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CHAPTER ONE
CASTLE ROCK

Newscast: "Today the Speaker of the Table of Mnisters and the G and Council of the Fanmilias
Regnant was assassinated while en route fromthe shuttleport to the Palace. His close friend and

| egal advisor, Kevil Mhoney, was seriously injured and is now undergoi ng energency treatment in a
secure nedical facility. Three security personnel also died. Speaker Thornbuckl e's youngest
daughter, travelling in a separate conveyance, was not injured, but is nowin protective custody.

BREI TI' S MEDI CAL PAVI LI ON

Kevil was aware of disturbing dreans, and tried to fight his way to consci ousness. He felt stiff,
as if he'd been in the sane position too | ong, and somewhere in the di stance soneone hurt quite
badly. Red and pink swirls slid past his vision; when he blinked, nothing happened but the
addition of ugly green snmears to the swirls. He thought he heard sonething, but—ike the vague
shapes that teased his eyes—the sounds were curiously unhel pful, blunt and unformed.

He struggl ed harder, and finally nade out a voice, speaking sone arcane | anguage he didn't know.
What was a sub-cue somet hi ng-or-other? VWhat was an ivy line? Hs fogged mnd tried to show hima
picture of ivy leaves lined up in a row.

"—need conplete rejuv, if he lives that |ong— cane suddenly, with silvery clarity.

Ice, then fire, washed through him he never knew if it was sonething they did, or his body's
response to what he heard. His eyes opened to see a pale blur; he struggled to get his nouth open
then realized it was open, wedged with sonme instrunent.

"Lie still," soneone said. "C ose your eyes."
He was in no nmood to take orders. He gagged on the thing in his nmouth, and soneone slid it out.
"What happened?" he croaked, in a voice he didn't recognize but felt in his painful throat.

Menory returned in that nonent, even as he asked. Even as the people he could not yet see
hesi tated, he knew what had happened.

He and Bunny in the ground car. Bunny's face, taut and lined for so many nonths, finally rel axing.
They had been chatting about the continuing problens resulting fromthe Mrelline' s pharnmaceutica
pl ant on Patchcock, the rising price of rejuvenations and the political inplications—

And then the white flare of some weapon, and Bunny's face disappearing into a ness of red and pink
and gray—

He nmust be dead. No one could survive that. And he, Kevil Mhoney, was alive—at |east for
now—-because his friend' s head had taken the brunt of whatever attack

The New Texas Godfearing Mlitia had sworn vengeance on them Evidently it had been no idle
t hreat.

He needed to know what had happened. Who was in charge now? What was Fl eet doing? But he felt a
dark chilly fog rising over him and slipped into that darkness unsure if it was death or a drug.

Hobart Conselline permtted none of the enotions churning inside himto showin his face or
denmeanor. His secretary's expression of cautious solemity proved he'd been successful; the silly
man couldn't tell how his enployer was taking the news. Good.
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"I't's been confirmed by three separate agencies, nilord," his secretary said.

"Terrible!" Hobart said, and shook his head. "I suppose it was those terrorists, in retaliation
for the executions—

"That's the speculation at this time, mlord."
"How many were killed or injured?"

"Lord Thornbuckl e and three security personnel killed; Ser Mahoney is alive but in critica
condition. He is not expected to live."

"Aterrible, terrible situation."” Hobart shook his head again. Terrible for sone, certainly. Bunny
Thor nbuckl e's relatives and friends were no doubt reeling in shock and confusion. So would the
whol e Council be, if soneone didn't take hold and give the guidance that had been so sorely needed
for the past several years. |If Kevil Mahoney had been uninjured, they mght have turned to him

but without either Bunny or Kevil, the Fanilies would mi |l about |ike panicky sheep, baaing

usel essly at the wol fpack around them He knew exactly what far-sighted, strong, decisive |eader
shoul d t ake charge.

"Send our condol ences to Mranda,'
sure ny wife will want to call on her
of nmen and her children

he told his secretary. "Informmy wife's secretary that |I'm
" Poor, beautiful, clever Mranda, so unlucky in her choice

Poor Brun, for that matter. Like everyone who had net the child, he had enjoyed her

scatterbrained, madcap beauty. She had needed a good husband to settle her down, but Bunny had
insisted on letting her run wild, with disastrous results. Another instance of Bunny's | anentable
| ack of decisive, firmleadership. Nothing |ike that had happened to the Conselline daughters, nor
ever woul d. Bunny's ol der children had turned out well enough, though young Buttons was no second
Bunny. He had all his father's stuffiness and none of his father's brilliance. Al the better; the
| ast thing the Consellines needed was another Bunny Thornbuckle in that Chair.

"You have nessages from several of the Fanmlies," the secretary said.

"No doubt," Hobart said. Those he had been talking to, in preparation for the G and Counci
nmeeting this year, would want to know his plans now. For an instant, the internal vision of those
pl ans blinded himto the roomaround him Wth Bunny and Kevil Mahoney out of the picture—with
Bunny's supporters in disarray, shocked and grieving—a man who knew what he wanted and noved

qui ckly and decisively might go farther than he had believed possible.

He gl anced over the nmessages as his secretary left the room As he'd expected: shock, concern

fear, shock . . . with every passing nonent, he felt nore certain that he, and he al one, would
have to act in this crisis. How fortunate that he had not left Castle Rock with the others. "Make
a list of all the Chairholders who are still onplanet,"” he said. H s secretary nodded. "And set up

a conference call for the Conselline Sept, all chairholding menbers."
"Sir, |I have the list—+ keep a current file on all the Chairhol ders—

"Excellent." He | ooked over it carefully while his secretary was arrangi ng the conplicated |inkage
of ansible and ordi nary conmmuni cations lines for the conference call, and realized that the
opportunity woul d never be greater

The Barracl ough Sept, which included the | esser Aranl ake and Padual enare septs, had not rallied to
Bunny's side when Brun returned. The Aranl akes, with the exception of Lady Cecelia de Marktos, had
supported an Aranl ake candi date, Hubert Roscoe M Il ander, for Famly head, and they'd |ost. They
were home sul ki ng. The Padual enares favored Bunny's brother Harlis, who supported their claimto
seniority over the Aranl akes, and their anmbitions in the colonial worlds. This left only a few of
the Barracl oughs thensel ves onpl anet, those closest to Bunny and therefore nore |ikely devastated
by his death.

Hobart gl anced around the room his gaze roam ng from one proof of his em nence to another. Wuld
his famly be devastated if he were assassi nated? Del phine would be; she could cry and cry unti
her pretty face was all swollen and splotched with ugly color. The girls would cry, but only for
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awhil e, he was sure. They woul d | ook for another patron, another source of favor and another

di spenser of luxuries. Fickle, that's what wonen were, unless you trained themwell, as he had
trai ned Del phi ne. The boys, though—+f he had brought themup well, they would be pl anni ng al ready
how to avenge him and how to gain nore power.

But he woul d not be assassinated. He would be nore careful than Bunny, nore alert to covert
threats, | ess—ot |ess brave, but |ess fool hardy. Brun had no doubt got her fool hardy genes from
him not from prudent M randa.

H s exciterment nmounted as he went on through the list. If he had had Bunny killed—and the thought
had crossed his nind nore than once, in the year when it seened that nothing el se would get that
great fool out of an office he was unfit to fill-he could not have chosen a better time. Best of
all, he hadn't done it hinself; he'd had nothing to do with it. Fate had finally conme over to his
side. He had proven hinself capable of succeedi ng agai nst the worst Fate could do, and now

Fat e—womanl i ke—had chosen himfor that very energy and persistence and will to triunph.

He cl osed his eyes a nmonent, allowi ng hinself the luxury of inagining the nonent when he took over
as Speaker-—when the faces which had ignored or turned away turned to him-had to turn to hi mand he
could finally show his true abilities. I will nake the Fanilias great, and everyone will know who
saved it from destruction.

* * %

R S. S GYRFALCON

"I didn't know they would take it out of ny pay," Ensign Barin Serrano said. Hi s voice al nost
squeaked, but he couldn't help it. His entire paycheck, gone . . . nothing in his credit cube, and
he'd already ordered the traditional engagenent and weddi ng gifts.

"Well, who did you think would pay for it? Those peopl e have al ready used up the Sector
di scretionary fund, and nost of the recreational reserve. And they're not even charging you for
all of them just the ones your pay wll cover."

"Ten dependents . Barin murmured. That would eat up all his pay after he was pronoted, too.
He supposed he should count hinself lucky that Fleet regul ations prohibited official indebtedness.
"And |'m not even nmarried. How could they do this to ne?"

"Look at it this way, sir—+t'll keep you out of trouble."

"No . . . not really. I've just sent in ny order for the wedding . "

"Well, sir-—=

"Attention all hands . . . attention all hands . . ." A pause, during which Barin tried to think
how to get hinself out of his present financial fix. Then the captain's voice: "It is nmy sad duty

to announce that the Speaker of the Table of M nisters has been assassinated. Stand by .
Barin stared at the chief, who stared back. The Speaker assassi nated? Were? How?

And what woul d happen to Brun, and all those wonen?

R S.S. SHRIKE

"Li eutenant Suiza, there's a flash priority nmessage, Cobalt encryption."

" Ummm . Esmay Suiza's nind had drifted, as it did often these days, to Barin.

"Ri ght—wel | keep a link to the ansible and 1'lIl get the captain.” The last priority nessage had
been nedical, directing themto relieve senior NCOs with rejuv of duty, but they had none aboard.
Maybe this one would be useful. What she wanted was a message fromBarin, preferably with a
friendly reaction fromhis famly. Being on two different ships really hanmpered comunication; she
hoped they could neet in person for a few days. Captain Solis knew she was due | eave; he had
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al ready said she could take the time off. But she'd heard not hing.

Captain Solis, never talkative this early in first shift, becane even nore silent after the
encrypted nessage had gone to his console. Esmay gl anced over. "Sir?"

"I . . . said nothing, Lieutenant."” He net her eyes. "Lord Thornbuckle is dead. Assassi nated.
Presumabl y— his gaze dropped to the readout of the decryption device. "Presunably it's the New
Texas Mlitia, in retaliation for our execution of their Rangers." A pause, during which Esmay did
her best not to ask the question that hamrered at her nmind. He answered it anyway. "Lieutenant,
you can count on all |eaves being cancelled. I'msorry. There are some things nore urgent than a
weddi ng. "

"I't won't hurt to do the paperwork," Esmay said, w thout thinking. Solis gave her a |ong | ook, but
finally nodded.

"Good idea. Then if you get the chance . . . but in the neantine, | want a threat assessnent
get started on that while | make the announcenent to the crew "

ALTI PLANO

Newscast: "General Casimr Suiza announced today that the Landbride Suiza is planning to nmarry an
outl ander, Barin Serrano, also an officer in the Regular Space Service. Qpposition to any such
outlander marriage is expected fromthe Landsman's Guild; questions have al ready been asked about
the succession, in view of the fact that Landbride Suiza continues to reside offworld and serve in
the Regul ar Space Service. |In other news, the Speaker of the Table of M nisters has been

assassi nated on Castle Rock . "

GUERNESE REPUBLI C GENERAL NEWS SERVI CE

Newscast: " . . . of nore concern is the threat of renewed viol ence fromthe New Texas Mlitia
branches which were not destroyed by the Fanmilias Regnant in their extravagant attenpt to rescue
the Speaker's daughter. Questions have been raised in Parlianment about the involvenment of Guernes
intelligence personnel in that attenpt, and whether such cooperation with the Famlias Regnant
conprom sed GQuernesi interests . "

Menmorandumto the Chair of the Benignity:

What ever the Familias Regnant hoped to gain by attacking the Texan Mlitia, and despite the
successful extrication of the Speaker's daughter, they will find they have poked a hornet's nest.
Although it is tenpting to take advantage of this, | believe that any contact with the Mlitia
woul d endanger our |ongstanding policy, and would risk alienating the Holy Father

Qur intelligence reports indicate continuing and wi dening splits between the ruling el enents,
however, which might well be exploited w thout entangling us with the New Texans. Project Dance
has provided the nost accurate assessments so far of the behaviors of major Fanmilias septs.
Project Retainer is showing a profit, and the |atest data indicate that sone 15-23% of the R S. S.
senior NCO corps will be severely affected within another 180 days, with peak incidence at 250-300
days. Three independent sources confirmearly failure beginning over 300 days ago. It is sonmewhat
surprising that the Fanilias have not cut back manufacture and distribution of the drugs

Menorandumto the Admiral of the Fleet:

At the request of the Table of Mnisters and the Grand Council, all ships not on high-alert status
will maintain one mnute of silence at 1200 hours on the day of Lord Thornbuckle's funeral, and no

file:/l/F|/rah/Elizabeth%20Moon/Moon,%20Eliz...0Legacy%2006%20-%20Change%200f%20Command.txt (4 of 202) [5/20/03 11:39:47 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Elizabeth%20M oon/M oon,%20Eli zabeth%20-%620The%20Serrano%20L egacy %2006%20-%20Change%6200f%20Command.txt

ot her recognition shall be given; specifically there shall be no salute of arns.

"One mnute of silence in respect for the Speaker of the Grand Council."

Sil ence dragged on. Longer than a minute, it felt |ike. Esmay wondered how Brun was hol di ng up
She had not had time to recover fromher captivity, and al ready she had | ost her father. Esnay
mur nur ed prayers she had not thought of in years.

Memorandum to t he Chief of Personnel, fromthe Chief, Medical Services:
Urgent you refer all enlisted personnel who received rejuvenation treatment within the past ten
years to medical inmrediately. Make no exceptions. If necessary, refer in order of rejuvenation

Admiral Vida Serrano, now securely in conmand of Sector Seven, read the menorandumin silence,
very aware of the tension in Master Chief Valdos' shoul ders. She herself had forwarded the
concerns of Barin and Captain Escovar about nmental deterioration in senior enlisted personnel
under the tightest security. She had followed the subsequent nedical investigation, but the
details eluded her. Rejuvenation neurobiol ogy was not her field. She needed to be briefed on it,
and so far—despite several increasingly firmrequests to Fleet Headquarters—no such briefing had
taken pl ace.

How coul d she reassure Val dos, and others under her conmmand, w thout the informati on she needed?
What woul d happen if she couldn't?

"Cet me the heads of personnel and nedical," she said. "W have a situation | don't fully
understand, and | want to be sure we handle this with both discretion and fairness."

"Sir." A pause. "If the admiral permts—
"Co ahead."

"I's it true they're |l ooking for ways to bunp out senior NCOs, an excuse not to offer any nore
rejuvenati ons?"

Just the kind of ideas she did not want floating around. But was it true?

"I'n my opinion, Chief—and it's only ny opinion, but | do have sone data—this nmay have to do with
medi cal problens froma bad batch of rejuv drugs."

"Probl ens. "
"Yes. | amnot going to bl acken anyone's name, because | don't know all the facts. |'mnot a
medi cal officer. | do know that investigation of sonething el se reveal ed a source of contam nated

rejuv drugs, and there was concern that they m ght have made it into our supply chain. Meanwhil e,
several senior NCOs began showi ng neurol ogi cal synptonms within a few nonths to a year of each
ot her—wi dely separated in their duty stations, and not all in the same branch."”

"Coul d they—have given us bad drugs, to justify later refusal to rejuv?"

"On purpose?" He nodded. "Absolutely not. If that's what happened, | suspect it is a sinple
m stake—er, if not, an eneny wi shed to deprive us of our npst val uable senior NCOs in order to
make a strike easier.”

"I hope you're right, sir." He went out, shaking his head.

She hoped she was right, too . . . and that he believed her. If the NCOs started worryi ng about
whet her they had been given bad drugs intentionally, the close-knit community of Fleet could
unravel with fatal speed.
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I nternal Menorandum Mor Con Phar maceuti cal s:

despite the best efforts of our advertising departments to restore confidence in our
product, the market share is still severely depressed conpared to the 68% dom nance of the market
we enj oyed before the Patchcock scandal. Qur conpetitors have taken full advantage of revel ations
about the inferior quality of our product, and our legal staff tells us that litigation is stil
i ncreasing. This has severely affected profits, which used to nmake up over 20% of the total for
the Conselline Sept. Non-political means of recovery have been ineffective; we need |egislative
relief fromlaws that are crippling our attenpt to deal fairly and honestly with the consequences
of the errors made by others. We feel it is inperative that sone neans be found to regai n market
share. Lady Venezia Mirrrelline continues to oppose this, and we have been unable to convince her
that we cannot be held responsible for the acts of sabotage by a foreign agent.

REGULAR SPACE SERVI CE M LI TARY PRI SON
STACK | SLANDS, COPPER MOUNTAI N

On a cold, windy day in local autum, the prisoners of Stack Islands MIlitary Prison were drawn up
in ranks to witness another change of comand cerenony from behind barriers of both steel and
invisible force shields. In front of it, in the snall enclosed parade ground, all but a few of the
guards were also in formation, uneasily aware of the prisoners' gazes fixed on their backs. No
matter that a force shield lay between them nothing protected them fromthe mal evol ence.

Up in front, losep Tolin relinquished his conmand to Pilar Bacarion with relief. He had not
enjoyed any noment of his stay in that exile fromhis former sphere of power, and he had agreed to
take early retirement to get quit of it. Pilar, though—he would be very glad to put the wi dth of
the Big Ccean, and | ater sone deepspace, between hinself and one of the few wonen who had ever
been close to Adnmiral Lepescu.

On her part, Conmander Pilar Bacarion felt an al nost physical surge of pleasure in the tension on
Tolin's face. He not only disliked her, he was afraid of her. He should be. They all should be,
and they would be, in time. She smled at Tolin, letting himsee that she recogni zed his fear, and
saw the glisten of sweat on his forehead, even in the cold. Then she rel eased himfrom her gaze,
and turned it instead on her subordinates.

They did not flinch. She had not thought they would. Their gaze chall enged her—the first female
commander this prison had ever had. WAs she tough enough, their gaze asked. Could she do the job?
O hers—whose identities she al ready knew-had no doubts about her toughness. They were well aware
that Lepescu had been her mentor, that she had supported his agenda. Carefully disguised in her
duffle were slivers of the ears she had taken; when it had becone inprudent to keep these proofs
of her status, she had sliced themthin herself and found hiding places for them

She had Hunted, in the oldest Hunt of all; she had killed. She had survived the Hunt on Sirialis,
having left to take command of a ship before the gane ended with Lepescu dead and Heris Serrano
once nore in favor with Fleet brass. But no one knew it. They were all dead, and the prisoners
she'd hunted had never seen her face. Her |luck was strong, and her skills—she would match her
skills against Serrano directly some day; she knew she would wi n.

She | ooked past the guards, past the force screen, to the prisoners in their drab ranks. In there
she al so had potential allies. In tine.

Tolin left at last, in the whining aircar. She wi shed hima nasty stormon the way to the
mai nl and, but it didn't really matter. Let himlive—and let himrealize soneday just what he'd
seen, in their brief exchange.

The cerenony over, Pilar sumoned her staff. They were unw se enough to | ook surprised; she
al l oned herself a tight snile on the way to her office, thinking how soon they woul d | earn what
she was |ike.
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On the mainland, at Main Base, autumm had not yet noderated a brutally hot summer. It had been a
dry year, and now fine reddi sh dust turned the sky dirty brown as the wind lifted it high into the
at nospher e.

In this kind of weather, everyone who could get offbase privileges spent hours in Qtown's bars,
drinki ng whatever was col dest. Even conbat veterans accepted the crowd in their favorite watering
hole. It was too hot, and too nmiserable, to conplain.

Margi u Pardalt, newy graduated fromthe Acadeny, and the only Xavierine in her class, had a habit
of comng tops in her classes. She had to; she had to do sonething to nake up for her sister

Masi u, killed by raiders years ago. Masiu had been the famly genius: brilliant, brave, everything
a famly could hope for. Margiu was second-best, and knew it—a poor replacenent for the fallen
hero—so it was up to her to nmake her mark, to be Masiu's nenorial. Her place in the Acadeny had
been a gift fromthe Famlias in nmenory of Masiu. Her place in the universe was to be her gift in
return.

She had earned an evening's liberty by coming first in her class yet again at Copper Muntain, and
she thought it fitting that her free hours cane at a time when no rational person could enjoy
them She'd have stayed in her quarters, but her training CO had told her to get off the base—and
orders were orders.

Anot her gust of wind how ed down Qtown's nain street and filled her nose with hot stinging dust.
She sneezed, and her eyes watered. It rem nded her too nuch of the Benignity's scorch of Xavier
when she and her famly had wapped torn sheets around their heads for weeks to filter the dust
and ash.

Ahead, on the right, she spotted a doorway just opening as soneone canme out, and a gush of cool er
air brushed her side. She turned into it.

It was only noderately crowded—+ess crowded than the two bars she'd glanced into and | eft—and
snel |l ed of food as much as drink. Margiu made her way to one of the open booths, and slid in, then
| ooked around. The tables and seats |looked a little strange, until she realized they were nmeant to
| ook Iike ship parts. No, they were ship parts. Her quick glance took in the |ong dark

bar —ebvi ously hull material. The nobdel s—ebviously nmilitary vessels. The battle honors hung on the
wal I's, the photographs.

It was a shrine, then. Margiu felt obscurely conforted, and | owered her head to pray for the dead
and the survivors alike. Her famly were Synorhines; she had learned the right forns for
val edi ction and commenoration fromearly chil dhood.

"Do you need hel p?" sonmeone asked. Margiu |l ooked up to find herself face to face with a man in a
float-chair.

"No, sir—+ was honoring the dead," she said.

Hi s brows rose, crinkling the skin around the scars on his bald scalp. "You knew about this
pl ace?"

"No, sir . . . but it's obvious."
"Hmm My | have the honor of your nane?"

"Ensign Pardalt," she said. "From Xavier."

"Ah. Xavier." He | ooked her over carefully. "And you were at the Acadeny when—

"No, sir. | was hone . . . on Xavier, | nean." She knew already that to Fl eet personnel, Fleet was
home, and the planet of origin was just that—the planet of origin.

"And you survived the Benignity—your fanmly as wel|?"
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"Most of them"
"You' re wel come here anytine, Ensign. You've earned it."

But she hadn't earned anything. Not yet. The way she saw it, everything she had, Msiu had earned.
Still, she was not going to contradict soneone |ike this, a conbat veteran

"Thank you," she said instead. And then, carefully, hoping she'd read the signals right, "My I
of fer you a drink?"

She saw a reaction, but she wasn't sure what. "As it is your first tine in nmy establishnent, |
hope you will honor me by accepting one."

She di pped her head. "I would be honored." Then, as he waited, she realized he wanted her to nane
it. She wasn't used to that, but she glanced at the nenu display and chose a dark ale spiced with

gi nger.
When the nug arrived, heavily frosted, it came with a bowl of raw vegetable sticks on shaved ice

"If you like spiced ales, |I thought you nmight |ike these," the man said. Margiu nibbled one; it
had a refreshing bite. He sipped his own drink, watching her over the rim She found it
di sconcerti ng.

"W had Lieutenant Suiza in here when she was on a course,"” he said finally.

That name she knew, of course. Suiza had been added to her fam ly's prayers, and she had heard a
| ot about Suiza in the Acadeny and after. "I've never met her," Margiu said. "But we owe her a
lot."

"You renmind ne of her," the man said. "She's quiet too."

"She's a real hero,” Margiu said. "I'mjust a very green ensign."

"You m ght surprise yourself," the man said.

She did fantasize about that, sonetinmes, but she knew it was ridicul ous. She could be serious,
careful, diligent, prudent—and none of those were heroic virtues, as she understood heroi sm

ZENEBRA; EVENI NG SPORTS W TH ANGH DI OR
CHAUNCY NETWORK

"Lady Cecelia de Marktos, who returned to conpetition several years ago on one of the D Anerosia
string, has qualified for the Senior Horse Trials at Wherrin this season on a horse bred at her
own stables, Seniority. Wth the veteran rider/owner up, Seniority won the Challenge Event for
ri sing novices, then the Stavenge. The pair are expected to threaten the reigning chanpion, Liam
Ardahi and the experienced chanpi on Pl ant agenet, conpeting under the colors of Oregienpos Conbi ne

Vi ewers saw Lady Cecelia's pleasant, bony, sonewhat horselike face, beneath runpled red-gold curls
then a shot of her exercising Seniority over fences, the horse's gleaming red coat only a

shade darker than her hair, then a shot of themover the |ast fence of the Stavenge. The video

shifted to Liam Ardahi guiding Plantagenet over the Werrin Trials' B Course big drop-bridge

conbi nati on the year before, freezing on the instant before | anding, while the comentator recited

their previous record.

Cecelia grinmaced at the display. Like any expert rider, she could find flaws in everything she
did, and would have much preferred to have the vid show her over the seventeenth fence—where she
and Seniority had made neat work of a difficult conbination—+than that |ast fence, where Seniority
had junped flat, and her own hand position showed why. She'd | ost concentration for a crucial few

file:/l/F|/rah/Elizabeth%20Moon/Moon,%20Eliz...0Legacy%2006%20-%20Change%200f%20Command.txt (8 of 202) [5/20/03 11:39:47 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Elizabeth%20M oon/M oon,%20Eli zabeth%20-%20The%20Serrano%20L egacy %62006%620-%20Change%6200f%20Command.txt
seconds.

Why had she been thinking about Pedar Oregi enbs and the Rejuvenants, and not Fence Thirty?

WHERRI N EQUESTRI AN PARK

Two days later, Cecelia brought Seniority in fromthe gallops in exactly the shape she

want ed—pul se and respiration had recovered beautifully, and he coul d have gone another nile

wi thout strain. But any nore fitness now, and he woul d peak before the Senior Trials. No, a |ong
hack this afternoon, then tonorrow—

"Cece! Have you heard?" Columwas waiting for her at the entrance to the gallops, as he usually
did, but he spoke first.

"What ?" She | oosened the strap of her helnmet, and pushed back under it the one lock of red hair
that al ways managed to get | oose and tickle her forehead.

"Lord Thor nbuckle's been killed—t's on all the newsvi ds—

She felt a heaviness in her chest as if she'd been kicked. "Bunny?" A swi ft nontage of pictures
ran through her nind—Bunny at the head of the table, Bunny on horseback on Qpeni ng Day of the hunt
season, Bunny taking over fromKentre at the G and Council, Bunny and Kevil, heads together

di scussing sonmething . . . "It can't be—~ He was younger than she by twenty-odd years; he was

heal thy as a horse—

"They say it might be those terrorists.”

Real ity canme back as Seniority reached down to rub his face on his |leg, and yanked the reins;
Cecelia blinked, |ooked around, saw the subdued flurry of activity near the barns. The first acid
bite of sadness seeped through the shock. If it was true, this was going to hurt a lot. Colum
seermed to understand that she could say nothing; he flung a cool er over the horse's back, and put
a hand to the rein. Cecelia sat there, as he led Seniority on into the aisle between the barns,
where the | ook on the groons' faces told her that the newsvids were playing this straight.

"You heard?" That was Roz, her head groom

"Yes." She slid down, ran the stirrups up, automatically coordinating with the groom as they
unt acked the chestnut horse and began the after-workout rubdown.

"You knew him didn't you?"
Al ready past tense. Cecelia shivered. "Yes. For a long tinme."
"It's terrible. It said on the news there wasn't even enough |left for a neuroscan. No chance—

She didn't want to hear this; she didn't want to think about this. Her rejuvenated body felt alien
suddenly, the reverse of the way she had felt when her young mind lived in her old one . . . now
she felt trapped in a body that could not feel what she felt enotionally.

"Do you think they'll cancel the Trials?"

Cecel i a | ooked over at Roz, who flushed in unbeconing splotches. "I doubt it," she said. "They
didn't stop the Trials when Kentre abdicated."

But even as she said it, she felt uneasy. Wether the Trials went on or not, should she ride? Wat
was the right thing to do? She paused in her strokes down Seniority's nuscled haunch to cal cul ate
travel times. She could not possibly make it to Castle Rock for any menorial service, even if she
gave up the conpetition. That being so, what good would it do Bunny for her to w thdraw?

What good would it do soneone el se?
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She stood watching as Roz and Gerry began spongi ng the horse down, wondering why that had conme to
mnd . . . why, at sone |level, she did not believe that awful milita group had killed Bunny. But
who el se? And how was she going to find out?

"Cece— Dale, her trainer, had Max in tow. "I know, it's awful, but you' ve got to ride this guy."

She wanted to say she couldn't, but she knew she coul d. And what ever happened to humans, horses
needed their unbroken routine. She let a groomgive her a leg up onto Max, and headed back to the
gal | ops.

As always, just being on a horse in notion cleared her mind. Max was no Seniority, but he was
maturing into a very nice ride over shorter distances, and he would bring a good price when the
time came.

If the time cane, with Bunny dead. Who knew what that meant politically? She didn't, though she
had paid nore attention than she used to. Bunny had been a good executive, except perhaps for his
frenzy when Brun was taken—a frenzy no one could blane. Things had gone wel |l -her investnents had
prospered, and if hers prospered then surely the econony was doing well. Except for the volatility
in rejuvenation pharnmaceuticals, which had pretty nuch snoothed out this past year. The

Consel lines had | ost face—and market share—but they certainly weren't ruined.

And what about M randa, and Brun? Wuld they nove back to Sirialis? Wuld they—she hated the
thought that forced itself to the top of her m nd—wuld they still have foxhunting?

That wasn't the inportant thing, of course—the inportant thing was finding out who had killed
Bunny and dealing with him O her

Max took advantage of his rider's wandering mnd and shied at a rustle in the hedge beside the
field. Cecelia caught himbefore he could bolt, and sent himon firmy. Best think about the
horse; that was sonething she could control. For the rest of the two-hour hack, she managed to
keep her sorrow and her worries at bay.

They returned when she handed Max over to the groons. Roz | ooked al nbst as grimas she felt—-she
had worked two seasons on Sirialis, Cecelia remenbered, and had a scrapbook on the Thornbuckl e
famly. "1t'll never be the same," she nuttered to Cecelia. "Young Buttons is a fine nman, but he's
not his father."

"No . . . but Kevil will help him"
"He was hurt too, you know. Really bad—he might die."
"Kevil Mahoney?"

"That's what the newsvid said. If you can trust them Damm those terrorists anyway; | don't know
why they have to nmake nore trouble in the world, as if there's not enough.”

"Lady Cecelia— That was Dale, nore formal than usual. "You have a caller."

The | ast thing she wanted. She turned away, |eaving Roz and the new girl working on Max, and
stripped off her gloves, tucking themin her belt.

He was lounging in the stable office, flipping through the stable feed records.

"Cet out of that," Cecelia said, but without much heat. She herself had sneaked a | ook at the hay
recei pts for other owners, wondering if they had a better source. Everyone snooped in stable
of fices.

"You' re | ooking splendid," Pedar Oregienps said. "Still—terrible news, terrible news."

"Yes, it is." Cecelia sat down heavily in one of the battered |eather chairs. "I"mstill not
really grasping it."

"1 cane over because | knew you' d been close to both of them" Pedar said.
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Cecelia | ooked up sharply. "Both of then"

"Bunny and Kevil, | nmean. At least, that's what the word was, the past few years. People were even
twitti ng young CGeorge about it."

"About ne and Kevil ?"
He shrugged. "And why not?"

"Kevil and | are friends," Cecelia said, alnpst spitting the words out. "Friends, not |overs."

Well, only twice, after which they'd both agreed it wasn't working nearly as well as they'd hoped.
"Yes, | spent a lot of tine with himafter ny rejuvenati on, because | needed his |legal advice to
untangle nmy affairs. But that's all." She was aware of the heat in her face, nixed anger and
shane.

"Well, a friend, then. But still . . . | was sure you'd be upset, so | cane over to check on you."

Disgusting little clinmber. Yes, he was rich, and yes, his famly was Seated, but he was, conpared
to her, a minor twig on the very large and ancient Conselline elm. . . her branch of the Aranl ake
Sept made up a nuch greater percentage of the even | arger and ol der Barracl ough oak

Cecel i a pushed that back down. She wasn't the sort of person who worshipped a fanmily tree; people
didn't get to choose their parentage. Pedar's mannerisns, nore pronounced in old age and despite
several rejuvenations, had been there fromthe day she first met him at someone's birthday party.
He wanted to be a protector . . . bad luck for himthat she didn't need protecting.

"I"'mfine, Pedar. 1'll be fine4+'Il grieve, and then I'Il get over it.
"Way don't you let nme take you to dinner?"

As so often, the kind inmpul se that was exactly wong. "Not tonight, please. | just want to go back
and cry a little. Another time, perhaps.”

“I'"ll hold you to it," Pedar said, and bowed politely. Go away, Cecelia thought, as loudly as she
could while holding a polite smle that made her face ache. He bowed again and left.

She and Bunny had | aughed about Pedar, fromtine to tine—trusting each other not to share that
fact. Hs stiff little bows; his exaggerated courtesies; his passion for antique clothing and
sports even nore usel ess than foxhunting and eventing.

She woul d never have Bunny to laugh with again. She would never see that long, foolish face cone
alight with intelligence, with his quick wit. She would never warm herself at the glow of the |ove
between Bunny and Mranda . . . a | ove she had watched grow and deepen over the many decades she'd
known t hem bot h

Tears ran down her face, and when Dal e came back to the office, she was curled into the big chair,
and didn't hear himstep in, then quietly close the door behind himwhen he |eft again.

CHAPTER TWO
CASTLE ROCK, THE OLD PALACE

The day of Bunny's funeral dawned clear and cold. Mranda woke before dawn, and watched the Iight
seep into the eastern sky. She lay still beneath the covers, feeling the weight of them reluctant
to |l eave that warm nest and face what would be a long and difficult day. Their roon+her room-was
not cold, but she had not felt warmsince that first horrible nonent when they'd told her Bunny
was dead.

A faint click, then nusic so soft she could barely hear it—the nmusic she had chosen hersel f. She
reached over and punched up the vol ume—o sense in that slow crescendo if she was al ready
awake—and threw of f the covers in one angry gesture.
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Bunny was dead. Not hing would change that, not the nusic, not the dawn, not whatever npod she was

in. Beneath her feet, the carpet was still soft and thick. Around her shoul ders, the fleecy jacket
war ned her.
Bunny was dead. She was alive, and beautiful (she heard people whispering, and after all it was

true) and very, very wealthy.
Faintly, through the cl osed door, she heard a lusty cry.

