kard just ring-leading you in acircle?’

"I think held actualy been there, m'lord. The men claimed not, but as you point out they were
relatives, and besides, they did not, ah, liewell. They weretense. Kara may begrudge you his
cooperation, but | don't think hell quite dare disobey your direct orders. He is atwenty-year man, after
al”

Like Pym himsdf, Milesthought. Count V orkosigan's persond guard waslegdly limited to a
ceremonid twenty men, but given hispalitica position their function included very practical security. Pym
wastypicd of their number, adecorated veteran of the Imperia Service who had retired to thisdlite
private force. It was not Pym's fault that when he had joined he had stepped into a dead man's shoes,
replacing the |ate Sergeant Bothari. Did anyonein the universe besides himself missthe deadly and
difficult Bothari? Mileswondered sadly.



"I'd liketo question Karal under fast-penta,” said Miles morosely. "He displays every sign of being a
man who knows where the body's buried.”

"Why don't you, then?' asked Pym logicdly.

"I may cometo that. Thereis, however, a certain unavoidable degradation in afast-penta
interrogation. If the man'sloyd it may not bein our best long-range interest to shame him publicly.”

"It wouldn't bein public."

"No, but he would remember being turned into adrooling idiot. | need... more information.”

Pym glanced back over his shoulder. "I thought you had dl the information, by now."

"I havefacts. Physical facts. A greet big pile of — meaningless, usdlessfacts.” Milesbrooded. "If |
have to fast-penta every backbeyonder in Silvy Vaeto get to the bottom of this, | will. But it'snot an
elegant olution.”

"It'snot an degant problem, m'lord,” said Pym dryly.

They returned to find Spesker Kara's wife back and in full possession of her home. She was running
infrantic circles, chopping, beating, kneading, stoking, and flying upstairs to change the bedding on the
three pallets, driving her three sons before her to fetch and run and carry. Dr. Dea, bemused, was
following her abouit trying to dow her down, explaining that they had brought their own tent and food,
thank you, and that her hospitality was not required. This produced a most indignant response from Ma
Kard.

"My lord's own son cometo my house, and | to turn him out in thefieldslike hishorse! 1'd be
ashamed!" And she returned to her work.

"She seemsrather distraught,” said Dea, looking over his shoulder.

Milestook him by the elbow and propelled him out onto the porch. " Just get out of her way, Doctor.
We're doomed to be Entertained. It's an obligation on both sides. The polite thing to do is sort of pretend
we're not heretill she'sready for us."

Dealowered hisvoice. "It might be better, in light of the circumstances, if we wereto eat only our
packaged food."

The chatter of achopping knife, and a scent of herbs and onions, wafted enticingly through the open
window. "Oh, | would imagine anything out of the common pot would be dl right, wouldn't you?' said
Miles. "If anything redly worries you, you can whisk it off and check it, | suppose, but — discreetly, eh?
Wedon't want to insult anyone.”

They settled themsdves in the homemade wooden chairs, and were promptly served teaagain by a
boy draftee of ten, Kard's youngest. He had apparently already received private ingtructionsin manners
from one or the other of his parents, for his response to Miless deformities was the same flickering
covert not-noticing as the adults, not quite as smoothly carried off.

"Will you be degping in my bed, m'lord?" he asked. "Masays we got to deep on the porch.”

"Well, whatever your Masays, goes," said Miles. "Ah... do you like deegping on the porch?"

"Naw. Last time, Zed kicked me and | rolled off in the dark.”

"Oh. Well, perhaps, if were to displace you, you would care to deep in our tent by way of trade.”

The boy's eyeswidened. "Redly?’

"Certainly. Why not?'

"Wait'll 1 tell Zed!" He danced down the steps and shot away around the side of the house. "Zed,
hey, Zed...!"

"l suppose,” said Dea, "we can fumigateit, later...."

Milesslipstwitched. "They're no grubbier than you were at the same age, surely. Or than | was.
When | was permitted.” The late afternoon was warm. Milestook off his green tunic and hung it onthe



back of hischair, and unbuttoned the round collar of his cream shirt.

Dedsbrowsrose. "Are we keeping shopman's hours, then, mlord, on thisinvestigation? Caling it
quitsfor the day?'

"Not exactly." Miles spped tea thoughtfully, gazing out across the yard. The trees and treetopsfell
away down to the bottom of this feeder valey. Mixed scrub climbed the other side of the dope. A
crested fold, then the long flanks of a backbone mountain, beyond, rose high and harsh to a summit il
flecked with dwindling dirty patches of snow.

"Theres gtill amurderer loose out there somewhere," Dea pointed out helpfully.

"Y ou sound like Pym." Pym, Miles noted, had finished with their horses and was taking his scanner
for another walk. "I'm waiting."

"Wheat for?"

"Not sure. The piece of information that will make sense of al this. Look, therés only two
possihilities. Csurik's either innocent or he's guilty. If he'sguilty, he'snot going to turn himself in. Hell
certainly involve hisrdations, hiding and heping him. | can cal in reinforcements by com link from
Imperid Civil Security in Hassadar, if | want to. Any time. Twenty men, plus equipment, here by aircar in
acouple of hours. Create acircus. Bruta, ugly, disruptive, exciting— could be quite popular. A
manhunt, with blood at the end.

"Of course, there€'s dso the possibility that Csurik's innocent, but scared. In which case...”
llY@l

"Inwhich case, thereés still amurderer out there.” Milesdrank moretea. "1 merely note, if you want
to catch something, running after it isn't dways the best way."

Deacleared histhroat and drank his teatoo.

"In the meantime, | have another duty to carry out. I'm here to be seen. If your scientific spiritis
yearning for something to do to while away the hours, try keeping count of the number of VVor-watchers
that turn up tonight."

* k% %

Miless predicted parade began dmost immediately. It was mainly women, at first, bearing giftsasto
afunerd. In the absence of acom link system Mileswasn't sure by what telepathy they managed to
communicate with each other, but they brought covered dishes of food, flowers, extrabedding, and
offers of assstance. They were dl introduced to Mileswith nervous curtseys, but seldom lingered to chat;
apparently alook wasdl their curiosity desired. MaKara was polite, but made it clear that she had the
gtuation well in hand, and set their culinary offeringswell back of her own.

Some of the women had children in tow. Most of these were sent to play in the woodsin back, but a
small party of whispering boys sneaked back around the cabin to peek up over the rim of the porch a
Miles. Miles had obligingly remained on the porch with Dea, remarking that it was a better view, without
saying for whom. For afew moments Miles pretended not to notice his audience, restraining Pym with a
hand sgnd from running them off. Yes, look well, look your fill, thought Miles. What you see is what
you 're going to get, for therest of your lives or at any rate mine. Get used to it.... Then he caught
Zed Kard's whisper, as self-appointed tour guide to his cohort — "That big one's the one that's come to
kill Lem Csurik!"

"Zed," said Miles.

There was an abrupt frozen silence from under the edge of the porch. Even the animd rustlings
stopped.

"Come here," said Miles.

To amuted background of dismayed whispers and nervous giggles, Kara's middle boy douched
warily up on to the porch.

"Y ou three—" Miless pointing finger caught them in mid-flight, "wait there." Pym added hisfrown



for emphasis, and Zed's friends stood parayzed, eyes wide, heads lined up at thelevel of the porch floor
asif stuck up on some ancient battlement as awarning to kindred malefactors.

"What did you just say to your friends, Zed?" asked Miles quietly. "Repest it."
Zed licked hislips. "I jus said you'd cometo kill Lem Csurik, lord." Zed was clearly now wondering
if Miless murderous intent included obnoxious and disrespectful boysaswell.

"That isnot true, Zed. That isadangerouslie.
Zed looked bewildered. "But Da— said it.”

"What istrue, isthat I've come to catch the person who killed Lem Csurik's baby daughter. That may
be Lem. But it may not. Do you understand the difference?!

"But Harrasaid Lem did it, and she ought to know, he's her husband and all.”

"The baby's neck was broken by someone. Harrathinks Lem, but she didn't seeit happen. What you
and your friends here have to understand isthat | won't make amistake. | can't condemn the wrong
person. My own truth drugswon't let me. Lem Csurik has only to come here and tell me the truth to clear
himsdlf, if hedidnt doiit.

"But suppose he did. What should | do with aman who would kill ababy, Zed?

Zed shuffled. "Wdl, shewas only amutie...”" then shut his mouth and reddened, not-looking at Miles.

It was, perhaps, abit much to ask atwelve-year-old boy to take an interest in any baby, let donea
mutie one... no, dammit. It wasn't too much. But how to get ahook into that prickly defensve surface?
And if Miles couldn't even convince one surly twelve-year-old, how was he to magicadly transmute a
whole Didtrict of adults? A rush of despair made him suddenly want to rage. These people were so
bloody impossible. He checked histemper firmly.

"Y our Dawas atwenty-year man, Zed. Are you proud that he served the Emperor?’
"Yes, lord." Zed's eyes sought escape, trapped by these terrible adults.

Milesforged on. "Wdll, these practices — mutie-killing — shame the Emperor, when he standsfor
Barrayar before the gaaxy. I've been out there. | know. They call usal savages, for the crimes of afew.
It shames the Count my father before his peers, and Silvy Vae before the Didtrict. A soldier gets honor
by killing an armed enemy, not ababy. This matter touches my honor asaVorkosigan, Zed. Besides,"
Milesslipsdrew back on amirthless grin, and he leaned forward intently in his chair — Zed recoiled as
much as he dared — "you will al be astonished at what only a mutie can do. That | have sworn on my
grandfather'sgrave.”

Zed looked more suppressed than enlightened, his douch now amost acrouch. Miles dumped back
in hischair and released him with aweary wave of hishand. "Go play, boy."

Zed needed no urging. He and his companions shot avay around the house as though released from
springs.

Miles drummed hisfingers on the chair arm, frowning into the silence that neither Pym nor Deadared
break.

"These hill-folk areignorant, lord," offered Pym after amomen.