Weal t hy, and the grandnot her of bastards whose fathers were, if not dead, crininals and no doubt
partners of those who had killed Bunny.

M randa had not told Bunny how she felt about those babies. G andnothers were supposed to have a
natural |ove for grandchildren, but she could not see those boys as anything but vandalism
perpetrated on her daughter.

Bunny had seen it differently. Bunny had assumed she would | ove them if Brun couldn't; Bunny had
assuned she woul d organi ze their care.

Bunny was dead.

She stood, unable to nove for a long monment. It wasn't supposed to be like this. People their age
wer e supposed to be adult, mature, stable . . . they were resigned to | oss, said the books she'd
read.

She wasn't resigned. She wanted to shake her fist and scream at the sky; she wanted to fall off a
cliff and drown. The secret was that the rich had hearts too . . . she had | oved Bunny the way
girls in romance storycubes |loved their heroes, and forty years of narriage had not changed that.

And he was dead.

And she was alive, with children and grandchildren and bastard grandchildren who were not at fault
for their fathers' sins, and a daughter still healing fromwhat had been done to her, and al
Bunny' s hopes and dreans for the peace of the world crashing down around them shattered.

When her naid knocked, Mranda smled and calmy accepted a cup of tea, which she drank with
perfect conposure while her maid ran her bath.

Brun Meager had wakened even earlier, when the twins cried, as they often did, in the niddle of
the night. They shoul d be sl eeping through the night, the nursenaids said, but they hadn't done so
nore than one night in four since they were taken from Qur Texas. And Brun had di scovered, to her
annoyance, that when they woke, she al so woke, even if sonmeone el se was doing the feeding and

cl eani ng.

She used the tinme to exercise, the exerci ses she never skipped these days. By the tine her maid
knocked, she had al ready worked herself into a sweat, and showered herself back to nornmal. In the
mrrors of the bath, her face stared back at her, strange after nearly two standard years without
amrror . . . an older face, a harder face, but—n spite of everything—a face of nenorable
beauty.

Sonet hi ng woul d have to be done about that . . . but not today. Today she would walk with her

nmot her, her brothers, her older sister, in the funeral procession; today she woul d hold her head
high in the face of the universe. They had forced her to bear their children. They could not force
her to hide.

PALACE SECURI TY, CASTLE ROCK
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Col onel Bai-Darlin had not slept all night. Oganizing a state funeral had al ways been—waoul d

al ways be—a ni ghtmare of protocol and endl ess conplicated detail, but ordinarily a state funera
was not mxed with a top-level security concern. Even when a head of state was assassinated, that
usual Iy ended the threat. Only 23.87 percent of political assassinations in the past five hundred
years had been foll owed by subsequent assassi nations.

But this was different. The other branches of the New Texas Godfearing Mlitia had specifically
threatened Lord Thornbuckle and his famly, with additional threats to Hazel Takeris, the Rangers
wi ves and fenal e dependents, and several nenbers of the Regular Space Service, including Admra
Vida Serrano. Fleet, Colonel Bai-Darlin thought, could protect its owmn. H's responsibility was the
safety of the civilians, specifically those who would be present, vulnerable, in the funera
processi on.

Hi s predecessor, Colonel Harris, was even now trying to explain why they had not taken sufficient
precautions, why Lord Thornbuckl e had di ed, and no one—not one single MIlitia menmber or
synpat hi zer —-had been capt ured.

He woul d have to assunme they'd try again. He woul d have to assune that everything Harris had done
was wong—that Harris had missed sonething vital

Unless it wasn't the New Texas Godfearing Mlitia after all. Bai-Darlin's head lifted, as if
scenting gane. Wiat if it were soneone el se, soneone trying to use the hotheaded NewTex as a
cover?

In that case, the funeral would probably go off without a hitch. Wich, at the monent, was all he
cared about.

Brun eyed her nother as they came out onto the porch, into the cold sunlight. Security, dark-
uni formed and obvi ously arnmed, hovered around them Five cars, all identical polished burgundy
with black and gold trim awaited them

"Five?" Brun said.
"Security," her nmother said. "Four of themare drags."

"Ah." Four would lay false trails, though since everyone knew where the funeral would be held, she
didn't see how that woul d hel p.

She could at |east notice who was here, and who had not been able to—er wanted to—one. No Lady
Cecelia . . . well, it was the Werrin Trials, after all, and she m ght not even have heard yet.
Her sister Berenice, though, and her brother Abelard. No Raffa or Ronni e—absurd how she had m ssed
them Raffa's Aunt Marta Saenz, such a support to her father while she was nissing—her nother's
report of that had been just a touch acidi c-had gone back to her own world as soon as Brun
returned. No George—but of course the odi ous George had his own critically wounded father to watch
over. O their own sept, her father's younger brother Harlis, and his son Kell, who didn't look to
have i nmproved fromher |ast nmenory of him A whole raft of Consellines, nost of whom she didn't
know wel I enough to put nanmes to, and Venezia Mrrelline.

In ordinary tinmes—not that the death of her father would ever have been ordi nary—Kevil Mahoney
woul d have given the eulogy. Instead it was her Uncle Harlis, and the eulogy slid into a subtle
critique of her father's policies. Afine man, a man with strong famly loyalties . . . to his
children, a man of great abilities who had perhaps not quite lived up to them.

"Bal | ocks!™ That |low nutter was a great-great-uncle in the Barraclough main line. He took the
fl oor next, praising Bunny the way Brun had expected himto be praised. That was the father she
renenbered: generous, loyal, intelligent, capable.

O hers followed. Political friends, describing how Lord Thornbuckle's tactful but firm handling of
the governnent had held it together when Kentre abdicated. Political enemes, praising with
delicate cuts at her father's occasional m stakes, and being so tactful in ignoring the obvious
one that Brun found herself the target of one covert glance after another
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If it hadn't been for her—f it hadn't been for her idiot rashness—her father would still be
alive, and in power, and these sly critics would be silent. She glanced down at her nother's
hands, and saw the knuckl es whitening the skin, though Mranda's face betrayed nothing. Guilt,
sorrow, shame . . . and a deep, deep anger. It was her fault—n part—but it was not all her fault.
Their maneuvering, their use of her msfortune and her father's death—that was their
responsibility.

She had been determined to go away, to change herself into someone el se, and break the connection
with the rash young Brun who fell into captivity; but watching her father's enem es—eneni es she
had not known he had—at her father's funeral, that resol ve weakened.

Prima Bowi e sat enbroidering a collar with a row of tiny green | eaves, and kept a sharp eye on her
househol d. It was hard to realize that only a short tinme ago she had been Prina Bowie in truth,
Mtch's first wife and mother of nine children, with a real household to manage, a household with
a garden and weavi ng shed, with courtyards for the children, and servants and tutors. Now she was
Prina Bowi e on her new Fanilias identity card, because that's what Hazel had told them and even
Hazel didn't know that wasn't a name but a title. She had been called Ruth Ann in chil dhood, |ong
bef ore she was any nan's prinma, but no one had called her that since her father died. And Mtch's
| ast nane wasn't Bowi e—that was his title. He was really a Pardue. So her nane ought to be Ruth
Ann Par due.

Shoul d she tell someone? It would not be fitting to be called Prinma Serrano, when that young wonman
becane his first wife. She knew that, even as she hated the thought of being second or third
behi nd such a young thi ng—and, what was worse, a heat hen abom nation who was actually in the
mlitary.

"Prima?" She | ooked up, to see Sinplicity in the doorway. "Hazel's here, Mama . . . Prinma .

Sinplicity had never |earned not to call her Mama. Prima wi shed again that Mtch had not namde such
a fuss about it, but he had, and she'd had to send the child to the servant's hall even before she
was out of the virgin's bower. It occurred to Prinma that now she could reverse that decision

"It's all right to call me mana here, Sinplicity," she said softly. The girl's expression rel axed.
"Mama! But the Ranger—=
"I'sn't here. You may say Mana."

Sinmplicity ran over, just like the small child she was inside, and hugged Prinma clunsily. "Love
you, Mama."

"I love you, Sinplicity," Prima said, greatly daring. She patted the girl on the shoul der. "There
now. Go to the kitchen and bring us sone | enpnade. "

"Yes, Mama." Sinplicity had al ways been bi ddabl e and sweet; Prima could not help wi shing Mtch had
appreci ated that sweetness nore.

Hazel tapped at the doorfranme. "Prinm?"

"Yes." Prima pushed the needle through her work, and laid it aside. "Cone in, have a seat. Wuat is
t he news?"

Hazel | ooked at her. "You could turn on a vid."

"Full of nonsense," Prima said. "Al that arguing, and bad | anguage, too." She didn't nention the
ot her things she had found there by accident. Men and women with no clothes on, doing things she
had never imagi ned they could do.

"Lord Thornbuckl e's funeral was today," Hazel said.

Prima knew that. Everyone knew that. Even with the vid turned off, there was no way to avoid
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knowi ng that the Speaker of the Table of Mnisters, whose daughter had started all the troubles,
had di ed and was bei ng—ot buried, because they didn't do that here, but . . . but whatever they
called it, today.

It was all his fault, really. Prima wanted to believe that, wanted to believe that if that one
arrogant blond nan had not been so bad a father that his daughter had fallen into captivity, then
she would still be Prima Bowie, first wife of a Ranger, safe and happy in the household she had
known—had hel ped nmake—si nce her weddi ng.

That was a confortable thought. Al his fault, and Mtch the innocent dupe of heathens. Herself an
i nnocent victim The children . . . Prima sighed. Try as she might, she could not convince

hersel f—quite—that it was all Lord Thornbuckle's fault. O even his daughter's, though she | oathed
the tall yellow haired wonan.

"Prima— Hazel was leaning forward. "I'msorry, but—+ really need to talk to you about your
pl ans. ™

"My plans?" Prinma stiffened, her fingers pausing for a nonment in their busy work. "Wat do you
mean?"

"Everyone wants to know what you are going to do—about the children's schooling, about supporting
your sel f—=

"Supporting nyself!" Prima fastened on that; she was not about to discuss sending the children out
to one of the heathen schools. "But the Serranos promni sed protecti on—

"Protection, yes. But there are hundreds of you, all told—+they can't afford to support all of you
not |ike this—=

Like this, in a warren of indoor roons in a tall building, with windows that | ooked out on nore
tall buildings. Prima woul d have given anything for a bit of ground to walk on, sky to | ook at.

"And there are | aws about the children, about schooling."

That she could answer. "I amnot sending my children to sone heathen school to be taught
Vil eness—
"There are religious schools,"” Hazel said. "I brought you a cube—=

A cube. Wich she could access only with a cube reader. A nachine. Machines, the parsons had
al ways sai d, would make wonen | azy.

"I need to change ny nane," she said abruptly. Hazel |ooked surprised. "I'mnot Mtch's Prima
anynore," she said. "Ruth Ann was ny birth nane, and | should be Ruth Ann again."

"Ruth Ann," Hazel said softly, tasting it in her nouth. "It's a pretty nane."
"It sounds strange to nme; no one's called ne that since ny parents, years ago."
"Didn't they keep calling you—="

"No, it wouldn't have been fitting. | was Prinma Pardue fromthe day | married Mtch, and Prina
Bowi e fromthe day he becane Ranger." She fidgeted a bit, w shing she didn't have to ask what she
wanted to know. "Hazel . . . | never see anyone like Sinplicity, even on the vid, when | do watch
it. Surely your people have children that turn out . . . not quite . . . right?"

"Not many," Hazel said. She flushed; Prina knew sonething forbidden was in her mnd. "I know you
don't like to hear it, but—people do tests and nedical treatnent even before babies are born, to
be sure nothing is wong with them Then, if sonething happens during pregnancy or birth, they fix
it."

"Fix it." Like a door? But people weren't doors and shutters and shoes and . . . "How can you fix
a mnd?" she asked, greatly daring
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"I don't know." Hazel's flush faded. "I'mstill young; | haven't finished ny schooling, and
never studied any nedicine."

"Could they fix . . . Sinplicity . . . now?"
"l don't think so," Hazel said. "I can ask. But | think they have to be younger." She cocked her
head. "But Prinma—Ruth, | nmean—there's no need to "fix' Sinplicity. She's a sweet, |oving person

the way she is."

"Your people don't value sweetness,” Prima said. "They value intelligence.”

Hazel paused, |ooking thoughtful. "There are many places in the Fanmlias where that's true, but
there are al so many places that will value Sinplicity for her gentleness, her kindness. | think
you m sjudge us. If you want to find a place—=

"No. | don't want to send her away! That's what Mtch said!" That's what Mtch had done. It still
hurt her, that Sinplicity had had to endure nmonths in that nursery away fromthe home she | oved.

"I didn't nean send her away. | neant go with her to a place where she'd be wel cone."
"l can't go anywhere wi thout ny—wi thout Ensign Serrano's perm ssion."
"You could tell himwhat you want."

"Hazel —you know | can't do that. He's my—well, not husband, the way he should be, but he's our
protector. It is for himto decide what to do with us."

"That's not how it works, here," Hazel said. Prima had heard that before, but it was hard to
bel i eve. Ensign Serrano was her protector, on the guarantee of his grandnother; he had the right
to decide where they would live, and how "He'd probably be delighted if you found a place where
you and the others could be happy."

"l don't know how to do that,” Prima said. "I don't know where to start."

"You coul d ask Professor Meyerson."

"Wl traude?" This had not occurred to Prinm; she knew that Meyerson clai ned expertise in Texan
hi st ory—though a very strange version of it, fromPrim's viewpoint—but what could she know about
ot her worl ds?

"She's a professor—inding things out is what she does best."

"Could you explain it?" Prinma asked. She was much nore confortable with Hazel, even Hazel in nen's
pants, than with Waltraude in a dress. Waltraude | ooked at themall as if they were carrots and
beets and potatoes on the kitchen table—as if she were considering how they would fit in a stew

"If she conmes back in tinme. Prina—ene thing | cane to tell you—+'mleaving later today. | should
be on nmy way to the ship now—<learing custons is going to take longer than usual. |'m going back
tonmy famly."

"Ch." She had known, in a way, that Hazel would |eave, as the forner captive wonen had | eft. Those
wonen—she still worried about them but they had all insisted on going, sone to restorative
surgery, others with voice synthesizers, back to their famlies if they had any, or a life of

i ndependence that Prinma could not inagine wanting. "I'll mss you, Hazel," Prinma said, feeling the

hot tears rise

"You were good to ne," Hazel said, and cane to hug her. Prima could feel the girl's young breasts
now . . . Hazel was breeding age, but she would not breed. She woul d do—i ght al ready have
done—terrible things to herself so that she woul d have no babies until nuch later. She night

al ready be an Abom nation

Yet Hazel was a good girl—-honest, kind, gentle. She had been so desperately worried about the two
little girls, in the beginning; she had been so sweet to all the children. If she'd been Prima's
daughter, Prima woul d have been proud of her. But now she'd go off to some school, or fly on a
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ship, or—Prima could not even inmagine all the possibilities, and knew she couldn't. How could a
child like this know what she wanted, what was right?

"God's blessing on you," Prima said, greatly daring in offering a blessing to a heathen. She
wanted to tell Hazel not to use any abominable technol ogy, but she knew that was futile. The girl
was the product of that technology; her fanmly used it, she would use it too. She prayed silently
that God woul d keep Hazel safe.

* * %

SECTOR SEVEN HEADQUARTERS

"We now know what happened, Admiral." The chief nedical officer touched the display controls, and
blurred blots of color sharpened into focus. "The Surgeon CGeneral's office sent this out by
ansi bl e; the research labs finally figured it out. In a normal rejuvenation, on the left, the

nmet abolites of the rejuv drugs are each involved in scavengi ng specific degradati on products."

"I'n plain |anguage?" Vida Serrano asked. She knew, and knew they knew, what was nmeant, but she was
determ ned to make themsay it in |anguage that anyone coul d understand. She had al ready been
briefed, very secretly, by Marta Katerina Saenz.

"The rejuv drugs break down in the body into other chenicals, and those chem cal s—ret abol it es—bi nd
to and renmove the chem cal compounds characteristic of aging.”

"Very well."

"I'n a normal rejuvenation, that |eaves only healthy, undegraded tissues as a matrix for
replication, the second part of the rejuvenation process."

"So the first part throws out the old, as it were, and then the second part builds up the new?"

"Yes, Admiral. But on the right—f you'll |ook right here—you can see that these tissues, which
stain green, are not being renoved. No green on the left, and green—

"On the right. Yes. And | presune that nmeans that age-deteriorated tissues are left in the matrix
when the rejuv proceeds."”

"Exactly. Wiich replicate into age-deteriorated tissues, so that after sone years—t depends on
the anobunt of deterioration in the original as well as the exact kind of faulty drug—the
deterioration affects brain function like any other senile denentia."

"So—how do you fix it?"

"Unfortunately, we don't know It appears that if no actual functional degradation has occurred,
then a rejuvenation with good drugs produces a fresh start. But when we tried that on one of the
first patients, it didn't work. The body rejuvenated to a young age, but the nental function
stayed the same. W have been observing himfor nonths now, and while the deterioration has not
progressed, it has also not inproved."

"What about other treatnents? Surely you had sonething for this kind of problem before rejuv?"

"No, not really. Admiral <+ know that nobody likes to hear this, but medical nmiracles are rarely
mracles."”

Marta had told her the same thing, but she'd hoped for better news.

"How early can you detect the problenP" If they couldn't reverse it, perhaps catching it early
woul d wor k.

"Wthin a year of a bad rejuv, which is plenty of time to correct it. But the tests take
weeks—aybe we can speed it up later, but not yet—and we have a lot of people to test."

What were they going to do with those whose rejuvs had failed, who had al ready been damaged
Vi da shuddered. Rejuvenate themto youthful bodies and senility of mnd? Wwo would take care of

file:/lIF|/rah/Elizabeth%20Moon/Moon,%20Eliz...0Legacy%2006%20-%20Change%200f%20Command.txt (17 of 202) [5/20/03 11:39:47 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Elizabeth%20M oon/M oon,%20Eli zabeth%20-%620The%20Serrano%20L egacy %2006%20-%20Change%6200f%20Command.txt

then? For how long? O . . . let themdie? Neither horn of the dilenma seened tenable, and for
once she was glad that it wasn't her decision. Let the Grand Admiral and the Surgeon Genera
figure it out; the mathematics of equity in this escaped her

ZENEBRA, TWO DAYS BEFORE THE SENI OR TRI ALS

For di nner, Pedar had chosen Raynond's, that year's fashionable restaurant. She steered hi maway
fromdiscussing the Trial s—he wanted her to dissect all the other competitors for his anmusenent.

"I't's not right," she insisted. "They're ny friends as well as ny fellow conpetitors; it's not
honorable to pick themapart like that." She touched the table controls and brought up the
chessboard. "Let's play."

"Don't be naive, Cecelia," Pedar said. Had he rejuved yet again? She couldn't tell. He stil
dressed nore like an actor in sone deep-historical play. Her interest in history didn't extend to
clothing styles, so she wasn't sure what period. "There's no place in real life for honor. In

sports, perhaps— He picked up a black knight and a white, and nmade them bow to each ot her. "But
even you know that what really nmatters is winning." He clashed the pieces together

"I'f you break the rules," Cecelia said, trying to be reasonable, "they elininate you."

Pedar tilted his hand. "Then you m ght say that Bunny broke the rules."
She coul d not believe what she was hearing. "You—=

"Cecelia—the rules are on a different |evel, when you're talking about realities . . . surely you
know that." H s tone indul ged her, the know edgeable adult to the ignorant adol escent. "Men |ike
Bunny make the rules . . . until someone el se displaces them" He pushed the white king al ong the
board, knocking the other pieces askew, until it rested on the edge of the board. "Yet there are
al ways rul es beyond rules . . . the rules that keep a nan in his place—er nove himaway." Hs
finger touched the ganme piece; it teetered a nonent on the edge of the table, then fell

Her body tensed, as if she had seen an unexpected ditch | oom ng beyond a junp she thought she
knew. Hs expression shifted, reflecting hers; she hated that he had noticed. But he kept sniling,
wai ting her answer. She couldn't think what to answer. She had to say sonething, though; she could
feel his smile beginning to stiffen in place, |ike overbeaten egg whites.

"I see," she said, buying tinme. She didn't understand about Bunny yet, what rul es he had broken
that brought this man and his faction to the desperate action they had taken. She didn't

under stand why he had hinted so broadly, or what he expected her to do about it. But she did see
that none of it was accidental, not Bunny's death, or this dinner nmeeting, or anything el se Pedar
did. Perhaps as far back as the Trials several years ago, her first ride in years. He had tried
then to talk to her about the politics of the Rejuvenants, and she had dismissed it as nere
fashion. "I do wonder," she said after a |ong pause, "what, if anything, the New Texas Godfearing
Mlitia has to do with Rejuvenants.”

He rel axed just that fraction which told her she had chosen the safer alternative at that
conversational fence.

"Peopl e need sonething to blane for their disappointnments,” he said. "As sonme opportunities are
forecl osed, others must be seen to open. O unrest night becone general."

Cecelia puzzled at this. Again, he waited for her, that indulgent snmile which told her he expected
her to be slow to understand. She hated that patience; if this was what she would becone, as a

Rej uvenant, she might just as well run her horse over a cliff and be done with it. Cpportunities
forecl osed—+that had to be because Rejuvenants could live well-nigh forever, and who was going to
give up power and privilege while still young and capabl e? Mentally, she transferred the probl em
to horse breeding, where it nade nore sense to her. If the old horses didn't die off, and you kept
breeding at the same rate . . . well, of course
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"I wonder if rejuv drugs would work on horses,
t ongue.

she said, before she could get a | ock on her

Pedar burst out |aughing, and the bald man at the next table | ooked up. "Cecelia, ny dear! Only
you woul d think of rejuvenating a horse!"”

She could feel the heat in her face. Yet—f he |l aughed at her like that, he was not afraid of her
wits. She allowed her voice to carry a little sting. "I see what you nean, Pedar. Those who cannot
afford rejuvenation, or who are sinply inpatient, see ahead of thema lifetinme of blocked
opportuni ti es—bl ocked by the Rejuvenants. But the universe is large—+f they are discontented and
anbi ti ous enough, there are col ony worl ds—

"Theft is always nore profitable, until the thief is caught,” Pedar rmurnured.
"That' s— She was about to say ridiculous, when a tension in Pedar's face silenced her

She had too rmuch to think about, and she did not really want to think about any of it. O what use
were her wealth, and her skills, and her rejuvenated body, if she couldn't do what she |iked

wi t hout having to worry about the rest of the universe? Wat she had want ed—what she hoped to
gain—was a long life full of her own particular pleasures . . . which began, though they did not
end, in that stable block on Rotterdam Which centered on horses and the people who had identified
thensel ves as horse people since |ong before humans left O d Earth.

She reminded herself that she had tinme for both, now No |onger need she fear the advancing years,
the aging of joints and bones that woul d make her slower, clunsier. She could afford to spend a
few nont hs now deal i ng with whatever conplication Pedar neant, without losing it.

But she didn't want to.

And Pedar knew that. As she dipped the asynmetrical spoon always used with Biaristi cold soups, as
she refreshed her nouth afterwards with a sip of Eran ale, and went on to the crunchy-coated
strips of spiced rock grouse, she was aware that Pedar, in sounding her out, was expecting exactly
the retreat she nost wanted to nake. He had turned the conversation back to the Trials, to her
chances, and his. She answered automatically, but watched as froma distance the subtle signals of
hi s expressions.

What a toad the man was, after all. He would dangle some conspiracy in front of her for his own
anusement, sure that she could not concentrate on anything but horses for |ong enough to |l earn
anyt hi ng dangerous, or do anything .

"I think you're quite right to ride anyway," Pedar said. "After all, it's too late to attend any
cerenony. "

"The horse is ready," Cecelia said, fighting back an urge to change her nmind and not ride after
all. "And so am|. You're staying too."

"For the sane reasons," Pedar said. "I'mready; ny horse is ready, and nmy conpetition . . . is
here. "

And because it gave hima strong apparent alibi. Wile someone had plotted Bunny's assassi nati on
Pedar had been very publicly visible a very |ong way away, supervising his horse in training for
the Senior Trials. Cecelia knew it would have been possible to have it done—anyone knew t hat —but
finding and proving the |inks would be nore difficult. And dangerous.

She was, she discovered on the day, nore ready than she knew for this particular event. Wile
not hi ng could make the Senior Trials effortless, she was hardly aware of the effort she exerted.
Seniority reacted well to her detached cal mess, and put in faultless cross-country and stadi um
rounds . . . which, in the end, were enough to win, when the dressage |eader (also faultless in
cross-country) had a rail down the next day. Liam Ardahi had to withdraw during the cross-country,
when Pl antagenet refused the water repeatedly. Cecelia wondered if that were entirely an acci dent;
Pl ant agenet had al ways been bold into water. But if Pedar wanted her distracted by a major wn
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he was ruthlessly conpetitive, but he had won a nmuch | arger conpetition—as he sawit.

She smled for the press on her victory gallop, and renmenbered to thank all her staff, enclosing a
personal note with the bonus credit each received. At the reception that evening, she wore her
anber necklace carved in the |ikeness of Epona. Like that enignatic goddess, she smled and
accepted congratulations, finally pleading a sore elbowin order to | eave before m dni ght.

An hour l|ater, wearing a groonm s overall, she was hacking down the dark road to the spaceport on
Max, whose alert ears and brisk nmovenent reveal ed that the horse, at |east, thought this was a
fine idea. If anyone asked, her groundcar was parked in the stable Iot, and everyone knew that she
was likely to have gone to the stables to end the night's celebration there. Colum had had Max
saddl ed for her—an extra hack would do that one no harnm-but had been out of sight when she led the
horse out.

Five kiloneters away, where a service road net the tracks of A Course, Phase C, Dale waited with
the truck and trailer, in which a horse stanped its inpatience; Roz had driven her own battered
little groundcar. Cecelia swing off Max, helped load himin the trailer beside Dul cy—Max could be
difficult to load in an enpty trailer—then struggled with the car's cranky driver-side door. Roz
slamed it fromoutside, and clinbed into the truck; Cece drove off alone to the regional airport.

* * %

The advantage of piloting her own ship was that her flight plan and her actual destination need
have nothing to do with each other. She had di scussed with her staff the training schedule for
Seniority and Max for the rest of the season, and told them she was going to visit EquiSite's |ab
before returning to Rotterdam to check on a new gene-scul pting technique only recently applied to
hor ses.

Then she filed a flight plan for Rotterdam knowi ng that her staff would not coment.

Her new pl anet-to-junmp craft all owed her to bypass Zenebra's crowded station. She expected Pedar
to check on her flight plan, and her junp vector. Fine. Let himcheck. The exit vector for
Rotterdam actually led to the first internediate junp point, and fromthere she could route to
Castl e Rock easily. She spared a nonent to thank Heris for suggesting that she get a |icense and
learn to pilot her own craft.

Though she did mss the luxury of Sweet Delight, and the deference accorded a full-size yacht.
What she really wanted was another |ong, hot bath and a nassage. She had nanaged to cramin a
smal | wet-bath facility and the necessary recycling gear by elinminating any possibility of
inviting sonmeone el se along. So a shower and no massage, and she woul d expect to wake up stiff in
the nmorning. Even a rejuvenated body couldn't do the Senior Trials w thout strain.

Still, it was worth it. Pounce had nore speed than her old yacht, as well as the ability to | and
onpl anet. She was past the orbital station now, follow ng the beacons out to the system s junp
poi nt .

CHAPTER THREE

Two uneventful transits after |eaving Zenebra, Cecelia was

in Castle Rock's nearspace, confirmng that Mranda was still onplanet and still in residence in
the A d Pal ace. Wen she called, the staff person who answered reported that Mranda woul d i ndeed
be willing to see her. Cecelia nade her shuttle reservation while waiting for the station tug to
bunp her gently into the docking harness. The paperwork necessary to clear the Rockhouse Maj or
Docknmast er and Custons seened to take forever (had Heris really coped with this nuch, or was it

wor se because of the assassination?) but she nade her shuttle with a few nminutes to spare. She saw
no one she knew on Rockhouse Major, and no one familiar on the down shuttle. That suited her; she
was in no nmood to talk to any of her acquaintances.

But when she cane out of the shuttleport entryway, |ooking for a hirecar, she saw one of the |ong
black official cars, with the Fanilias seal on the doors, and the driver clearly recognized her

"Lady Cecelia?"
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n Ye s ? n
"Lady Mranda sent us for you. Your |uggage?"

"In the dunp,” Cecelia said, handing over the ID strip. The driver nodded to his second, who took
the strip and went off toward the dunps. Belatedly, Cecelia wondered if she should rmake sure of
their identity and authorizati on—Heris, she thought, would be scolding her if Heris were here. But
the driver was now hol ding out a flat packet.

"Lady Mranda wanted you to have this first," he said.

Cecelia opened it. A note fromMranda, and a flatpic of the driver and assistant. "You may not be
worried," the note said, "but we have | earned we nust all take precautions. | look forward to
seei ng you."

In mnutes, the assistant was back with Cecelia's few pieces of luggage, all nmarked with the
striped tape that neant they' d passed Custons. Cecelia got into the car and wondered, as it shot
forward into traffic, if they were taking the sane route Bunny had followed the day he was kill ed.
She didn't ask.

At the Pal ace, everything seemed normal at first. The same uniforms at the gate, at the doors. The
same quietly efficient staff who guided her first to her guest room overl ooking a small garden,
and then, when she had showered and changed, to Mranda's suite. It was hard to renmenber, in this
qui et gracious place, that Bunny was dead, and all their peace in peril. She found herself
expecting to see himconming down the corridor, his pleasantly foolish face lighting with a smle.

Until she cane face to face with Mranda, and saw the devastation of that |egendary beauty.
Cecel i a wondered how the sane exquisite curves of bone, the sanme flaw ess skin, could now express
a wasteland. After the rituals of greeting, when the staff had placed a tea set on the |ow table
and wi thdrawn, Cecelia could wait no |onger. No need, when the porcelain surface had al ready
shattered

"M randa, what have they told you about it—about who did it?"

"Not hi ng." Mranda poured a cup of tea and handed it to Cecelia; the cup did not rattle on the
saucer. "l know the news nedia say it was the New Texas Mlitia, in retaliation for the
executions. | know that the former head of security is on admnistrative | eave. But they have very
gently let ne know that investigations are in progress, and | will be informed when it is time. Do
have a pastry; you always |liked these curly ones, didn't you?"

Cecelia ignored the offered pastry. "Mranda . . . | don't think it was the Newlex Mlitia."
"Why?" Mranda's face had no nore expression than a caneo.
"I think it was soneone . . . inside."

"Fam | y?" Her voice was cool. Wiy wasn't she upset? Wiy wasn't she frightened? Had she been
t hrough too nuch?

Cecelia waited a nmonent, then went on. "Pedar said . . . that Bunny broke rules."
Mranda's mouth twitched; it might have been grimace or grin. "He did. He was so . . . so quiet,
so. . . conpliant, it always seemed. But fromthe first tine he brought ne a tart he'd fil ched

fromthe cook, when we were children, and showed nme where we could hide from our governesses .
he broke rules.”

"More inportant than that," Cecelia said.

"I know." Mranda stared past Cecelia's left ear, as if she saw sonething a | ong way away, but was
too tired to pay nuch attention

"Mranda!" Even before Mranda turned her eyes back, Cecelia had bitten back the rest of it, al
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that she wanted to say. You can't give up now. You have to keep going. You have a fanm|ly—

"I have a famly," Mranda said, in that cool |evel voice. "I have responsibilities. Children
G andchil dren. You don't want ne to forget that."

"Yes . " Cecelia had | owered her voice, and strove to sit quietly.

"l do not care." Mranda turned that caneo face full on Cecelia. "I do not care about the

chi | dren—ot even Brun, whom | nost desperately want to care about. | do not care about the
grandchi l dren, those bastard brats forced on ny daughter— Her breath caught in a ragged gasp
giving the lie to that do not care. Cecelia said nothing; there was nothing she could say. "I do
not care," Mranda went on, "about anything but Branthconbe. Bunny. Wom in this day and age, and

in spite of rejuvenations and genetic selection and everything el se we invented to spare us the

pain of living . . . | loved. Al ny life, fromthe time he brought ne that cherry tart, and we
ate it in alternate bites, sitting on the back stairs . . . | loved him It was a nmracle to ne
that he loved ne. That he survived the hunting season we still make our young people go through
that he renmenbered nme after ny years in seclusion at Cypress Hill, that he married ne. And

fathered ny children, and no matter what stayed |oyal and decent and— Her voice broke at last, in
a gasp that ended in sobs.

"My dear . . ." Cecelia reached out, uncertain. Mranda had been, for so |ong, another exquisite
porcelain figurine in Cecelia's nental collection of beautiful wonen—ike her sister, like all the
wonen of that type—and she had never touched any of themfor nore than the rituals of class
affection—the fingertips, the cheeks. But Mranda didn't recoil, and | eaned into her as if Cecelia
were her nother or her aunt.

The sobs went on a long tinme, and Cecelia had a cranp in the small of her back fromtw sting to
acconmodate Mranda's position, by the time Mranda quieted.

"Damation," she said then. "I thought | was over it."
"I don't think you can get over it," Cecelia said

"No. Not really. But over it enough to function. You're right, | have to do that nuch. But |
really do not know how. "

"Your advi sors—

"Are vultures." Mranda gave Cecelia a sideways glance and pulled back a little; Cecelia took that
hint and stood, stretching. "You, never having nmarried, may not realize just how conplicated the
situation is. Your estate is all yours, and you have the disposal of it—

"When nmy hamfisted relatives don't interfere," Cecelia said. She had tried, and failed, to put
out of her mnd her sister's interference in her will. The | egal repercussions had dragged on for
several years.

"True. But what | have is Bunny's |egacy in several separate real ns, some of which | stayed out
of . The political =

"Surely no one expects you to take over as Speaker—

"No." Mranda's voice was sour. "Everyone is sure that the political realmis the one | know | east
about. More's the pity—since | actually do understand it, and could take over, if they'd only let
ne. "

Cecel i a managed not to gape, by a snmall margin. Mranda politically m nded? Then she thought of
Lorenza, who certainly had been, and repressed a shiver. She sat down again and poured herself a
cup of tea

"Lorenza," Mranda said, in another uncanny echo of Cecelia's thoughts. "Now there was anot her
case of backstage expertise. She and | used to play the nost delicate ganes of power . . . it
woul d bore you, Cecelia, unless you could think of it in equestrian terns, but . . . if you could
i magi ne yourself on a very, very advanced horse, which despised you but had, for some reason
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agreed to obey exactly your commands."

"I had one like that," Cecelia said, hoping to divert Mranda onto a nore congeni al topic.
M randa's hiss of annoyance stopped her

"We are not tal king horses. Did you ever fence?"

Fence. Possibl e neanings ran through Cecelia's nmind, the nost recent out of her Spacepilots'
d ossary of Navigational Terms; she couldn't inagine Mranda as a junp-point explorer probing into
unknown rout es.

"Anci ent sport,"’
called fencing."

M randa said. "Derived froman ancient method of warfare. Swordfighting, also

"No," Cecelia said, feeling grunpy. She had just spent a half hour conforting a woman in coll apse,
and now she was being questioned |like a schoolgirl about a sport she had al ways consi dered
suprenely silly. For one thing, it had nothing to do with fences that horses could junp over. "I
don't . . . er . . . fence.”

"You should," Mranda said. She stood, and noved restlessly around the room touching the surfaces
as if she felt her way, rather than saw themw th her eyes. Curtain, curtain, bureau, chair
"I't's an excellent discipline, and apt for use aboard spaceships, for instance."

"Swords?" Cecelia could not quite keep the astoni shnent out of her voice. Was M randa | osi ng her
m nd? Tears, then politics, then swords?

"They do | ess danmage to bul kheads,
destroy the ship?"

M randa said. "If your only purpose is to kill people, why

She nmust be crazy. It must be, Cecelia thought, an effect of whatever had kept her so lovely for
so long. Could she have been given bad rejuv drugs?

"Cecelia, | amnot crazy. Wll . . . not very crazy. Distracted with grief, and frustration, and
anger, but not in the way we usually nean. Fencing—f you knew anything about it—s the idea

met aphor for what Lorenza and | did, just as Bunny and her brother Piercy—but no. You don't know
the terns."

Cecelia felt her tenper gathering like a boil behind her eyes. She squeezed them hard shut, and
spoke with themclosed. "Mranda. | know you're grieving; it was good for you to cry. But please
quit treating me like a silly horse-crazy schoolgirl—

"But you are,"” Mranda said, in that sane flat cool voice. "You always have been; you refused to
grow up—ust like Brun, that way. It was ridiculous of Bunny to send Brun to you, of all people—=

"You—bl ane me? For Brun?"

"Not really . . . | nean, intellectually |I know we chose her genetic type, we chose to increase
the risk-taking and the responsiveness. But there you were, such a nodel for such a girl—every

hunti ng season, egging her on over bigger fences, as if horses were all that mattered. And what
did it get her, to take soneone like you for a nodel? That . . . that degradation!”

Ast oni shrent had bl own out anger for the monment. "She isn't like ne,
way.

Cecelia said, feeling her

"She's not horse-crazy, no. But that—that stubborn insouciance, that willingness to shed
responsi bility—

Cecelia felt the anger gathering again just beyond her vision. "I didn't know you consi dered ne
i rresponsi bl e," she managed to say quietly.

Mranda's hand tilted quickly, a dimnishing gesture. "Not in everything, of course. But no sense
of famly, no loyalty to the Fam lias— Her head swung away; the bell of golden hair swung w de a
nmonent, then stilled into new perfection. "And she pulled that harebrained stunt to rescue you-she
could have been killed then—
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"I didn't ask her to," Cecelia said. Sonething tapped at the alarns in her brain, a tiny
hammering. "I couldn't. She just—

"Loved you," Mranda said. Under mint-green silk, her shoulders rose and fell; Cecelia could not
hear the sigh but knew it had been given

"She | oved her famly," Cecelia said. "And you didn't need rescuing."

"No." Mranda turned back, face conposed as usual. "No, | never did." For a |ong nonent, she stood
nmotionl ess, silent. Cecelia found it hard to breathe. Mranda shrugged again. "Kata Saenz said we
provided the wong nodels for Brun; she told Bunny that, in the planning for Brun's rescue. | was
glad of it at the tine; | knew we'd done sonething wong, though our other children turned out
well. And the shock of being told it was partly his fault got Bunny out of his fury with the Suiza
girl, and in the end she saved Brun's life. | just can't understand her, though she's ny child."
"How about the rest of the fam|ly? Buttons and Sarah . . . ?"

"Are wonderfully hel pful, as far as they can be. Buttons, of course, expected to take over as his
father's heir. But Bunny's younger brother Harlis—you renenber hin®"

Cecelia nodded. Harlis had all the arrogance, all the faux-aristocratic foppery, and a third | ess
sense, than Bunny had had. Bunny could always go in an instant fromthe foolish foxhunting | ord of
the manor to the sensible, practical, and very capable politician. Harlis was Harlis—all surface
and no subst ance.

"Harlis is challenging the Fam |y structure, and |I'mnot sure Buttons can stop him | did tel
Bunny three years ago that he ought to clarify the situation just in case, and he and Kevil were
looking into it, but then Bubbl es—Brun—di sappeared."

"And of course Bunny wasn't thinking of it then."

"No, nor of anything else. Harlis managed to convince sonme of the distant relatives that Bunny's
m nd had gone, and that any of Bunny's children were likely to carry the trait. And sone of them
accepted that, and have thrown in their influence with Harlis. He's acquired an astoni shing anount
of stock in several of the corporations; even old Trema | eft himher shares—

"WIl you be all right?"

"Probably, but I"'mgoing to lose alot. And | wanted it for Brun—for her and the tw ns. She needs
a safe place; Sirialis would have been perfect—=

"Harlis isn't taking Sirialis . . . I'" Cecelia' s first thought was that Harlis had never |iked
foxhunting and nmight end the annual hunting season; she sl apped that thought down, ashamed of
hersel f. Maybe she was as selfish and narrow m nded as M randa thought.

"He's trying." Mranda dropped her voice, mimcking Harlis's. " “Ch, you'll always be wel cone,

M randa, of course. You'll always have a place. But it was fanmily property, not Bunny's alone.' As
if I would go there to lurk in the apartnent he so generously offered, while he strides about
pretending to be lord of the manor!"”

Cecelia forebore to say that he would be the lord, and no pretense, if he had his way. "And what
are you doi ng about it—+ assune you have sone plan."

"Yes. But | haven't decided . . . it would nean tearing up nuch that Bunny built . . . famly

rel ationships, friendships, alliances. | can call on ny famly— O the founding Fanilies,

M randa's had been known first for information managenent, and later for the devel opment and

manuf acture of a variety of devices that were to the ordinary conputer as a top event horse was to

a child s pony.

"But it's—t was Bunny's, and it's rightfully yours—= Inheritance had been the one imutable
aspect of law, concentration of assets within a Family, the foundation of Fanily power. Angry as
Cecelia had been with her sister for questioning her will, she knew that if she had | eft her

assets within the famly, even to a distant relative, the will would not have been chal |l enged.
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"Cece—you don't understand how t hreadbare the fabric has becone, since you exposed Kentre and

Lorenza. | suppose it had begun before, but that's when it becane obvious." Mranda paused,
frowning a bit in thought. "Bunny and |, and Kevil, were holding an alliance of Famlies by the
skin of our teeth. Al those years of social connections, business connections, and Kevil's |egal
skills and intuition. | swear he knew nore about the ragged skeletons in Famly closets than

anyone had ever guessed. Bunny would talk themaround, and | would smle and be graci ous and work
through the wives and m stresses. W were holding it together, just, but the crises kept knocking
it out of balance. Kentre's abdication, that Patchcock ness—the scare about bad rejuvenation
drugs, and the Morelline/Conselline Famly collapse, and then Brun's abduction . . ." Her voice
trail ed away.

"And | went back to Rotterdamto play with horses,” Cecelia said.

"Yes. | understand it, in a way. Venezia Mrrelline had her pottery, and you had horses, and Kata
Saenz had her research. Mst people do have their private interests, and that, after all, is what
a good political systemis supposed to do—teave you free to do what you are best at, whatever it
is. People want to do the work they | ove, marry and have children, have sonme fun. But if too many
peopl e do that, Cecelia, it |eaves gaps for people who want power for its own sake, and who may
use it in ways that |ater degrade your life."

Li ke Bunny using Fleet resources as if they were personal, to rescue Brun. She didn't say that;
she knew that M randa knew what people thought. "How is Kevil ?" she asked i nstead

"Alive." Fromher tone, Cecelia couldn't tell if Mranda were pleased about that or not. Then she
sighed. "I can't wish Kevil dead, only Bunny alive as well. Kevil was badly hurt—days in the regen
tank, and then the head injury—-he's still not hinself. He nmay never be, the doctors say. And

wi t hout Bunny—er ne, if | could only find a way—he doesn't have the backing to do what he did for
us before."

"l should visit him" Cecelia said.

"Yes, you should. You should tell himwhat you told me, with all the names you know. He ni ght know
sonet hi ng useful, sonething that would give us |everage."

"And Brun?"
"Brun . . . has a crazy notion of changing her identity. Going to the Guernesi and getting a rejuv
and bioscul pt that will nmake her a new person fromthe bones out. | think she got the idea from

the prince's clones."

"She doesn't want the children,” Cecelia said, not asking.

"Woul d you?" Mranda shivered, then sighed. "No, she doesn't want them | don't want them nyself,
really. Bunny did. Bunny had some crazy idea that they could grow up to prove their existence
wasn't a disaster, but it is.”

"That's a |l ot of burden on them"

"Yes. Unfair, too. | know that. But nothing can nake them other than they are: bastards, Brun's
ruin, the ruin of all our hopes for the Fanmilias. They are the Iit fuse, poor little brats."

"What are they |ike?"

"Babi es. Toddlers, really, at this point. Neither |ooks |ike anyone in our famly, and they aren't
identical. One has the brightest red hair | ever saw, and the other's is brown. Brun says one of
the men was a redhead. "

Cecelia noticed that Mranda had not used names; before she could ask, Mranda went on

"The gene scan showed up sone interesting anonalies—according to one geneticist, who's al so | ooked
at the wonen and ot her children, these people were seriously inbred, with a |ot of undesirable
recessives concentrated. They had noticed that children born of captured wonmen were less likely to
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be di sabl ed, but considered that as proof of their God's bl essing on capturing wormen. O course,
we had the boys treated at once, although it was too late for a conplete washout."

"What do you call then?" Cecelia finally got a word in.

M randa blushed. "W don't actually . . . have nanmes. Brun never did, and she refuses to talk
about it. Their nurses call them Red and Brownie. | know— She held up a hand. "Those are nanes
for dogs or ponies, not boys. N cknanes, at best. | just don't—-Bunny and | had been tal ki ng about

it when he was killed." She noved her cup restlessly. "Wuld you like to see then®"

"Of course." Cecelia stood

Down the hall, past several doors and now she could hear the crowing of a happy child, the chuckle
of another. Mranda paused just before the open door. Cecelia |ooked in. Two young women in
colorful snocks, a floor strewn with toys, and two sturdy toddlers. One, the redhead, was bouncing
up and down, clapping his hands. The other, sitting in a scatter of blocks, |ooked quickly toward
t he door, grinning.

They were nornal children, not nonsters. Happy children, not nonsters. Children who were nore than
"l'it fuses"—who were potentially nornmal, if only they didn't grow up burdened with a past they had
not nade.

"You have to send them away," Cecelia said, surprising herself. "There are people who want
children and don't have them there are places where these boys will be treasured as they should
be. "

"Bunny sai d—=

"Bunny's dead. They're alive. They can have a good future—and the universe is big enough that they
need not be anyone's pawns in sone power gane."

"And you know who—=2" A tone suspended between sarcasm and hope.
"No, but | can find out. WIIl you let nme do that? Find them hones where they'l|l have a chance?"
M randa sagged. "I . . . don't know. "

"M randa. You have other grandchildren, and will have nore. Children you can | ove naturally.
Chi | dren whose political inportance, if any, cones with a famly comitnment. You haven't even
gi ven these boys nanmes—you know yourself that's wong. Gve themup; give thema chance."

"Brun wants to . M randa said. "She said . . . she doesn't want to hate them but she can't
live with them around. But neither of us can face the thought of an orphanage."

"She's right," Cecelia said. "You said we were ali ke—e may be, that nmuch. If | had borne them in
her circunstances, |1'd have to give themup. It's a big universe; they need never know. "

She left Mranda in the doorway and went on into the room nodding to the nurses, and sitting on
the floor. Red, his hair an orange flane, put a fat thunb in his nmouth, but Brownie grinned at
her. Cecelia pulled out the ring of keys fromthe stable and jingled it. His grin w dened, and he
came to her, grabbing for the keys. Though he | ooked little Iike Brun, his boldness and the
sparkle in his blue eyes suggested Brun's attitudes.

Cecelia did not think of herself as a religious person, but she found herself praying to
sonet hi ng, somewhere, to give these boys a better life than their begi nning.

"Lady Cecelia!" That was Brun; Cecelia turned.

"You |l ook well," she said. Brun | ooked well physically-her tall body trimand fit, her tunbled
gold curls in a riot around her head. But the clear gaze was shadowed, darkeni ng when she | ooked
at the boys.

"I''mfine," Brun said. "Considering everything."
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"I agree with you and your nother," Cecelia said. "These boys need a proper honme, not to nention

nanes. "
Brun's face stiffened, then she grinned. "Still tactful, | see."
"As ever," Cecelia agreed. "My dear, |'mal npbst ninety, and rejuvenation did nothing to soften ny

personality. Wiy don't we do it today?"
"Today?" Both Mranda and Brun | ooked shocked; so did the nurses.

"They're starting to talk; they understand even nore. Every day you wait makes it harder on them"

"I . . . want to be sure they have good honmes . . . that they lack for nothing . Brun said

"A good hone is a loving home," Cecelia said, with all the confidence of the childless. "And right
now they're | acki ng the nost basic needs of all—-a nane, a parent—

"But what will you do with then®"

"Take themto a safe and | oving hone. Brun, you' ve known ne all your life. Have | ever lied to
you?" Brun shook her head, tears rising in her eyes. Mranda started to speak, but Cecelia waved

her down. "I have told you the truth, even when it wasn't what you wanted to hear. | tell you the
truth now—+f you let nme have these boys | will see to it that they find a good home. | will do it
mysel f. "

"But your schedul e—=

"I's ny omm. Mranda, you were twitting me with ny self-indulgence. This is what self-indul gence is
good for. | can help you, right now, because | have no other obligations in the way." She softened
her voice. "Please let ne."

Brun | ooked down, then nodded. Cecelia could see the gleamof tears in her eyes.

M randa stared at Cecelia a | ong nonment, then said, "All right. And | still have noney for thema
start in a newlife—=

"CGood." Cecelia tried to think what next. She had said today w thout really thinking what that
woul d nean, but now the two nursemaids were watching her, waiting for orders. She had no idea how
long it took to pack up two children, or where to take them but she knew she nmust not hesitate.
She spoke to the nursenuids.

"Are you full-time enployees, and would you be able to travel for a nonth or so?"

"Yes, ma'am" said one of them "W're fromSirialis, originally, but we thought we'd be staying
for years . "

"Then will you please start packi ng—er have soneone hel p you pack—the boys' things? | need to talk
to Mranda and nake sone arrangenents— She woul d need a bi gger shi p—a nonentary pang, when she

t hought of how easy it would have been with Sweet Delight, and Heris Serrano, to take the tw ns
and their nursenmai ds anywhere. Reservations on a conmercial liner? No, too nuch chance of
publicity. She'd have to |ease a ship and crew. No, to start with she'd need another roomset of
rooms—n her hotel. She'd made reservations for one. O perhaps another hotel. Ideas whirled

through her head like | eaves before a wind. "Mranda, let's go to your suite—we have business."”

"Yes, Cecelia." Mranda nodded at the nursenaids, already beginning to gather toys. "I'll send a
maid in to do the packing; just be sure the boys are clean and dressed. And I'Il take care of your
sal ari es and references."

Then she led the way to her suite. Brun came along with them her face once nore stiff with
m sery.

"Do you have any notion where you're going with then?" Mranda asked, when they were again in her
sitting room
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"Yes." The thought had conme as she wal ked down the passage. "I know the perfect planet, and
probably the perfect couple. Do you want to know?"

"Not . . . now. Later, maybe." Brun sat hunched, her eyes on the carpet.
"Fine, then. Mranda, |I'lIl need the use of your conset—=
"Il just call Poisson—=

"No. I'll nmake the reservations nyself." Only as far as the first hotel, she told herself. From
there, she would arrange transportation. And she wanted no records in the Pal ace conputers, where
reporters night already have a tap

"l have resources—
"You said you were feuding with Bunny's brother—
“I'n my owmn right. At least let me help."”

"OF course." Cecelia turned politely to Brun as Mranda opened a |ine to her bank. "Brun—have you
heard fromthat girl—Hazel, wasn't it?—tately?"

Brun | ooked up. "I worry about her. She seens to be doing fine, for soneone who's been through so
much, but she never has admitted how bad it was. She keeps wanting to get nme to neet with that
Ranger's wi fe—Pri na Bowi e."

n \N]y?"

"I don't know." Brun shifted restlessly. "Hazel liked her, | think. Says she was kind. Hazel feels
sorry for her, being a stranger in our society. But she chose it; she wasn't abducted."

"Are they all still together, all those wonen?" asked Ceceli a.
"As far as | know. | don't . . . really care."
M randa broke in. "I've deposited a lunp sumin your account, Cecelia; | can send nore later if—

"Don't worry about it," Cecelia said. "Tell nme—do the nmids take the boys out to play? In a park
or anyt hi ng?"

"Not off the grounds. The news nedia are bad enough as it is.

"Then—how about pal ace enpl oyees with children? Are there any?"

"I"'msure there are, but | don't know who.

"Perhaps the maids will. W don't want publicity when we take the children out."

The little crocodile of children fromBriary Meadows Prinmary School being herded through the
public roons as part of their field trip acquired a short tail. They didn't pay nuch attention;
they were tired of glass-fronted cases full of trophies, letters, gifts to this or that fanmpus
person by anot her fampus person, the roons of interesting furniture which they could not touch
the silken ropes on which they were not supposed to swing, the constant adnonitions to pay
attention, be quiet, quit straggling or crowding.

The children had been prom sed a stop at Ziffra's, the famous ice-creamparlor, if they were good,
and only a steady nurnur of conmmands kept themfromtranpling one another on the way out the door
The nursenai ds, now wearing the green snocks of adult helpers in the school, conmplete with
dangl i ng nanetags, brought up the rear, each with a toddler on her hip

Qut side, the renaining nedia scavengers waited for any sign of Brun or her children, but ignored
the confusi on of piping voices and busy adults. They had seen bright green buses with the schoo
name arrive, and crowds of obvious school children arrive, teachers hustling theminto neat |ines
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and adult volunteers scanpering to catch the inevitable escapees. At |east one such field trip
arrived every day; the Palace had al ways been a favorite tourist site, and busl oads of children,
retirees, and convention attendees showed up so often that no one in the press corps paid them any
m nd.

Now, as the chattering youngsters piled into the buses, and the harried adults counted, conpared
notes, and shut the doors, they ignored the confusion, keeping an eye out instead for the return
of Lady Cecelia, whose |inousine waited at the other end of the car park.

A half hour later, Cecelia left, snling into the holo | ens and accepting congratul ati ons on her
winin the Senior Trials. She fielded a couple of questions about her breeding program expressed
synpathy for Bunny's family, and stepped into the waiting |inousine, which took her to the nedica
center where Kevil Mahoney was still listed in critical condition

And | ater that afternoon, the two school volunteers whose green snocks and nanetags had been
borrowed for a time wal ked out the service entrance with other Palace staff who lived offsite. No
one paid attention to them either

Mranda listened to the silence and felt sonmething shift inside her mind. She had not really been
able to hear the twins, but knowing they were not there, that she could not hear themeven if she
wal ked down the hall, tipped her toward sone distant horizon. She glanced at the clock. Was it
still so early? Surely Cecelia had not been able to get them of fplanet yet. She could check .

she stopped, her hand outstretched to the conunit.

No. As if it were a robotic armshe were operating, she concentrated on her hand, and brought it
back to her I ap.

They were gone. They were gone forever.

Li ghtness filled her, as if she were a transparent husk of herself. She night blow away . . . but
of course that was nonsense. She was tired, very tired, and—

" Mot her ?"
Wei ght and darkness returned so suddenly she could hardly breathe. "Yes, Brun?"

"You do think they'Il be all right."

"OfF course." Mranda took a deep breath. "Cecelia is reliable, in her own way, and she will make
sure of it."

"Good." Brun cane into the roomtentatively, as if she were unsure of her welcone. "I fee
strange. "

O course she felt strange. No one could survive what she had survived, and not feel strange, the
monent |life gave tine to stop and notice

"Sit down," Mranda said. "Have some tea." Cecelia had not even finished hers. Brun sat as
gingerly as she had conme in. They nibbled pastries in silence for awhile, then Brun set down her
pl at e.

"What's going to happen with the fanily hol di ngs?"

Not the question Mranda had expected, but one she was glad to deal with at the nonent. "It's
going to be very difficult,” Mranda said. "Wen your father nobilized the Fleet to go after you,
he ant agoni zed a | ot of people, his own fanmily included."

"Too nmuch for one person,”™ Brun rurnured.

"I't wasn't their daughter," Mranda said. "And it wasn't your decision; it was his. But Harlis
gai ned ground with the rest of the famly then—he'd already been working on it, claimng that
Bunny was spending too nuch tine and energy on Council business, and neglecting the fanly

file:/lIF|/rah/Elizabeth%20Moon/Moon,%20Eliz...0Legacy%2006%20-%20Change%200f%20Command.txt (29 of 202) [5/20/03 11:39:47 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Elizabeth%20M oon/M oon,%20Eli zabeth%20-%620The%20Serrano%20L egacy %2006%20-%20Change%6200f%20Command.txt

interests. He said Buttons was too young and inexperienced; he started demanding silly, tinme-
wasting reports, and nitpicking everything. Buttons has had a lot to learn in only a few years,
but he's doing very well. It's just that Harlis prom ses he could do better. And nowwell, he's
determned to get Sirialis."

"That's stupid,” Brun said, with sone of her old arrogance. "That's not profit; the place has
never made a profit—=

"That's partly Harlis's point. He clainms it could, if it were nanaged properly. Wich does not, of
course, include foxhunting . . . or only as a conmercial enterprise. He's strong on commercia
enterprises. | don't knowif you' ve kept track of the branches he manages—

"No," Brun said.
"You can look it up later, then. He thinks Sirialis would pay as a mature col ony prospect—
"Bring in colonists!?"

"Yes. In his view, the planet is full of wasted space that ought to be put to profitable use.
Buttons pointed out the agricultural areas, but he insists that this is not enough, and he's
claim ng that Bunny's title was only a life one. Kevil had been working on this, before the
attack, but—but now he can't help either."

Brun scow ed. "I wonder if dear Uncle Harlis had anything to do with the assassination."

"No, dear. It was not Harlis." That came out with nore enphasis than she intended, and Brun | ooked
at her with dawni ng conprehensi on

" Mot her -you know sonet hi ng? You know who did it?"

"I know it wasn't Harlis." Damm, she'd have to figure out sonething, or Brun would go charging
of f, straight into danger again.

"You don't believe it was the NewlTex—="

"No. Although that's still the official line, | do not."

"Then who?"

"Brun, | amnot having this conversation with you. Not now, at |east. W need to tal k about your
father's famly, and their probable actions, and some of the other econom c matters. These things
must be dealt with now Your father's nurderers . . . can wait."

"The trail —=

"WIIl never be too cold. Brun, please. For once in your life listen to me—we nust be careful."

Brun had bl anched at that; the muscles along her jaw bunched. "I want to go to the Guernes
Republic."
"No. | need you here."

"For what, an exhibition?"

"No, for an ally. If we are to defend our position, we nmust all help. Your sisters are already
busy—dp to their eyeballs in their famly responsibilities, but trying to line up support. Buttons
and Sarah are both working flat out. |I need hel p, sonmeone whose loyalty is undoubted—+ need you."

"Ch . . ." Brun | ooked past her, into some distance Mranda could not inagine
"You were willing enough to help Cecelia," she said, and hated the sharpness in her voice.
"You really need me?" Brun asked.

M randa gave her a sharp look. "OF course-no, let ne say that nore precisely. Yes, | need you. No
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one el se can do what you can; no one else in the fanmily has the training and experience."

"You're serious . . . but you've never needed nme. |'mjust the troublenmaker . . ." Still, an
uncertain note had cone into her voice.

"No. You're the one who can survive trouble. Brun, please—help ne."

Brun's face twisted. "I don't know if | can . "
"You can if you will," Mranda said firmy. "I want to find who nurdered your father, and who is
trying to dismantle the Fanmilias Regnant, and for what purpose. | amnot sure they are the sane

person or organization, but they might well be."

Brun wat ched her perfect, serene, imuaculate nother with anazenent. For her whole life, she had
seen her nother as the icon everyone thought her. Her father was the active one, the doer and
maker and shaper of events. Her nother snoothed his way by smiling and standi ng by.

Now she saw the real person behind the | abel of "nother" and "Bunny Thornbuckle's wife" . . . a
worman as intelligent, tough and know edgeabl e as her father had ever been. As dangerous, perhaps,
as Lorenza had been. Fromthe gleamin Mranda's eye, her nother had just noticed that

recogni tion, and was enjoying the surprise.

"I made no nistake, picking Brun Meager for my nomde guerre," Brun said, testing her hypothesis.

Her nother snmiled. "Quite so. I'mglad you recognize it. Now-are you with ne?"

"Yes. |f | can .

"You can. Not all at once, but—et nme go on here. | warned your father, after that disgracefu

af fair on Patchcock, to beware of his relatives doing what that Mrrelline wonman did. G anted, her
brothers deserved it, but others could do the same with | ess reason. He was sure he had it taken
care of, in part because old Viktor Barracl ough had al ways been his friend and nentor. But about
the tine of the Xavier invasion, he and Kevil found irregularities . . . purchases of conpany
shares they couldn't put a nane to, changes in sone of the boards of directors which didn't make
sense. The military crisis had to cone first, of course; and after that, with proof of traitors in
Fl eet, they were far nore concerned with that, and with Grand Council business. But what it's cone
down to is that Harlis has enough shares, and enough votes in various boards, that he can nake a
pl ausi bl e case that rmuch of your father's estate was actually not his personally. | think he'd
fiddled the files, but | haven't had tine to work on it. And | can't do it here.”

"Could you do it at Appl edal e?"

"Not really . . . | need to go to Sirialis; that's where we stored the backup data. Your father
t hought | was paranoid, sonetinmes, but | insisted that we take a conplete readoff every hal f-year
and just archive it. | think that's why Harlis is so deternined to get Sirialis; he suspects that

the data are there sonewhere."

"Then you should go to Sirialis,"” Brun said. "He can't keep you away, can he?"
"Not yet. But | couldn't |eave you al one here—=

Brun interrupted. "You wanted ny help; let ne give it. Nothing's likely to happen at the next
Grand Council neeting anyway; they're probably still in shock, and they'll waffle for days."

"I"'mnot so sure; that Conselline fellow got hinself elected interim Speaker—

"\What ever happens can't matter as nuch as stopping Harlis. Go on. I'Il attend the Council neeting,
and |l et you know what happens. Prom se."” Brun reached over and patted her nother's arm "W aren't
going to let Harlis take everything, and we aren't going to |l et sone idiot Conselline ruin the
Fam lias. If that's what's happening."”

Her not her gave her an appraising | ook. "Sonetinmes, Brun, you are renmarkably |ike your father."
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"Sorry .

"No. Don't be. Al right—first we'll clear out of this—= Wth a wave of her arm she indicated the
entire Palace. "Then I'll go to Sirialis.™

Cecel ia stopped on the way to the hospital to contact her hotel, and reassure the front staff that
the two young worren and two children were the individuals she had authorized to register in her
nane. Another two bedroons? No problem Cecelia grinned to herself; she had been so wise to invest
in a hotel here on Castle Rock, rather than depending on the hospitality of friends.

When she got to the hospital, she was told that she had just m ssed George. She went upstairs, and
stood in the corridor outside Special Care, |ooking at the notionless formin the bed.

He | ooked wretched, she thought; she wondered if she had | ooked as bad. He wasn't conscious, they

told her; they were still struggling to control the pressure on his brain, and he was deeply
sedat ed except for weekly checks of neurol ogical function. Cecelia blinked back tears, renenbering
herself in that drug-induced coma . . . wondering if Kevil were nore conscious than they realized

and silently prom sed himshe would return and get himout of there, no matter what. She
found it hard to | eave, but she had sonething even nore urgent to do.

At the Laurels, she stopped at the concierge's desk to ask for assistance in |leasing a yacht. The
Laurel s expected such requests; it took only a nonment for the concierge to connect Cecelia to the
booki ng agent for Allsystens Leasing.

Her inspiration had been her nephew Ronnie. Ronnie and Raffaele, as new yweds, had taken off for
the frontier—+o Excet-24, a world newy opened to col oni zation. Cecelia hoped it would have a nore
euphoni ous nane before it qualified for full menbership in the Famlias. At |last report, Ronnie
and Raffa had no children yet, but were "hoping." Cecelia wasn't sure who was hopi ng—the young
peopl e or their parents—but she renmenbered Raffa's problemsolving abilities, and was sure that
Raffa could find the boys a good hone if she didn't want them herself.

But this meant a long trip—six weeks at |east. She discussed the route with the |easing agent, and
ordered the Premnmi um Pl ati num package of consumables. She didn't mind doing Bunny's famly this
service, but why should she suffer for it? She wanted fresh food again

On Mranda's advice, Cecelia hired three nore nursenaids. One wanted to enigrate, and was glad to
accept a colony share in lieu of salary. She brought along her own children, a two- and a four-
year-ol d. Five people to care for four children night be overdoing it, Cecelia thought, but she
herself didn't intend to wash a single diaper or wipe a single drippy nose.

By nidnight, Cecelia had arranged everything. The yacht would not be ready i mediately, of course;
even with the assurance of |arge suns of noney, it took tinme to prepare a | arge spaceship for a

| uxury voyage. But Cecelia had arranged for one of the nursemaids fromMranda's to take the boys
to a park with the newWly hired nmaid and her children, leaving the suite clear for at |east some
hours of the days. No one had seen pictures of themfor nonths; no one, Cecelia was sure, would
notice two nore young wormen with children in a park full of young wormen wi th children. She had

di scussed with the nursenmai ds what cl othes woul d be needed for the voyage and for six nonths
afterward; she didn't know how easy it would be to find childrens' clothes on a colony world. She
set up credit lines so that purchases by the nursenai ds woul d not be traceable to her or to

M r anda.

Then she fell into bed with a gl ow of conscious virtue. Wen the twins woke, bawling, at two in
the nmorning, she pulled a pillow over her head and went back to sleep. That part of it was sonmeone
el se's problem

By the time they boosted from Rockhouse Major, Cecelia felt sure that no one had suspected
anything. As far as anyone outside the Pal ace knew, the twins were still there. The news nedi a had
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shown no nore than normal interest in her doings, and seened to accept her of fhand conment that
she had | eased the big yacht because she was tired of doing all the work in her little one, and
want ed someone el se along to cook and cl ean

The two boys thoroughly enjoyed the conpany of other children; Cecelia pored over their nedica
records in her stateroom and cane to the same concl usion as the doctors and psychol ogi sts. Nornal
children, who could expect to have normal lives. The real question was . . . should she tel
Raf f ael e and Ronnie who they really were? In her own nind, the boys should not knowthat they were
adopted, yes, but not that their fathers had raped their nother and kept her captive. O course

t hey nust have access to their nedical records soneday; advances in therapy might make it possible
to finish cleaning up their genone.

She saw nmoral and enotional shoals in either direction

CHAPTER FOUR
Excet Col ony 24 | ooked, from space, |ike a paradise, sapphire

seas and enerald forests, tawny drylands and ol ive savannas, all spatched and streaked with white
wat er - vapor clouds. It had been seeded two hundred years before with the usual package of invader
species, and closely nonitored thereafter. Oiginally, colonization had been planned for a century
|l ater, when the introduced ecosystem would be nore stable, but oxygen |evels had never fallen
dangerously |low, the original systemhere had already been oxy-carbon

The col ony spaceport, in contrast, was a dirty little dunp, in Cecelia s view. Her chartered yacht
had its own shuttle, whose wi de viewscreen gave a clear view of the nmess. D scarded cargo
containers lay scattered near either end of the runway. The single runway. The spaceport buil di ngs
were ugly piles, too nuch like the Patchcock port. The white plunmes of cenent factories, the line
kil ns where linmestone and shale were converted to cenent for construction, lay gently on a
background of rich green forest in the near distance.

Custons consisted of a harried young wonan with a nearly inpenetrable accent, whose only concern
was whether the new arrivals had col ony shares.

"I don't need a colony share," Cecelia said. "lI'mnot staying; |'mjust here to visit—

The young woman gl ared, took Cecelia's IDs, and inserted themin a nachine. After a nonent, she
turned to give Cecelia a |ong | ook

"Yer not stain."

"I"'mnot staying, no. I'mhere to visit ny nephew and his w fe. Ronald Vandorner."
"Aow Rownni e! Whyntcha sai so?"

"I tried," Cecelia said.

"He's at th' office, about naow," the woman said. "Ya kin gover.'
two-story cube of concrete.

She pointed out the "office," a

Li ke nost col onies, this one had been given a head start by its investors: the spaceport town had
a small grid of paved streets and a larger grid of gravelled ones. The first hundred or so
bui | di ngs had been put up of substantial materials—n this case concrete blocks. Beyond that were
rickety constructions that Cecelia could only call shacks—erudely built of raw timber. Cecelia
noti ced, as she wal ked al ong, the nunber of people who were carrying things by hand . . . the
absence of hand trucks, |et al one vehicles.