"These hill-folk are mine, Pym. Their ignoranceis... ashame upon my house." Miles brooded. How
had this whole mess become his anyway? He hadn't created it. Historically, held only just got here
himsdlf. "Ther continued ignorance, anyway," he amended in fairess. It &ill made aburden likea
mountain. "1s the message so complex? So difficult?"Y ou don't have to kill your children anymore.' It's
not like we're asking them al to learn — 5-Space navigational math.” That had been the plague of Miless
last Academy semester.

"It'snot easy for them." Deashrugged. "It's easy for the central authoritiesto make the rules, but

these people haveto live every minute of the consequences. They have so little, and the new rulesforce
them to give their margin to marginal people who can't pay back. The old wayswerewise, inthe old



days. Even now you have to wonder how many premature reforms we can afford, trying to ape the
gdactics"

And what's your definition of a marginal person, Dea? "But the marginisgrowing,” Milessad
aoud. "Paceslikethisaren't up against famine every winter any more. They're not isolated in their
disagters, relief can get from one digtrict to another under the Imperid sedl... we're dl getting more
connected, just asfast aswe can. Besides," Miles paused, and added rather weakly, " perhaps you
underestimate them.”

Dea's browsroseironicaly. Pym strolled the length of the porch, running his scanner in yet another
pass over the surrounding scrubland. Miles, turning in his chair to pursue his cooling teacup, caught a
dight movement, aflash of eyes, behind the casement-hung front window swung open to the summer air
— MaKard, standing frozen, listening. For how long? Since held called her boy Zed, Miles guessed,
arresting her attention. She raised her chin as his eyes met hers, sniffed, and shook out the cloth shed
been holding with a snap. They exchanged anod. She turned back to her work before Dea, watching
Pym, noticed her.

Kara and Alex returned, understandably, around suppertime.

"I have six men out searching,” Kara reported cautioudy to Miles on the porch, now well onitsway
to becoming Miless officid HQ. Clearly, Kard had covered ground since mid afternoon. Hisface was
sweaty, lined with physica aswel asthe underlying emotiona strain. "But | think Lem'sgoneinto the
scrub. It could take days to smoke him out. There's hundreds of placesto lielow out there.”

Kara ought to know. ™Y ou don't think he's gone to some relaives?’ asked Miles. "Surdly, if he
intends to evade usfor long, he hasto take a chance on re-supply, on information. Will they turn himin
when he surfaces?'

"It'shard to say." Karal turned his hand palm-out. "It's... ahard problem for ‘'em, m'lord.”
"Hm."

How long would Lem Csurik hang around out there in the scrub, anyway? Hiswhole life— his
blown-to-bitslife— was al herein Silvy Vae. Miles considered the contrast. A few weeks ago, Csurik
had been a young man with everything going for him; ahome, awife, afamily on the way, happiness; by
Slvy Vde sandards, comfort and security. His cabin, Miles had not failed to note, though smple, had
been kept with love and energy and so redeemed from the potentia squaor of its poverty. Grimmer in
the winter, to be sure. Now Csurik was a hunted fugitive, al thelittle he had torn away in the twinkling of
an eye. With nothing to hold him, would he run away and keep running? With nothing to run to, would he
linger near theruins of hislife?

The police force available to Milesafew hoursway in Hassadar was an itch in hismind. Wasit not
timeto cdl themin, before he fumbled thisinto aworse mess? Bt... if he were meant to solvethisby a
show of force, why hadn't the Count let him come by aircar on the first day? Miles regretted that
two-and-a-haf-day ride. It had sapped his forward momentum, dowed him down to Silvy Vae's
walking pace, tangled him with time to doubt. Had the Count foreseen it? What did he know that Miles
didnt? What could he know? Dammit, this test didn't need to be made harder by artificid stumbling
blocks, it was bad enough dl onits own. He wants me to be clever, Milesthought morosely. Worse, he
wants me to be seen to be clever, by everyone here. He prayed he was not about to be spectacularly
Stupid ingtead.

"Very well, Speaker Karal. Y ou've donedl you can for today. Knock off for the night. Call your
men off too. Y ou're not likely to find anything in the dark."

Pym held up his scanner, clearly about to volunteer its use, but Mileswaved him down. Pym's brows
rose, editorialy. Miles shook hishead dightly.

Kara needed no further urging. He dispatched Alex to call off the night search with torches. He
remained wary of Miles. Perhgps Miles puzzled him as much as he puzzled Miles? Dourly, Miles hoped



S0O.

Mileswas not sure at what point the long summer evening segued into aparty. After supper the men
began to drift in, Kard's cronies, Sivy Vaes dders. Some were apparently regulars who shared the
evening government news broadcasts on Kara's audio set. Too many names, and Miles daren't forget a
one. A group of amateur musicians arrived with their homemade mountain instruments, rather bresthless,
obvioudy the band tapped for dl the mgor weddings and wakesin Silvy Vae; thisal seemed morelike
afunerd to Milesevery minute.

The musicians stood in the middle of the yard and played. Miless porch-HQ now became his
aritocratic box seat. It was hard to get involved with the music when the audience was al so intently
watching him. Some songs were serious, some — rather carefully at first — funny. Miless spontaneity
was frequently frozen in mid-laugh by afaint sgh of rdief from those around him; his stiffening froze them
inturn, salf-stymied like two people trying to dodge each other in acorridor.

But one song was so hauntingly beautiful — alament for lost love — that Miles was struck to the
heart. Elena... In that moment, old pain transformed to melancholy, sweet and distant: a sort of hedling,
or at least the redlization that a healing had taken place, unwatched. He aimost had the singers stop there,
while they were perfect, but feared they might think him displeased. But he remained quiet and inward for
atime afterward, scarcely hearing their next offering in the gathering twilight.

At least the piles of food that had arrived dl afternoon were thus accounted for. Miles had been
afrad MaKard and her cronies had expected him to get around that culinary mountain al by himsaif.

At one point Miles|eaned on therail and glanced down the yard to see Fat Ninny &t tether, making
more friends. A whole flock of pubescent girlswere clustered around him, petting him, brushing his
fetlocks, braiding flowers and ribbonsin his mane and tail, feeding him tidbits, or just resting their cheeks
againg hiswarm silky side. Ninny's eyes were half-closed in smug content.

God, thought Milesjedoudy, if | had half the sex-appeal of that bloody horse I'd have more
girlfriends than my cousin Ivan. Miles considered, very briefly, the pros and cons of making aplay for
some unattached femae. The striding lords of old and dl that... no. There were some kinds of stupid he
didn't haveto be, and that was definitely one of them. The service he had already sworn to one small lady
of Slvy Vdewas surdly al he could bear without breaking; he could fed the strain of it al around him
now, like a dangerous pressurein his bones.

He turned to find Speaker Karal presenting awoman to him, far from pubescent; she was perhaps
fifty, lean and little, work-worn. She was carefully clothed in an aging best-dress, her graying hair
combed back and bound at the nape of her neck. She bit at her lips and cheeksin quick tense motions,
half-suppressed in her salf-consciousness.

" 'SMa Csurik, mlord. Lem's mother." Speaker Kara ducked his head and backed away,
abandoning Mileswithout aid or mercy — Come back, you coward!

"Madam," Milessaid. Histhroat was dry. Karal had set him up, dammit, a public play — no, the
other guests were retreating out of earshot too, most of them.

"M'lord," said Ma Csaurik. She managed a nervous curtsey.

"Uh... do st down." With aruthlessjerk of hischin Milesevicted Dr. Deafrom his chair and
motioned the hill woman into it. He turned his own chair to face hers. Pym stood behind them, slent asa
dtatue, tight asawire. Did he imagine the old woman was about to whip a needler-pistol from her skirts?
No— it was Pym'sjob to imagine thingslike that for Miles, so that Miles might free hiswhole mind for
the problem at hand. Pym was dmost as much an object of study as Miles himsdlf. Wisdly, held been
holding himsalf apart, and would doubtless continue to do so'till the dirty work was over.

"M'lord," said Ma Csurik again, and ssumbled again to silence. Miles could only wait. He prayed she
wasn't about to come unglued and weep on his knees or some damned thing. Thiswas excruciaing. Say
strong, woman, he urged slently.

"Lem, he..." She swalowed. "I'm sure he didn't kill the babe. There's never been any of that in our



family, | swear it! He sayshe didn't, and | believe him."

"Good," said Milesaffably. "Let him come say the same thing to me under fast-penta, and I'll believe
himtoo."

"Come away, Ma," urged alean young man who had accompanied her and now stood waiting by the
steps, asif ready to bolt into the dark at amotion. "It's no good, can't you see." He glowered at Miles.

She shot the boy a quelling frown — another of her five sons? — and turned back more urgently to
Miles, groping for words. "My Lem. Hes only twenty, lord.”

"I'm only twenty, Ma Csurik," Milesfelt compelled to point out. There was another brief impasse.

"Look, I'll say it again,” Milesburst out impatiently. "And again, and again, till the message penetrates
al theway back to itsintended recipient. | cannot condemn an innocent person. My truth drugswon't let
me. Lem can clear himsdlf. He has only to comein. Tell him, will you? Please?"

She went stony, guarded. "I... haven't seen him, m'lord.”

"But you might.”

Shetossed her head. "So? | might not.” Her eyes shifted to Pym and away, asif the sght of him
burned. The silver Vorkosigan logos embroidered on Pym's collar gleamed in the twilight like animal
eyes, moving only with his breathing. Karal was now bringing lighted lamps onto the porch, but keeping
hisdigance ill.

"Médam," said Milestightly. "The Count my father has ordered me to investigate the murder of your
granddaughter. If your son means so much to you, how can his child mean o little? Was she... your first
grandchild?’

Her face was sere. "No, lord. Lem's older sister, she hastwo. They're dl right,” she added with
emphasis.

Milessighed. "If you truly believe your son isinnocent of this crime, you must help me proveit. Or —
do you doubt?*

She shifted uneasily. There was doubt in her eyes— she didn't know, blast it. Fast-pentawould be
usdesson her, for sure. As Miless magic wonder drug, much counted-upon, fast-penta seemed to be
having wonderfully little utility inthiscase sofar.

"Come away, Ma," the young man urged again. "It's no good. The mutie lord came up herefor a
killing. They haveto have one. It'sashow."

Damn straight, thought Miles acidly. He was a perceptive young lunk, that one.

Ma Csurik let herself be persuaded away by her angry and embarrassed son plucking at her arm.
She paused on the steps, though, and shot bitterly over her shoulder, "It'sall so easy for you, isn't it?"

My head hurts, thought Miles.
There was worse to come before the evening ended.

The new woman's voice was grating, low and angry. "Don't you talk down to me, Serg Kardl. | got a
right for one good look at thismutie lord.”

Shewastdl and stringy and tough. Like her daughter , Miles thought. She had made no attempt to
freshen up. A faint reek of summer swesat hung about her working dress. And how far had she walked?
Her gray hair hung in a switch down her back, afew strands escaping thetie. If Ma Csurik's bitterness
had been astabbing pain behind the eyes, this one's rage was awringing knot in the gut.

She shook off Kard's attempted restraint and stalked up to Milesin the lamplight. "So."

"Uh... thisisMaMattulich, mlord," Kara introduced her. "Harrals mother.”

Milesroseto hisfeet, managed a short forma nod. "How do you do, madam.” He was very
conscious of being ahead shorter. She had once been of aheight with Harra, Miles estimated, but her
aging bones were beginning to pull her down.

She merdy stared. She was agum-leaf chewer, by the faint blackish stains around her mouth. Her



jaw worked now on some small hit, tiny chomps, grinding too hard. She studied him openly, without
subterfuge or the least hint of gpology, taking in his head, his neck, hisback, his short and crooked legs.
Miles had the unpleasant illusion that she saw right through to dl the healed cracksin his brittle bones as
well. Milesschin jerked up twice in the twitchy, nervous-involuntary tic that he was sure made him look
spadtic, before he controlled it with an effort.

"All right," said Kard roughly, "you've seen. Now come away, for God's sake, Mara." Hishand
opened in apology to Miles. "Mara, she's been pretty distraught over dl this, m'lord. Forgive her."

"Y our only grandchild,” said Milesto her, in an effort to be kind, though her peculiar anguish repelled
kindness with ascraped and bleeding scorn. 1 understand your distress, maam. But there will be justice
for little Raina. That | have sworn.”

"How can there be justice now?" sheraged, thick and low. "It'stoo late— aworld too late— for
justice, mutielordling. What use do | have for your damned justice now?"

"Enough, Maral" Kard indsted. His brows drew down and hislipsthinned, and he forced her away
and escorted her firmly off his porch.

Thelast lingering remnant of visitors parted for her with an air of respectful mercy, except for two
lean teenagers hanging on the fringes who drew away asif avoiding poison. Mileswas forced to revise
his mental image of the Brothers Csurik. If those two were another sample, there was no team of huge
menacing hill hulks after al. They were ateam of little Skinny menacing hill squirtsinstead. Not redlly an
improvement; they looked asif they could move asfast as striking ferretsif they had to. Milesslips
curled in frustration.

* % %

The evening's entertainments ended findly, thank God, close to midnight. Karal'slast cronies
marched off into the woods by lantern light. The repaired and re-powered audio set was carried off by its
owner with many thanksto Karal. Fortunately it had been a mature and sober crowd, even somber, no
drunken brawls or anything. Pym got the Kara boys settled in the tent, took alast patrol around the
cabin, and joined Milesand Deain the loft. The palets stuffing had been spiked with fresh scented native
herbs, to which Miles hoped devoutly he was not dlergic. MaKara had wanted to turn her own
bedroom over to Milessexclusive lordly use, exiling herself and her husband to the porch too, but
fortunately Pym had been able to persuade her that putting Milesin the loft, flanked by Dea and himself,
wasto be preferred from a security standpoint.

Deaand Pym were soon snoring, but deep euded Miles. He tossed on his pallet asheturned his
ploys of the day, such asthey had been, over and over in hismind. Was he being too dow, too careful,
too conservative? Thiswasn't exactly good assault tactics, surprise with asuperior force. Theview held
gained of the terrain from Kard's porch tonight had been ambiguous at best.

On the other hand, it did no good to charge off across aswamp, ashisfellow cadet and cousin Ivan
Vorpatril had demonstrated so memorably once on summer maneuvers. It had taken aheavy hovercab
with acraneto crank the six big, strong, healthy, fully field-equipped young men of Ivan's patrol out of
the chest-high, gooey black mud. Ivan had got his revenge smultaneoudly, though, when the cadet
"sniper” they had been attacking fell out of histree and broke hisarm while laughing hystericdly asthey
sank dowly and beautifully into the ooze. Oozethat alittle guy, with hislaser riflewrapped in his
loincloth, could swim acrosslike afrog. The war games umpire had ruled it adraw. Milesrubbed his
forearm and grinned in memory, and faded out &t |ast.

* * %

Miles awoke abruptly and without transition deep in the night with a sense of something wrong. A
faint orange glow shimmered in the blue darkness of theloft. Quietly, so as not to disturb hisdeeping
companions, he rose on his palet and peered over the edge into the main room. The glow was coming
through the front window.

Miles swung onto the ladder and padded downstairs for alook out doors. "Pym," he called softly.



Pym shot awake with asnort. "M'lord?" he said, alarmed.
"Come down here. Quietly. Bring your sunner.”

Pym was by his side in seconds. He dept in histrousers with his stunner holster and boots by his
pillow. "What the hell —?' Pym muittered, looking out too.

The glow wasfrom fire. A pitchy torch, flung to the top of Milesstent set up in the yard, was burning
quietly. Pym lurched toward the door, then controlled his movements as the same redlization cameto him
ashad to Miles. Theirswas a Service-issue tent, and its combat-rated synthetic fabric would neither melt
nor burn.

Mileswondered if the person who'd heaved the torch had known that. Was this some arcane
warning, or asngularly inept attack? If the tent had been ordinary fabric, and Milesin it, the intended
result might not have been trivia. Worse with Kard's boysin it — abursting blossom of flame— Miles
shuddered.

Pym loosened his stunner in his holster and stood poised by the front door. "How long?*
"I'm not sure. Could have been burning like that for ten minutes before it woke me.”

Pym shook his head, took a dight bregth, raised his scanner, and vaulted into the fire-gilded
darkness.

"Trouble, mlord?" Speaker Kara's anxious voice came from his bedroom door.

"Maybe. Wait —" Miles hdted him as he plunged for the door. "Pym's running a patrol with a
scanner and astunner. Wait'll he callsthedl-clear, | think. Y our boys may be safer insde the tent.”

Kara came up to the window, caught his breath, and swore.

Pym returned in afew minutes. "There's no one within akilometer, now," he reported shortly. He
helped Kard take the goat bucket and douse the torch. The boys, who had dept through the fire, woke
a itsquenching.

"| think maybe it was abad ideato lend them my tent,” said Milesfrom the porch in achoked voice.
"I am profoundly sorry, Speaker Kardl. | didn't think."

"Thisshould never..." Kara was spluttering with anger and delayed fright, "this should never have
happened, m'lord. | apologizefor... for Slvy Vae." Heturned helplesdy, peering into the darkness. The
night sky, star-flecked, lovely, was threatening now.

The boys, once the facts penetrated their deepiness, thought it was adl just great, and wanted to
return to the tent and liein wait for the next assassn. MaKard, shrill and firm, herded them indoors
instead and made them bed down in the main room. It was an hour before they stopped complaining at
the injustice of it and went back to deep.

Miles, keyed up nearly to the point of gibbering, did not deep. Helay iffly on hispdlet, lisgening to
Dea, who dept breathing heavily, and Pym, feigning deep for courtesy and scarcely seeming to bregthe at
al.

Mileswas about to suggest to Pym that they give up and go out on the porch for the rest of the night
when the slence was shattered by ashrill squed, enormoudy loud, pain-edged, from outside.

"The horses!" Miles spasmed to hisfeet, heart racing, and beat Pym to the ladder. Pym cut ahead of
him by dropping straight over the Side of theloft into an eastic crouch, beating him to the door. There,
Pym'strained bodyguard's reflexes compelled him to try to thrust Miles back inside. Milesamost bit him.
"Go, dammit! I've got awespon!™

Pym, good intentions frustrated, swung out the cabin door with Miles on hisheds. Hafway down the
yard they split to each Side as amassive snorting shape loomed out of the darkness and nearly ran them
down: the sorrel mare, loose again. Another squed pierced the night from the lines where the horses
were tethered.

"Ninny?" Miles called, panicked. It was Ninny's voice making those noises, the like of which Miles



had not heard since the night a shed had burned down at V orkosigan Surleau with a horse trapped
ingde. "Ninny!"

Another grunting squedl, and athunk like someone splitting awatermelon with amalet. Pym
staggered back, inhaling with difficulty, aresonant deep stutter, and tripped to the ground where he lay
curled up around himsdlf. Not killed outright, apparently, because between gasps he was managing to
swear lividly. Miles dropped to the ground beside him, checked his skull — no, thank God it had been
Pym's chest Ninny's hoof had hit with that darming sound. The bodyguard only had the wind knocked
out of him, maybe a cracked rib. Miles more sensibly ran around to the front of the horselines. "Ninny!"

Fat Ninny was jerking his head againgt hisrope, attempting to rear. He squealed again, his
white-rimmed eyes gleaming in the darkness. Milesran to hishead. "Ninny, boy! What isit?' Hisleft
hand did up the rope to Ninny's hater, hisright stretched to stroke Ninny's shoulder soothingly. Fat
Ninny flinched, but stopped trying to rear, and stood trembling. The horse shook hishead. Milessface
and chest were suddenly spattered with something hot and dark and sticky.

"Ded" Milesydled. "Deal™

Nobody dept through this uproar. Six people tumbled off the porch and down the yard, and not one
of them thought to bring alight... no, the brilliant flare of acold light sorang from between Dr. Dedls
fingers, and MaKard was struggling even now to light alantern. "Dea, get that damned light over herel”
Miles demanded, then stopped to choke his voice back down an octaveto its usud carefully cultivated
deeper regidter.

Deagdloped up and thrust the light toward Miles, then gasped, hisface draining. "My lord! Areyou
shot?' Inthe flare the dark liquid soaking Miless shirt glowed suddenly scarlet.