The two-story building had a | ow wall enclosing a courtyard to one side, where a group of nmen were
wor ki ng on sone piece of machinery she didn't understand. She started to speak up and ask them
about Ronni e, when one of the faces in the group suddenly | ooked fam liar. Ronnie? She blinked in
the brilliant sunlight, and it still was . . . in face. The gl ossy young aristocrat, who had

al ways been just one hair froma dandy—and that only because his friend George had been born with
creases and a shine, as they said-stood there in tan workshirt and pants, with snears of nud or
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grease on both. She couldn't even tell what color his boots had been. But it was Ronni e—as
handsonme as ever, or nore so.

Bef ore she could call out, he turned and went inside; the nen went back to doing sonething with
machi nery and wood. She followed himinside, to a rough-walled roomwith a concrete floor, and
found himjotting something down on a deskconp.

"Ronni e—
He | ooked up, then his eyes w dened. "Aunt Cecelia!"
"l sent word," Cecelia said.

"We never got it." He shrugged. "It's probably in the batch sonewhere but everyone's been too busy
." He |l ooked out the window at the bustle in the courtyard.

"It looks Iike a lot of work," Cecelia said, eyeing him This was not a change she had ever
expected to see in Ronnie. And why hadn't he said anything about Bunny's death? O asked about
Brun?

"It is. It's not something | thought I'd ever be doing, to tell you the truth."

"Who' s your col ony governor?"

"BEr . . . 1 am now that M sktov ran off."

"Ran of f?"

"Yes . . . it's easy enough. He stowed away on an outbound flight with nost of our negotiable
resources."

"But —but that's crimnal."

"So it is," Ronnie said. "But | didn't see any police force around to stop him and we don't have
ansi bl e access down here. No nbney, no communications."

"Ch." Perhaps he didn't know about Bunny's assassination. Cecelia took another | ook around the
room Not an office, exactly-she saw furniture she recogni zed fromRaffa's nother's sunmer
cottage. A dining roomtable covered with data cubes and books. A sofa piled with nore books and
sheets of plastic and paper that | ooked like construction drawi ngs. Over everything, a |ayer of
gritty gray dust and ash.

"But we're doing well, considering,"” Ronnie said, before she could organize her thoughts. "It's
just . . . there's alot | didn't know Don't know yet. You know, Aunt Cecelia, no matter how many
cubes you study, there's always sonething . "

"For instance?"

"Well . . . the cenent plants are working all right, and we've got plenty of sand and gravel, so
we're fine for unreinforced construction. But my cubes said unreinforced concrete i s dangerous

"What does your col ony engineering team say?"

"Engi neering tean? We haven't one. | know, the prospectus says we do, but we don't. Aunt Cece,
ninety percent of our population are |low | evel workers . . . which nmakes sense . . . but these
people are | owlevel workers in a high-level system They're used to a nore advanced
infrastructure. They know how to do their work in a world where everything' s already set up, not
how to work from scratch. The farmers know how to grow crops in big fields, but they don't know
how to |l evel them The plunmbers know how to connect pipes in standard nodul ar buil di ngs, but they
don't know how to set up a plunbing systemfrom scratch. That's what the engineering teamis
supposed to do, make the connection between standard designs and standard practices, and the
conditions we have locally. But we don't have one."
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"If it's that bad, why don't you |eave?"

Ronni e | ooked stubborn. "W don't want to | eave, Aunt Cecelia; we want to nake it work. W sank
all our nmoney in it—even the weddi ng presents—

"Even your reserves?"

He flushed. "Not at first, but when Msktov ran off we had to do something. We coul d' ve bought
oursel ves out and run home like silly children, but . . . the colony needed help. So we blew the
| ast on enough to keep the rest alive while we worked it out."”

This was a very different Ronnie fromthe spoiled boy she'd known. Not a hint of petul ance or
whi ne anywhere in his voice or nmanner—he'd been dunped into trouble, and he was going to handl e
it.

"How s Raffa?" she asked.

"She's fine . . . tired, though." Ronnie grinned, but his eyes were worried. "She's trying to get
a school started, but it's hard—the parents say they're too busy, they need the children at hone."

"Don't these colony groups include trained teachers?"

"On paper, yes." Ronnie grimaced. "There's a lot | didn't know, in the old days. | thought every
standard col ony dropped with prefab housing, the five-year-contract engineering team the
education and nedi cal backups that are on the contract.™

"And they don't?"

"No—at |east, right before Msktov ran off, while we still had the credit for it, | nade sone
inquiries and found that many col onies are shorted. But they're stuck on sonme planet, nostly
uneducat ed peopl e who haven't a clue who to contact in the Colonial Office . . . no one ever

knows. Even me—+ sent nessages out, but never got any back. W haven't heard fromour fanilies in
over a year, though we've scraped up enough to piggyback nessages to themthree tinmes."

"Un Well, Ronnie, | may have added to your burdens, but—=

"Cecelial" Raffa cane through the door like a burst of spring breeze. "I'mso glad to see you! The
only thing about this is that | nmiss ny friends sonetines!"

The girl -0, young woman—+ooked heal t hy enough, and genuinely glad to see her. Cecelia braced
hersel f for what she nust do.

"Raf fael e, Ronnie . . . have you heard about Bunny?"
"Bunny? No—what's w ong?"

"He was assassi nated several nonths ago, supposedly by allies of the nmen executed after Brun's
capture—

"Wai t —Brun was captured? By whon? Is she all right?"

How | ong had they been out of contact? Cecelia could hardly believe they didn't know. She gave
them a qui ck review of what had happened, ending with, "So you see, when | started thinking of a
good hone for the babies, |I thought of you—+ was sure you could find a hone for them"

"Brun's babi es?"
Now she'd done it. "Yes."

"Of course | want them" Raffa said, alnost fiercely. Then with a glance at Ronnie. "W do, don't
we, Ron?"

"Of course,"” Ronnie said, but he sounded tired again. "I don't exactly know how, but we'l
manage. "
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"I'"ve brought along nursenmaids, including one with two children of her own who wants to stay. And
sonme noney M randa sent, for their education later."

"If it's enough to hire a teacher," Raffa said, "we can start that schoo

Cecelia had no idea if it was enough, but she would pry the necessary out of Raffa and Ronnie's
parents if she had to. She would al so, she thought, find out why inconi ng nessages, including
hers, weren't getting through

"Where are the babies?" Raffa said, |ooking around.

"Still in the shuttle," Cecelia said. "I doubt |I'd ever have gotten them past that . . . that
person in the termnal."

"Ch, Ganner . . . she was Msktov's girlfriend, and he | eft her here, marooned her. She thought
she was going to be the governor's lady, and lord it over everyone, but here she is. She hates
everybody. "

"Except handsone nmen," Raffa said, with a touch of asperity. "Lady Cecelia, you should see how she
fawns on Ronnie. | know he's not susceptible, but it's a little disgusting sonetinmes."

"I't's handy when | want sonething,"” Ronnie said. "Conme on, let's get those babies out of the
shuttle. If I have babies crawling all over me, I'lIl bet Ganner finds nme |less attractive."

By the tine she left again, Cecelia knew that nore was wong with Excet-24 than one scoundrelly
governor and a missing engineering team She'd never paid much attention to col ony worl ds—wahy
choose to live unconfortably if you didn't have to?—er colonial policy, but surely it hadn't been
intended to work like this. The nursemai ds had been understandably w de-eyed at the conditions on
the planet, and Cecelia had had sone difficulty persuading themto stay until she returned.

"Il find out why nmessages aren't getting through," she pronised Ronnie. "And find you sone of
the experts you need. You' ve done wonderfully—= She didn't really believe that, but the young
couple had tried, and weren't whining, and that counted for a lot in her private grade-book

"I't'll be a few nonths, you understand—

"That's what they all say,"” Ronnie said, but with no sting init.

* * %

Al the way to Sirialis, Mranda had planned what to do. If she tried to call on her fanmily's
expertise, Harlis might find out, and would certainly do his best to stop her. She had to assume
he'd figure it out; she had to assune she had only a linmted | ead before he found sonme way of
separating her fromthe data she needed to expl ore.

Bunny had teased her, at first, when she insisted on having her own archives, separate fromthe
fam ly, in machines not physically connected to anything but a solar power supply. Paranoia, he'd
said, ran in the Meager famly line. She pressed her |ips together tightly, renmenbering that

| augh, and her scornful reply . . . she had been so young, so sure of herself.

And so right. Not for nothing had her fam |y been in information technology for centuries. She had
i nsi sted; Bunny had given in; her personal and very conplete archives lay not at the big
house—though she kept a blind copy there, as a decoy—but in a renote hunting | odge. Every hunting
season—and in between, if they were in residence—she added another set of records, stripping the
current 1 ogs.

It would have been easier if she could have had Kevil's help, but she could do it herself, given
enough tinme. That was the trick, finding enough tine.

The staff at Sirialis nmet her with the synpathy and respect she'd expected. Harlis mght have

| ocal spies and supporters, but they wouldn't show thensel ves yet. She spent the first few days as
anyone woul d expect, taking synpathy calls and answering what questions she could about the future
of their world.
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The big house felt enpty, even with all the servants in it . . . know ng Bunny woul d never cone
down those stairs, never wander out of that library, never sit at the head of the |ong table. She
m ssed himalnbst as nuch in the stables and kennel s; although she had ridden to hounds every
season, foxhunting had never been her favorite sport; she had done it because Bunny enjoyed it so,
and enj oyed her conpany.

That first evening, alone in the big roomshe had once shared, her mnd wandered back to Cecelia's
visit. Wiere had she taken the twi ns? She had seened to know exactly where she was going
well, that was Cecelia, and al ways had been, though it usually involved a horse.

But before the twins, what was it she'd said? About Bunny's killers, about some plot—M randa
struggl ed to renenber, past the confusion of the | ast weeks, the urgency of her concern about the
estate, and the travel -i nduced headache. Finally she shrugged, and gave up for the night.

The nane didn't come to her until she was at the hunting | odge far north of the main house, where
the snow still lay deep on the shadowed sides of the nountains. She'd made copies of all the
critical data—astonishing herself with the number of cubes it took to hold it all—-and then packed
it neatly into her carryall for the flight back. It was too |ate that day-she didn't want to risk
a night flight, as tired as she was—so she'd heated up one of the frozen |unps of soup, and
settled in by the fireplace with a nmug of soup and anot her of cocoa. She felt—not snug, exactly,
but pleased with herself. She had the backups, which she could work on at the main house, and her
surveillance |Iink showed no ships in the system That neant Harlis could not possibly get there in
time to discover her hiding place.

Her mi nd wandered off to the twins again, and fromthere to Cecelia, and then—as if a cube were
pl ayi ng—her nmenory handed her the first part of their conversation. Not the NewTex MIlitia—well,
she' d been doubtful of that herself, though they were certainly capable of killing and maining.
But . . . Pedar O regi enps?

Cecelia hadn't nmentioned it, and perhaps didn't know it, but Pedar had once wanted to marry her
She hadn't | oved him he was ol der than Bunny, and fussy ponposity had never attracted her—but
he' d been convinced she nmarried Bunny just for his noney. He'd even said so, one afternoon in the
rose garden. She hadn't quite smacked his face, but she'd been tenpted.

Pedar? Could it be? She couldn't imagine himdoing it hinmself, except perhaps with a snall sword—he
had been quite a fencer in his day, and probably kept it up. And Cecelia m ght have m sunderstood.
What coul d be the reason? What could Pedar gain fromkilling Bunny, or having himkilled?

She did not realize, until the handl e snapped off the cocoa nug, just how agitated she was.
Luckily the cocoa had cool ed; she w ped up the ness, put the broken bits in the trash she'd take
back to the main house, and tried to quiet the racing of her heart.

Pedar was, after all, a Rejuvenant—not nerely soneone who had had rejuvenations, as she and Bunny
had had, but sonmeone who felt threatened by those who hadn't. She renenbered si x—o0, seven, at

| east —ei ght years ago, an argunent about Rejuvenants and Ageists at one of Kentre's parties, when
Pedar had insisted very loudly that it would end in bl oodshed. They will kill us out of envy, or
we will kill themin self-defense, he'd said, and then some other nen had hustled hi maway and
sobered hi m up.

Wul d he have had Bunny killed for that? WAs he one of a group who would have done it? And who
el se?

She tried to turn off these thoughts—she needed rest; she had a long flight the next norning, and
a lot of work to do after it—but she |lay |ong awake, tossing, her stomach roiled with anger.

The next day, back in the main house, she wal ked past the glass cases of antique weapons as she
had done so often before, and paused. Bunny had fenced only because it was an expected soci al
skill, keeping her conpany in the salle as she kept him conpany in the hunting field. But he had
had a strange passion for ol d weapons, both bl ades and firearns.

It was a mxed collection, though displayed with all the organization possible: |ong blades in
this case, short blades in that one, short-barrelled firearns here, |ong-barrelled ones there,
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gl ass-topped floor cabinets with helmets and breastpl ates and nail ed gl oves.

M randa stopped in front of the wall-hung case of swords. The broadest bl ades bel ow—+the single
broadsword, the two sabers, one straight and one curved slightly. Two schlagers, a rapier, five
epees, four foils—the latter displayed in pairs, angled and opposing, their tips crossed.

On a whim M randa opened the case and took down the broadsword, turning its blade to the light to
see the dappled pattern of refol ded and beaten steel |ayers. Wen she rapped it with her knuckl es,
it rang a little, and its edge was still sharp enough to cut.

She wi shed she knew its history. Bunny had suspected it of being an ancient reproduction fromthe
early space era, not a genuine prespace relic. But when they'd done a forensic scan on it, there'd
been human blood in the runes incising the blade. Only a trace, and the scans weren't able to date
it closer than a couple of hundred years, but . . . she'd always wondered.

The sabers were easier to date. One of them had been a presentation sword made for one of Bunny's
ancestors as a fiftieth weddi ng anniversary present, with a dated inscription. It had never been
used for anything but cerenmony—earried upright in processions, or laid along the top of the coffin
at funerals. The other had been an officer's saber—al so cerenonial, she assuned, inherited over
the blanket froma famly she'd never heard of, sone two hundred years before.

The schl agers at |east were ol d—ene was certainly 20th Century ol d reckoni ng—but while she had
drilled with such bl ades, they hadn't ever warned her interest. The rapier, so seeningly sinilar
did. This one, with a graceful swept hilt, balanced easily when she lifted it out, and swung it
around.

She put it back alnmost guiltily. Wat was she thinking? Nothing, she told herself. Nothing at all
She closed the case and | ocked it. These were priceless antiques, not toys; if she wanted to
practice, the salle held nodern weapons and equi pnent far better suited for her sport.

And she had no tine. She headed back to the big square office that had been Bunny's estate office,
and was now her workplace as she tried to figure out just what Harlis had done.

ALTI PLANO

Luci Suiza had expected the furor over her cousin Esmay's engagenent to an outlander to dispe
interest in her own plans, but sonehow the discussion at the dinner table spilled over onto her
She had a nout hful of corn soup when Papa Stefan opened with a volley of conplaints about the
quarterly accounts.

"—And that ridicul ous expense for equiprment we don't need, to develop a foreign market we've done
very well wthout for centuries. W' re not that sort of people, is what | say. Luci! You can't
tell me this was all Esmaya's idea!"

Luci swal | owed qui ckly, burning her throat on the soup, but nmanaged not to choke. "No, Papa
Stefan. But we were tal king about the future of her herd, and | had researched—

"Researched!" Papa Stefan in full huff would interrupt even generals; unmarried girls didn't have
a chance. "You don't know what research is. You were seduced by all those outlander nagazi nes you
read. If my nother were still alive—=

Luci found that she had inherited the gene for interruption, surprising herself. "She's not.
Esmay' s the Landbride, and she approves. The outlanders need our stocks' genetic input, and we
need theirs."

"You interrupted nme!" Papa Stefan did not quite roar, but he | ooked as if he m ght.

"You interrupted me first," Luci said. She heard the shocked nmutters of her parents, but ignored
themin the excitenent of attack. "And the genetic equi pnent was ny idea, and is ny
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responsibility, and I did check with the Landbride, who approved the expenses, which she
t hor oughl y under st ood. "

"Not |like a Landbride at all," Papa Stefan growl ed. "A Landbride should conserve resources, not
waste them on crackpot schemes—

"Like the Barley River irrigation project?" That was Sanni, who could never resist a dig about
Papa Stefan's one big m stake. As a young nan, he'd been convinced that irrigation of dry coasta
land with water fromthe Barley would be practical and profitable. H's nother, then only newy
Landbri de, had all owed hi m enough nmoney to unbal ance the estancia budget for a decade.

"I't's not the same thing at all," Papa Stefan said.

"lIt's not," Luci said. "My idea is on schedule and on budget, and in fact it's costing us |ess
than the Landbri de approved, because | got support from other breeders."

"Which is another thing," Papa Stefan said, ignoring the part about on budget and on schedul e.
"You went outside the family to bring in outsiders—

"Qur allies for generations," Luci said. "After all, I"'mmarrying Phil— It had slipped out, not
at the nonment she'd pl anned.

"Philip? Philip who?"
"Philip Vicarios," Sanni said quietly; her quick glance adnoni shed Luci. Papa Stefan stared a
nmoment, then turned to | ook at Casimr and Berthol d.

"She's marrying a Vicarios?"

Luci had not really doubted what Esmay told her, but now a chill sank through her as she saw, in
their faces, additional confirmation

Bert hol d shrugged. "She has Esnay's approval, | understand."”
"And you, Casi?"
Casimr nodded. "The family is our ally. Paul is ny friend—
"Does she know-="

"Children, you nmay be excused,"” Sanni interrupted. The younger cousins, eyes already w de,
scranmbl ed away fromthe table with only the briefest duck of the head to the elders. Luci's
younger brother gave her a | ook that nmeant she woul d be ambushed | ater and expected to Tell All.
When the door closed behind themall, Luci spoke into the silence.

"I know. Esmaya told ne. She said it didn't matter, that she held no grudge against the fanmly,
and if Philip was kind—=

"Kind! Marriage is not about kindness!" Papa Stefan had turned an ugly red.
"I't is," Sanni said. "Not that you would know—+

"Quiet!" Casinmir rarely interrupted at these fanmly fights, but this tine he did, with all the
power of command built over years of active service. "Too nuch is at stake here to rehash old
battl es or waste energy and patience yelling at each other. As the Landbride's Trustee, | know
that she did in fact approve Luci's desire to marry Philip Vicarios. She did in fact approve
Luci's expenditure of equipnent to allow us to export genestock, and her reasons were sound enough
to convince ne, and the other Trustees, that this was a good idea. This is not, after all, the
real issue. The real issue is, the Landbride wants to marry an outl ander, and continue to live
of f pl anet, and the other |andholders would |ike to use this as an excuse to reduce our influence
inthe Guild. | see no chance of changing Esmay's nind—for all the reasons we know about —so
suggest we turn our attention to minimzing the damage to the Suiza Family, and quit inflicting
nore on ourselves."
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Luci had not expected her uncle Casimir to be so sensible. To her surprise, Papa Stefan went back
to his meal, stabbing the sliced cattlelope as if it were an eneny, but silent. Sanni sipped the
rest of her soup in thoughtful silence; Berthold helped hinself to a pile of potatoes in red
sauce, and began eating steadily. Casimr |ooked at Luci

"Have you any nore bonbshells to drop, Luci?"
"No, Uncle."

"Did Esnmaya nention anything to you about passing on the Landbride duties?"

Luci felt herself going hot. "She did . . . inawy . . . but—=

"She spoke of you." It was not a question. Casinmir tented his hands and | ooked over them at her
"Did you agree?"

"I told her it was too soon," Luci said. "I'monly—=

"The age that two Landbrides were invested, in the old days. A year older, in fact, than Silvia."
Luci had never heard of Silvia, though she had, like all the children, nmenorized a hundred years
of Landbrides Suiza. "It nmay be that having her designate you Landbride-to-be would hel p—+that plus
your marriage to a Vicarios would prove that the Suizas were not involved in interstellar
politics."

CHAPTER FI VE

Hobart gl ared at Gskar Morrelline, fornmer head of the

Morrel line branch of his sept. "You were outnaneuvered by Venezia," he said. "That fuzzbrained
sister of yours cost us market share and dropped profits twenty-ei ght percent—

"It's not ny fault," Oskar said. "If-—=

"Ch yes, it is." Hobart interrupted snoothly. "Your daughter Ottala-what is it with the wonen in
your famly, anyway?—goes haring off to Patchcock and gets herself killed. That's what started
it—a daughter you didn't control any better than Bunny controlled Brun—=

OGskar had flushed an ugly col or; Hobart enjoyed that as he al ways enjoyed exercising power. "No,
OGskar. | can't trust you to do it right, whatever it is. | cannot give you a Mnistry. In a few
years, | expect the public climate will change, and then, perhaps, we can find something for you."

"You expect ny vote but you aren't giving ne anything?"

"l expect your vote because you know where your advantage lies. Even if they had it to give, you
woul d get not hing out of that clique Bunny ran. And they do not have it to give, not anynore."

Oskar gl ared, but subsided, as Hobart had known he woul d. Oskar was a blusterer, but if that
didn't work he had no second weapon. Hobart always had a second weapon—and a third and a fourth,
he thought to hinself. He changed his tone, and went on; if Oskar could get it through his head
what the problemreally was, he might be useful

"Whoever controls the rejuvenation process controls everything—as long as the public doesn't rebe
agai nst rejuvs. W nust take steps against the Agei st conspiracies; the shortlifes, if they
realize the danger they're in, outnunber us at this point and could be dangerous.

"But Venezia says—

"Venezia is a fool. Yes, sonething had gone wong there, sonething serious. A Benignity spy, if |
understand the little that's been declassified. But it's not as bad as all that. Wmen are so
excitable, not to nmention sentinental, and Venezia in particul ar—=

Oskar nodded eagerly; Hobart smiled to hinmself. How the Miyrrelline brothers hated having Venezia
in charge! "All she ever did was play with pottery— Oskar said.
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"Quite so. How could she know anything about the real world? She could not be expected to realize
how many |ives woul d be disrupted—prematurely ended, with the shortage of rejuvenation
drugs—because of her finicky insistence on exact procedures.”

"But Hobart—-how do we get it back? How do we get her out of there?"

Exactly the opening he'd hoped for. "By doing precisely what | tell you," Hobart said. "I need

your support at all the Grand Council sessions; | will let you know what | need you to say, and
how to vote. Wth nore synpathetic, nore cooperative Mnisters, we should be able to ease dear

Venezi a back into her supportive role.”

"She won't like it," Oskar said, puffing out his plunp cheeks.

"l don't care whether she does or not," Hobart said. "I amnot going to |l et one worman stand in the
way of progress for the Conselline Sept." He |ooked forward to that nonent, probably nore than
Gskar did. Venezia had been a constant nui sance at sept board neetings, poking her nose into al
sorts of inconvenient corners. He'd had to roust her out of his own offices nore than once, where
she chatted up the clerical staff and wheedl ed who knows what out of them She seemed to think she
had a noral mission to clean up the whole sept.

"Qur responsibility to the whole Fanilias . . ." she would say, while Hobart ground his teeth.
They had no responsibility to the whole Fanilias; they had a responsibility to Fanmly

sharehol ders. Period. He wasn't going to urge her to go on naking faulty drugs. Bad for business,
and people would be watching carefully. Beyond that, though, it wasn't their business to be
saints, if that's what she had in mnd

"If Kemre had not been a weak man, none of these disasters would have happened. He drugged his
son into stupidity, and then created those damed cl ones.™

"I don't see that cloning is such a bad thing."

"No, nor do I, except that we have a rapidly growi ng popul ati on anyway. W don't need cl ones; we
need sensi bl e strong nen who know how to handl e the hysterics. No offense." He eyed Oskar, but
OGskar didn't mind if Hobart called his sister hysterical. "Now, Oskar, | want you to have a word

with the Broderick Institute, and tell themto do their honmework a little better—
"The Broderick Institute? Wat have they done?"

Soneti mes he wondered if Oskar had a brain. Venezia, for all her inpracticality, had wit enough
"Oskar, the Broderick Institute is where Dr. Margulis works." Oskar still |ooked blank. "The sane
Dr. Margulis whose report on the so-called bad drugs com ng out of Patchcock started a near panic
in the market—=

"Ch—that Dr. Margulis. But | thought—=

"He's come up with nore—+the man is a closet Ageist, |I'msure, just |ooking for any excuse to scare
peopl e away from rejuvenation. Broderick has given himfree rein for the past fifteen years, and

| ook what that so-called i ndependent research has led to. It's cost you, and ne, and the whol e

Fam lias. He needs to be controlled; at the very |east, soneone needs to do inpartial research
showi ng how beneficial rejuv is. And since the Conselline Sept provides over two-thirds of the
money to support the Broderick Institute, they need to be rem nded of the inportance of truly even-
handed sci ence."

"Won't they conplain about academ c freedonf"

"They're not a university; they're a privately funded research facility. If you're tactful
they'Il get the point without blowing up. That's your job."

Cskar left, finally, and Hobart puffed air out explosively. ldiots. He was surrounded by idiots
and i nconmpetents, and they all wanted sonething fromhim He glanced at his desk and told his
secretary to send in Pedar Oregienos. Another idiot. Mnor famly, mjor nuisance, but also a
born bootlicker, and those could be useful
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Pedar cane in | ooking smug about something. Hobart had no tinme for Pedar's self-congratul ation
Besi des, he woul d be even snugger, with nore reason, very shortly.

"W have a problemconing up," he said. Pedar's expression shifted quickly from smgness to
concern. "As you know, | was el ected tenporary Speaker at the emergency Council meeting

i medi ately after Lord Thornbuckl e's assassination." Pedar nodded. "The next neeting will be
crucial. If we are not to |lapse back into the ineffective vacillation of the previous

adm nistration, if we're to neet the challenges that threaten us, we need to take action quickly.
WIl you help ne?"

"OF course," Pedar said. "What can | do?"

“I'n the long run, you can be ny Mnister of Foreign Affairs." Hobart paused, and enjoyed the sight

of Pedar conpletely silenced, for once. He had not expected that high an honor . . . good, then he
woul d be the nore willing to earn it. "But not imediately: first there are changes in the byl aws
whi ch need to be approved. 1'll give you the texts; | want your analysis of the probable
response. "

"OfF course; right away."

"I'mcalling the next neeting alnost inmediately; it woul d be unethical not to have a genera
nmeeting as quickly as possible." Pedar nodded like a child' s toy. Did he even grasp the inportance
of that? Did he realize howcritical the tinmng was, how this haste would work to Conselline
advant age? For an instant, Hobart thought of explaining it to him sharing sone of his data on
Fam |y novenents, his basis for knowi ng who could attend, and thus how the votes would go. No.
Better not |let even Pedar know how nuch he knew.

Hobart went on. "After that neeting, |1'Il be making some mnisterial changes; Foreign Affairs wll
be high on that list, but I can't give you an exact date. Wiat you nust understand is where the
real threat is." Hobart |eaned closer. "It's not war, no matter what anyone says. W're |arge,
strong, healthy, with a vigorous mlitary—well, nostly vigorous. Anton Lepescu was nore than a

little crazy, but that doesn't mean all his ideas were bad. He had the right idea about the
mlitary and war, for instance. If he'd been assigned to the rescue m ssion, do you suppose we'd
have had any problemw th | eftover terrorists?”

Pedar shook his head; Hobart allowed hinself a smle.

"OfF course not," he went on. "He'd have nade sure there weren't any. None of this idiocy of
bringi ng back hundreds of wonen and chil dren—born troubl enakers, every one of them And to whom do
we owe that diplonmatic and political problen? Bunny Thornbuckle's friends, the Serranos. Wo, as
we all know, have no direct loyalty to any of the Chairholding Fanilies."

"Well, but, Hobart, none of the Fleet fam!lies do now—

"Not directly, not now, but they did in the past. That's ny point. |'ve read history; | know
what' s supposed to have happened. But how do we know that the Serranos weren't involved in the
massacre of their patron Fanily? Wat proof do we have?"

Pedar | ooked surprised, then thoughtful. "I hadn't ever considered that. But they're powerful

"Yes. Thoroughly entrenched. And |I'm sure there are decent, |oyal soldiers anong them But
overall, their influence is questionable. W need a Fleet we can count on to crush any opponent,
protect our shipping, protect the new worlds we need to open for our colonists.”

After Pedar left, Hobart stared out the window, nusing. H's brother Guilliam had al ways been the
pet of the fanmily. Everyone |loved CGuilliam Hobart had suspected his parents of having that easy
charmbuilt into Guilliams genes, while he—-he had been given the steel-hard core Guilliam ]l acked.

He had been designed as the unloved workhorse, who was to stand back, wal k behind, and do all the
difficult tasks that were too much for CGuilliam
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Peopl e still talked about CGuilliam Too bad about poor Cuilliam they said. Hobart knew what they
really neant—+too bad that they had to deal with himinstead of his softer brother. Guilliamtook
no part in Fam |y business—hadn't since their parents died, when an escalation in his addiction to
starplex-tree resin resulted in permanent brain danmage which even rejuv could not repair.

Quilliamwould not be at the next Council neeting, any nore than he'd been at the others. And on
Hobart's side . . . he ran through the list again, ticking names off his nmental list. The m nor
Fam | i es—Perringer, Hochlit, Tassi-Lioti, all that crowm, were yamering now for |eadership, and
woul d probably foll ow anyone strong enough. Harlis Thornbuckl e, Bunny's own brother, wanted

control of Bunny's estate bad enough to deal . . . though he probably wasn't trustworthy in the
long run. |If Kevil Mahoney had been capabl e, he might have tal ked sone of the waverers into the
ot her camp, but he was still in the medical center, and the opposition was no nore than a

confusi on of Barracl oughs, nore intent on fighting over |eadership within their sept than on
threats fromw thout. Since Mahoney wasn't on his side, just as well not to have him active at
all. In the future, he expected to tal k Mahoney over; the man needed a power base. It was purely
an accident that he had been Bunny's friend; he could just as easily be Hobart's friend.

Wth any luck, no one fromBunny's famly would attend this G and Council neeting anyway. They
woul d expect this one to be uninportant, with a weak Speaker elected to finish out Bunny's term
This was his wi ndow of opportunity. He could take hold of the weak, flaccid, rudderless ship of
state—atch the winds of time, and take themall to a better future than anyone el se saw.

And he woul d be taken seriously this tine. Not as a substitute for Guilliam but as the | eader he
knew hinmself to be. Young and vigorous, even w thout rejuv—and when it cane tine to rejuv, he
woul d know exactly what source to use

Hi s schedul er chinmed; Hobart silenced it with a snap of the fingers. He toyed with the idea of
ski ppi ng his exercises for once, but habit had already brought himto his feet. lagin, the
Swor dnast er who supervised his own fencing coach, was there for his tw ce-annual anal ysis of
Hobart's progress.

The pi ne-and-sandal wood-scent ed changi ng room shifted his nmood, as it was neant to, and focussed
his attention on his body. Hobart stripped off his business clothes and dropped theminto the
hanmper. H's exercise clothes hung on racks . . . today, for his fencing | esson, he chose a
skinsuit and the leather arnmor. His coach didn't approve of |eather, but he was in no nmood to
panper his coach.

He gl anced at hinmself in the mirror with satisfaction. Barrel chest, flat belly, well-nuscled
| egs, erect posture, firmmnouth. Not a slack, flabby fiber in him nmind or body. A man fit to
| ead.

In the exercise roomitself, he warmed up with the standard sets, then stretched. As he was
twisting hinmself into a pretzel, trying not to | ook at hinself-he hated these stretches, which
were at best undignified—the door opened and the Swordmaster came in. Hi s own coach would not have
dared; Hobart had made it clear that he needed no supervision in warmup. But the Swordnmasters
were an old, proud breed, and he put up with their arrogance for the sake of their skill. Bunny
had never taken up fencing, and had resolutely refused to have a Swordmaster at his estate even
when nost Fanilies did. Well, and who had just died?

"Lord Conselline,"” the Swordmaster said. "Your form needs inprovenent."”

"Instruct nme," Hobart said, proud of conquering a flash of anger.

The Swordmaster bent and twi sted his own body into the stretch, and held it. "You are not keeping
the knee straight,"” he said, fromunder his arm "And you are bending the spine too nuch in the
thoracic span, and not enough in the lunbar."” He unwound, not red in the face or breathless. "Try
again."

Hobart twi sted and tangled hinself into the required knot. He knew what it was for, but he
disliked it and knew he had been skinping on it for nmonths. The Swordmaster's hands steadi ed him
and then pushed and pulled . . . Hobart felt a pop in his spine, and the sudden ease of a cramp he
had not realized he had.
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"Like that," the Swordmaster said. "You really should et Oris spot you in this for severa
mont hs. "

"Il consider it," Hobart said, untwi sting carefully.

"Good. If you are ready . The Swordnmaster nodded toward the salle.

"Is it true," Hobart asked, as they passed through the archway, "that all Swordnasters nust have
killed with the bl ade?"

"It is atradition," the Swordnaster said.

Hobart wanted to know what it felt like but could think of no polite way to ask. And whi ch bl ade?
The Swordnasters taught the use of all blades, had mastered all styles.

Oris held out practice masks, transparent reinforced ceramw th touch-signalling circuitry
enbedded, and the warmup bl ades. Hobart glanced at Oris, wondering what he'd told Master lagin
he suspect Oris of reporting on nore than his fencing skill. He did, after all, have to take the
occasional call during a lesson, and Oris night have overheard scraps of conversation. But
not hi ng i mportant, he thought. Nothing that would interest a Swordmaster anyway.

Masked and gl oved, with blade in hand, he faced Master lagin on the strip. The sal ute—el d-

fashi oned, formal, an utter waste of tine, and yet it set the enotional tone for what followed.
The initial touches . . . boring, when all Hobart wanted was to get this session out of the way so
he could return to his plotting.

Master lagin's tip smacked into his faceshield, which flared red. For an instant he could not
speak for anger, and then he grunted. "Touch."

"Your m nd wandered, Lord Conselline," Master lagin said. Behind the arc of gleam ng protection
hi s expression was unreadable—quiet, a little stern, but neither anger nor apprehension

"My apol ogies,"” Hobart said. This was, after all, one of the reasons he had stayed with fencing,
the need to concentrate utterly on what he was doing. But Oris usually gave hima few nminutes to
settle in. The nan had never struck himso early in a session. Still . . . the Swordnaster was who

he was, and probably thought fencing was the nost inportant thing in the universe. In his, it may
have been. Hobart collected these scattered thoughts, |ocked them away, and focussed on Master
I agi n's bl ade.