"Not me" Milessaid, looking down &t his chest in horror. A flash of memory turned his ssomach
over, cold at the vision of another blood-soaked deeth, that of the late Sergeant Bothari whom Pym had
replaced. Would never replace.

Deaspun. "Pym?"

"He'sdl right,” said Miles. A long inhding wheeze rose from the grass afew meters off, the

exha ation punctuated with obscenities. "But he got kicked by the horse. Get your medkit!" Miles peeled
Dedsfingers off the cold light, and Dea dashed back to the cabin.

Milesheld thelight up to Ninny and sworein asick whisper. A huge cut, athird of ameter long and
of unknown depth, scored Ninny's glossy neck. Blood soaked his coat and runneled down hisforeleg.
Milessfingers touched the wound fearfully; his hands sporead on either Side, trying to pushiit closed, but
the horse's skin was elagtic and it pulled apart and bled profusely as Fat Ninny shook his head in pain.
Miles grabbed the horsg's nose — "Hold till, boy!" Somebody had been going for Ninny'sjugular. And
had dmost madeit; Ninny — tame, petted, friendly, trusting Ninny — would not have moved from the
touch until the knife bit deep.

Kara was helping Pym to hisfeet as Dr. Deareturned. Miles waited while Dea checked Pym over,
then cdled, "Here, Deal"

Zed, looking quite as horrified as Miles, helped to hold Ninny's head as Dea made inspection of the
cut. "l took tests," Dea complained sotto voce as he worked. "I beat out twenty-six other applicants for
the honor of becoming the Prime Minister's persona physician. | have practiced the procedures of
Sseventy separate possible medica emergencies, from coronary thrombosis to attempted assassination.
Nobody — nobody — told me my duties would include sewing up adamned horse's neck inthe middle
of the night in the middle of ahowling wilderness...." But he kept working as he complained, so Miles
didn't quash him, but kept gently petting Ninny's nose, and hypnotically rubbing the hidden pattern of his
muscles, to soothe and ill him. At last Ninny relaxed enough to rest his dobbery chin on Miless
shoulder.

"Do horses get anesthetics?' asked Deaplaintively, holding his medica stunner asif not surejust
what to do withiit.



"Thisone does," said Milesstoutly. ™Y ou treat him just like aperson, Dea. Thisisthelast anima that
the Count my grandfather personaly trained. He named him. | watched him get born. Wetrained him
together. Grandfather had me pick him up and hold him every day for aweek after he wasfoded, till he
got too big. Horses are creatures of habit, Grandfather said, and take first impressionsto heart. Forever
after Ninny thought | was bigger than he was."

Dea sghed and made busy with anesthetic stun, cleansing solution, antibiotics, muscle relaxants, and
biotic glue. With a surgeon's touch he shaved the edges of the cut and placed the reinforcing net. Zed
held the light anxioudly.

"Thecutisclean,” said Desg, "but it will undergo alot of flexing— | don't supposeit can very well be
immobilized, in this pogition? No, hardly. This should do. If hewere ahuman, I'd tel himto rest at this
point.”

"Hell berested," Milespromised firmly. "Will he bedl right now?"

"I suppose s0. How the devil should | know?' Dealooked highly aggrieved, but his hand sneaked
out to re-check hisrepairs.

"Generd Piotr,” Milesassured him, "would have been very pleased with your work." Miles could
hear himin hishead now, snorting, Damned technocrats. Nothing but hor se doctors with a more
expensive set of toys. Grandfather would have loved being proved right. Y ou, ah... never met my
grandfather, did you?'

"Before my time, my lord," said Dea. "I've studied his|life and campaigns, of course.”

"Of course.”

Pym had a hand-light now, and was limping with Kara in adow spiral around the horse lines,
ingpecting the ground. Kara's eldest boy had recaptured the sorrel mare and brought her back and
re-tethered her. Her tether had been torn loose, not cut; had the mysterious attacker's choice of equine
victim been random, or cal culated? How calculated? Was Ninny attacked as amere symbol of his
measter, or had the person known how passionately Miles loved the anima? Wasthisvanddism, a
political statement, or an act of precisay directed, subtle cruelty?

What have | ever done to you? Milessthought howled silently to the surrounding darkness.

"They got away, whoever it was," Pym reported. "Out of scanner range before | could breathe again.
My apologies, m'lord. They don't seem to have dropped anything on the ground.”

There had to have been aknife, at least. A knife, its haft gory with horse blood in a pattern of perfect
fingerprints, would have been extremedy convenient just now. Miles sighed.

MaKaral drifted up and eyed Ded's medkit, as he cleaned and repacked it. "All that," she muttered
under her breath, "for ahorse..."”

Milesrefrained, barely, from legping to ahot defense of the value of this particular horse. How many
peoplein Slvy Vade had MaKara seen suffer and die, in her lifetime, for lack of no more medica
technology than what Deawas carrying under hisarm just now?

Guarding his horse, Miles watched from the porch as dawn crept over the landscape. He had
changed his shirt and washed off. Pym was insde getting hisribs taped. Miles sat with his back to the
wall and astunner on hislap asthe night mists dowly grew gray. The valey was ablur, fog-shrouded, the
hills darker rolls of fog beyond. Directly overhead, gray thinned to apaing blue. The day would befine
and hot once the fog burned away.

It was surely time now to call out the troops from Hassadar. Thiswas getting just too weird. His
bodyguard was half out of commission — true, it was Miless horse that had rendered him so, not the
mystery attacker. But just because the attacks hadn't been fatal didn't mean they hadn't been intended so.
Perhaps athird attack would be brought off more expertly. Practice makes perfect.

Milesfdt unstrung with nervous exhaustion. How had he let a mere horse become such ahandle on



his emotions? Bad, that, dmost unbalanced — yet Ninny'swas surely one of the truly innocent pure souls
Miles had ever known. Miles remembered the other innocent in the case then, and shivered in the damp.
It was cruel, lord, something cruel.... Pym wasright, the bushes could be crawling with Csurik
assassins right now.

Dammiit, the bushes were crawling— over there, amovement, adamping wave of branch lashingin
recoil from — what? Miless heart lurched in his chest. He adjusted his stunner to full power, dipped
dlently off the porch, and began his stak, crouching low, taking advantage of cover wherever thelong
grasses of the yard had not been trampled flat by the activities of the last day, and night. Milesfrozelikea
predatory cat as a shape seemed to coal esce out of the mist.

A lean young man, not too tall, dressed in the baggy trousers that seemed to be standard here, stood
wearily by the horse lines, staring up the yard at Karal's cabin. He stood so for afull two minutes without
moving. Miles held abead on him with his stunner. If he dared make one move toward Ninny....

The young man walked back and forth uncertainly, then crouched on his hedls, il gazing up the
yard. He pulled something from the pocket of hisloosejacket — Milessfinger tightened on the trigger
— but he only put it to his mouth and bit. An gpple. The crunch carried clearly in the damp air, and the
faint perfume of itsjuices. He ate about hdf, then stopped, seeming to have trouble swallowing. Miles
checked the knife a hisbelt, made sure it wasloosein its sheath. Ninny's nostrils widened, and he
nickered hopefully, drawing the young man's attention. He rose and walked over to the horse.

The blood pulsed in Miless ears, louder than any other sound. His grip on the stunner was damp and
white-knuckled. The young man fed Ninny his apple. The horse chomped it down, big jaw rippling under
his skin, then cocked his hip, dangled one hind hoof, and sighed hugdly. If he hadn't seen the man eat off
thefruit first Miles might have shot him on the spot. It couldn't be poisoned.... The man made to pet
Ninny's neck, then his hand drew back in startlement as he encountered Dea's dressing. Ninny shook his
head uneasily. Milesrose dowly and stood waiting. The man scratched Ninny's earsinstead, looked up
one last time at the cabin, took a deep breath, stepped forward, saw Miles, and stood stock till.

"Lem Caurik?' said Miles.

A pause, afrozen nod. "Lord Vorkosgan?' said the young man. Miles nodded in turn.

Csurik swallowed. "Vor lord," he quavered, "do you keep your word?"'

What a bizarre opening. Miless brows climbed. Hell, go withiit. "Y es. Are you coming in?"

"Yesand no, mlord."

"Which?'

"A bargain, lord. | must have abargain, and your word on it."

"If youkilled Raina...”

"No, lord. | swear it. | didn't.”

"Then you have nothing to fear from me."

Lem Caurik'slipsthinned. What the devil could this hill man find ironic? How dare hefind irony in
Miless confusion? Irony, but no amusement.

"Oh, lord," breathed Csurik, "I wish that were so. But | haveto proveit to Harra. Harramust believe
me — you have to make her believe me, lord!"

"Y ou have to make me believe you first. Fortunately, that isn't hard. Y ou come up to the cabin and
make that same statement under fast-penta, and | will rule you cleared.”

Csurik was shaking his head.
"Why not?' said Miles patiently. That Csurik had turned up at al was strong circumstantia indication
of hisinnocence. Unless he somehow imagined he could best the drug. Mileswould be patient for, oh,

three or four seconds at least. Then, by God, held stun him, drag him insde, tie him up till he came round,
and get to the bottom of this before breakfast.



"The drug — they say you can't hold anything back.”

"It would be pretty usdessif you could.”

Csurik stood sllent amoment.

"Areyou trying to conceal some lesser crime on your conscience? Isthat the bargain you wish to
srike? An amnesty? It... might be possible. If it's short of another murder, that is.”

"No, lord. I've never killed anybody!"

"Then maybe we can deal. Becauseif you're innocent, | need to know as soon as possible. Because
it means my work isn't finished here.”

"That's... that'sthe trouble, m'lord." Csurik shuffled, then seemed to come to someinterna decision
and stood sturdily. "I'll comein and risk your drug. And I'll answer anything about me you want to ask.
But you have to promise— swear! — you won't ask me abouit... about anything else. Anybody else.”

"Do you know who killed your daughter?*

"Not for sure." Csurik threw his head back defiantly. "I didn't seeit. | have guesses.”

"l have guessestoo."

"That's as may be, lord. Just so'sthey don't come from my mouth. That'sdl | ask."

Miles holstered his stunner and rubbed hischin. "Hm." A very dight smile turned one corner of hislip.
"I admit, it would be more — elegant — to solve this case by reason and deduction than brute force.
Even so tender aforce asfast-penta.”

Csurik's head lowered. "1 don't know eegant, lord. But | don't want it to be from my mouth.”

Decison bubbled up in Miles, straightening his spine. Y es. He knew, now. He had only to run
through the proofs, step by chained step. Just like 5-Space math. "Very well. | swear by my word as
Vorkosigan, | shdl confine my questionsto the facts to which you were an eyewitness. | will not ask you
for conjectures about persons or events for which you were not present. There, will that do?’

Csurik bit hislip. "Yes, lord. If you keep your word."

"Try me," suggested Miles. Hislipswrinkled back on avulpine smile, absorbing theimplied insult
without commern.

Csurik climbed the yard beside Miles asif to an executioner's block. Their entrance crested atableau
of astonishment among Kara and hisfamily, clustered around their wooden table where Deawas tregting

Pym. Pym and Dealooked rather blanker, till Miles made introduction: "Dr. Dea, get out your fast-penta.
Here'sLem Csurik cometo talk with us."

Miles steered Lem to achair. The hill man sat with his hands clenched. Pym, ared and purpling
bruise showing at the edges of the white tape circling his chest, took up his stunner and stepped back.

Dr. Deamuttered under his breath to Miles as he got out the hypospray. "How'd you do that?'

Miless hand brushed his pocket. He pulled out a sugar cube and held it up, and grinned through the
C of histhumb and finger. Deasnorted, but pursed his lips with reluctant respect.

Lem flinched as the hypospray hissed on hisarm, asif he expected it to hurt.

"Count backwards from ten," Deainstructed. By the time L ena reached three, he had relaxed; a
zero, hegiggled.

"Kard, MaKara, Pym, gather round,” said Miles. "Y ou are my witnesses. Boys, Stay back and stay
quiet. No interruptions, plesse.”

Milesran through the preliminaries, haf adozen questions designed to set up arhythm and kill time
while the fast-pentatook full effect. Lem Csurik grinned foolishly, lalling in hischair, and answered them
al with sunny good will. Fast-pentainterrogation had been part of Miless military intelligence course at
the Service Academy. The drug seemed to be working exactly as advertised, oddly enough.

"Did you return to your cabin that morning, after you spent the night a your parents?”



"Yes milord." Lem smiled.

"About what time?"

"Midmorming.”

Nobody here had a chrono; that was probably as precise an answer as Mileswaslikely to get.
"What did you do when you got there?"

"Called for Harra. She was gone, though. It frightened me that she was gone. Thought she might've
run out on me." Lem hiccoughed. "'l want my Harra"

"Later. Was the baby adeep?’

"Shewas. Shewoke up when | called for Harra. Started crying again. It goes right up your spine.”

"Wheat did you do then?"

Lem'seyeswidened. "I got no milk. She wanted Harra. There's nothing | could do for her.”

"Did you pick her up?'

"No, lord, | let her lay. Therewas nothing | could do for her. Harra, sheld hardly let me touch her,
she was that nervous about her. Told meI'd drop her or something.”

"Y ou didn't shake her, to stop her screaming?”

"No, lord, I let her lay. | 1&ft to look down the path for Harra."

"Then where did you go?'

Lem blinked. "My sgter's. I'd promised to help haul wood for anew cabin. Bella— m'other sster
— isgetting married, y'see, and —"

He was beginning to wander, as was normal for thisdrug. "Stop,” said Miles. Lem fell Slent

obediently, swaying dightly in his chair. Miles consdered his next question carefully. He was gpproaching
thefineline, here. "Did you meet anyone on the path? Answer yes or no."

"y es"

Deawas getting excited. "Who? Ask him who!™

Miles held up hishand. ™Y ou can administer the antagonist now, Dr. Dea."

"Aren't you going to ask him? 1t could be vita!"

"l can't. | gave my word. Administer the antagonist now, doctor!”

Fortunately, the confusion of two interrogators stopped Lem's mumbled willing reply to Ded's
question. Dea, bewildered, pressed his hypospray against Lem'sarm. Lem's eyes, half-closed, snapped
open within seconds. He sat up straight and rubbed hisarm, and hisface.

"Who did you meet on the path?' Deaasked him directly.

Lem'slips pressed tight; he looked for rescue to Miles.

Dealooked too. "Why won't you ask him?"

"Because | don't need to,” said Miles. "I know precisaly who Lem met on the path, and why he went
on and not back. It was Raina's murderer. As| shal shortly prove. And — witnessthis, Kard, MaKaral
— that information did not come from Lem's mouth. Confirm!"

Kara nodded dowly. "I... see, m'lord. That was very good of you."

Milesgave him adirect stare, hismouth set in atight smile. "And when isamystery no mystery at
dl?'

Kara reddened, not replying for amoment. Then he said, 'Y ou may aswell keep on like you're
going, m'lord. There's no sopping you now, | suppose.”

"No."

* * *

Miles sent runnersto collect the withesses, MaKara in one direction, Zed in a second, Speaker



Kara and hiseldest in athird. He had Lem wait with Pym, Dea, and himsdlf. Having the shortest distance
to cover, MaKara arrived back first, with Ma Csurik and two of her sonsin tow.

Hismother fell on Lem, embracing him and then looking fearfully over her shoulder at Miles. The
younger brothers hung back, but Pym had aready moved between them and the door.

"Itsdl right, Ma" Lem patted her on the back. "Or... anyway, I'm dl right. I'm clear. Lord
Vorkosgan believesme.”

Sheglowered a Miles, ill holding Lem'sarm. "Y ou didn't et the mutie lord give you that poison
drug, did you?'

"Not poison,” Milesdenied. "In fact, the drug may have saved hislife. That damned near makesit a
medicine, I'd say. However" — he turned toward Lem's two younger brothers, and folded hisarms
gernly — "I would like to know which of you young morons threw the torch on my tent last night?'

The younger one whitened; the elder, hotly indignant, noticed his brother's expression and cut his
denid off inmid-syllable. "Y ou didn't!" he hissed in horror.

"Nobody," said the white one. "Nobody did."

Milesraised his eyebrows. Therefollowed ashort, choked silence.

"W, nobody can make his apologiesto Speaker and MaKard, then," said Miles, "snceit was
their sonswho were deeping in the tent last night. | and my men werein theloft.”

The boy's mouth opened in dismay. The youngest Karal stared at the pale Csurik brother, hisage
mate, and whispered importantly, "Y ou, Dono! Y ouidiot, didn't yaknow that tent wouldn't burn? It's
red Imperia Serviceissuel”

Miles clasped his hands behind his back, and fixed the Csuriks with acold eye. "Rather moreto the
point, it was attempted assass nation upon your Count's heir, which carries the same capita charge of
treason as an atempt upon the Count himsalf. Or perhaps Dono didn't think of that?"

Dono was thrown into flummoxed confusion. No need for fast-penta here, the kid couldn't carry off a
lieworth adamn. Ma Csurik now had hold of Dono's arm too, without |etting go of Lem'’s; she looked as
frantic as ahen with too many chicks, trying to shelter them from astorm.

"l wasn't trying to kill you, lord!" cried Dono.

"What were you trying to do, then?'

"You'd cometo kill Lem. | wanted to make you go away. Frighten you away. | didn't think anyone
would redly get hurt — I mean, it was only atent!”

"Y ou've never seen anything burn down, | takeit. Have you, Ma Csurik?"

Lem's mother nodded, lipstight, clearly torn between a desire to protect her son from Miles, and a
desireto beat Donottill hebled for his potentidly lethal stupidity.

"Well, but for achance, you could havekilled or horribly injured three of your friends. Think on that,
please. In the meantime, in view of your youth and ah, apparent menta defectiveness, | shdl hold the

treason charge. In return, Speaker Karal and your parents shall be responsible for your good behavior in
future, and decide what punishment is appropriate.”

Ma Csurik melted with relief and gratitude. Dono looked asif held rather have been shot. His brother
poked him and whispered, "Menta defective!” Ma Csurik dapped the taunter on the side of his head,
suppressing him effectively.

"What about your horse, m'lord?" asked Pym.

"I do not sugpect them of the businesswith the horse," Milesreplied dowly. "The attempt to fire the
tent was plain supidity. The other was... adifferent order of calculation atogether.”

Zed, who had been permitted to take Pym's horse, returned then with Harra up behind him. Harra
entered Speaker Karal's cabin, saw Lem, and stopped with a bitter glare. Lem stood openhanded, his
eyeswounded, before her.



"So, lord,” Harrasaid. ™Y ou caught him." Her jaw was clenched in joyless triumph.

"Not exactly,” said Miles. "He came here and turned himsdlf in. He's made his statement under
fast-penta, and cleared himself. Lem did not kill Raina."

Harraturned from sideto side. "But | saw he'd been there! Hed | eft his jacket, and took his good
saw and wood planer away with him. | knew he'd been back while | was out! There must be something
wrong with your drug!"

Miles shook his head. "The drug worked fine. Y our deduction was correct asfar asit went. Lem did
vigit the cabin while you were out. But when he left, Rainawas till dive, crying vigoroudy. It wasnt
Lem"

She swayed. "Who, then?'

"I think you know. | think you've been working very hard to deny that knowledge, hence your
excessive focus on Lem. Aslong asyou were sure it was Lem, you didn't have to think about the other
possbilities™

"But who e'se would care?' Harracried. "Who e se would bother?

"Who, indeed?' sighed Miles. He walked to the front window and glanced down the yard. The fog
was clearing in the full light of morning. The horseswere moving uneesily. "Dr. Dea, would you please get

asecond dose of fast-pentaready?' Miles turned, paced back to stand before the fireplace, its cods till
banked for the night. The faint heat was pleasant on his back.

Deawas staring around, the hypospray in his hand, clearly wondering to whom to administer it. "My
lord?" he queried, brows lowering in demand for explanation.

"lan't it obviousto you, Doctor?' Miles asked lightly.

"No, my lord." Histonewas dightly indignant.

"Nor to you, Pym?"'