Just in tinme, for it flicked toward himagain, and his parry was only just enough. He nissed the
riposte, but by the next parry was able to riposte . . . only to neet Master lagin's parry and a
riposte so powerful it blew through his own and punched himlightly in the chest.

"Touch," he said, this time nore cheerfully. He was not expected to defeat a Swordmaster, only to
show t hat he had been worki ng.

He had indeed, and his next attack actually achieved a touch. His spirits soared. He had never
made a touch on the Swordnmaster from seven before. Al that work with wei ghts nmust have done it.
Twenty touches—sixteen to the Swordnaster and four to himthen a break to stretch out again before
taki ng up the heavier bl ades.

"Your right forearmis definitely stronger, Lord Conselline," the Swordnmaster said.
"Orris has nme doi ng wei ght work."

"Good. But | notice that your left armis still substantially weaker—there should be no nore than
five percent difference in strength, unless someone has suffered an injury. Have you?"

Hobart scow ed. "It's stronger than |ast year."

"Indeed it is. But the inbalance affects nore than your off-hand fencing, mlord. It also affects
the set of your spine and your gait. You need to balance them just as you bal ance work and play."

Hobart's scow deepened; he could feel the tension in his neck. "I have no tine for play,
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Swordmaster. Surely you have heard of the terrible crisis that faces us? Lord Thornbuckl e was
killed by terrorists—

"Yes, of course," Master lagin said. "But that nmakes ny point. You nust be bal anced to withstand
such blows. It is the failure of balance in your society which nakes it vul nerabl e—the
undi sci pl i ned who stagger and fall when the blow falls."

"I do not intend to stagger and fall," Hobart said. He caught a glinpse of hinself in the nirrors
that lined the salle—flushed and trucul ent. Dangerous.

"Nor will you, mlord, I"'msure. Your work here—the discipline needed to achieve the |Ievel you've
achi eved—sustains you, along with your native talents. But as each novenment bal ances contraction
of one nuscle group with extension of another, so the steadfast nmust bal ance strain and

rel axation."

"I find relaxation in this," Hobart said with a wave to include the entire exercise suite.

"That is good," Master lagin said. "You have a warrior's heart, which finds ease in grow ng
stronger."

Praise, of a sort. He would take it. A warrior's heart he knew he had, and he could feel hinself
grow ng stronger.

When the | esson ended, Hobart invited Master lagin to dinner at the fanmily table, but the
Swor dmast er declined. "Wth your pernmission, mlord, I will walk in your gardens; | nust take ship
tomorrow, and | amnot often able to stretch ny legs in such beauty."

"Of course." He still did not understand Master lagin's fascination with the garden, but he
anticipated that request. Discreet surveillance had revealed that the man did not tunble a maid
behi nd the hedges or use any sort of communications device to contact a confederate. He always did
what he asked permi ssion to do—strolled al ong the pebbl ed garden paths, stopping now and then to
sniff a flower. He pretended to fence with the topiary knight, and if one of the gardener's cats
appeared, he would pick it up and stroke it. At the far end of the garden, he always paused to

wat ch the black-finned fish in the lily pond. Not what Hobart had expected of a Swordmaster, but
they were known to have strange habits. Mst of them for sone reason or other, |iked gardens.

At dinner, Del phine asked if the Swordnaster were still there. Hobart gave her a | ook that shut
her up instantly, but then he answered her. "He's here, but he's |eaving tonorrow. Wy?"

"l just wanted to nmeet him.

"You have no reason to neet him you do not take fencing seriously." Del phine could strike a
pretty pose with foil in hand, and in fencing whites, and in the garden in front of the rose
hedge, | ooked quite exciting that way. But her footwork was execrable, and she had never shown any
determ nation in learning better. He would not have been too pleased if she had, but her failure
to oppose himeven on this was anot her proof of her weakness. Luckily, he had been able to choose
other gene lines for his sons.

Del phi ne picked at her shellfish and changed the subject. "I called Mranda today, but her private
secretary wouldn't put ne through. | was able to nake an appointnment for tonorrow, when she's
t aki ng condol ence calls."

"That's good," Hobart said. A quick flash of anger that a secretary prevented his wife-his wfe,
Lady Conselline—from contacting Mranda Thornbuckle flared and died. It wasn't inportant, after
all. Mranda would find out soon enough that what power she had had through Bunny was gone, water
i nto sand.

"Hobart—-are you i n danger?"

"Me?!" He snmiled at her, surprised and pleased by her solicitude. "No, ny dear. Bunny nmade enenies
I have not nmde."” He had others, but none that would dare have himkilled. "And besides, | amnore
careful . W have excellent security. Do not worry about nme, or about yourself and the children.”
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"It's all so terrible," Del phine said, putting down her fork. "Pirates capturing Brun, and then
the terrorists—

"I't won't happen again," Hobart said firmy. "I'll see to that."
Her eyes wi dened, the periw nkle-blue eyes that he | oved. "But Hobart-how? You aren't—

If she said he wasn't inportant, he would kill her right there; he felt hinself stiffening, and
saw in her face the reaction to his expression. Her nmouth snapped shut; tears filled her eyes and
she | ooked down at her plate.

"I know it's hard for you to believe," he said quietly, through his teeth. "But | amnot a
nonentity—

"Ch, Hobart, | didn't say—+ didn't nean—

"And | can and will keep you safe. And others. It's ny duty, and | have never shirked ny duty."

"Of course not," she said. Up cane her napkin, to dab at the tears.

"We have had laxity in high places," Hobart said firmy, feeling the phrases in his nouth. "Wth
all due respect for Lord Thornbuckl e—and |I have known Bunny all ny |ife—-he sinply did not have the
. the noral fiber to do what was necessary. | will not nake that m stake. When | am First
Speaker—and | shall be, Delphine, in a matter of days—things will be handl ed very differently.
None of his weak deference to the entrenched bureaucracy which is always afraid to make changes

lest it nean the loss of influence. | will nake the decisions, and | will save the realm" He
| ooked up, to find her staring at him eyes still wide. He pointed his knife at her. "And you, ny
dear, will say nothing of this to anyone. | have no doubt that the Grand Council will be glad to

el ect someone who has a clear vision of what should be done, but I don't want them confused by
your version of events first, is that clear?"

"Yes, Hobart."

"You will say nothing to Mranda tonorrow. "

"No, Hobart."

"And you will quit nessing about with that crab, and eat properly."
"Yes, Hobart."

That was better. If she would just confine herself to doing what he told her, and not argue, she
woul d be an exenplary wife. He could inmagine her in the Palace, greeting those he invited to the
necessary soci al events. Del phine was good at social events. Decorative, tactful, soft-voiced.

Li ke Mranda, Bunny's widow, in that respect. But his wife. H s tool

R S.S. GYRFALCON

Barin Serrano checked his appearance in the mirror yet again. Like all his class who had not
actual |y disgraced thensel ves, he had his pronotion to jig, and in an hour the ensigns were to
appear for the pronotion cerenpony in the captain's office. H s parents, in accordance with
tradition, had sent himtheir old insignia—a pair fromeach—and a credit chip for his contribution
to the celebration in the junior officers' ness. That was handy, given that his pay was now zeroed
out. They'd said nothing about that, in their acconpanying note. He wondered if it had been
witten before they found out. He wondered if they sinply couldn't think of anything to say.

Luckily, these |l ower-level pronotions didn't require dress unifornms, and he had a natural knack
for looking trim His mnd strayed, as it often did, to Esmay Suiza, whose fluffy brown hair
sonetimes appal |l ed her as nuch as it delighted him She would never understand, he was sure, how
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those stray w sps nmade him feel

He hadn't heard from Esmay in weeks, but they'd both been shipbound. They'd expected it. He hadn't
expected to be quite so susceptible to everything that rem nded hi mof her, but he assuned that
woul d pass.

"Cnon, Barin!" cane a call fromthe hatch of the ensigns' bay. Wth a | ast glance (no, hairs had
not suddenly sprouted fromhis ears) he turned and followed the rest to the cerenony.

The cerenony itself was brief, but the afternmath wasn't. Each newly pronoted jig had, by
tradition, donated a dozen drink chits into the pool, and the first twelve enlisted personnel who
recogni zed the new rank each got one. Barin, one of the last in al phabetical order on this ship
found that he was bei ng anbushed at every crossing until his last chit was gone.

Four hours later, the first of the new ensign assignees cane aboard, a ship-to-ship transfer from
t he Cape Hay which had ferried themfrom Sector HQ Two were already partway through their
progress fromnewy comm ssioned to jig, but three were this year's graduates, so wet they
squeaked. Barin, still nost junior in ship duty of the jigs, found hinself assigned to escort them
to the junior wardroom He'd known the nore senior ones at the Academny; Cordas Stettin was, in
fact, a kind of cousin through his nother's famly, and Indi Khas had been in his cadet unit. They
| ooked incredibly young; he couldn't believe he had ever been that green. He kept al nost | ooking
behi nd himsel f when one of themcalled himsir

The Gyrfal con was on what woul d have been a routine patrol, if it weren't for the persistent fear
that the New Texas col onies were up to sonmething. Normally, Sector Seven was quiet; the transit
points into it fromBenignity space nmade invasion fromtheir main eneny unlikely. Now, however
they were expecting trouble. Wthin the ship itself, all routines were performed under the
restrictions of Level 2 alert. A few days of this, Barin thought, and people would start sl acking
of f: not quite doggi ng down the blast barriers, not renmenbering to close off the shower-room
drains after use, forgetting one or nore of the niggling little details that m ght—f they cane
under surprise attack-save lives, or waste them

Juni or officers and senior NCOs were the only defense against this natural relaxation of
precautions, and they had | ost eight senior NCOs to the medical restrictions on rejuv recipients.
Barin took his turn at inspection with a keen understanding of its inportance. He had, after all
| ost an uncle to soneone's failure to dog a blast barrier, and had grown up with the story.

But Cape Hay had brought new orders, and Captain Escovar called Barin in to discuss them

"You renenber that professor who's been staying with your w ves—er, dependents?"

"Yes, sir.

"Well, we're going to stop by to pick her up, and take her with us to Sector One HQ where we're
to neet a di plomat of some sort fromthe Lone Star Confederation and transport her back to Castle
Rock. And it might be a good idea for you to try to convince those wonen to do somet hi ng ot her
than sit there eating up Fleet resources. They may not listen, but they've been telling Professor
Meyerson they can't do anything w thout your perm ssion. Ch, and you have mail ."

Barin read the nessage cube as soon as he had a free nonent, which was hours later. H's parents
had recorded it, but the full weight of the Serrano dynasty lay behind it.

He was young to marry anyway, and with Fleet having al ready assigned himresponsibility for the
maxi mum nunber of dependents, how could he even think of marrying? O course they were sure that
Li eut enant Sui za woul d understand, and if she truly cared for him she would see to it that she
made t hings easier, not harder, for him There need be no unseenly haste, assum ng—

Barin argued with the nessage cube in resentful silence. How could he think of marrying? How coul d
he not? Unseemy haste? They had known each other for years now, they had been through a
Bl oodhorde attack, the machi nati ons of envious troubl emakers, a very tricky hostage extrication
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and he was not —NOT—going to be told he was too young, too inexperienced, too anything else to get
married. He was a jig, not sone wet-ears ensign fresh out of the Acadeny.

He | oved her. She loved him It was so sinple, if only other people would | eave them al one.

Per haps she could get | eave and they could neet sonewhere . . . privately . . . he toyed briefly
with the idea of running away and getting married secretly, in spite of his fanily. That woul dn't
be fair to Esmay, though. The Landbri de Suiza woul d expect —woul d requi re—pre than a hasty
cerenony before sone local magistrate. Still, with the ship detached for diplomatic duty,
maybe—ust maybe—they coul d manage to neet.

CHAPTER SI X
R S.S. SHRIKE

“Mai|l drop, Lieutenant." Chief Conway handed Esmay the hardcopy list. Esmay managed not to sigh
Al'l these new security procedures ate tinme, since every piece of incoming nmail at every mail drop
required her to check and initial it. Luckily, they could pick up mail only when reasonably near
Fleet relays. Still, she could not believe that all these security nmeasures were necessary on a
smal|l ship like this. She ran her eye down the list, noting that the chief had flagged three
nanes, a pivot-major and two sergeants minor. They had received nore than a sig beyond the nean
nunber of contacts, and frommultiple sources.

"No packages," Esmay nurnured, checking the col ums.

"No, sir, not for them There's one for you, though. And Pivot-najor Gunderson is getting married
at the end of this tour. The return addresses match his next-of-kin address, his future in-Iaws'
address, and the nedical center on Rockhouse Mjor."

"Medical center?" Then it came to her. "GCh—ef course." @underson was neuroenhanced, and—"Is his
betrothed al so a NEM?"

"No . . . civilian softsider. Gunderson's trying to get a control inplant approved."”

That made sense—he woul dn't want to tear his spouse apart by accident. "Still . . . a civilian

marriage?"

"Security's been all over it," the chief said, correctly interpreting her scowm of concern. "The
famly's not Fleet, but they've been subcontractors for two generations."

Esnmay | et her gaze drift to the next nane.

"Farley's parents have sicced the whole family on her to get her to | eave Fleet and work for their
shi ppi ng consortium She says she's been hassled for years, and just trashes the notes."

A nessage cube fromBarin. Esmay put it aside for later viewing. It bore the sticker that neant it
had passed censors at Sector HQ He nust have told his famly by now-his grandnother already knew
this was probably about their response to his telling them about Esmay. She still hadn't heard
back fromher own famly, though with the long transit tines the new security regs inmposed, that
wasn't too surprising. She hoped they'd reply pronptly. She and Barin would have only a short

wi ndow of opportunity for their wedding, and while they wanted it to be small and informal, she
still wanted it to feel |ike a wedding, which neant famly present.

Her other nmail was all official business, addressed to her position on Shrike . . . all but the
package, much battered after its passage through one checkpoint after another, with Brun Meager's
nane in the sender |D square.

A package from Brun? Esmay hadn't heard from her since she left for Castle Rock with her babies.
She noticed the runpl ed sealtape, where security had tried to open it, as required by the new
rules. She laid her hand on the ID plate, wondering nonentarily how Brun had acquired her
handprint, and the sealtape flicked free. Esmay unfol ded the w apping, aware of security watching
her .
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The | ast of the paper folded back to reveal . . . a strip of enbroidery so exquisite that Esnay
could not repress a gasp of pleasure. As wide as her hand, a long strip—she unfolded it
careful l y—that was nearly as tall as she was. And every centineter covered with white-on-white
enbroi dery and | ace. She hardly dared touch it with bare hands; she felt she should be wearing
white gloves to protect it. She laid it gently across her |lap and went back to the box.

Under the folded strip was a square of some sheer white fabric, nore like a net, encrusted with
tiny seed pearls. And under that, several pages of draw ngs, sketches of a gown—a weddi ng gown,
Esmay realized, with long sleeves and a high collar. It was nore severe than she woul d have
expected Brun to choose; it had al nost the suggestion of a uniform about the shoul ders.

The data cube in the sane package explained. "Barin's acquisitions need a way to support
t hemsel ves, Hazel told ne, and you need a weddi ng gown. Handwork of this quality is rare; if
they're working for a good designer, they' Il be paid well for it. So | took the liberty of talking

to some designers. | assunme you don't want to pay a year's salary on it. For the Fleet hero who
rescued nme, and an introduction to the craftswonen doing work of this quality, Goran Hiel is
willing to design your gowmn. He's not considered as good as Marice Linmited, but | liked the slight

mlitary flair."

It was not the first time Brun had tried to plan their life for them This was . . . the fourth,
Esmay t hought, trying not to resent it. Brun had grown up expecting things to go her way; noney
and beauty and |uck had failed her only once. No wonder she wanted to go back to running the
wor |l d—er at |east her friends' lives. She was only reverting to nornal; she didn't mean to flaunt
her power. Probably.

Esmay | ooked at the draw ngs and enbroi dery again. For a nmonment, Esmay inagi ned herself in that
gown, nmade of such gorgeous stuff. She would look . . . no, she nust not think about that, not
now It was far too grand a gown for her, for a plain lieutenant in Fleet who wanted a qui et
fam |y weddi ng.

But for the Landbri de Suiza?

It was not too grand for the Landbride Suiza, but she was not nmarrying Barin as Landbride
she paused in folding the strip of enbroidery to replace it in the box. WAs she not, indeed?

A cascade of difficulties unfolded in her m nd, beginning with her position as Landbride Sui za.
What if soneone thought her marrying Barin had anything to do with that? Wth the historica
position of Suiza of Altiplano and the Regul ar Space Service, or Altiplano' s anbi guous position
within the Fanilias Regnant?

VWhat if her famly thought that? What if-she did not |ike even thinking about this, about the | and
link that was supposed to have been forned with the Landbri de cerenmony—what if the land itself,
Land Suiza, thought her marriage to Barin Serrano neant somethi ng beyond | ove?

And she hadn't yet made formal application for a status change. Quickly, w thout stopping to think
about any of it, she called up the rel event forns.

OFFI CER APPLI CATI ON FOR LI FE PARTNER CEREMONY: Procedures and Requiremnents.

Al t hough she had known about the official forns in an intellectual way, having them actually

| oaded onto her deskcomp felt very . . . serious. First came a |ong, depressing series of
war ni ngs, restrictions, and discouraging statistics: she had to initial each paragraph as having
been read. Formal |ife partnerships (also known as marriages, the text infornmed her prosily)

fail ed even anong individuals of |ongstanding Fleet background. The report cited all the possible
reasons, including sone Esmay hadn't thought of (Were there really people who were confused about
their gender as adults? And how many people converted to a religion requiring celibacy after
marryi ng someone?).

She read on, doggedly initialling one paragraph after another, until she cane to the section
war ni ng of ficers agai nst entangl enments with persons of planetary inportance. And right there, in a
list that included governor-general of this, and assistant general secretary of that, and
commander of the other, she found "Altiplano: Sector Commanders, imediate famlies of, and
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Landbri de/ Landgr oom "

Landgroon? There wasn't any such title on Altiplano. The whol e point of the Landbride was .
her mind caught up with the warning and she gl anced back at the heading. "Oficers are
specifically warned to avoid political entanglenments, including |iaisons either casual and
permanent with the foll owi ng cl asses of persons.”

She could hardly avoid a liaison with herself, but—what would this nmean to Barin? She was a
conmi ssioned of ficer of the Regul ar Space Service. Surely they couldn't hold her Landbride status
against her . . . not her

But if they did . . . she hadn't been a Landbride when she and Barin net and fell in |ove. She had
been just another ensign . . . just another ensign who had survived a mutiny and saved a pl anet

but basically, a Fleet officer. She hadn't done anything wong in falling for Barin, or he for
her. What difference did it nmake that she was al so the Landbride Suiza?

Cone to think of it, had she ever officially informed Fleet that she was the Landbride? Lady
Kateri na Saenz knew, but she had been concentrating so on hel ping get Brun free—that was far nore
i mport ant—and she wasn't at all sure she'd turned in the form Esmay called up her personne
stats. Planet of origin, famly of origin, religion, |Iocal awards and decorations . . . the
Starmount, she had put that in. But she hadn't nentioned Landbri de.

Feeling guilty already, she hunted through the Personnel Procedures database for the right form
and didn't find one. Well . . . not that nmany officers becane Landbride. In fact, she was the only
one. But this neant discussing the |apse with Captain Solis; he would not want to be surprised by
it later.

* * *

"Captain, could | speak to you?"
"Certainly." He | ooked up fromhis work, nuch | ess nenaci ng than she had once thought him

"I't's about these forns for a change of status," Esnay began. "The warni ngs to personnel =

H s brows rose. "I don't inagine you' re in any trouble—you and the young man are both Fl eet
officers. Unless you still think you' re robbing cradles.”

"No, sir. But the section on planetary entangl ements—

"I know your father's a promi nent person, but you're a Fleet officer—
"And a Landbride."

"Landbri de? What is that?"

"A proscribed position, it says here." Esmay handed over the printout she'd nade. "I don't know if
it applies—+ ama Fleet officer, and when we net | wasn't Landbride Suiza—

"Unph. Landbride nmust be sonething extraordi nary. What does a Landbri de do, Lieutenant?"

That was not sonething she could explain, when she didn't half understand it herself. "It's—the
Landbride represents the famly's bond to the land—+o the soil itself—n the fam |y hol dings.
She's a synbol of the family's conmmitnent to the land. It's . . . sort of religious."”

"I didn't even know you were a Landbride," he said.

"I't happened during ny | eave hone, after ny great-grandnother died," Esmay said. "Wen | cane
back, we were so busy with the rescue nission, | guess | forgot to put it in . . . | didn't think
about its being inportant.”

"Yes . . . we were all sonewhat preoccupied right then. But you need to report it now. Personne
will definitely want to know, and they nmay have sone concerns about your duties. How rnuch tine
you'll need to be away from Fl eet, and so on."

file:/lIF|/rah/Elizabeth%20Moon/Moon,%20Eliz...0Legacy%2006%20-%20Change%200f%20Command.txt (50 of 202) [5/20/03 11:39:48 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Elizabeth%20M oon/M oon,%20Eli zabeth%20-%620The%20Serrano%20L egacy %2006%20-%20Change%6200f%20Command.txt

"I won't," Esmay said. "That's what ny father said—=
"But religion . . ." He |ooked thoughtful. "Religious positions usually require sonme actua
conmmitnment of time and effort, Lieutenant. If you aren't there—=

Esmay t hought suddenly of the spring and fall Eveners, when her great-grandnother had ridden out
to do sonet hi ng—she didn't know what—n the fields. No one had nentioned that to her, but—

"It all happened so fast," she said. "And then | cane back .
tone in her voice; and stopped short.

She hated the sudden pl eadi ng

"You need to get it straightened out, whatever it is, before you marry young Serrano," he said.
"Not just because of regul ations, but because you both need to know what you're getting into. And
| see here you're in double jeopardy, with your father being a sector conmmander.™

"Yes, sir," Esmay said. "But they knew that when | went into the prep school."

"But you weren't then about to marry one of the oldest famlies in Fleet," he said. H's tone held
no rancor, but the very nmatter-of-factness of it set a barrier of steel between her and what she
hoped for.

Esmay nodded, and withdrew. Master Chief Cattaro, after runmaging in the Adm n database for the

correct form gnawed the corner of her lip. "There's a procedure, Lieutenant . . . there's al ways
a procedure. Let me just check . . ." Another dive into the database. "Ah. What | think will work
is a 7653, an Application for Exception, Unspecified, and a 78B-4, an Incident Report, Personne
Infraction, Unspecified, and then you'll need a 9245 . . . no, actually, two of them One to

acconpany each of the others."” Chief Cattaro grinned, |ooking happier with each additional form
"And it might be just as well to file your 8813—your application for permnission for pernmanent
bond—+i nked to the code tag for your pre-comm ssioning records, because that will have your prep-
school classifications, and of course you'll need . "

"Chief, I'"'mnot going to have tine to do all that at once."

"Best get started then," Cattaro said. She had the quiet tw nkle of the senior NCO who has j ust
been able to dunp a |l oad of work on a junior officer. "I'lIl just pipe it to your desk, shall I? O
woul d you rather work it in here?"

She could always fill in the blanks while working on sonething else.
"My desk, please, Chief."
"Yes, sir.

Filling out the forns to Chief Cattaro's satisfaction kept her busy the rest of that shift and
part of the next, along with her other work. For reasons known only to the fornms designers in
Personnel, none of the forns asked for the information in the same order, or even the sane format,
which nade it inpossible to sinply port data fromone to the other. Family nane first here, but

| ast there. Mddle nane or nanes as initials in this form but spelled out in that one. Planet of
origin by a code froma table, or spelled out, or by a code from another table, which didn't agree
with the first.

They really did not want Landbrides to marry into Fleet, Esnmay deci ded.

* * %
Barin's nessage cube-when she finally had tine to put it in the reader—was |less informative than
she'd hoped. He | oved her—she couldn't hear that too often—and he was still waiting to hear from

his parents. He was afraid they'd be upset by the adninistrative decision to nake hi mresponsible
for the support of the wonen brought back from Qur Texas. It was going to be hard to convince
Personnel to approve the paperwork for a status change, when clearly he couldn't afford any nore
dependent s.

Esmay wondered if sonmeone in Admi n had gone bonkers. Wiy were they demandi ng that Barin pay
support for these wonen? He had included the data he thought she'd need—evidently he hadn't yet
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found the sections of the application which forbade her to exist, or himto marry her. He pronised
to wite again, but pointed out that with his entire salary going to the support of the NewTex
wonen, he would be limted to ship-to-ship transfers within the Fleet postal system

Esmay added his information to her paperwork, and then conpl eted what she could of her
application, along with the bel ated NOTI CE OF RELATI ONSHI P papers. It was all so silly. They'd
known she was a sector conmander's daughter when they accepted her into Fleet, and Altiplano had
no desire to influence the Famlias G and Council anyway. It had never even tried to get a Seat in
Council. Wiy was it on the proscribed list? And if they were going to put Landbrides on, why
hadn't they done the elementary research to find out that there was no such thing as a Landgroon?
Cursing the anonynous "they" in silence, Esmay finished the forms, stanped and thunb-seal ed them
and took them back to the captain's office for his clerk to make the required copies and ready
themfor transit

She went back to the rest of the nmessage cube |ater. The forner Rangers' wives, now settled
uneasily in an apartnment bl ock on Rockhouse Major, were constantly asking Barin for assurances he
coul d not provide.

"Grandnmot her knows why | did it—and agrees that it was justifiable under the circunstances—but she
warned me that Fleet would not be pleased, no matter what kind of report she turned in.
Headquarters feels | overstepped ny authority, and created a huge financial obligation for them
not to nention a publicity nightmare. They've insisted that | contribute to their maintenance,

t hough nmy whole salary won't pay the grocery bills alone. Everyone—fromthe wonen to the

admral s—seens to think it's ny place to cone up with a solution. And |I'm stunped. Those wonen
don't seemto be capable of anything but sitting around conpl aining, and now the civil authorities
are junping on ne because they won't send their children to school."

Esmay t hought of the women she'd seen in the shuttle during the evacuation: the |ong-sleeved, |ong-
skirted dresses, the headscarves, the work-worn hands. |If they were as religious as the AQd
Believers on Altiplano, they'd be very unconfortable on a space station, or even one of the

nmor e—her mind struggled for awhile, |ooking for a different word, but finally settled on the
first—advanced pl anets.

She hadn't thought nuch about the wormen and chil dren renpbved—er rescued—en that nission since
| eaving the task force. She'd assumed the wonen who had been prisoners had recei ved nedi ca
treatnment, and that "soneone" had done "sonething" about the others.

Apparently not. Though it was hardly fair to land all the responsibility on Barin, if he was going
to be held accountable, then clearly she herself had to do something. What a nuisance it was,
being stuck on a different ship! They couldn't just talk it over, share ideas, come up with

sol uti ons.

She prepared queries for Barin and the Fleet library-search service, and at the next downjunp sent
them of f.

The i dea woke her out of a sound sleep sonme nights later, and she lay there w de-eyed, anazed at
hersel f. The wonmen needed a place to live and raise their children, preferably on a planet. They
needed a way to earn a living. Brun had suggested the latter, with her coments about their skil

i n handwork. And now Esmay had herself thought of a solution to the forner problem Altiplano. As
the Landbride Suiza, she could settle themon Suiza lands. In their own village, if necessary,
where they could follow their own custons. Their handwork could be exported, along with the
genestock, to fill out their income beyond what they could produce fromthe | and; she would be
willing to give thema start of livestock fromher own personal holdings. Their children could
grow up as Altiplanans; in a few generations, they'd be assimlated conpletely.

The nore she thought about it, the better it seened. The wonen ni ght even find husbands on
Altiplano, if they wanted them Since their beliefs fit sonewhere on the great branching tree of
religions that had grown out of Od Earth Christianity, surely they would find the tone of
Altiplano's AOd Believers congenial. She tried not to think of those passages in her child's

hi story book about the religious disputes. Her great-grandnother had insisted that they were al
the result of insufficient humlity and excessive arrogance. And anyway, religious freedomwas now
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part of the Atiplanan | egal code, though Atiplano | acked the diversity of culture of Fleet or
the nmore cosnopolitan planets.

Since she couldn't go back to sleep, she turned on her desk unit and recorded a cube for Barin
with the gist of her idea, then one for Luci, telling her cousin all about the wedding plans, and
Barin's problens, and asking about vacancies on Suiza lands. In her mnd s eye, she saw them
settled somewhere in the south, in atidy little village of stone houses, w th kitchen gardens.
Sonet hing very like what Barin had described as the househol ds they'd come from

By the time she'd populated their pastures with Cateri goats and cattel opes, and i magi ned t hem al
cheerful and productive, with laughing children playing in the | anes, she was sl eepy again. She
went back to bed sure that all problens had solutions and this one had just been sol ved.

Next norning she was not quite as sure-she thought she renmenbered that they were free-birthers, or
at least their nen were—but she put the cubes in the outgoing nail collection anyway, and went on
with her work.

ALTI PLANO, ESTANCI A SUI ZA

Luci Suiza cane through the front hall on her way in fromthe polo fiel ds—she needed a shower
before the Vicarios famly showed up for dinner, and had | et Esmay's hal f-brother ride her pony
cool . That was one reason, and the other was that she'd seen the little red mail van driving up to
the house. Philip had been sending her a note every day; when she was | ucky she got to them before
anyone el se. She picked up his note, and a nessage cube from Esmay, and took themup to her room

She read the note before she showered, stripping off her sweaty clothes and tingling all over from
the phrases he'd used, as well as the cooler air wafting in through the w ndow. Toni ght—oni ght
the parents would have their final meeting, and after that, they would be betrothed.

After her shower, wapped in a fluffy white robe, Luci fed Esmay's cube into the reader in her
room and brushed her hair as the nmessage cane up. Esmay was fine; she hadn't heard back from
Barin about his famly yet; Brun had sent her gorgeous sanples of enbroidery and sketches for a
gown; Fleet had a lot of silly rules about who could narry whom so she was having to fill out
lots of fornms . . . Luci paused, pinned up her hair, and glanced at the clock. She still had tine.
She made a long arm pulled her cosnetics closer to the cube reader, and tried to do her makeup
and watch the nessage at the sane tine.

Fl eet didn't approve of officers marrying Landbrides. So resign, Luci thought to herself, and sure
enough the next bit was a |long, ranbling apol ogy and then the adm ssion that Esnay thought she
shoul d resign. WAs Luci interested?

Luci was interested; Luci heaved a sigh at her absent cousin, and applied |ip color. No natter
what anyone said, there was no way to play polo and end up with soft moist |ips, wthout using
cosnmetics. The nessage continued; Luci kept an eye on the clock. She liked her cousin; she admred
her intensely, but Phil would be here in twenty-five m nutes.

Esmay' s wonderful idea of settling the wonen from Qur Texas and their children on Suiza | ands took
her by surprise; the eyeliner she'd been applying so carefully sw ped up and away, a dark streak
across her face before she caught herself. Wat?! N neteen wonen, and their children—dozens of
children—all to be settled on Suiza |lands? Free-birthers, froma planet with a barbarous religious
cult . . . she could just imagine what the priests would say about that! Esmay babbl ed on about
their handwork skills, their experience on |lowtech planets. W are not |owtech, Luci thought
angrily. Idiot. Fool

Then she caught sight of her face in the mrror, and the clock, and the anger roared in her like a
brushfire. Esmay had no right! Esmay was not a proper Landbri de—Ao one who really understood, who
really cared, could have considered that for an instant
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Luci dashed into the bathroom nearly tranpling two of the younger children
"Luci, what happened to your—

"Be quiet!" she snarled at them and scrubbed the makeup off her face, |eaving streaks on the
facecloth. Stupid Esmay. Ridiculous Esmay. It was a good thing she'd left, and a good thing she
wanted to resign as Landbride, and Luci would pluck her hair herself if she had a chance.

When she got back to her room and | ooked out the window to see if the Vicarios vehicle was com ng
yet, the alternating blue and gold of shadow and |late sun streaking the grass of the polo fields
stabbed her heart. It was so beautiful, so beautiful it hurt. How could Esmay not want this? How
could she care so little, that she would think of violating the land for a bunch of outl anders?

She rested her forearns on the windowsill and drank in the cool air scented with early roses and
appl e bl ossom Somewhere in the di stance, horses whinnied; the grooms would be nixing evening
feeds. This was what she wanted, what she had al ways wanted—well, this and Philip to share it

with. Land to cherish and nourish and protect, beauty to nurture, the ancient cycles of the Iand.

Li ght reflected from sonething noving on the road, then flashed straight in her eyes when the
vehicle turned into their drive. The Vicarios, no doubt, unless it was her father returning late
fromthe city. No time now for cosnetics, though she touched her chapped lips with col or again.
The bl ue-and-white overtunic and white skirt of the courted nmaiden. After tonight, she woul d wear
the blue skirt of the bride-to-be.

Esmay, you fool! was her |ast thought as she closed her door and ran down the upper passage to the
stairs.

The Vicarios fam |y had gone back to their city house by mdnight. At this third of the forma
meetings (alternating fromone famly's hone to the other's), the parents had been pleasantly
rel axed. The exchange of gifts, the ritual speeches, the contrived—but stil

ef fecti ve—~unexpected" visit of the priest who put her hand in Philip's, and tied a silk scarf
around the pair of them-all had gone without a hitch. Luci and Philip had a few minutes alone in
the rose garden as their elders watched fromthe |ighted doorway; he kissed her respectfully on
the brow, and nurnured her nane.

Philip went with his parents when they left, of course. From now on, no nore stolen nmonents, |et
al one hours, in which to discover each other . . . fromnow on, they were formally betrothed, and
that betrothal had its own rul es. Maddeni ng, perhaps intentionally so. Luci filched another
stuffed date fromthe tray a sl eepy nmi dservant was carrying back to the kitchen, and foll owed her
father into the library. Her uncle and grandfather, already relaxed in chairs by the fireplace,

| ooked up as she cane in.

"Luci, you should be in bed."

"Papa, I'mnot sleepy." He raised his eyebrows at her, but she didn't nove. "Papa, | had a nessage
cube from Esmay today."