"Not... entirely, mlord." Pym's glance, and stunner aim, wavered uncertainly to Harra.

"l supposeit's because neither of you ever met my grandfather,” Miles decided. "He died just about a
year before you entered my father's service, Pym. He was born at the very end of the Time of Isolation,
and lived through every wrenching change this century has dedlt to Barrayar. He was cdled the last of the
Old Vor, but really, he was the first of the new. He changed with the times, from the tactics of horse
cavdry to that of flyer squadrons, from swordsto atomics, and he changed successfully. Our present
freedom from the Cetagandan occupation isameasure of how fiercely he could adapt, then throw it dll
away and adapt again. At the end of hislife he was caled a conservative, only because so much of
Barrayar had streamed past him in the direction he had led, prodded, pushed, and pointed al hislife.

"He changed, and adapted, and bent with the wind of the times. Then, in hisage— for my father was
hisyoungest and sole surviving son, and did not himsdf marry till middle age— in hisage, he was hit with
me. And he had to change again. And he couldn'.

"He begged for my mother to have an abortion, after they knew more or lesswhat the fetal damage
would be. He and my parents were estranged for five years after | was born. They didn't see each other
or speak or communicate. Everyone thought my father moved usto the Imperial Residence when he
became Regent because he was angling for the throne, but in fact it was because the Count my
grandfather denied him the use of Vorkosigan House. Aren't family squabblesjolly fun? Bleeding ulcers
runin my family, we give them to each other." Miles strolled back to the window and looked out. Ah,
yes. Hereit came.

"The reconciliation was gradua, when it became quite clear there would be no other son,” Mileswent
on. "No dramatic denouement. It hel ped when the medics got mewalking. It was essentia that | tested
out bright. Most important of al, | never let him seemegive up.”

Nobody had dared interrupt thislordly monologue, but it was clear from severd expressionsthat the
point of it was escaping them. Since haf the point wasto kill time, Mileswas not greeily disturbed by



their failure to track. Footsteps sounded on the wooden porch outside. Pym moved quietly to cover the
door with an unobscured angle of fire.

"Dr. Dea," said Miles, sighting through the window, "would you be so kind asto administer that
fast-pentato the first person through the door, asthey step in?"

"Y ou're not waiting for avolunteer, my lord?'
"Not thistime."

The door swung inward, and Dea stepped forward, raising his hand. The hypospray hissed. Ma
Mattulich whedled to face Deg, the skirts of her work dress swirling around her veined calves, hissing in
return — "You darel” Her arm drew back asif to strike him, but dowed in mid-swing and failed to
connect as Dea ducked out of her way. This unbalanced her, and she staggered. Speaker Karal, coming
in behind, caught her by the arm and steadied her. "Y ou dare!" she wailed again, then turned to see not
only Deabut dl the other witnesses waiting: Ma Csurik, MaKara, Lem, Harra, Pym. Her shoulders
sagged, and then the drug cut in and she just stood, asilly smilefighting with anguish for possession of her
harsh face.

The smile made Milesill, but it was the smile he needed. "Sit her down, Dea, Speaker Kard "

They guided her to the chair lately vacated by Lem Csurik. She was fighting the drug desperately,
flashes of resistance mdting into flaccid docility. Gradudly the docility became ascendant, and she sat
draped inthe chair, grinning helplesdy. Miles sneaked apeek a Harra. She stood white and silent, utterly
closed.

For severd years after the reconciliation Miles had never been left with his grandfather without his
persona bodyguard. Sergeant Bothari had worn the Count's livery, but been loya to Miles aone, the one
man dangerous enough — some said, crazy enough — to stand up to the great General himsdlf. There
was no need, Miles decided, to spell out to these fascinated people just what interrupted incident had
made his parents think Sergeant Bothari a necessary precaution. Let Generd Piotr's untarnished
reputation serve— Miles, now. As he willed. Milesseyesglinted.

Lem lowered hishead. "If | had known — if | had guessed — | wouldn't have |eft them aone
together, mlord. | thought — Harra's mother would take care of her. | couldn't have— I didn't know
how —"

Harradid not look at him. Harradid not look at anything. "L et us concludethis," Milessighed. Again,
he requested formd witness from the crowd in the room and cautioned againgt interruptions, which
tended to unduly confuse adrugged subject. He moistened hislips and turned to Ma Maittulich.

Again, he began with the standard neutral questions, name, birthdate, parents names, checkable
biographica facts. MaMattulich was harder to [ull than the cooperative Lem had been, her responses
scattered and staccato. Miles controlled hisimpatience with difficulty. For al its deceptive ease,
fast-pentainterrogation required skill, skill and patience. Held got too far to risk astumble now. He
worked his questions up gradudly to thefirst critical ones.

"Were you there, when Rainawas born?"

Her voice was|ow and drifting, dreamy. "The birth camein the night. Lem, he went for Jean the
midwife. The midwifée's son was supposed to go for me but he fell back to deep. | didn't get theretill
morning, and then it wastoo late. They'd all seen.”

"Seen what?'

"The cat's mouth, the dirty mutation. Mongtersin us. Cut them out. Ugly little man." Thislast, Miles
redlized, was an asde upon himself. Her attention had hung up on him, hypnoticaly. "Muties make more
muties, they breed fagter, overrun... | saw you watching the girls. Y ou want to make mutie babies on
clean women, poison usdl..."

Timeto steer her back to the main issue. "Were you ever alone with the baby after that?"

"No, Jean she hung around. Jean knows me. She knew what | wanted. None of her damn business.



And Harrawas dways there. Harramust not know. Harramust not... why should she get off so soft?
The poison must bein her. Must have come from her Da, | lay only with her Daand they were al wrong
but the one.”

Milesblinked. "What were dl wrong?' Across the room Miles saw Spesker Kard's mouth tighten.
The heedman caught Miless glance and stared down at his own feet, absenting himsdlf from the
proceedings. Lem, hislips parted in absorption, and the rest of the boys were ligtening with darm. Harra
hadn't moved.

"All my babies" MaMattulich sad.

Harralooked up sharply at that, her eyeswidening.

"Was Harranot your only child?' Miles asked. It was an effort to keep hisvoice cool, cam; he
wanted to shout. He wanted to be gone from here....

"No, of course not. She was my only clean child, | thought. I thought, but the poison must have been
hidden in her. | fell on my knees and thanked God when she was born clean, aclean one at last, after so
many, so much pain.... | thought | had finally been punished enough. She was such a pretty baby, |
thought it was over at last. But she must have been mutie after dl, hidden, tricksy, dy...."

"How many," Miles choked, "babies did you have?'

"Four, besdes Harramy last."

"And you killed dl four of them?' Speaker Kard, Miles saw, gave adow nod to hisfeet.

"No!" said Ma Mattulich. Indignation broke through the fast-penta wooze briefly. " Two were born
dead already, thefirst one, and the twisted-up one. The one with too many fingers and toes, and the one
with the bulgy head, those | cut. Cut out. My mother, she watched over meto seel did it right. Harra, |
made it soft for Harra | did it for her."

"So you havein fact murdered not one infant, but three?' said Milesfrozenly. The younger witnesses
in the room, Kard's boys and the Csurik brothers, looked horrified. The older ones, MaMattulich's
contemporaries, who must have lived through the events with her, looked mortified, sharing her shame.

Y es, they dl must have known.

"Murdered?' said MaMaittulich. "No! | cut them out. | had to. | had to do the right thing." Her chin
lifted proudly, then drooped. "Killed my babies, to please, to please... | don't know who. And now you
cal meamurderer? Damn you! What useisyour justice to me now? | needed it then — where were
you then?" Suddenly, shockingly, she burst into tears, which wavered dmost ingantly into rage. "If mine
must die then so must hers! Why should she get off so soft? Spoiled her... | tried my best, | did my be<t,
itsnot fair..."

The fast-pentawas not keeping up with this... no, it wasworking, Miles decided, but her emotions
were too overwheming. Upping the dose might level her emotiond surges, at some risk of respiratory
arrest, but it would not dicit any more complete a confesson. Miless belly was trembling, areaction he
trusted he concealed. It had to be completed now.

"Why did you bresk Rainas neck, instead of cutting her throat?'

"Harra, she must not know," said MaMattulich. "Poor baby. It would look like shejust died...."

Miles eyed Lem, Speaker Kard. "It seems anumber of others shared your opinion that Harra should
not know."

"I didn't want it to be from my mouth,” repested Lem sturdily.
"| wanted to save her double grief, m'lord,” said Karal. "She'd had so much...."

Milesmet Harraseyesat that. "l think you al underestimate her. Y our excessve tendernessinsults
both her intelligence and will. She comes from atough line, that one."

Harrainhaed, controlling her own trembling. She gave Milesashort nod, asif to say Thank you,
little man. Hereturned her adight inclination of the head, Yes, | under stand.



"I'm not sure yet where justice liesin thiscase," said Miles, "but this| swear to you, the days of
cooperative conced ment are over. No more secret crimesin the night. Daylight's here. And speaking of
crimesin thenight,” he turned back to MaMaitulich, "was it you who tried to cut my horse'sthroat |last
night?"

"| tried,” said MaMattulich, calmer now in awave of fast-pentamellowness, "but it kept rearing up
onme"

"Why my horse?" Miles could not keep exasperation from hisvoice, though acam, even tone was
enjoined upon fast-pentaiinterrogators by the training manual.

"I couldn't get a you," sad MaMattulich smply.

Miles rubbed hisforehead. "Retroactive infanticide by proxy?' he muttered.

"You," said MaMattulich, and her |oathing came through even the nauseating fast-penta cheer, "you
aretheword. All | went through, al | did, al the grief, and you come along at theend. A mutie made
lord over usdl, and al the rules changed, betrayed at the end by an off-worlder woman's weakness.

Y ou makeit dl for nothing. Hate you. Dirty mutie..." her voicetrailed off in adrugged mumble.

Milestook adeep breath and looked around the room. The stillness was profound, and no one
dared bresk it.

"I believe," he said, "that concludes my investigation into the facts of this case.”
The mystery of Rainas death was solved.
The problem of justice, unfortunately, remained.

* % %
Milestook awalk.

The graveyard, though little more than a crude clearing in the woodland, was a place of peace and
beauty in the morning light. The stream burbled endlesdy, shifting green shadows and blinding brilliant
reflections. The faint breeze that had shredded away the last of the night fog whispered in the trees, and
thetiny, short-lived creaturesthat everyone on Barrayar but biologists called bugs sang and twittered in
the patches of native scrub.

"Well, Raina," Milessghed, "and what do | do now?' Pym lingered by the borders of the clearing,
giving Milesroom. "It'sdl right," Miles assured the tiny grave, "Pym's caught me talking to dead people
before. He may think I'm crazy, but he'sfar too well-trained to say so."

Pymin fact did not look happy, nor dtogether well. Milesfdt rather guilty for dragging him out; by
rights the man should be resting in bed, but Miles had desperately needed thistime aone. Pym wasn't just
auffering the residua effect of having been kicked by Ninny. He had been silent ever snce Miles had
extracted the confession from MaMattulich. Miles was unsurprised. Pym had steeled himsdif to play
executioner to their imagined hill bully; the subgtitution of amad grandmother ashisvictim had clearly
given him pause. He would obey whatever order Miles gave him though, Miles had no doubt of that.

Miles considered the peculiarities of Barrayaran law as he wandered about the clearing, watching the
stream and the light, turning over an occasional rock with the toe of hisboot. The fundamenta principle
was clear; the spirit was to be preferred over the letter, truth over technicalities. Precedent was held
subordinate to the judgment of the man on the spot. Alas, the man on the spot was himsdf. Therewas no
refugefor himin automated rules, no hiding behind the law says asif the law were someliving overlord
with ared Voice. The only voice herewas hisown.

And who would be served by the degth of that half-crazed old woman? Harra? The relationship
between mother and daughter had been wounded unto death by this, Miles had seen that in their eyes,
yet fill Harra had no scomach for matricide. Milesrather preferred it that way. Having her standing by his
ear crying for bloody revenge would have been enormoudly distracting just now. The obviousjustice
made adamn poor reward for Harras courage in reporting the crime. Raina? Ah. That was more
difficult.



"I'd liketo lay the old gargoyleright there at your feet, smdl lady,” Miles muttered to her. "Isit your
desire? Doesit serve you? What would serve you?' Was thisthe great burning he had promised her?

What judgment would reverberate dong the entire Dendarii mountain range? Should he indeed
sacrifice these people to some larger political statement, regardless of their wants? Or should he forget all
that, make his judgment serve only those directly involved? He scooped up astone and flung it full force
into the stream. It vanished invisibly in the rocky bed.

Heturned to find Speaker Karal waiting by the edge of the graveyard. Kara ducked hishead in
greeting and approached cautioudly.

"So, m'lord," said Kardl.

"Jugt 0," said Miles.

"Have you cometo any conclusion?"

"Not redly." Miles gazed around. " Anything less than MaMattulich's death seems... inadequate
justice, and yet | cannot see who her death would serve.”

"Neither could I. That'swhy | took the position | did in thefirst place.”

"No..." said Milesdowly, "no, you were wrong in that. For onething, it very nearly got Lem Csurik
killed. | was getting ready to pursue him with deadly force a one point. It dmost destroyed him with
Harra. Truth isbetter. Slightly better. At least it isn't afata error. Surdly | can do... something with it.”

"I didn't know what to expect of you, & firgt," admitted Kardl.

Miles shook his head. "I meant to make changes. A difference. Now... | don't know."

Speaker Kard's balding forehead wrinkled. "But we are changing.”

"Not enough. Not fast enough.”

"Y ou're young yet, that'swhy you don't see how much, how fast. Look at the difference between
Harraand her mother. God — look at the difference between MaMaittulich and her mother. There was
aharridan." Speaker Kard shuddered. "I remember her, dl right. And yet, she was not so unusud, in her
day. So far from having to make change, | don't think you could stop it if you tried. The minute we finaly
get apowersat receptor up here, and get on the com net, the past will be done and over. As soon asthe
kids see the future — their future— they'll be mad after it. They're aready lost to the old oneslike Ma
Mattulich. The old ones know it, too, don't believe they don't know it. Why d'you think we haven't been
ableto get at least asmall unit up hereyet? Not just the cost. The old ones arefighting it. They cal it
off-planet corruption, but it'sredly the future they fear."

"There's so much till to be done.”

"Oh, yes. We are a desperate people, no lie. But we have hope. | don't think you redlize how much
you've done, just by coming up here."

"I've done nothing," said Miles bitterly. " Sat around, mostly. And now, | swear, I'm going to end up
doing more nothing. And then go home. Hdll!™

Speaker Kard pursed hislips, looked at hisfest, at the high hills. "Y ou are doing something for us
every minute. Mutielord. Do you think you areinvishble?!

Miles grinned wolfishly. "Oh, Kard, I'm aone-man band, | am. I'm a parade.”

"Asyou say, just so. Ordinary people need extraordinary examples. So they can say to themsalves,
well, if hecan do that, | can surely do this. No excuses.”

"No quarter, yes, | know that game. Been playing it dl my life."
"l think," said Kardl, "Barrayar needsyou. To go on being just what you are.”
"Barrayar will est me, if it can.”

"Yes" sad Kard, hiseyeson the horizon, "soit will." Hisgazefdl to the graves a hisfeet. "But it
swdlowsusadl inthe end, doesnt it?'Y ou will outlive the old ones."



"Or in the beginning.” Miles pointed down. "Don't tell me who I'm going to outlive. Tl Raina."
Karal's shoulders dumped. "True. Struth. Make your judgment, lord. I'll back you."

* * *

Miles assembled them dl in Kard's yard for his Speaking, the porch now having become his podium.
Theinterior of the cabin would have been impossibly hot and closefor this crowd, suffocating with the
afternoon sun beeting on the roof, though outdoors the light made them squint. They were dl here,
everyone they could round up, Speaker Karal, MaKard, their boys, al the Csuriks, most of the cronies
who had attended last night's funereal festivities, men, women, and children. Harra sat gpart. Lem kept
trying to hold her hand, though from the way she flinched it was clear she didn't want to be touched. Ma
Mattulich sat digplayed by Milesssde, slent and surly, flanked by Pym and an uncomfortable-looking

Deputy Alex.

Milesjerked up his chin, settling his head on the high collar of his dress greens, as polished and
formal as Pym's batman's expertise could make him. The Imperia Service uniform that Miles had earned.
Did these people know he had earned it, or did they dl imagine it amere gift from hisfather, nepotism at
work? Damn what they thought. He knew. He stood before his people, and gripped the porch rail.

"I have concluded the investigation of the chargeslaid before the Count's Court by Harra Csurik of
the murder of her daughter Raina. By evidence, witness, and her own admission, | find MaraMattulich
guilty of thismurder, she having twisted the infant's neck until it broke, and then attempted to conced that
crime. Even when that concealment placed her son-in-law Lem Csurik in mortal danger from false
charges. In light of the hel plessness of the victim, the cruelty of the method, and the cowardly selfishness
of the attempted concealment, | can find no mitigating excuse for the crime.

"In addition, Mara Mattulich by her own admission testifies to two previous infanticides, some twenty
years ago, of her own children. These facts shal be announced by Speaker Kard in every corner of Silvy
Vae, until every subject has been informed.”

He could fed MaMaittulich's glare boring into hisback. Yes, go on and hate me, old woman. | will
bury you yet, and you know it. He swallowed and continued, the formdity of the language a sort of
shidd beforehim.

"For thisunmitigated crime, the only proper sentenceis death. And | so sentence Mara Mattulich.
But in light of her age and close relation to the next-most-injured party in the case, Harra Caurik, |
choose to hold the actua execution of that sentence. Indefinitely.” Out of the corner of his eye Miles saw
Pym let out, very carefully and covertly, asigh of relief. Harracombed at her straw-colored bangswith
her fingersand listened intently.

"But she shall be as dead before the law. All her property, even to the clothes on her back, now
belongs to her daughter Harra, to dispose of as she wills. Mara Mattulich may not own property, enter
contracts, suefor injuries, nor exert her will after death in any testament. She shdl not leave Silvy Vde
without Harra's permission. Harrashall be given power over her asaparent over achild, or asin senility.
In Harra's absence Speaker Kara will be her deputy. MaraMattulich shall be watched to see she harms
no other child.

"Further. She shal die without sacrifice. No one, not Harranor any other, shal make aburning for
her when she goesinto the ground at last. As she murdered her future, so her future shall return only
death to her spirit. She will die asthe childless do, without remembrance.”

A low sigh swept the older members of the crowd before Miles. For thefirst time, MaraMattulich
bent her tiff neck.

Some, Miles knew, would find thisonly spiritually symbolic. Otherswould seeit asliteraly lethd,
according to the strength of their beliefs. The literal-minded, such as those who saw mutation asasinto

be violently expiated. But even the less superdtitious, Miles saw in their faces, found the meaning clear.
So.

Milesturned to MaMaittulich, and lowered hisvoice. "Every breath you take from thismoment onis



by my mercy. Every bite of food you egt, by Harras charity. By charity and mercy — such asyou did
not give— you shdl live. Dead woman."

"Some mercy. Mutielord." Her growl was low, weary, beaten.

"Y ou get the point,” he said through histeeth. He swept her abow, infinitely ironic, and turned his
back on her. "l am the VVoice of Count Vorkosigan. This concludes my Speaking."

* % %
Miles met Harraand Lem afterwards, in Speaker Kard's cabin.

"| have aproposition for you." Miles controlled his nervous pacing and stood before them. "Y ou're
freeto turnit down, or think about it for awhile. | know you're very tired right now." Asarewe all. Had
heredly beenin Slvy Vaeonly aday and ahadf? It seemed like acentury. His head ached with fatigue.
Harrawas red-eyed too. "First of dl, can you read and write?”’

"Some," Harraadmitted. " Speaker Karal taught us some, and MaLannier.”

"Wll, good enough. Y ou wouldn't be starting completely blind. Look. A few years back Hassadar
started ateacher's college. It's not very big yet, but it's begun. There are some scholarships. | can swing
oneyour way, if you will agreeto livein Hassadar for three years of intense study.”