Her uncle Casinir sighed. "Esmay . . . now there's another problem Berthold, did you get anywhere
in the Landsnmen's CGuil d?"

"Nowhere. Ch, Vicarios won't oppose us, but that's because of Luci, and his support is half-
hearted. It would be different if she hadn't left so young, | think. They don't really renmenber
her, and even though they awarded her the Starnount, and consider her a hero, they do not want a
Landbri de—any Landbri de but especially our Landbri de—onnected to an outlander famly. Cosca told
me frankly that even if she noved here, and al so her husband, he woul d oppose it. Nothing good
ever cane fromthe stars, he insisted."”

"And t he votes?"

"Enough for a challenge, Casi, I"'msure of it. No, the only way out of this is for Esmaya to cone
and talk to them hersel f."
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"Or resign.”

"Or resign, but—will she?"

Luci spoke up. "She nmentioned that in her cube."
"What —+esi gni ng? Why?"

"Her precious Fleet seens to think about us the way the Landsnmen's CGuild thinks about them She
says they have sonme kind of regulation forbidding officers to marry Landbri des."

Her father snorted. "Do they have one forbidding officers to be Landbri des? How ri di cul ous!"

"Are you serious?" Casimr asked. "They have sonething specific about Landbrides? How woul d they
know?"

"I don't know," Luci said. "That's just what she said. And she said why didn't we take in al
those wonen brought back from Qur Texas—she was sure they'd fit in."

A stunned silence, satisfying by its depth and | ength.

"She what?" Casinmir said finally. "Aren't those wonen—

"Free-birthers and religious cultists,” Luci said, with satisfaction. "Exactly."
"But —but the priests will object," Berthold said.

"Not as badly as the Landsnen's G@uiild, if they hear of it. Dear God, | thought she had nore sense
than that!"

"She is in love," Luci pointed out, willing now to be magnanmi nous. "Apparently Fleet is taking
Barin's salary to pay for their upkeep—at |east sone of it—and Esmay's trying to help himout.
Ni neteen of them after all, and all those children."

"At our expense." Casimr shook his head. "Well, that settles it. She'll have to resign, as soon
as | can get word to her. The Trustees will certainly not approve this, if | were willing to |et
it be known." He gave Luci a hard look. "You didn't tell Philip, |I hope."

"Of course not." Luci glared at her uncle. Esmay ni ght not have any sense, but she knew what the
fam |y honor required.

"I hope she does name you Landbride, Luci," Casimr said. "You'll be a good one."

Luci had a sudden spasm of doubt. Was she being fair to Esnmay, who after all had had so nany bad
t hi ngs happen to her? But underneath the doubt, the sane exultation she had felt when Esnay gave
her the brown mare . . . nmine, it's mne, | can take care of it, nobody can hurt it.

"I wonder if we could place an ansible call,"” Casinir said.
"Surely it's not that urgent," Berthold said.
"What if she just packs them up and ships themto us? Better safe than sorry."

"She won't," Luci said. "lI'msure she won't." She didn't know how she knew, but she knew-probably
by now Esmay had figured out for herself why it was a bad idea, and the next nail would bring
apol ogi es.

"I hope not," her father said. He yawned. "Ch, do go to bed, Luci! I'm exhausted."

Luci gave hima kiss and went up to bed, sure she would not sleep for the warring enotions inside
her. She undressed qui ckly, hung her clothes up, and slipped naked between the sheets, taking
great lungfuls of the fragrant night air. She hoped Esnay felt this way about her Barin . . . if
her poor cousin couldn't be Landbride, she at |east deserved a great |ove.
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R S.S. SHRIKE

Esmay cane onto the bridge to find Captain Solis scowling. Now what had she done or |eft undone?

"I was afraid |I'd | ose you," the captain said.

"Lose me?"

"New orders. They're sending ne a new exec, and you over to |line ships again. | knew they would
eventual ly. Even though we can al ways use sonmeone with your talents in SAR they consider it a
wast e. "

He handed over the message cube. "It's all in there; we'll be dropping you off at Topaz."

"Topaz— A civilian station

“In transit between ships is a good tinme to use a few days' |eave, Lieutenant. Assunming you have a
use for it."

Barin. Her heart hamrered. Now if she could only figure out how

"Navarino is in Sector Six. Gyrfalcon, | hear, is going to be detached from pi cket duty and sent
back to Castle Rock, and thence to Sector One— Solis did not crack a snile, but she did. She knew
the regulations: all she had to do was show up at the right time. The route she chose from Topaz
to Sector Six HQ was her own choice. There was at |east a chance that she could neet Barin at somne
internediate station. If she could get word to him If she could get I|eave.

CHAPTER SEVEN
BENI GNI TY OF THE COWVPASSI ONATE HAND
NUOVO VENI TZA, SANTA LUZI A

Hostite Fieddi, Swordmaster and troupe |eader, bowed to the Chairman's box, then to either end of
the Grande, where the notable guests of state and industry were seated, and finally, that cold
chill down the spine which this required novenent always brought, turned his back on the nost
dangerous man in his universe to salute the nortal representative of that Holy One who was even
nmor e dangerous, having dom ni on over all universes.

Protocol, he thought sourly, was invented by the devil, for the ensnaring of innocent hearts. Not
that his was innocent; he had been debriefed by his superior in the Order, and had still to face
confession. In between .

Trunpets blared, the old curled rans' horn trunpets, and fromthe corner of his eye, Hostite saw
the doors open in each corner, dark nouths. In each, a gleanming figure poised in one of the
Attitudes. Alowdrunroll . . . the first figure in each doorway stal ked forward, and behind it a
second.

Ei ght now, each denonstrating one of the Attitudes, a Full Square. The druns shifted to a subtle
beat, step and step; the figures noved forward, in toward the open space where Hostite waited.
Four were fermale, four were male. Four belonged to the Sun: pure gold, copper-red, rich bronze,
and brass. Four belonged to the Mon: silver, steel, lead, platinum And he, the dance's Shadow,
gl eaned obsidian in the light.

Sabre dancing had its roots in ancient days, long before the first men left Earth. More than one
sword-bearing culture had its sword and knife dances, and nore than one had used them as training.
More than one had al so the spectacle, where the rich and powerful watched as their servants danced
and bled for their armusenent. There had al ways been, for sone, the heady |inkage of |ust and
danger.
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But not until the Benignity had the old threads wound into such a line of life and death as this.
Hostite smiled behind his nask. Here was the inperial circus, and here were the holy warriors, and
here were the dancers . . . and here he rul ed.

The gl eaming figures had forned the circle, with himin the center . . . the Spanish circle, he
knew fromhis studies, with its elaborate figures. He turned slowy, enjoying as nmuch as the

Chai rman, he was sure, those fine-tuned bodi es beneath the gleam ng paint. Unlike his mask, theirs
were transparent—nvisible, to all but those who knew exactly where to | ook. Instead, their
faces—bi oscul pted to be as beautiful as their bodi es—gazed back at himwi th inpassivity.

Toni ght's nusic, chosen by the Chairnman, was Inetzina's "Quadrille for Evening by the Sea." The
Chai rnman beckoned; the opening phrase began. Hostite signalled Four and Seven, brass and |lead. So
much was tradition, and the Dance began w th what mi ght seem dul | ness.

Gracefully, yet with a severity inposed by the weapons, Four and Seven stepped out of the
circunference, into the circle. In practice, they danced naked but for wist, elbow, and knee
guards, but here—n formal performance, wi th Sonmeone certainly watching from behind the

curtai n—Four wore the snmall, netallic-scaled breast nedallions, the pleated netallic-scaled skirt
that hung from her hips and swirled when she noved. Seven wore the loincloth that was hardly nore
than a codpi ece strapped in place.

The bl ades were all steel, but coated to match the dancers' colors. Hostite's bl ade al one was not
steel, but true obsidian, brittle but sharper than any other

The traditional quadrille required each dancer to face each, first in the pairs, and then by
fours. Hostite worried a little about Four—this was her first performance in the G ande, and

t hough she had seenmed conpletely solid in rehearsal, he knew that the excitenment of a first
performance could cause a fatal misstep. But Caris, who usually danced the Four, had hyperextended
her knee while instructing a junior class: sone carel ess student—ot a student any |onger—had | eft
a lump of wax on the floor

Pel i nn shoul d have had another half-year in the second conpany, Hostite thought, but she was very
talented and very dedi cated, the best of the understudies. He hoped she would not be marked badly
t oni ght .

The musi ¢ brought the dancers together, blade against bl ade, and whirled them apart. Four noved
perfectly in time to the beat, and as the figures followed one another, including the difficult
change of hand during pirouette, Hostite relaxed a little. Even though brass and | ead danced the
false art, a nuch | ess dangerous design than the true, they could mark each other permanently if
they erred.

Ei ght and Two fol |l owed Four and Seven: platinum and copper, the maxi mum contrast of color, and the
m ni mum of gender—both were wonmen. Genetic twins, differentiated only by makeup and costune.
Hostite smled indulgently to himself. They were at the height of their powers now, and after all
the years of training together, they always produced a spectacul ar show. Wirling, |eaping,
throwi ng kicks as well as rapid thrusts and sweeping strokes, it seenmed they nust slice one

anot her to bits—but they never did.

Bronze and steel next, Three and Six, this time both nales. Not twins, nor matched in height or
style. Steel Six had four centineters on Bronze Three, with a correspondi ng reach—but Three, born
of a fanmily of acrobats, matched himeasily in the dance. Their corded nuscles stood out; their
weapons rang ever nore |oudl y—and al ways on the beat.

Hostite signalled for the pairs next: One and Five would dance al one at the end, but for now

j oi ned Four and Seven. CGold and brass, lead and silver . . . the false art and the true danced
both with and agai nst each other. For nany patrons, this was the best part of any dance, with its
interlocking synbolism but for the Master it was always a problem In the finale, One and Five
nmust be capabl e of the nost difficult novenents, which neant they nust not suffer injury now-and
yet they nust denonstrate the True, and its superiority to the False. Hostite worried agai n about
Four; she must be shown to be inferior, without injuring Five, or being too badly hurt.

Agai n he was reassured by her steady, even rhythm under the spectacul ar noves required. She had
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the true dramatic tenperanent; when pressed by the true art, she grinmaced, |eaned back, seened on
the point of inbalance—but never quite fell. The fewthin lines of red on her skin were only
enhancenents, not serious injuries that would take time fromher training or performnce.

The dance continued, with the other pairs replacing those: Two and Ei ght opposing Si x and Three.
Here, where Hostite expected no problens, Six missed his footing in a turn—perhaps the floor was
sweat -slick there, or perhaps he |l ost concentration. Whatever the reason, his left foot slid

si deways as his weight came on it, and Two—they were in the second figure by then—epened his |eg
across the knee fromthe lateral thigh to the posterior calf, exposing bone at the joint, just
before the gush of brilliant blood that proved an artery had been severed. A gasp, alnbst a npan,
came fromthe watching seat. Hostite ignored that, and gestured to his dancers. Three and Ei ght
nmoved aside, without mssing a beat; Two backed away and knelt, weapon outstretched. Hostite

| ooked at the Chair's box. Wiich would it be?

A hand outstretched: the nusic stopped, md-phrase. The dancers stopped, held their poses.
Silence, then, but for Six's harsh breathing. He lay where he had fallen, in a w dening pool of
bl ood, struggling not to nake a sound. Hostite knew already it was a crippling blow He night
live, and wal k, but he woul d never dance again, even if the joint held.

"Steel," the Chairnan said. "Qur thanks for your service. It is ended."

Bef ore anyone el se could nove, Hostite noved, his obsidian blade slicing through the air and Six's
throat. He bowed to the Chair's box.

"Continue," the Chair said. Hostite returned to his place; the nusic resumed nid-phrase where it
had paused. Two still knelt, having no partner. Three and Ei ght noved with the nusic, dancing,
avoi ding both Two and the dangerous bright blood. It honored the honorable dead, to dance before
them around them

At the end of that figure, the Chair gestured again, and again the dance paused. Now Hostite
closed the dead eyes, and made the gestures and said the words that sent Six's soul on its way.
Servants canme, rolled the body into a sling, and carried it out, to a soft drunbeat; others

cl eaned and dried the floor

The last figures were as beautiful as anything Hostite had ever seen; the final pairing of Silver
and Gold, Sun and Mon, surpassed art and entered the real mof spirit. Above death, above l|ife,
were the eternal fires, and so the dancers noved.

Afterward, in the Dancers' Hall, they all knelt to honor the nenory of Steel, and with the edge of
a keen bl ade each added a drop of his or her own blood to the wi nding sheet. Pelinn | ooked pal e,
and no wonder after such a first night; Hostite gave her a hug, and held her until her body quit

shivering. "You did well," he whispered. "You did very well."
* * %

CASKADAR, THE TERAKI AN FAM LY COVPOUND

* * %

Goonar Terakian and Basil Teraki an-Junos had the conbined investigative skills of any newshound in
history, and nore than three times the discretion. Their profits came not fromrevealing

i nformation, but concealing it. It had not taken them overlong to figure out that the drunk who'd
accosted them back on Zenebra Main Station had been a New Texas CGodfearing MIlitia nenber, and
that the New Texans (as the Terakians privately referred to them as opposed to the Texans of the
Lone Star Confederation, who were perfectly respectable, if unfailingly sneaky, at "doin'

bi dness") were engaged in terrorism against the Fanilias Regnant.

Since Goonar and Basil had reported to their respective fathers as soon as they were back aboard
Teraki an ships, the Terakian famly had a head start on the Fanilias Regnhant's Fleet when it cane
to planning. They had followed, froma discreet distance, every evidence of Fleet's rescue of Brun
Meager . . . and the nore obvious evidence of her father's nmental instability.

Now Goonar and Basil had net again, this time on the fanmily's private resort on Caskadar. Their
di stant cousin Kaim the only fam |y nenber presently serving in Fleet, had taken | eave due and
was now spraw ed on a couch on the wi de veranda of Sea Breeze, glaring at the rain that poured
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steadily, as if froma vat overhead.

"My only leave in four years and it has to be raining!" Kaimhad never been patient.

"It's autum, " Goonar said. "It's just the fall rains

"I hate planets,
Kai m

Kai m sai d. Goonar gl anced at Basil, who shrugged. He | ooked al nost as sul ky as

"You chose the tine,
cli mte—

Goonar said, with nore asperity than he intended. "You know about the

"I know nore than that." Kai msighed, stretched, and beckoned to the other two. "Listen—what have
you heard about rejuvenations goi ng bad?"

"Well . . . there was always that story that the Patchcock-nade stuff was tainted somehow. A
Benignity plot, |I heard, with a spy found right in the factory, wasn't it?"

"That's just bad drugs," Kaimsaid, waving aside what had been 27% of the market share, and the
di sgrace and financial ruin of a Famly with nore than a dozen Seats in Council as if it were
nothing. "What | have is evidence that the primary process nay be faulty. Nothing hard yet.
They're still blaming it all on sonething wong with that batch of drugs. But according to ny
sources, sone of the first repeat Rejuvenants are showi ng nental deterioration. Lord Thornbuckl e,
for example."

"I don't see that," Basil said. "She was his daughter; there's nothing induced in his reaction.”
Basil's own daughter, just three now, had left that smear of jamon his chest. Goonar pitied her
future suitors.

"I know I'mnot a parent," Kaimsaid. "But still—isking the security of the entire Famlias—

Goonar grunted, and put out a hand automatically to tap Basil's shoul der. Kai m had been al npst
braggi ng about not fathering any children, as if he wanted the famly to investigate his reasons.
Basil had attitudes. That |left Goonar to play peacenaker, as usual

"Thing is," Goonar said, "if it's a matter of sone drugs being bad, that's very different fromthe
process itself being flawed. Kaim haven't sonme of the Fleet's senior officers been rejuved?”

"Yes, but only once. None of them have had nultiples, unless one of "emis had it done privately,
not through Medical Branch. Al the first ones were volunteers, done forty or nore years ago, when
there'd been enough civilian experience. It wasn't made standard with flag rank for another twenty
years. Then they started giving senior NCOs rejuv about ten years ago.”

"So . . . seen any crazy admirals |lately?"

"There's always Lepescu," Kaimsaid. He had reported to the fam |y about Lepescu before.

"He was born nean," Goonar said. "That kind existed before rejuv.”

"I know that." Kaimshifted uneasily. "Look—this is still very, very classified."

"Yeah, right," Basil said. He crossed his heart el aborately and spat to the left.

"It's not the adnmiral s—at least, | haven't seen any crazy admirals, not that | see that many. But
there's a nedical directive out on senior NCOs . . . anyone rejuved in the past ten years is being
called in for immedi ate evaluation. And | have solid data that at |east eight master chiefs have
had negative performance evals in our sector alone, in the past half standard year."

"Sounds like a bad drug batch to nme," Goonar said.

"Yeah—+f the adnmirals, who've been rejuved | onger, haven't gone |oopy, why would you think it's
anyt hi ng el se?" asked Basil .

"Mostly Lord Thornbuckle," Kaimsaid. "I just cannot fathoma nman of his caliber—his supposed
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caliber—getting us involved in a war to save that brainless twit of a daughter."

Goonar reached out for Basil's armagain, and found it, as he expected, knotted with angry nuscle.
"Trust us," he said mldly. "Fathers are |like that. Even yours."

"But it could also be intentional," Kaimsaid. "If soneone wanted to ruin Fleet, naking master
chiefs nuts would be a good way to go."

"And who woul d be doing this? Wo would have access?"

"Across the whol e organization—+f it is that w despread—+t would have to be sabotage in
procurenent, or upstreamfromthem Another traitor "

Goonar shrugged. Kaims father, if not Kaim had always had a thing about conspiracy theory, and
that's why his son had had to go into Fleet, because he had ignored profit for politics too |ong
and couldn't afford to launch his son as a family nenber should, with his own ship-shares.

"Al'l organi zations have sone traitors," Goonar said.

"Yes, but . . . what the NCOs are worried about is that it was a plot to start with, so that they
could justify not giving rejuv to enlisted personnel. | don't see that nyself—-admrals cost nore
and do | ess; everybody knows the senior NCOs are nore val uabl e—but it's spooking 'em And having
"em spooked woul d suit our enenies. The Benignity, | can see them doing sonething |ike this,
through agents of theirs. Fleet brass is worried about nore traitors in the operational end, |ike
Garrivay and Hearne, but why wouldn't the Benignity suborn procurenent as well?"

"I suppose." Goonar was much less interested in who nmight be a Benignity agent than in how such

i nformation could be turned for profit. "So . . . either they're going to find out it was a bad
batch, and the price of any remaining Morrelline/ Conselline stock will drop through the floor, and
t he whol e conbine will be bankrupt, or they'll find the basic process is flawed and all rejuv-

related products will go down?"

"You lot!" Kaimglared at him "Is profit all you care about? Doesn't it nmean anything to you that
if all the master chiefs go bonkers, we can't possibly stand agai nst a Benignity or NewTex
i nvasi on?"

"New Texans are amateurs," Coonar said absently. "That silly drunk—=

"I'sn't the whole story. Just as you said, any organi zation has traitors, and any organi zati on al so
has fools that get drunk."

"Still," Basil said, with a silky tone that alerted Goonar. "Still, | do not see that finding your
traitors—assuning you have them-+s our responsibility. W do, on the other hand, have a
responsibility to the famly which, by paying taxes, pays your salary too, Kaim so | wouldn't be
so snug about your noral purity."”

Goonar spread both arns. "Stop it, both of you. None of us wants to see the Famlias fall to
i nvasi on, and none of us wants to see the Terakian fanmly go broke. W're one blood." Wich might,
in a few mnutes, be mngled on the porch floor, if the other two didn't quit posturing.

"Daddy!" Basil's daughter burst through the door fromthe dining room |eading her nother by a
good ten feet. "Found you!" Basil scooped her up, and the child flashed a wide grin at the other
men. "Lunch time!" she announced.

"Sounds good to ne," Goonar said, pushing hinmself up. "Conme here, little one, and |l et your father
get up." The child bounced fromher father's lap to Goonar and he lifted her slight weight to his
shoul der, where she crowed in delight. "Don't forget to—

"Duck," she said, |leaning over his head. Inside, her nother shook her head.

"Sorry, CGoonar. Lydia's Jon had put sonething down the toilet in the children's bathroom and we
were coping with the overflow Jessie got away fromus."

"Good timng," Goonar said in an undertone. Berish was al nbst as pretty as little Jessie, and he
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envied Basil at tines like this, remenbering those first years of marriage, when the children were
sweet |unmps of brown sugar and a wi fe was an i nexhaustible cavern of enchantnents. He'd thought of
remarrying, but the pain of losing Sela and the children still stabbed; he could not risk that
again. He swung Jessie down, and followed the others to the great dining table.

After lunch, the rain stopped for a while, and Goonar chivvied the nen into a wal k al ong the
shore, past the orange squares of fish pens. Here, with the distractions of uneven footing and a
breeze freshening into a blustery wind, Basil and Kaimwere less inclined to quarrel. Kai mopened
his mind, like the net of a fisherman, spilling a nixed |ot of information which Goonar knew he
and Basil would pick over at leisure. By dinnertime, when the wind had bl owmn the clouds south for
atine, Kaimwas clearly enjoying the once-hated pl anet.

Goonar hinsel f wanted nothing nore than to be back aboard one of the Terakian fam|ly's ships,
preferably one with the new decryption algorithns, that could intercept transm ssions via the
financial ansibles. He tried to settle calmy to the after-di nner word ganes, but he couldn't
concentrate. After the third time that Kaimcrossed his entry with a 10-poi nt bonus, he gave up

"I"'mfuzzed," he said. "lI'mgoing up to bed."
"To bed?" Basil asked. "It's not that |ate."

"No, but I"'mthat tired." Goonar yawned, and clinbed the stairs to his tower room Basi
undoubt edl y knew what he was going to do, and could be counted on to keep Kai mout of the way. The
probl emwas that no security systemcould really keep his comuni cati ons cl ean, not down here. He
opened a line to the fam |y headquarters on Caskadar, requested a data dunp of the past two days
of market reports, and told the duty operator he'd be in the next day to put sonething in the
batch for the ansible.

"By m dday, |ocal, Ser
encrypted. "

the operator said. "It goes off at 1300, and we have to have all the data

“I"l'l be there by 1000," Goonar pronised.
When Basil cane up, hours later, Goonar was still picking through the data dunp.
"I thought you were fuzzed," Basil said.

"I am" This tine the yawn was genuine. "But |I'malso worried. There's sonething going on with the
Consel | i nes—+ook at this—=

"Not now. In the morning. | had to ply Kaimwith nore brandy to keep himdownstairs, and if |
don't sleep now I'll be very sorry in the norning."
"You'll be sorry longer if you don't look at this. |I'mserious, Bas. Sonething' s going on, and

it's big. Look at the fluctuations in the rejuv index."

"It's been volatile ever since the Patchcock ness,"” Basil said. "Took it six nonths to recover at
all, and every little runor shakes it like a w ndchine."

"So quit talking and | ook," Goonar said. He tapped the chart.
"Ch." Basil pushed his lips out and back in. "Wat about the raw—=

"Over the top," Goonar said, shuffling through the pile to find what he wanted. "There—+ can't be
sure without getting a hook in one of the big lines, but 1'd bet that's fromthe Conselline
plants; they're the only single source big enough to draw those resources this fast."

"And they'd | ost market share, and . . . damm, cuz, | wish we could access the enpl oynent
figures."

"So—we tel |l —

"The Fathers,"” Goonar said. "And we don't tell Kaim |'mpreparing an ansible |load for tonorrow "
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"Today. What tine does it have to be in? You want hel p?"

"Just keep Kai mout of ny way."

* * %

Goonar's |line of command ran through Basil's father, not his own—typical of the Terakian famly's
organi zation. So he was surprised when the next nessage cane from his father

"Goonar—tell Basil to keep Kai m onpl anet another 48 hours, without fail. Then get yourself on the
next shuttle up."

"As God wills," Goonar said, with both piety and practicality: the fanmly code for "Wat's going
on?"

"I'n his grace," said his father and signed off.

So he had put his finger on the lion's eyelid. Well, now to convince Basil to trap Kaimand |et
himrun off.

The shuttle ride to the orbital station seemed to take forever, though he knew it was the standard
flight time. Wien he arrived, he went directly to the Terakian Shipping offices, where staff were
bustling around as if a ship were arriving.

"Who' s com ng?"

"W just got word by ansible. Flavor is on her way through, fast-transit, w th sonething urgent.

If you want a lift, I'msure they' |l have roomfor you."
Favor ed- of - God, ni cknaned Fl avor, was the Terakian's fast courier . . . and the famly's nost
advanced recon vessel, |oaded with the best scan equi pnent noney or influence or trickery could

obtain. "There she is— one of the techs said, pointing to the display board. A bright splash on
the screen neant something had cone through the junp point at max vee, and the color shift neant
she was maki ng a dangerously fast approach

So whatever it was, the Fathers were willing to |l et everyone know they had sonme urgent chore in
hand. Usual ly Terakian ships noved in the sanme stately arcs as any other commercial carrier, never
showi ng all their capacity unless they ran into trouble.

"What's his ETA?" Coonar asked.
"At this rate? Under twenty hours.”
Twenty hours . . . so why had his father told himto | eave downsi de i medi atel y?

So he woul d be gone before word of Flavor's arrival got to the surface? So perhaps Kai mwoul dn't
connect the two? So there would be no transmissions to the surface which Kaimnight intercept?

Goonar sighed. While the station had a perfectly confortabl e | odgi ng house for transients, and he
had nmore than enough credit to use it, he kneww t hout even asking—that his father expected himto
stay in the office. In the off-duty bunkroomfor |owlevel staff, with its hard narrow beds.

"I'"'mgoing over to Spotted Lanb for lunch," Goonar said. "If anyone wants ne."

He was al nost through with dessert—honeyed figs stuffed with chopped bitsai nuts-when the cal
came. A tightbeamed packet for himfrom Fl avor.

Adhem the office nmanager, gave hima | ook, which Goonar had no trouble intepreting. He wasn't
that senior in the fanmily; he was just another of the young nen noving up through the ranks

so why was he suddenly in the office at just the right tinme for the appearance of Flavor on a fast
run, and why was he getting this packet, instead of someone nore senior? He was novi ng up, not
down or sideways, because he knew better than to give Adhem any information at all
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Fl avor's commander met himat the hatch and threw her arns around him Laisa, Basil's sister, had
t he sane dangerous energy as her brother. As Goonar's chain of command went through his uncle, so
Lai sa's went through Goonar's father

"You're coming with us," she nurrmured in his ear

"That's nice," Goonar said, detaching hinself. "Basil says to give you his |ove."

"We're fuel -and-go," Laisa said. Goonar nodded, and went through the hatch ahead of her.
In the next few hours, he briefed her on what he thought he had | earned from Kai mand the nore
accessi bl e data channel s.

"Here's what you don't know," Laisa said, when he was through. "There was a distant fanily nenber
captured with the Elias Madero—a young girl, Hazel Takeris. Sone seventy years ago, a Teraki an boy
fell inlove with a Chapapas girl—=

"A Greek!"

"Yes, from Del phi Duetti. O course both fanilies disapproved, so they changed their nanes—alled
thensel ves Takeris. Had lots of children, in defiance of everyone, including six boys, who
continued the habit of defying parents by becom ng perfectly ordi nary nerchant crewren who narried
| ate and had few children. This girl is his great-granddaughter—her father was a son of the second
son—and his wife died young, leaving himw th one daughter. He was killed by the NewTex that
boarded Elias Madero, and the girl captured.”

Goonar listened, trying to find some connection with the news he'd brought from Kaim Laisa went
on.

"At the tinme we heard about the anmbush, we didn't know that. The original connection' s nane was
of f our books. Then Aunt Herdion saw a news report and thought the newsie had m sspelled Terakian.
You know what she's |ike—she got on the com all ready to chew bones. They gave her all the
information they had, just to get her off their backs. Shortly after the rescue, when the newsies
reported Hazel's survival, she barged into the remaining Takeris famly discussion of Hazel's
future, and insisted on having a say. In fact, she was all set to adopt the girl herself. They're
not too happy with her, but they're also not rich, so her offer to pay for Hazel's education

sweet ened the deal ."

"Yes, but what does this have to do with rejuvenation drugs and rejuv psychosis?"

"Not rmuch—but you need to know that, to understand some recent decisions by the Fam |y Council,
which will affect everything fromthe contracts we take to the way we select crew. The Fanily
Council hadn't paid rmuch attention to your report from Zenebra about the NewTex saboteurs there,
but now they consider that the NewTlTex forns a possible serious threat to Terakian Shi pping
specifically, because of the way we have been casual about picking up replacenent crew. And
because you and Basil caught that agent on Zenebra. There's al so concern about spies in shipping
agents' staffs. They're convinced that the raiders knew about the Elias Madero's deviation from
its filed flight plan."

Goonar snorted. "lI'd say half the nmerchanters who work in that area know about that shortcut."
"No nore. At |least, not Terakian ships. We're restricted from anything but green-lined routes—=
"That' |l put paid to our fast-courier service—=

"Yes, but we won't be subject to piracy. At least not that kind of piracy."”

"So—what about this rejuvenation stuff? | still think we need to suck sonme data off the financial
ansi bl es—=

"W have. |'mnot sure what it all means, though." Laisa handed hi m several cubes. "That one's
from Benedi ctus, and this one's Caskadar three weeks ago. We'll suck it again on the way out."
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"Where are we goi ng?"
"Where God and the Fathers will. | haven't been told yet."

Goonar settled down to data analysis. Wiile the price of rejuv drugs had bounced up and down with
every runor of contamination or scarcity, the price of the raw materials had been grow ng

slowy at first . . . since the Patchcock ness. Sonmebody was buying the stuff, in quantity. Rejuv
drugs used sone of the sanme raw materials as many other pharmaceuticals, but sone were unique to
that process. He highlighted them+the prices rose steadily. So . . . sonebody was buying, and

presunably using the raw materials to nake the finished drugs, for which they had—er expected to
have—a mar ket .

He kept digging, paused to eat, slept awhile, and woke to Laisa's call. "W have the new squirt."
He rubbed his eyes and groaned. "And a destination, O beauteous one?"

“Marfalk."

Marfal k. An obscure world; he'd heard the nane but knew nothing about it. "How | ong?"

"Ei ght days, about."

"I'"mgoing back to sleep.”

But he didn't sleep; the new data he hadn't seen kept himawake. Finally he rolled out of the
bunk, muttering curses in four |anguages, and punched it in.

"You didn't tell me you intercepted a nenp," he said to Lai sa over the shipcom

"You were sleepy,"” she said.

"Not now. " It had been encrypted, but Flavor's systens were designed to handle all the standard
comercial encryption schemata. Under the first |level of encryption was anot her—as usual, sinpler
The decryption nmachi ne nade short work of that, too. Then, finally, the code. Goonar |ooked at it,
and let his mnd freewheel. Whose code was it? Sonething about it |ooked familiar . . . then it
came to him Conselline senior famly branch. His breath cane short. "Laisa . . . do we have a
code chip for Conselline senior branch?"

"Not on board. Is that what you think you' ve got?"

"Looks like it. We can start running it past the other chips, but I'mbetting on that one." He

ti pped his head one way, then the other. The Conselline neno | ooked al nbst readable as it was, but
he knew t hat was deceptive. Nothing was ever that sinple. Then the pattern popped out at him as

i f soneone had outlined words in red ink

CHAPTER El GHT

CASTLE ROCK

Brun call ed the Mahoney residence and, for a wonder, George answered.

"CGeorge—+t's Brun."

"Ch . . . if you want ny father, he's still not—=

"No, | know that. | was after you."

"Brun, I"'msorry | didn't conme to see you after your father—+ nean, |'ve been so busy with Dad in
the hospital —=

"1 know, George. I'mnot upset; | just need to talk to you."
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"Un. . . | should tell you, 1've been going out with your cousin." George, of all people, sounded
enbarrassed. And what did this have to do with his father's injuries, her father's assassination,
or the political situation? Still, she knew what to do with that opening.

"Seriously?"
"Looks that way. W're both in | aw school . "

"Whi ch cousin?" Brun had a sudden cold worry that this was the | eak through which Harlis had
gai ned i nformation.

"Not Harlis' s—Jessanm ne's."

Her nother's sister's child. The one she had di smissed so blithely back on Sirialis, the first
year the girl cane for hunting. "Sydney?"

George |l aughed. "No, that's her older sister. This is Veronica. Wat did you want, Brun?"

"Information, of course. Wiere is everyone in our crowd, and what's going on. Since | got back .
t hi ngs have happened too fast, and you're the only one here | can ask without getting a
| ecture.”

"Ronni e and Raffa are off pioneeri ng—you knew that, didn't you?"

"Yes, though | still think they're crazy. Do you know where?"

"Some dismal colony world; | can look it up if you want. | send mail via the Devel opnent

O fice—+ather, | did at first, but they don't answer. Wat with | aw school —=

"Never mind, George. | hope your father's better soon."

"It's—he's not like hinself at all, Brun. | renmenber when you were getting Lady Cecelia out

I never realized what it's |ike when sonmeone you know doesn't even seemto recogni ze you. And he
can't talk; he just makes these noi ses—

She didn't want to think about that. She couldn't, and stay reasonable.
"CGeorge, I'mso sorry. If it's all right, I'Il call agai n—-we should stay in touch."

"All right." He sounded tired, worried, mserable. Brun felt guilty for a nonent, but then turned
her mnd to the nore pressing problemof finding out what was going on in politics. She stil

didn't expect anything much to happen in the Grand Council neeting, but it was always better to be
prepared. She checked the directory her nother had left with her, frowning as one nanme after

anot her cane up absent. Apparently a |ot of people thought nothing nuch was going to happen, and
had not bothered to stay on Castle Rock and find out.

Brun slipped her card into the slot, unlocking her chair's displays and comruni cati ons, and
settled into her chair. Aside fromthe formal presentation, when she became old enough to have a
Seat, she had not been to any neetings, and none of her dreans in the years since had invol ved
taking part in a routine Council neeting.

At the far end of their Famly table, her uncle Harlis glowered at her, then | eaned over to speak
to her cousin Kell. Wll, she already knew she could expect no help fromhim She smiled, trying
for the serenity that had al ways been her nother's trademark

The M nisters straggled in, no longer in the formal robes she renmenbered—when had they quit
wearing then? Had her father put an end to it?