"Me!" said Harra. "l couldn't goto acollege! | barely know... any of that stuff.”

"Knowledge iswhat you're supposed to have coming out, not going in. Look, they know what
they're deding with in thisdidrict. They have alot of remediad courses. It'strue, you'd have to work
harder, to catch up with the town-bred and the lowlanders. But | know you have courage, and | know
you havewill. Therestisjug picking yoursdlf up and ramming into thewal again and again until it falls
down. Y ou get abloody forehead, so what? Y ou can do it, | swear you can.”

Lem, sitting beside her, looked worried. He captured her hand again. "Threeyears?' hesaidina
gmdl voice "Gone away?'

"The school stipend isn't that much,” said Miles. "But Lem, | understand you have carpenter's skills.
There's abuilding boom going on in Hassadar right now. Hassadar's going to be the next Vorkosigan
Vashnai, | think. I'm certain you could get ajob. Between you, you could live."

Lem looked at firgt relieved, then extremely worried. "But they all use power tools— computers—
robots...."

"By no means. And they weren't all born knowing how to use that Stuff either. If they canlearnit, you
can. Besides, therich pay well for hand-work, unique one-off items, if the qudity's good. | can seeyou
get agart, which isusudly the toughest moment. After that you should be ableto figureit out al right.”

"Toleave Slvy Vde..." said Harrain adismayed tone.

"Only in order to return. That'sthe other half of the bargain. | can send acom unit up here, asmall
one with a portable power pack that lasts ayear. Somebody'd have to hump down to Vorkosigan
Surleau to replace it annudly, no big problem. The whole st up wouldn't cost much more than oh, anew
lightflyer." Such asthe shiny red one Miles had coveted in adealer's showroom in Vorbarr Sultana, very
suitable for agraduation present, he had pointed out to his parents. The credit chit was Sitting in the top
drawer of hisdresser in the lake house at V orkosigan Surleau right now. "It's not amassive project like
ingaling a powersat receptor for the whole of Silvy Vae or anything. The holovid would pick up the
educationa satellite broadcasts from the capitd; set it up in some central cabin, add a couple of dozen
lap-links for the kids, and you've got an ingtant school. All the children would be required to attend, with
Speaker Kara to enforce it, though once they'd discovered the holovid you'd probably have to beat
them to make them go home. 1, ah," Miles cleared histhroat, "thought you might nameit the Raina Csurik
Primary Schoal.”

"Oh," said Harra, and began to cry for thefirst time that grueling day. Lem patted her clumsily. She
returned the grip of hishand a lagt.

"I can send alowlander up hereto teach,” said Miles. "I'll get one to take a short-term contract, till



you're ready to come back. But he or she won't understand Silvy Vae the way you do. Wouldn't
understand why. Y ou — you aready know. Y ou know what they can't teach in any lowland college.”

Harra scrubbed her eyes and looked up — not very far up— at him. "Y ou went to the Imperia
Academy.”

"l did." Hischinjerked up.

"Then|," she said shakily, "can manage... Hassadar Teacher's College." The name was awkward in
her mouth. At first. "At any rate— I'll try, mlord."

"I'll bet onyou," Milesagreed. "Both of you. Jugt, ah," asmile sped across his mouth and vanished,
"stand up straight and speak the truth, eh?”

Harrablinked understanding. An answering haf-amilelit her tired face, equaly briefly. "1 will. Little
* % %

Fat Ninny rode home by air the next morning, in ahorse van, along with Pym. Dr. Deawent dong
with histwo patients, and his nemesisthe sorrd mare. A replacement bodyguard had been sent with the
groom who flew the van from Vorkosigan Surleau, who stayed with Milesto help him ride the remaining
two horses back down. Well, Miles thought, he'd been considering acamping trip in the mountains with
his cousin Ivan as part of his home leave anyway. Theliveried man was the laconic veteran Esterhazy,
whom Miles had known most of hislife, excellent company for aman who didn't want to talk about it.
Unlike Ivan, you could amost forget he was there. Mileswondered if Esterhazy's assgnment had been
random chance, or amercy of the Count's. Esterhazy was good with horses.

They camped overnight by the river of roses. Mileswaked up the vaein the evening light, desultorily
looking for the spring of it; indeed, the floral barrier did seem to peter out a couple of kilometers
upstream, merging into dightly lessimpassable scrub. Miles plucked arose, checked to make sure that
Egterhazy was nowherein sight, and bit into it curioudy. Clearly, he was not ahorse. A cut bunch would
probably not survive the trip back asatreat for Ninny. Ninny could settle for oats.

Miles watched the evening shadows flowing up aong the backbone of the Dendarii range, high and
massvein the distance. How small those mountains looked from space! Little wrinkles on the skin of a
globe he could cover with his hand, dl their crushing mass made invisible. Which wasillusory, distance or
nearness? Distance, Miles decided. Distance was adamned lie. Had hisfather known this? Miles
suspected so.

He contemplated his urgeto throw al hismoney, not just alightflyer'sworth, at those mountains; to
quit it al and go teach children to read and write, to set up afree clinic, apowersat net, or dl of these at
once. But Silvy Vdewas only one of hundreds of such communities buried in these mountains, one of
thousands across the whole of Barrayar. Taxes squeezed from thisvery didtrict helped maintain the very
elite military school held just spent — how much of their resources in? How much would he haveto give
back just to make it even, now? He was himself a planetary resource, histraining had made him so, and
his feet were set on their path.

What God meansyou to do, Milesstheist mother claimed, could be deduced from the talents He
gave you. The academic honors, Miles had amassed by sheer brute work. But the war games, outwitting
his opponents, staying one step ahead — a necessity, true, he had no margin for error — the war games
had been an unholy joy. War had been no game here once, not so long ago. It might be so again. What
you did best, that was what was wanted from you. God seemed to be lined up with the Emperor on that
point, at least, if no other.

Miles had sworn his officer's oath to the Emperor |less than two weeks ago, puffed with pride at his
achievement. In his secret mind he had imagined himsdlf kegping that oath through blazing battle, enemy
torture, what-have-you, even while sharing cynicd cracks afterwards with Ivan about archaic dress
swords and the sort of people who insisted on wearing them.

But in the dark of subtler temptations, those that hurt without heroism for consolation, he foresaw, the



Emperor would no longer be the symbol of Barrayar in his heart.

Peace to you, smdl lady, he thought to Raina. Y ou've won atwisted poor modern knight, to wear
your favor on hisdeeve. But it'satwisted poor world we were both born into, that rejects us without
mercy and gects us without consultation. At least | won't just tilt at windmillsfor you. I'll send in sappers
to minethetwirling suckers, and blast them into the sky....

He knew who he served now. And why he could not quit. And why he must not fail.

Miles Vorkosigan/Naismith:
HisUniverseand Times

Approx. 200 years before Miles sbirth
Falling Free

Quaddies are created by genetic engineering.

During Beta-Barrayaran War
Shards of Honor

CorddliaNaismith meetsLord Ara VVorkosigan while on opposite sides of awar. Despite
difficulties, they fdl inlove and are married

TheVordarian Pretendership
Barrayar

While Corddliais pregnant, an attempt to assassinate Ara by poison gasfails, but Corddiais
affected; MilesVorkosigan is born with bonesthat will aways be brittle and other medical
problems. His growth will be sunted

Milesis 17
The Warrior's Apprentice

Milesfailsto pass physical test to get into the Service Academy. On atrip, necessitiesforce him
to improvise the Free Dendarii Mercenaries into existence; he has unintended but unavoidable
adventures for four months. Leavesthe Dendarii in Ky Tung's competent hands and takes Elli
Quinnto Betafor rebuilding of her damaged face; returnsto Barrayar to thwart plot againgt his
father. Emperor pulls stringsto get Milesinto the Academy.

Milesis 20

"TheMountainsof Mourning" in Borders of Infinity

The Vor Game
Ensgn Miles graduates and immediately hasto take on one of the duties of the Barrayaran
nobility and act as detective and judge in amurder case. Shortly afterward, hisfirst military
assgnment endswith hisarrest. Miles hasto rgoin the Dendarii to rescue the young Barrayaran



emperor. Emperor accepts Dendarii as his persona secret service force.

Milesis 22

Cetaganda
Miles and his cousin Ivan attend a Cetagandan state funeral and are caught up in Cetagandan
internd politics.

Ethan of Athos
Miles sends Commander Elli Quinn, who's been given anew face on Beta, on asolo misson to
Kline
Station.

Milesis 23

"Labyrinth" in Borders of Infinity
Now aBarrayaran Lieutenant, Miles goes with the Dendarii to smuggle ascientist out of
Jackson's Whole. Milessfragile leg bones have been replaced by synthetics.

Milesis 24
"TheBordersof Infinity" in Borders of Infinity
Brothersin Arms

Miles plots from within a Cetagandan prison camp on DagoolalV to freethe prisoners. The
Dendarii fleet is pursued by the Cetagandans and findlly reaches Earth for repairs. Miles hasto
juggle both hisidentities at once, raise money for repairs, and defeeat a plot to replace himwith a
double. Ky Tung stays on Earth. Commander Elli Quinnisnow Milessright-hand officer. Miles
and the Dendarii depart for Sector 1V on arescue mission.

Milesis 25

Bordersof Infinity
Hogpitdized after previous misson, Miless broken arms are replaced by synthetic bones. With
Simon lllyan, Miles undoes yet another plot againgt hisfather whileflat on hisback.

Milesis 28

Mirror Dance
Miles meets his clone brother Mark again, thistime on Jackson's Whole.

Milesis 29

Memory
Miles hits 30... Thirty hits back

Milesis 30

Komarr
Emperor Gregor dispatches Milesto Komarr to investigate a space accident, where hefinds old
politics and new technology make adeadly mix.

Milesis 30

A Civil Campaign
The Emperor’ swedding sparks romance and intrigue on Barrayar, and Miles plunges up to his
neck in both.

Milesis 32

Diplomatic | mmunity

Miles and Ekaterin’ s honeymoon journey isinterrupted by an Auditorial misson to
Quaddiespace, where they encounter old friends, new enemies, and a double handful of intrigue.