Hobart Conselline stood at the Speaker's podium Brun blinked, surprised. The Conselline famly
had [ ost ground in the wake of the Patchcock scandal, because the Mirrellines were in their sept.
Even though no one could prove that the Consellines had known about it, other Fam lies had taken
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advant age of the opportunity to take nmarket share fromthe | argest and weal thi est of the septs.
When had they regained their influence? And what did it nean? She skimred the ninutes of the
energency neeting after her father's death.

As she adjusted the viewer to bring each face into focus, she noticed sonething odd. To the
Speaker's right, the Mnisters' faces expressed suppressed glee nmingled with inpatience and even
anger. To his left, the faces seened |ifeless, sodden wi th despair.

What was goi ng on? She | ooked around for anyone she knew, who night give her a clue, but she had
been away too | ong. The seating arrangenments had rotated again; no one was where she expected. She
called up the seating chart. No one—wait—Sarah's ol der sister Linnet had a chair one row over and
four up. She entered the callcode, and her own name. The screen |lit, and letters appeared. Good to
have you back, Brun.

Thanks she entered, then glanced at Linnet, who snmiled and nodded. Any idea what's going on today?
Yes, but | won't put it onscreen. W'll talk at the break

That was clear as nud. Brun gl anced over; Linnet nodded again, this tinme without smling. Wl
she would have to figure it out for herself. She referred again to the desk's databank. The
unhappy Mnisters first . . . her father's appointees, she realized by the dates. The longest in
of fice. Foreign Affairs, Cabby DeLancre. Mnor family, but a good solid nan she knew her father
respected. Defense, Irion Solinari. Another mnor fanily—her father had | ong pronpoted the view
that minor fanmlies should take their turn in mgjor roles. The Clerk-Mnister, Emlie Sante-Foin

who supervised the clerical staff.

The gl eeful ones were all new. Her father had appointed one, at the Council neeting just before
his death: Elory Sa-Consell, Legislative Affairs. A Conselline, but one Kevil had
recommended—she' d found that in her father's papers. The others had been appointed at the
energency session held imedi ately after her father's death. A new Mnister of Internal Security,
to replace Pauli de Marktos, who had obviously just failed in his duty, and whose offer to resign
had been accepted so swiftly. Bristar Anston Conselline. A new Legal Advisor, replacing Kevi
Mahoney: Sera Vesell. Born a Conselline, Brun noted with a quick flick of the data to the bio
section. Judicial Affairs: instead of Clari Witlow, who had held the post since before Kentre's
abdi cati on, Norum Radsin, whom even Brun had heard of as a troublemaker in the | egal profession
Col oni al Affairs: Davor Vrainont.

So . . . it looked Iike a Conselline coup. In that case, why was her uncle | ooking so conpl acent?
Did he not see it, or had he known al ready?

The excitement started before the neeting. Kentre Altnmann, the fornmer king, cane forward to stand
in front of the Table. He had evidently rejuved again since she'd seen himlast; he | ooked snooth
and healthy, with only a decorative streak of white in his hair, though there was still the faint
suggestion of a drooping eagle to his posture. Shocked murrmurs followed him and finally died
awnay.

"I yield the floor to our beloved forner king," Harlis Conselline in a voice that practically
dri pped butter.

"Thank you," Kentre said. "I just want to ask you all to put the real mthe Fanmlias—first, as you
thi nk about the issues before us. There's been a |l ot of dissension, a lot of anger, a |ot of
conflict among us—

There had? Brun had heard nothing of it fromher father in their brief time together, but perhaps
he had concealed it from her.

"W need to think about the good of the whole Fanilias Regnant," Kemre was saying. "In the face
of all the threats to our stability, we nust not fall prey to internal bickering. The welfare of
all is nore inportant than any petty personal grievances."

From sonmewher e behind, Brun heard an angry excl amation. Across the chanber, a man stood up and
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yelled "Don't you start, Viktor!"

Brun scrabbl ed at the databank controls trying to figure out who these people were, even as Kentre
bowed and nmade his way back up the aisle to a sprinkling of applause, clearly stronger in sone
areas than others. Viktor—that had to be Viktor Barraclough, a distant relative, the eldest of the
el der branch of the Sept, though not the el ected head of the Fanily—-and the other man—she | ooked
again at the seating chart. Alfred Sebastian Mrelline-Contin.

Political instincts she had not known she possessed told her the whole thing was a setup

Hobart Conselline had pulled a coup, and Kemre appeal ed for unity because he knew t here was none.
And her uncle Harlis was not surprised or di smayed, as he should have been when a rival Famly
grabbed so nuch power, which neant that he had known ahead of tinme. He had been bought, w th what
coi n she thought she knew

Contested inheritances were heard in the Court of WIlls, and the Mnister of Judicial Affairs had
the right to appoint justices to that court. Hobart's new M nister had prom sed Harlis a deal

Rage blurred her vision a noment, as Hobart stood up and began speaking . . . something about this
sad occasion, and the need for clear direction. Hobart's voice had an unpl easant tone—pnot onous
and yet insistent—which made it hard to listen to the sense of what he was saying. Brun's mnd
drifted to the odd division of expressions on the Mnisters' faces. She had never nissed Kevi

nmore. He woul d have known why Enilie Sante-Foin glowered and Davor Vrainont snirked. Wth a few

| owvoi ced phrases, he could have nmade clear the relationship between Vrainont Industrial Arts and
the opportunities inplicit in being the Colonial Affairs Mnister

Buttons canme down the long aisle to the table; Harlis glared, and Buttons nodded. Then he sniled
at Brun, with the weary anity of soneone who is too exhausted to fight.

"lI"msorry business kept nme away— he nurnured.

"I't's not your fault," Brun said. "Soneone had to keep things going. |'mglad you did."

He | ooked surprised at that. Wat had he thought she'd say? Scold himfor not rushing to her side?
"Have you seen the agenda?"
"No—+t wasn't posted. Mdther said it was, but | couldn't find it."

"What are you whi spering about?" Harlis said in a harsh voice. "It's alnpbst tine for the neeting.”
He | ooked as confident as Buttons had | ooked worried, and his gaze passed over Brun with none of
the affecti on he had once | avished on her younger self. She doubted she could flirt himinto her
camp now. His son Kell |leered at her, the sneer on his face making clear what he was thinking
about .

"My brother and | were exchanging greetings," Brun said. "Do you have a problemw th that?"
Buttons laid a hand on her wist; she ignored it.

"Well, he should have cone earlier," Harlis said.

"You never canme at all," Brun said, deliberately msinterpreting the tenporal cue.

"l was at the funeral!" Harlis said, nore loudly; other heads turned to | ook at him and Hobart
Consel i ne paused in his speech, glaring.

"I wasn't tal king about the funeral,'
first got hone."

Brun said, her voice deliberately |ower. "Before. \Wen

"Wasn't any need," Harlis muttered, flushing.

Brun nerely | ooked at him until the gavel banged on the podiumand the bell rang, signalling the
end of the introductory speech

"The first order of business,” Hobart said, "is to vote on the proposed changes in the Corporate
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Byl aws. "

"I object!" That was Vi ktor Barracl ough again. "The proposal s have not been subnmitted to the
entire Council in sufficient advance—

"You' re out of order," Hobart said. Brun could hear the gloat in his voice. "Besides, these
changes are fanmliar to everyone; | presented them|ast session—

"And they were voted down," Viktor said.

"You're out of order," Hobart said again. "If you interrupt again, I'll have you thrown out. Now
sit down. If you have anything worthwhile to say, you may say it during the discussion period."

Brun felt her nuscles tightening and took a deep breath. She had never seen anything like this in
the Grand Council. Fromthe shocked | ooks around her, no one el se had, either

"The full text is available at 34-888-16," Hobart went on. "The annotations are at 35-888-29.
Pl ease try to follow along as | go over them"™

As if they were little children and Hobart Conselline their teacher. Brun called up the two files,
and read quickly, with growing dismay. Proposal to linmt the franchise to those presently

Seat ed—effspring to be Seated as space allowed and in strict order of seniority. Proposal to take
"suitabl e neasures" to neet the threat of Ageists . . . what threat? Proposal to create a special
conmi ssion to investigate Ageist influence in the Regul ar Space Service, and another to

i nvestigate the inappropriate use of Space Service resources for private purposes. Wth a chill
Brun realized that this was ained at her rescue. Proposal to restrict access of news nedia

to restrict public access to records of Grand Council neetings . . . to reduce the quorum for
voting on Corporate Byl awns.

Every proposal had been presented before—the links told her when, and by whom-and had been voted
down before. But that had been with time for discussion, with nen |like her father and Kevi
Mahoney to explain why the proposals were not in the best interests of the Familias as a whole.
She coul d renmenber, now she was sitting here, that on the occasion of her taking her Seat, Hobart
Consel line standing up to propose liniting the franchise. On that occasion, he'd said the

i nfluence of the Grand Council was being diluted by nere fertility—that the unSeated popul ace had
| ost respect for the G and Council because all it took to get a Seat was being born to the right
parents.

She sent a private nessage to Buttons: Was he always |ike this?
Ever since |I've had a Seat, Buttons replied.
Brun tuned back in to what Hobart was sayi ng.

"Whil e no one would wi sh such a vicious attack on anyone, it is perhaps fortunate for Lord
Thor nbuckl e that he cannot stand before us to justify his actions."

Brun stiffened and gl anced at Buttons. His expression did not change, but his stylus pushed his
pad so hard that a red |light came up on the margin.

"I amtruly sorry,"” Hobart went on, "if this distresses his daughter, who has chosen this tinme to
take her place anong us— The tone inplied that her doing so was in the worst taste. "But private
feelings nust defer to public weal, in this case." He | ooked up at her Seat with an expression

that made her want to wipe her face with a clean cloth. She expected the chamber to erupt in her
def ense—but no one noved or spoke. Hobart gave her a stiff little smle and nod, and went on

"Since Lord Thornbuckle is dead, and cannot reply, sone mght consider it unnecessary to detai
the charges that m ght have been brought against him But | believe in full and fair disclosure.
The changes | propose to the bylaws are not trivial, and you need to know why | woul d suggest
sonmet hing so drastic. The fact is, the Famlias Regnant is sick, on its deathbed, and if we don't
act quickly, the patient could die. WII die, | believe, without our intervention."

Buttons nuttered sonmething Brun couldn't quite hear. She glanced at him for an instant, with his
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nmout h conpressed, he | ooked exactly like his father in a rage.

A light flashed on the panel: soneone asking for the floor. Hobart shook his head and went on
"There's no tinme for discussion, we need to get this done, get it out of the way, so we can nove
forward."

"There's always been tine for discussion— soneone yelled loudly, froma few rows over. Brun
queried her panel. Mnor branch of the Dakkers Sept, coded turquoise in the Fam |y database.

"That's the trouble, all we do is talk!" yelled soneone el se. Conselline, mnor branch, Hobart's
third younger brother.

A gabbl e of voices rose, and lights flashed on the panel. Hobart banged the gavel repeatedly and
finally the turnmoil died down. Brun, |ooking around, saw angry, flushed faces everywhere, al
glaring tight-1ipped at one another.

How had Hobart Conselline becone Speaker? Brun raced through the database, trying to figure out
the story behind the story. It had been the emergency G and Council neeting, held in the hours
after the assassination. Energency neetings did not require the sane quorum of Seats . . . so
response was limted to those attending in person, or imredi ately available on an ansible |ink
Only 23.2 percent of the Grand Council had been polled. Naturally, Lord Thornbuckle's fanily had
not been present or available, nor had nost of their friends. Hobart Conselline had received a
majority of votes cast, but it anpbunted to only 15.8% of the whole. Yet he was acting as if he had
a large majority of the entire Council

"Look behind the obvious," one of Brun's instructors had taught her. "Wwo benefits?" The
Consel lines, clearly, but how? They were already filthy rich—as rich or richer than the
Barracl ough Sept—-so why this grab for power? Wat nore did they want?

"We're going to vote now," Hobart was saying. "R ght now, and get it behind us, so we can nobve on
to important external issues."

The warni ng chines of Vote in Progress rang through the chanber, and Brun's screen |lit with the
proposal s. Had Hobart really read through all of then? She struggled through the convol uted

| egal ese, trying to figure out what they really nmeant. Kevil Mahoney had al ways said that |ega
| anguage had nore subtext than any fiction ever witten, but she had not actually studied | aw.
Sonme didn't | ook that bad; the reasoning as given had a plausible ring to it. She chewed on her
lip, struggling to find the hidden neani ngs.

Safer to vote against all of them just in case. She hoped that was safer. She entered her votes,

and sat back to watch the others. Kell, tip of his tongue just show ng, was nmarking his votes
slowy, one by one. Harlis had finished. And Hobart Conselline . . . Hobart was watching her, she
realized

Ti me dragged on, as they waited for others to conplete their votes. Mdst seenmed to have had their
m nds made up ahead of tinme, but a few earnest souls were bent over their desks, clearly checking
every word of every proposition, and conparing it to other texts.

The outcone of the voting was |less a surprise than it mght have been . . . the byl aws changes
passed, and the next vote confirmed Hobart Conselline as Speaker for a normal term The speeches
had been confusing; on both sides of what was clearly becom ng a deep division, speakers seened
choked wi th outrage, incoherent. Brun kept quiet, watching carefully and naking notes. Buttons,
she saw, did the sane.

After the neeting ended, they went back to Appledale in the sanme car, by nutual consent talking
only of things they could see fromits w ndows. After supper, they settled to business, and
finally Brun's big brother treated her as an equal

"l have to say | was inpressed with your perfornance today."
"I didn't do anything."

"You didn't pout, flounce, flirt, or storm You sat there being attentive, intelligent, and
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nmenaci ng. "
"Menaci ng?"
"Didn't you see our new Speaker watching you during the voting?"
"Yes. Made ne itchy."

"As well it should. The man's odd, Brun. Well—Mdther's gone to Sirialis, | hear. Are you staying
her e?"

"For now, yes. 1'd planned to be the person on site to deal with the Grand Council, unless you
want to take it over."

"Are you sure? Because if you can keep an eye on the Council, then | can concentrate on what our
dear uncle was up to with the various famly conpanies. It's hard wi thout Kevil—=

"I'"'msorry," Brun said.

He | ooked at her a | ong nmonent, and she knew that he knew what she meant-—-sorry for everything, for
becom ng the issue by which the Family |l ost ground, as well as the reason for their father's
assassi nati on.

"Don't be sorry for being yourself," Buttons said finally. "And don't be sorry for coning

back—+t'd be worse if you hadn't."

"l don't see how, " Brun said.

"I can think of a dozen ways," Buttons said. "And so can you, if you take the trouble. But that's
not what matters right now. W've got attacks on all fronts—where'd you put the babies, by the
way? | don't want them used as hostages agai nst us."

"Cecelia de Marktos took them sonewhere. She's trustworthy—

"Wel |, unless she puts themin a barn and tries to turn theminto racehorses,"” Buttons said, wth
the first genuine grin she'd seen on his face. "Groons, | wouldn't mnd, but you never know with
her."

Brun | aughed aloud. "You're right—but | don't think she has themwth her."
"Good. As long as they aren't going to cause us trouble—=

"Not for another ten or twelve years . . . | don't want to think about them as teenage boys

"If we have a Fam lias Regnant in ten years, we can worry about it then." Brun glanced at him his
face had gone sonber, and he | ooked far ol der than his age.

"Buttons—do you agree with Hobart about that?"

"That the Familias is in danger, yes. That it's in danger because of |ax |eadership in the past,
no. It's his policies that endanger it nost. This business of restricting the franchi se—ene way
we've had of relieving strain between Famlies is that the small know they can enl arge by having
nore Seat holders. That's let themtake in outsiders as clients. Dad said the novenent of power
fromone sept to another was a nmajor factor in keeping the Famlias stable. That's why they
instituted the kingship, originally."

"Why can't Hobart see it?" Brun asked.

"I don't know. Back when | was a boy of maybe ten—and you were still in the nursery— overheard
sonme of the adults tal ki ng about how the new rejuv nethods m ght change things politically. But of
course, | was too young to followit. | renmenber Dad and Uncle Harlis arguing, though. Wen

asked questions in school, nobody seened to understand them and later, when | was in the Royals,
everyone talked as if the repeating rejuvenations were just a way to stay young for a norma
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Iifespan, not an actual extension. It was—eh, the year that Lepescu came to Sirialis, | think it
was—that Charlie Wndetsson got drunk at a mess dinner and pointed out that if our parents never
grew old, we had no reason to grow up. There was no future for us. Everyone |aughed, and drank
and—+ renenber a sort of cold chill. I left the party early, called Sarah, and that's when we
decided to marry."

"l didn't know that."

"Well . . . you were being wild at the tine. Mst of our set were, and | suddenly saw it nyself.
Qur parents had been nore grown up—working in famly business in sone way—-by the tinme they
finished their education. Sonetimes even before. But their parents barely lived past their
Centuries, and retired fromFamly work in their eighties. The first rejuv upset that a little,

but the newone . . . | cane hone, and tal ked to Dad about it. He prom sed that he and Mot her
woul d resign their duties while | was still young—he transferred stock to nme right after that Hunt
Bal I, and encouraged nme to be active in Council as well as business."

"And | thought you'd gone all stuffy .

"So | had. But | didn't want to go from chil dhood to chil dhood—+ich enough to rejuv and be twenty
or thirty all ny Iife, with nothing to do. That's no way to |ive—=

"But Uncle Harlis," Brun said. She wanted information, not a lecture on lifestyle. "Wat about
hi n?"

"He saw nultiple rejuvs as a way of nmamintaining Family power. He wanted rejuv restricted to the
Seated Fanmilies at first. So did sone others, but the proposal didn't pass. Then he tried an age
restriction: no one under eighty should be eligible. That didn't pass either, of course. The
Agei sts, who had used the biol ogical problems with the earlier procedure to nmake repeated rejuvs
illegal, expected his support with the new procedure, but he didn't go along.”

"So . . . you're saying the popul ation grew?"

"Not just that. The birth rate in our set actually dropped, because people could wait to have
children until they were fifty or sixty or older. It's the shape of the population that really
changed, and the power structure. Age always did confer an advantage of experience, and now it
could do so without |osing any advantge of physical strength and energy. Younger people needed to
find new opportunities because the old weren't dying—er even retiring. And of course peopl e wanted
rejuv, and especially when they found out how useful it was in sone kinds of illness and injury.
Everyone rich enough wanted it. And the Consellines wanted the profit."

"Umm . . . which neant expanding, sonehow . . . like Dad's proposal to open new col oni es?"

"As a tenporary mneasure. Some others wanted to annex adjacent territories, but Dad opposed spatia
expansi on, on the grounds that we couldn't serve all we had. And why alienate nei ghbors when we
had planets within the Famlias outline which could be settled? But he wanted nore support for

col oni es, too—he had been pushing the Colonial Ofice to nake allowances for the | ess stable
ecosystens of the worlds now bei ng opened. That translates into concessions for the conpani es—and
fam | i es—purchasing settlenent |icenses."

Brun shook her head. "I don't know enough to follow this."

"Well, you can learn. Basically, the longer a world is allowed to stabilize after the terraformng
treatments, the nore easily it can be colonized. Until recently, this required such | ong-term

i nvestment that very few Families would attenpt it. Wien the Fanilias Regnhant came together, the
Council agreed to a joint investnent at one world a year. W only know how nuch better the ol d-
treated planets are because of the Lost Wrlds."

"Paradi se, Babylon, Qasis," Brun said, to prove she was |i stening.

"Yes. Al treated in the second wave of outreach, and all lost to the records for centuries in the
Cluster Wars. So they had between seven and ei ght hundred years of stabilization after treatnent.
Not hing |i ke the mature ecosystemof a planet in its natural state, but for human purposes vastly
superior to nost of the worlds we used . . . only now are others approaching the quality. The
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scouts who found Paradi se found mature forests with 300-year-old tinber . . . grasslands with deep
soil, not a shallow dark layer . . . estuaries rich in shellfish rather than a few col oni es that
had still to be nurtured. A stable climate, reasonably predictable. Nobody had known what

di fference another five centuries could nake. If we could let all terraforned planets have that
| ong, colonists would have a nuch easier tine. Not easy—+t's never easy—but easier."

"But tenporary, you said. WAs he thinking of enforcing a linmt on reproduction, or on rejuv?"

"I'"'mnot sure. He tal ked about both, fromtinme to tinme. But the Fanmilias is so conplicated

you know, we have pl anets popul ated nostly by free-birthers, and others with nostly zero-

grow hers, and probably eight dozen religions, not even counting the fringes. Any policy one group
approves will offend soneone el se. And neanwhil e, the percentage of the popul ation that had been
rejuved was going up every year. Every survey taken showed that Rejuvenants wanted and expected to
rejuv again."

"1 wonder how the Guernesi have handled it," Brun said. "They've had the process as |long as we
have, and they aren't falling apart."”

"I don't know . . . it's a good question. Do they have our diversity of beliefs?"
"And | don't know that one." Brun shook her head. "This is seriously conplicated stuff, Buttons."

"It's a seriously conplicated universe, and we're right in the mddle of a whirlpool if we don't
figure it out." He gave her a long, steady |ook. "You're a grownup now, and you've volunteered for
the job of being Council watchdog for our family. This is what it takes."

"Being a dizzy blonde was such fun," Brun said, but her heart wasn't in it.

JESSAMYN ESSENCE, ESSENTI AL TRANSPORT LTD.

In the worki ng passengers' ness, the nmen had pl ayed the newsvid cube of the assassination and
aftermath three tines already without nore than a few nuttered cusswords. Then one of them the
ol dest, shut off the player

"So we're too late and sonebody got 'imfirst, so what do we do?" Hi s glance chall enged them

"Gt the rest of "em If he's dead maybe they won't be watchin' so close. | could take that yell ow
haired slut."

"1 keep thinkin' about the chillen, Dan . . . by rights, they should be our'n."

"Ben's right," another said. "Sonebody stonps the rattler's head, no matter how it thrashes around
it's not gonna attack nobody. W don't need to be goin' around killin'" people like crimnals. But
gettin' our chillen back, that's a good thing to do."

"But how re we gonna find 'enP Sposin' they've already been sent to new hones?"

Dan held up his hand. "We don't know that yet. First thing is, we'll look for "emin a group
Prob'ly we'll hear, if we keep our ears open. Every port we cone to. Now ni nd—Aobody gets drunk
like that idiot on Zenebra— They all knew about that; a whole shipload had been captured. "No
fights, no argunents. W have a m ssion—a new mi ssion—and that's the rules. Got it?"

"Yessir."

The next day, the Jessy cane into Goldwyn Station, and the working passengers debarked after
checking off their assignnents with the captain. For once, the captain thought, working passengers
had actual | y wor ked—wi t hout conpl ai nt—and he added the optional mininmal pay chit to their goodbye
handshake. What ever anyone sai d about fanatics, he always liked to hire the pious brotherhoods,
because he could count on themto work hard and keep their fingers off the cargo.
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The Gol dwyn spacers services section, or S-3, offered a variety of cheap | odging, food, and drink
This was an all-civilian station, rarely visited by R S.S. ships, and the diversity of Fanilias
spacefaring cultures showed up in decor and cuisine both. The nen followed their noses to
sonmething with a famliar snmoky-neat odor, and settled at one long table. On one wall, a newsvid
showed scenes from sone business neeting, but they didn't recognize any of the faces or
references. Then a face they did recognize, a blonde wonan with short curly hair.

"—Any comments on the outcome of the neeting, Sera Meager- Thornbuckl e?" The announcer's accent was
hard to foll ow

"No . . . you realize our famly is still in nourning . The bl onde wonman's accent was, if

possi bl e, worse.

"Yes, Sera, but what do you think of a Conselline as Speaker?"

"Excuse me— She turned away, and the canera foll owed, show ng her getting into a | ong dark-maroon
car.

"Damn, " one of the nen said. "It's her!"

"You nen are all the sane." That was a waitress in red checks and bl ue denim sl appi ng nenus down
in front of them "Just because she's young and rich and pretty—

"We'll have chili,"” Dan said. "All of us—a bow of chili each, and sone crackers.
silenced the others, who | ooked ready to say things they nust not say.

H s gl ance

"An' sone beer?" the waitress asked.

"No . . . not yet, anyway." Not until they'd found out what they wanted, where the wonmen and
children were. If they could find themand bring them home—even sonme of them-they'd be honored
anong men, maybe even nore than if they'd managed to kill the Speaker thenselves. That woul d stop

the Rangers of Texas True from saying they were nothing but a bunch of wifeless drifters causing
troubl e.

"Look— Ben touched Dan's arm and nodded at the newsvid. There it was again, the picture that had
infuriated them all -women and children in the traditional clothes wal king down a corridor froma
ship's hatch, guarded by battle-arnored troops of the Famlias Fleet.

Dan had trouble following the accent of the newsvid announcer, but he did understand Baskar
Station. Was that where the wonmen were in the picture, or where they were now? He didn't know, but
they could always go and find out. Somewhere there'd be a bar, and nmen tal king, and soneone woul d
know, if he asked the right questions.

CHAPTER NI NE
CASTLE ROCK, OLD PALACE

Hobart Conselline ran his hand over the w de gl eam ng surface of the desk-his desk now, as it had
been Bunny Thor nbuckle's, and before that Kentre Altnmann's—and felt a glow of satisfaction. His
Del phi ne now had the suite Mranda had occupied, and to himhad cone every perquisite he had once
envied, fromthe skilled silent staff to the deference of those who had been his peers, and were
now hi s subordi nat es.

He had worried, when he saw Brun and Buttons both at the Thornbuckl e tables, but neither of them
had offered to speak. And however they had voted, the count had gone his way. Their own uncle
supported himfor a specific reason, but that didn't matter. He woul d have appoi nted new mni sters
for legal affairs and internal affairs anyway; he woul d have appoi nted new judges. There were
certain legal actions in progress within his own sept which made that prudent. If Harlis
benefitted, and assuned it was all for his own benefit, well—that was a cheap profit, and he had
never scorned a cheap profit in his life.
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He | eaned back in the chair and gave hinself up to reverie for a few mnutes. He was relatively
young, and with the aid of repeated rejuvenations he would remain young . . . and powerful. They
had seen what happened with a successi on of Speakers, generations back, and then what happened
when they nade | eadership hereditary, with the Altmanns. Prosperity had foll owed prosperity, an
upward trend with only mnor adjustnents. But no one had yet seen what he would show them the
stability and wealth that would come with one | eader who woul d never fade into senility. Year
after year, decade after decade, he would be there to serve and protect . . . to guide and |ead.

H s desk chinmed at him and he sat up, scowing. That was the future, but now he had to deal with
the problenms his predecessors had left him

"Mlord, Colonel Bai-Darlin, head of the Special Security Unit, would |ike a neeting."

"Send himin." He would show them how hard a real |eader worked. He would be tireless for the good
of the realm as he had always been tireless for the good of his Fam |y, and his sept. And
realistically speaking, given the inportance of his sept in the econony of the realm what was
good for the Consellines could not help but be good for the rest—at |east npost of them

Bai-Darlin came in with a crisp salute and heel-click that convinced Hobart the nman was efficient.
But was he smart? Was he tirel ess?

"Mlord, | thought you mght |ike to be brought up to date on the investigation into the death of
Lord Thor nbuckl e—=

"I't was those NewTex terrorists," Hobart said. "I can't inagine why you haven't caught themyet."

"Mlord, the prelinnary investigations have found no trace of anyone fromany of the worlds on
whi ch they operate being on Castle Rock since the Rangers were brought to this systemfor trial."

"Then the investigators are inconpetent! Wat does it take, a bright red stripe painted on
soneone's head? They threatened to kill the Speaker, and the Speaker was shot. Wat nore do you
want ?"

Bai -Darlin |looked at himin a way that made Hobart feel unconfortable. "Evidence, for a start."
"You have evidence; Lord Thornbuckle's dead body. The danage done to Ser Mahoney, to the vehicle."

"Yes, mlord, but none of that points to the New Texas Godfearing MIlitia. W have no indication
on travel manifests, on hotel registers, that they were here."

"If they weren't here, they nust have hired soneone."”

"According to our best sources, they do not hire crinmnals to work for them and what we know
about the types of weapons used does not fit with themeither. They like direct confrontation;
they would be far nore likely to walk up to an intended victimon the street.™

"Excuses," Hobart said firmy. "Although, if it wasn't the Mlitia, | can think of another
di sruptive elenment it mght be."

"Yes, mlord? Anything you coul d suggest—

"Agei sts," Hobart said. "Lord Thornbuckle was a Rejuvenant, and so was his wife, a nultiple." Bai-
Darlin's gaze shifted to Hobart's ear. Hobart shook his head. "These are jewelry, Colonel.

support rejuvenation, of course; any sensible man does. And a nan in nmy position nust wear his
colors, so to speak. | will rejuvenate when | need to, in another ten years or so; |I'mquite a bit
younger than Lord Thornbuckle was. In the nmeantinme, these rings— He touched his ear—=These rings
reassure the ol der rejuvenants that | am serious when | support their interests.”

"I see, sir. And you think it possible that Ageists assassinated Lord Thornbuckl e because he was
rejuvenated? Does this nmean that you think they will attack you?"

"I don't think it was Ageists—+ think it was the NewlTex Mlitia, as | told you. But if |I'mwong
about that, 1'd ook at the Ageists next."
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Bai -Darlin did not |ook convinced. "I was hoping, nmilord, that you m ght share sone insights into
possi bl e el ements anong the Seated Families . . . perhaps Lord Thornbuckl e had aroused a
particular aninosity there? He seenmed a popul ar Speaker, but there's al ways soneone .

Hobart waved his hand. "M nor resentnents perhaps. Certainly there were those who felt he m sused
Fam lias resources in going after his daughter the way he did. A nunber of us thought so, and
expressed ourselves at the tine. But |I'mnot aware—and | wouldn't be, necessarily, since |'ve
little to do with the internal workings of Barracl ough Sept—ef anything serious enough to cause
sonmeone to kill him"

"Very good, sir. Thank you, mlord, for your tine."

"Catch those killers, Colonel, and I'll see you get a nmedal." Instead of the eager grin Hobart
expected, Bai-Darlin gave hima dark, brooding | ook before turning away. Strange fellow Perhaps
not as efficient as he had seened.

Several days |ater, Hobart found hinself glaring at the same desk he had coveted so nmuch. That was
the natural result of having to deal with obstructive fools, he told hinmself. A man had a right to
have M nisters he could work with. Wy should any of Bunny Thornbuckl e's appoi nt ees expect to stay
in office, if they were going to cause himtrouble? They shoul d have | earned fromhis first

di smissals and replacenents, but they still obstructed him They would have to go, root and
branch; he was not going to deal with any nore of this insubordination

Hobart considered his options. Wo should be replaced first? Defense had been naki ng noises lately
about rejuvenation in the enlisted ranks, sonething about aged NCOs going crazy or sonething.
Their idiot nedical branch had put a hold on all rejuvenations, and seened to be deternmined to

i nvestigate thoroughly. He'd pointed out to Irion Solinari that it would be expensive and
inefficient to hold a prolonged investigation into sonething like that, and that it would be
better to cut their |losses and sinply discharge the affected personnel as nedically unfit. But
Sol i nari argued—Sol i nari did nothing but argue, Hobart thought, renenbering that Solinari had al so
argued wi th Bunny, who had appointed him Just a difficult personality, and not one suited to a
responsi ble position like Mnister of Defense.

If Solinari went—f he had his own choice in as Defense, then . . . he could al so ease out the
nore difficult of the admirals. Perhaps their rejuvenations would fail? Those had all been done
with the original CGuernesi drugs, so if they failed it would take the burden of public opinion off
t he Pat chcock connection. They didn't actually have to fail, if only Fleet could be persuaded to
take them off active duty out of concern about the rejuvenations. Ri ght now the nedical branch and
senior officers were being conpletely unreasonable, and Solinari was backing themup—er stirring
them up, he wasn't sure which. Solinari definitely had to go.

He opened his private pad and began drafting a letter to Solinari, explaining his reasoning. He
didn't want to be harsh, but the nan had to realize that he just was not qualified. And even if he
had been, his negative attitude, his contentious nature, nmade himunfit. Mre in sorrow than
anger, Hobart told himself, was the tone he wanted to take. Not that Solinari had any friends
worth worrying about. A bunch of backbiting, acid-tongued nonentities in the mnor fanilies, that
was all. They'd soon find out what they were dealing with.

Admiral Vida Serrano rarely concerned herself with civilian matters, unless they seened likely to
precipitate a war. The change fromone head of state to another should have been—sually was—a
matter of cerenmony and speeches, which affected the Regul ar Space Service no nore than the change
fromone Grand Adnmiral to another.

Certainly Lord Thornbuckl e's assassinati on had been shocking, but she expected that it wouldn't
make nuch difference in the long run. Sonmeone el se would be elected, a few Mnisters m ght change,
and the inertia of the very large organization woul d keep everything going very much as usual

What could be frustrating when she wanted to nake a change reassured her when she wanted
stability. Her business, as she saw it, was to nake sure her conmand was ready to deal with any
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exterior threat, which mght see the nomentary confusion as an opportunity to cause trouble.

To that end, she had put herself on the list for updates on the rejuvenati on problem and had cone
to the same conclusion as the first blue-ribbon panel charged with investigating it. A bad batch
of rejuvenation drugs, purchased because they were slightly | ess expensive, and al nost certainly
manuf actured at the Patchcock plant she had seen. The solution was al so clear: repeat
rejuvenations with clean drugs for those who had not yet suffered significant damage, and
supportive care for those who had, for whom another rejuvenation would nmean prol ongation of senile
m sery. She had cosigned the report, when it was forwarded upstairs, and had al so cosigned a

| etter suggesting that the nanufacturer bear the expense of the repeat rejuvenations and the
supportive care.

And not hi ng had been done. The update |ist had di sappeared; she'd asked Headquarters, and been
told it was "discontinued pending investigation of security problens." She'd heard runors that one
of the big independent research |abs was itself under investigation for possible falsification of
evi dence and mi suse of public funds. Headquarters had suddenly cut off funding for repeat
rejuvenations, without explaining why. Surely they understood how i nportant it was—l eet needed
those peopl e back at work, not to nention the individuals' own need to be saved fromsenility and
death. Vida approved as nmany rejuvenations as she could out of her discretionary fund, but she
didn't have the noney for all of them She thought of contacting Marta Katerina Saenz, whose
pharmaceutical s she trusted. But Headquarters had put a gag order on rejuvenation; she wasn't even
supposed to discuss it internally. Going outside would be grounds for court-nartial, if she were
found out.

She wi shed she knew where all this nonsense was conming from Was it sonmeone in Fleet? Soneone in

t he governnent? The G and Council neeting the day after the funeral had el ected Hobart Meretha
Consel line as the new head of government, and he had appoi nted sone new people to various defense-
related commttees. But Irion Solinari was still Mnister of Defense, and he'd al ways been solid.
She toyed with the idea of contacting himdirectly, but admrals who got involved with Mnisters
went up like a rocket and down |ike the stick, in her experience. It was alnost as bad for a
career as marrying into a Seated Fanily.

Most of these new appointees were only nanes to Vida Serrano. The Consellines and Mrrellines had
been involved in the Patchcock ness—everyone knew that nuch—but she had searched the databases a
long tine to find Hobart Merethal Conselline, and then the only information she could get was a
short official biography on the occasion of his taking his Seat in Council. Nothing in it

i ndi cated why the other Families would choose him unless it were a general desire to repudiate
Thor nbuckl e and all his friends.

She had reached this point in what had becone an all-too-familiar reverie when her clerk called.
"Admiral —there's a courier here from Headquarters with a hand-carry."

Hand-carries were an outdated pain, in Vida's opinion, but some of the nossybacks at Headquarters
believed in them Especially the Chief of Personnel. Mybe it was the information she'd requested
on the progress of other sectors in returning their rejuvenated senior NCOs to active duty.

"Send 'emin," she said.

To her surprise, Heris Serrano's acquai ntance, Commander Livadhi . . . Arash? Aran? . . . canme in
with the case under his arm Not commander, she realized, as the obviously new star on his collar
twi nkl ed. Admiral mnor.

"Congratul ations," she said. "I hadn't heard about your pronotion." She hadn't heard that a
pronoti on board was even neeting. She should have heard. Another tiny alarmrang in her head.

"Admiral, I'msorry to be the bearer of bad news, but thank you anyway." He | ooked shanefaced,
alnost as if he wanted to dig a guilty toe in her carpet.

"Excuse me?" He might be an admiral mnor, but she was an admiral major, and she nade the words a
chal | enge.

"I don't know if you heard that we have a new M nister of Defense—=
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"No! Solinari's out?" A major alarm now.

"Yes. Qut and gone—nobody had a chance to talk to him the word is he left Castle Rock and went
home, and he's not giving interviews to anyone."

"I see." What had they done to Solinari, who had never shrunk frominterviews, who had spoken his
mnd in spite of everyone? Wat could send a Solinari back to—what was that world he'd cone
fronP—and put a lock on his tongue? She felt cold, considering.

"The short of it is that the new Speaker didn't |ike what Solinari told himabout the rejuvenation
problem and he's appoi nted soneone who will do what he's told without question. The new Speaker
does not believe that the problemw th NCO rejuvenations is entirely the fault of the

phar maceuti cal s—=

"Of course it is," Vida said. "The data clearly show*

"Data can be mani pul ated,"” Livadhi said. "The Speaker seens convinced that the data were
mani pul at ed, perhaps by special interest groups influencing scientists in the research
facilities."

"He wants the data nmani pul ated," Vida said, anger rising in her like a storm

"That's not for me to say," Livadhi said. He paused, and Vida stared at him taking in the warning
she'd just been given.

"And what el se, then?"

"G ven the possibility, yet to be investigated, that the failure of the NCO rejuvenati ons was not
entirely due to problens with the drugs, but to sone idiosyncratic response . . . right now,
they're tal king about the level of inbreeding in Fleet fanmilies, | understand, though you didn't
hear that fromne."

"As if their famlies weren't inbred!"

"We are not Registered Enbryos . . . so they said.”" He waited, while she seethed quietly, then
went on. "G ven that possibility, they say, then there is concern about the stability of
rejuvenations of senior officer personnel as well. It has been decided that all rejuvenations of

Fl eet personnel nust be investigated thoroughly, beginning with those of flag rank."
"They can't be serious!" Vida Serrano stiffened in her chair.

"Yes, sir, they are. They've extended the medical hold to all personnel —efficers included, and
specifically including flag officers—whose rejuvenations are nore than ten years old. They're to
be relieved of active duty until medical evaluations are conplete.”

" But =
"Admiral, | knowit's unprecedented." To his credit, Livadhi |ooked al nbst as unhappy as she felt.
If he felt any triunph, he was concealing it well. "This whole ness is unprecedented. It is |eave

with pay—at |east, full pay for those bel ow comrander, half-pay for those above."

"Which is nearly every officer involved." Vida scow ed. "Besides, they know ny rejuv is stable.
was one of the first—t's been over twenty-five years—

"Yes, sir, but—

"And who do they think is going to take over, all of a sudden? The |losers they didn't want to
waste rejuv on? O even pronote? No—don't answer that. | didn't say it; you didn't hear it.

Bl ast!" This was how Livadhi had been pronoted, and she was sure that other conmanders were even
at this nonent pinning on the stars they had not expected to receive for another half decade or
so. She wondered briefly if Heris had beconme the newest Adniral Serrano.

Vi da swung her chair away from her desk, staring through the bul khead i nto decades of nenory. Al
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lay clear to her inward sight, vista after vista, crisp imges, faces, nanes, relationships. They
were wong—they had to be wong. Nothing blurred her m nd. She swung back. "Fine, then. |I'll take
mysel f off duty, hike down to Medical, they can take a | ook and put me back on."

"No, sir. Please—aould the admral |ook at the orders?"

"Which you didn't draft, | presune. Al right.
word of every ol d-fashi oned paper sheet.

She | ooked at them read themcarefully, every

Wrse than bad. Mandatory i medi ate rel ease fromactive duty. Imedi ate repl acement by officers
speci fied—n her case, Admiral mnor Livadhi. |Immediate surrender of all comrunications devices,
encryption/decryption devices, data access devices

"I"'mnot—+"msorry, Admiral, | think it's unreasonable and ridiculous to nake flag officers | eave
their quarters and their duty stations so fast—

"Makes sense if soneone really wants us gone, though," Vida said. She was past the first flash of
anger now, and her brain had noved into conbat-speed conputation. "Rush us out, make sure we can't

contact our friends still on active duty except by nonitored channels, nmake sure we have no access
to files—

"l have a roomin the Transient Oficers' Bay," Livadhi said. "I see no reason to enforce this to
the letter—=

Vi da | ooked up and caught synpathy on his face. Heris had said he had his good points. "Don't you?
Then you're nore a fool than | ever thought, young man. Wen the wi nd changes, so nust the sails.
If you don't enforce your orders, you won't last long. I'lIl be out of here by the deadline."

"Yes, but—+'mnot even sure what |'m supposed to do— That was al nost plaintive. Vida gave hima
wi de Serrano grin, full teeth, and he paled, the freckles standing out.

"You'll do your job, son, the sane way | did mne—and learn it the same way too. Scary to get what
you al ways wanted, isn't it? Nowif you'll excuse ne, | need to clear ny desk." She punched for
her clerk. "Sandy—onme on in; we have a situation."”

Wthin the hour, she had started the process that would transfer conmand of Sector Seven to
Admiral mnor Livadhi. No big change-of-conmand cerenony, because there was no tinme for it if they
were to nmake the deadline. She called in her staff, advised themof the orders, and had them start
briefing Livadhi, who had just cone from Sector Five, about the peculiarities of Sector Seven.
Wiile they did so, she began peeling out her personal files fromthe official ones stored under
her codes. She would definitely take with her the files on rejuvenation, for instance—should she
of fer Livadhi copies? No. If he were found to have them he night get in trouble. Wat about the
scant information she'd collected on the new powers in the Gand Council? Maybe. Lists of famly
menbers on active duty, people fromwhom she nmight legitimtely—aell, alnost |egitimtely—seek
information . . . all the Adnmirals Serrano had been rejuved, so all would be affected. From Davor,
now a third-year at the Acadeny, to Gossi n—her nose winkled at the thought of trying to work with
Gossin, who was one of the rare |ight-skinned Serranos (though that was only the nost obvi ous of
her problens)—the |ist included nineteen—o, seventeen, because Heris's parents had just retired.
Barin's nother was still on active duty, but his father had retired to take over as the Serrano
famly's agent.

Her com chi ned. She punched it live. "Vida? It's Gadar Livadhi. Have you heard this ridicul ous
order taking rejuved admirals off duty?"

"Just saw the orders, Gadar," she said. "One of yours brought themto ne, in fact. N ce shiny new
star young Arash has."

"Well . . . what are we going to do about it?"

"I don't know about you, but I'mgoing to take nyself off active duty. Were you one of the
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experimental s too?"
"Yes, and there's not a thing wong with nmy brain but the snbke coming off it fromthis nonsense."
"Gadar—this is no tine—=

"—Jo start trouble. | know But at a tinme like this, with Thornbuckl e gone, we need experienced
| eaders. "

“I'f we've done our job, our juniors can take over." She knew she didn't believe that, and Gadar's

snort told her he didn't believe it either

"You're an optimst. By the way, what do you hear from Copper Mbuntain?"
"Not hi ng," Vida said. "Should |?"

"Well . . . you know ny brother Arkad's in the judicial division

"Yes .

"He's been investigating the records of prisoners sent to Copper Muntain's secure facilities—that
Stack Islands thi ng—because that's one of the places that Lepescu stashed your niece's crew "

Vida noted Livadhi's turn of phrase. Run hot, run cold, that was Livadhi. "And . . .?"

"And he turned up sonething interesting. Lepescu's juniors—the ones too far down to have been
caught with their hands in the honey jar after he was killed—have been cycling through Stack
I sl ands. Not as prisoners, but as guards. Not all the guards, of course, but some of them"

"Ch . . . my."

"I'f you wanted to recruit desperate and dangerous personnel —even those who serve their terms and
aren't discharged are going to have that mark agai nst them—you could hardly do better than to
start there.”

"And you think they're up to something, of course. Any idea what?"
"Anot her nutiny—per haps a breakaway—
"In service to whon? What kind of financial backing do they have?"

"I haven't been able to find out anything. |'ve always rather wondered if Lepescu wasn't close to
the Morrellines, given his involvenent in Patchcock—

"He nade things worse—the whol e thing rebounded—

"Yes—but in the long run, it cenented Mirrelline control. Got the Famlias as a whol e bad
publicity—

"You didn't say anything about that at the time," Vida said.

"No. | didn't realize it at the tine. | was all the way over in One, chatting up those Lone Star
Conf ederation diplomats. | hate staff rotations.” Vida didn't rise to that bait, and eventually
Li vadhi went on. "It's only recently, after your—amm-adventure there, that | began [ooking into
it."

"Well, there's nothing we can do now but go hone like good little children," Vida said. "I hope

they realize what an opportunity this is for foreign interests. Not to say anything agai nst your
fam |y menber Gadar, but your new admiral minor alnost turned up his toes when he realized he was
about to be responsible for the sector nost likely to be attacked by the NewTex Mlitia, with only
thirty-six hours of QIT."

"My heart bleeds," Gadar said. "I hope these are only tenporary ranks, because the instant they
check us out nedically, I"'mgoing to be back in ny office.”
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"I hope it's quick," Vida said. "But if sonmeone wanted to get rid of us—er some of us—all they'd
have to do is delay the nedical."

"You Serranos are so cheerful!" he said.

"You Livadhis are so lively," she said, and cut the connection

Vida could not renenber a tine in her adult |ife when she had had nothing specific to do for days
on end. She'd taken | eave, of course, but she'd always had plans. Atrip to take, a course, a
famly crisis that needed her tine and tal ents. She had nobney enough—-she hadn't spent all her

sal ary since she made lieutenant, and her investnents had prospered. She could live quite well on
hal f-pay. It was the idleness that bothered her, the sense of being cut off fromher famly

Wll . . . she'd go hone, then, to the Serrano conpound on Ml ander, that source of all—er at
| east many—ef the Serrano famly.

Maki ng reservations on a civilian ship was annoying; she tried to | augh at herself for expecting
people to junp when she said hop, but it wasn't easy. She'd so often thought of civilians as
di sorgani zed, but when you didn't have a staff . . . she grunbled at herself repeatedly, as she
arranged to ship this and store that and deci ded what to carry on and what to stow in cargo.

She recogni zed other flag officers the first day on the ship; by nutual unspoken consent, they
avoi ded each other. Though all wore uniforms at first—and of course they were entitled to do so,
on | eave—she and nost of the others changed to civilian clothes early in the voyage.

Mel ander's orbital station had grown since she'd last seen it, but was still smaller than the huge
conbined Fleet/civilian stations she was used to. She saw plenty of people in uniform but they

i gnored her—gnored her, just because she wasn't wearing hers, and they could not see the adniral
inside the red civilian suit. She glowered at them anyway. Two of them at |east, were Serranos.

She caught a Northside shuttle, checked the arrival-station weather, and pulled out a warner
jacket. Early spring on Ml ander woul d be col der than the regul ated tenperature on ship or
station.

The Serrano famly compound | ay along the shore of a | ake inaccurately naned Serenity, since it
seened always ruffled by the breeze channeled up fromthe sea between the hills. A row of solid,
respect abl e houses built of buff-and-brown stone or brick, each with its neat green |l awmn and
floral border, rows of shade and fruit trees nmarking the edges of yards, neat pebbl ed wal ks from

the road up to each house . . . it looked far less attractive than it had the last tinme she'd seen
it. That had been . . . nearly thirty years ago, when the crabapple trees nowin brilliant bl oom
above her head had been tiny sticks, her aunt's idea. They did | ook pretty, but she still didn't

want to be here.

All the Fleet families who built conpounds tended to the same organization . . . separate houses
for the guardians with young children, those with older children, for the transient younger
officers, for the senior officers on long |leave, for those in retirenent. Flag officers each had
an apartnent, which mght be used for a special guest when its owner was not in residence. Vida
had never seen hers, having qualified for it since her last visit, but she knewit would be there,
furnished with the things she had sent hone over the years.

It snelled of wax and wood and | eather and the clean sharp scent of top-grade electronics. It was
just as she'd imagined it, filled with souvenirs fromall over the Fam |ias, arranged attractively

and she hated it. Wiy had she bought that "Design in Blues" which was now, no doubt, worth
four times what she paid for it? It rem nded her of her first cruiser tour, and now she didn't
want to be reni nded. She turned on the nusic, Prescott's "Andante for Manamash Strings," and spent
the first half hour turning pictures to the wall. If she couldn't be on a ship, a real ship, she
wasn't going to have themstaring at her fromthe walls. O the caricature of the young officer's
pronoti on dance. O the view of Castle Rock from Rockhouse Major, with the old Mdrdant's pods
fram ng the continents.

Was it the rejuv going bad, or just frustration? Vida didn't know, and alnost didn't care. The
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apartment was bigger than her quarters onstation, but it felt cranped, enclosed, in a way that
ship conpartnents never did. She glared out the wi ndow at the | ake. A walk, then, to work off this
bad t enper.

On the way downstairs, she saw Sabatino, the other Serrano flag officer, and her distant cousin
"I hate planets,"” he said by way of greeting.

"So do I," Vida said. They had never been close friends, but they were both Serrano admirals, and
thus had common interests.

"I"'mgoing up in the nountains for a week or so," Sabatino said. "Leaving tonorrow. " She
remenbered that he had always |iked w | derness canpi ng.

"I"'mgoing for a walk," Vida said. "Dinner?"

"Mght as well." He waved and went on into his apartnent.

Qut of doors felt entirely too exposed. The wind, no proper ventilation current, whipped the |ake
surface into choppy little waves and tried to push Vida sideways. O ouds rushed by overhead, and
behi nd the cl ouds was that opaque |lid which groundsiders insisted was beautiful, hiding the stars.

She had |iked the planet well enough growing up on it. She hadn't m nded the blues and grays and
mauves and pinks of the sky then, or the many shades of cloud. Vida pushed herself to wal k faster
down the pebbl ed wal k, across the road, to the footpath by the | ake. Far out, bright sails glinted
in red and yell ow agai nst the water. One thing about planets, you could walk a | ong way wi t hout
retraci ng your steps. She wal ked herself breathl ess heading east, well past the end of the Serrano
estate. There had been a small cluster of shops down here at one tine, where a public boat ramp
gave access to the |lake for those who didn't have waterfront property.

Recovering her breath while waiting in a line of noisy children for a drink and a snack—she chose
tea and a ci nnanon pastry, not the sweet drinks and cream buns the children were buyi ng—she
recovered her sense of hunor as well. Planets were not that bad, all things considered. She
settled on a bench, protected fromthe wind by one of the shops, and | ooked at the hills behind
the estates across the road. She had wandered there, as a child, splashing in the creeks and
exploring little hidden valleys. She had run down here, hot and thirsty, to buy the sane sweet
drinks. Not bad at all, planets, if you were there by choi ce.

She woul d have to find sonething useful to do. Wth that resolve, she started back to the fanmly
conmpound, and by the tine she arrived, she was quite ready for dinner with Sabatino. They chatted
about music and art—her collection of nodern prints, and his of music recordings. He invited her
to conme hear Ml achy vu Suba's new bassoon concerto in his apartnent, and she spent a pl easanter
eveni ng than she'd expected, arguing about the nmerits of that controversial work. Vu Suba had
chosen to wite for the ancient instrunment, not the nodern one, which |imted perfornance to those
orchestras whi ch possessed period instrunents. Sabatino argued that the tonal qualities were

di fferent enough to make this worthwhile, but Vida contended that only a very few could hear the
di fference.

* * %

The next norning, however, he was gone and she still hadn't decided what to do. She turned her
pi ctures face-out again, rearranged a few ornanents, checked for a third tinme that everything had
been put away neatly. Shrieks from outside brought her to the wi ndow of the second bedroom

The small est Serrano children played in the garden between the houses as she had done, scream ng
and | aughing the way children always did. Vida | ooked down on their playscape with its ranps and
towers and bridges, and found it hard to believe she had ever been that noisy. Now that she had
noticed them the noise seened to pierce her head with little needl es.

Maybe the archives would be quieter. She went downstairs, and down again, into the underground
library that housed the ol dest docunents the Serrano fam |y owned.

Rows of Serrano biographies . . . Vida reread Rogi er Xavier Serrano, one of her favorites (he had
every attribute of a hero, including having nmade | ove to and won the heart of a beautiful heroine
as brave as hinself), and MIlicent Serrano, born blind but gifted with extraordi nary spati al
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abilities. She'd always neant to read about her own great-uncle Al candor, who had managed to get
thrown out of the Fleet for smuggling a tricorn vernmuge onto a ship as a prank . . . and had then
been readm tted, because no one else could get it off. That story in the official biography wasn't
nearly as good as she renenbered fromhis tales on the front porch of Rest House when he was a
retired commander with a ginpy leg and a strange green spot on his arm The official biography
didn't nention the vernuge's lust for coffee, for instance, or the creature's curious mating
behavi or.

Vi da spent several days browsing the fam |y biographies before she tired of that, and | ooked
around for something else. Battle reports . . . she'd seen all she wanted of battle reports.
Service records, |eave records, slimvolunmes of verse by Serranos who thought thenselves poets .

she opened one of these and burst into laughter. Either Anory David Serrano wasn't a very good
poet, or the | anguage had changed a lot in the past two hundred years. Mercedes Esperanza, on the
ot her hand, had witten erotic verses that should, Vida thought, have ignited the whole archive .

but Mercedes had di ed young, of a typical poetic fever. What kind of space commander woul d she

have made?

Stories, even: a few Serranos had witten fiction, nost of it clearly intended for children, and
nost of it—to Vida's taste anyway—pretty bad. Carlo and the Starship was nothing nore than a
child's tour of a passenger ship, with a biddable child asking obvious questions and a friendly
puppy answering them She passed by Carlo and the Power Plant, and Carlo Goes to the Muntains,
glanced briefly at the illustrations for Helen Is a Good Grl (little Helen shaking hands; little
Hel en sitting up straight at table; little Helen offering a toy spaceship to another child with an
i nprobably sweet sml|e—Serranos, even in childhood, didn't hand over ships willingly), and al npost
m ssed Long Ago on Altipl ano.

Al tiplano. Her grandson's fiancee's homeworld. She pried it out of the tightly-squeezed group of
skinny children's books. Its pages had turned brown and brittle; the illustrations were not drawn
in, but pasted on, ancient faded fl atpics.

"Long ago, on Altiplano, a great Fanmily ruled."
So they had, the fanm |y the Serranos had been bound to.

"A beautiful world, with nmagnificent snow capped nountains, and great gol den plains of grass. To
this world, the Garcia-Macdonal ds brought their people, who prospered there and spread across the
fertile land. And their |oyal guards and protectors, the brave Serranos, watched the sky above
them and kept their ships safe frompiracy." That, too, she knew. The Serranos had been their
space militia; someone el se had been their ground nmilitia.

"But treachery surrounded them They were betrayed by those they trusted to guard them" Vida felt
a chill. They hadn't been betrayed by Serranos

"By their soldiers on the planet." That was better. Not Serranos at all, soneone el se.

"And they were all killed, the nmothers and fathers and all the little children, because of the
wi ckedness of the rebels and traitors. And that is why when we say our prayers, we do not ask for
bl essi ng upon the people of Altiplano.”

What an odd book for a child! It was nore like a diatribe, Iike a memoir. She | ooked on the other
side of the gap in the row, but found only Carlo Visits the OQbservatory and Helen Starts School
followed by Three Little Serranos Visit the Seashore. Nothing else with the sane faded brown

bi ndi ng.

Vida took her find over to the table, and paged back through it. Very, very odd. Hand-printed, of
course, and the flatpics glued on with sonething that had bled through. They were all blurry and
faded, but one appeared to show a house, and another a face. The rest m ght have been | andscapes.
The pasted-in pictures nade the book fatter than its spine suggested—no wonder the whol e row had
been wedged ti ght.

Vida flipped every page, |looking for any identifying mark. One of the flatpics fell off, and the
paper folded behind it with it. She |ooked at it . . . thin, alnbst translucent, brown on the
folds . . . it had been there for a very, very long tine. Perhaps she should get the fanily
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l'ibrarian; she might damage it by unfolding it

But she couldn't resist peeking.

CHAPTER TEN
CASTLE ROCK

Back at Castle Rock, Cecelia was surprised to find that Mranda had |l eft not just the Pal ace but
the planet. She checked the net and found that Brun was the only fanmi |y nenber onplanet. Brun had
moved to Appl edal e, the Thornbuckle fanily estates on Castle Rock. Cecelia had al ways |iked

Appl edal e, with its pleasant view of rolling fields and orchards. She called and, as she'd
expected, Brun invited her out to stay.

Brun net her at the front door, quickly directed the staff to take her |uggage upstairs, and
t hen—even on the way to the handsone downstairs norning room-frothed over with indignation about
Hobart Conselline, who had gotten hinself elected Speaker of the Table of Mnisters.

"Hobart?" Cecela blinked. "He's not that bad, is he? He was always polite to me. | never had that
much to do with him but—=

"Hobart is a raging bully,” Brun said grimy. She waved Cecelia to a confortable chintz-covered
chair and threw herself into another. "Just wait until you hear— She took off at a conversationa
gallop, surprising Cecelia with her grasp of Fanmily relationships. Had the girl been |istening
behi nd doors and actual ly paying attention when she seened just a young fluffhead? It was al ways

possi bl e-+his was, after all, the same Brun who had engi neered her escape fromthe nursing hone.

"I wouldn't have believed it," Cecelia said at last. "Are you sure . . . | nean, he's always been
a bit pigheaded, but nost of us are, fromtinme to tinme." A nmaid had brought in trays of pastries
and sliced fruits, and pots of coffee and tea. Cecelia filled a little plate with apple slices and
munched. They were just as crisp and flavorful as she renenbered.

"He sl apped down Great-Uncle Viktor in the neeting. Viktor! And Stefan didn't say a word. He's
found excuses to get rid of npst of the Mnisters, replacing themwi th his own peopl e—and now t hat
he has the votes, it doesn't really matter if a few of Dad's are left." Brun was ignoring the food
so far, but Cecelia took one of the ginger curls as well.

"What about Harlis?"

"He's bought Harlis, | suspect with the help of his new Mnister of Judicial Affairs, Norm Radsin
You know how hel pful or unhel pful the courts can be in estate cases—

"Indeed | do." The old anger washed over her

"Well, it's amazi ng how many rulings have changed in Harlis's favor since Normtook over that
mnistry. Wthout Kevil Mhoney, or access to his private fil es—and nobody, not even George, knows
the access codes to Kevil's files—=

She did. Cecelia thought back to their |ast conversation, when they had di scussed her own tangled
| egal problens in the wake of being declared inconpetent. Kevil had trusted her with the voice
codes for just this sort of situation

"Has anyone tried to have Kevil declared inconpetent?" she asked.
"Not that | know of. George certainly hasn't. Wy?"

Why not, she thought, if Kevil was still incapacitated and unable to access his own files? Had no
one in his offices tried to get access?

"I mean," Brun went on, "we could use the information, but we're not going to press for that-not
after what happened to you."
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"lI's he consci ous?"

"Yes, but he can't seemto renenber nmuch, or concentrate. His doctors don't advise rejuvenation
because of the extent of the neurol ogi cal damage, and the recent discoveries of what went w ong
with Fleet rejuvenations.” Brun finally poured herself a cup of tea, and took a pastry.

"l hadn't heard about that."

"No, it canme out after you left. Some of the senior NCOs, the chiefs, started going senile—+
actually saw one |like that, back on Copper Muntain, before |l . . . before | left and all the rest
happened. Menory | oss, irrational thought processes. | nentioned it to Esmay, in fact, but then we
had that fight. Anyway, there were nore of them a lot nore, and when they did sonme research they
found flaws in the process. They've put about half the flag officers on indefinite | eave, because
they were rejuved, just in case. None of them had shown synptons yet, unless you count Lepescu."

Cecelia frowned. "Flaws in the process, or in the drugs thensel ves? Remenber what happened on
Pat chcock . "

"That's what | thought of first, just a bad batch of drugs. | raised a formal Question in
Counci | +he second neeting, that is, not the first—but Hobart claimed | was just trying to
enmbarrass him use it as an excuse for famly rivalry, and one of his bootlickers got up and
spout ed a whol e involved line about genetic susceptibility and the inbred genone of Fleet
famlies."

"What did Venezia Mrrelline say?"

"She wasn't there. And | can't get hold of Heris or Vida Serrano, either. Both Serrano adnirals
were taken off active duty; Fleet personnel offices claimnot to know where they are. Heris has a
ship, but it's out on patrol or something, inaccessible to civilians. Wich doesn't nake sense,
because |'ve been able to contact Esmay, and she's on an SAR, way off at the renpte end of
Fam | i as Space."

"How i s Esmay?" Cecelia asked, to give herself time to think about the rest of this.

"Pining for Barin, worried about his NewTex wi ves—apparently Fleet accounting has garni shed
Barin's entire salary to help support them-and getting a little bored with the SAR | gather. Also
she's found out that Fleet doesn't think Landbrides should marry Fleet officers."

"But she is a Landbride. What do they think of that?"

"Yes—+t's funny, really. She says they've got it all wong, and she didn't want to be one anyway.
But it's tied up the paperwork for her to marry Barin, even if he weren't going broke trying to

support all those NewTex women. Poor Esmay." Brun gave a wry chuckle. "It's her first time in
Il ove; | remenber how I pined for Tomry Rakeseller, the first tine | had it bad, and thought the
uni verse was dreadfully unfair because his parents sent himoff to canp. | know this is nore

serious, but it's really hard on her."

"And Barin?"

"Barin's at the other end of our universe, escorting a Lone Star Confederation Ranger back here."
"What ?"

"Yes. They warned ne—er rather, Waltraude did, that crazy professor who's hangi ng around the
NewTex woren. It never occurred to anyone official that introducing ne to a Ranger m ght upset ne.
Apparently, Hobart's new M nister of Foreign Affairs—he fired Cabby DelLancre for daring to
contradict hi mdecided to shut the wong barn door long after the horse had returned, and froze
all the assets of Lone Star Confederation citizens, and cl osed the border."

"But Lone Star had nothing to do with it."

"You know that, my father knew that, even | know that. But all Hobart had to hear was the word
"Texas,' and the fact that they were Ageists, as he calls it. The Lone Star Confederation has been
a reasonabl e trading partner for centuries; they were understandably annoyed, and insisted on
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sendi ng soneone to educate us."

Cecelia | eaned back in her chair. "You know, Brun, | find it hard to believe that you, of al
people, are being this politically m nded."

For an instant, the old grin flashed out. "Me, too. | keep thinking, “This is not me; this is ny
evil twin.'" But one thing | did learn, in that hell, is what happens if you don't pay attention.
So Mother's gone back to Sirialis, to dig out all of Dad's files that she can—sonme of them were
never transferred here—and try to stave off Uncle Harlis's grab for the fanmly properties. And
here I am"

"Yes . . . | see."

"And . . . you did find a good honme for the twins?" That in a tone alnost wistful, and certainly
pl eadi ng.

"Yes," Cecelia said firmy. "A very good hone. They will be | oved and cared for."

"Good. | thought, after you left, that | should have suggested Raffaele, but then she's been
cleaning up ny nesses for far too long. |I'mglad you found soneone el se."

Cecelia's brain tripped over that one and cane up with a fresh topic. "You said a new M nister of
Forei gn Affairs—who would that be?"

"Mnor famly, nmajor pain. Pedar Oregienps. You probably never heard of him™"

"As a matter of fact, | have. He— She shut down that line quickly and shifted to another. "He has
event horses. | beat his entry in the Werrin this year."
"Good. | wish you'd managed to tranple himat the sane tinme. You should see himfawning on Hobart,

and Hobart lapping it up. The nman has no background in the diplomatic service, no experience in
dealing with foreign entities. He thinks any political system which doesn't enbrace rejuvenation
is corrupt and probably about to attack us. He's already nanaged to insult the Crescent Worl ds,
and they're ours. Wrse than that, he thinks he's the right person to confort w dows—he keeps
hinting to me that he would make ne a fine stepfather.” Brun m ned gaggi ng.

Cecel i a grabbed for yet another topic, anything but Pedar. She had never been in a conversation
with quite so nmany | andm nes. "Wo's in Colonial Affairs, now?"

"Anot her Consel line | ackey, Davor Vrainont," Brun said. "It's dawned on them-well, on everyone, |
guess—that repeatable rejuvenation could cause the biggest popul ati on expl osion ever, as well as

| ocking up wealth in the very, very old. That'd mean a | ot of ambitious, frustrated young peopl e.
So col oni zati on has been speeding up for sone tine—+ didn't know that; Buttons told ne he'd tal ked
to Dad about it. But | found out that Conselline Sept has nmjor investnents in devel opnent
conpani es, and their projections for the rate at which excess popul ation can be absorbed by

devel opnent nmake no sense—dnl ess there's a nuch higher failure rate than before. That bit of
information | got froma clerk in Colonial who' d been fired for insubordination. Mkes ne
suspi ci ous. "

"Umm You renenber that Ronnie is nmy nephew," Cecelia said, carefully erecting bonbproof
partitions in her mnd against a | oose tongue.

"Yes, of course."”

"H s parents are concerned about the situation on the world he's noved to. | hear that sone
supplies in the contract weren't actually delivered, that there's the possibility of interference
with communi cations. What if the Consellines are counting on a certain percentage of colonies to
fail, because they get their profit fromselling col ony shares?"

"I could believe that. But how can we prove it?"

"I don't know. W& need Kevil," Cecelia said. "I'd better go visit him"

"lIt's—pretty bad. You know he lost an arm too.
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"No, | didn't. When | saw himin the hospital, before | took off with the babies, he was just a
shape in the bed. And | didn't have nuch tine."

"They're trying to grow a replacenent, but so far it hasn't worked—they' ve | ost three buds. And
George says his nenory's still damaged, and he can't concentrate."

"I's he still in the hospital ?"

"No; they nmoved himto a rehab center, and then George took himhonme. Qur wonderful new Speaker
deci ded he was a security risk at the rehab center."

"Well, then. 1'll go over tonmorrow. Maybe | can be of some help.”

"You know," Brun said nore slowy, "Uncle Harlis runs the planetary devel opnent corporations for
the Barracl ough Sept." She took a | ong swall ow of tea.

"What col ony are Ronnie and Raffa in?"

"Excet-24."
"Rats. | was hoping it was one of ours—that way | could punp them Excet Environnmental Goup is a
Consel line corporation. | wonder why they chose that one, instead of family? Not that it matters."

"I don't know," Cecelia said. "Possibly the shares cost |ess?"

"Coul d be. Anyway, |'d bet sonething's going on in all these new colonies . . . | wish | had
Kevil's background files, because | rather suspect the data in the main conputers has been fiddl ed
as well." Brun stretched. "And now that |'ve tal ked your ears off, both of them how about a visit
to the stable? We don't have much here, as you probably renenber, but there are a coupl e of

ni cei sh mares we can take a ride through the orchards on, if you'd like."

Cecel i a shook her head. "No, thank you, ny dear. Everyone thinks of ne as a thoroughly horse-
besotted ol d worman, but one prerogative of old wonen is to surprise young ones occasionally.
shall go stroll in your gardens, if |I may."

"Well, then, I'"'mfor the pool. See you at dinner."

At the Mahoney house, a uniformed nurse nmet Cecelia at the door. "Ser Mahoney is in the study,
madam but he is . . . not really hinmself."

Cecel i a thought of asking who he was instead—she had a lingering distaste for nedica

eupheni sms—but resisted the temptation. She followed the nurse down the famliar wi de passage to
the doubl e doors that led into Kevil's honme office, steeling herself for what she would see. At
the sane tinme, she wondered where the security was. If Kevil was a security risk, shouldn't there
be nore protection around hin? She had seen no guards at all

"Ser George Mahoney is at the university,"” the nurse said, over his shoulder. "He won't be back

until this evening."
Cecelia frowned. No security, one nurse all day . . . sonething wong here.

In the study, Kevil lay awkwardly in one of the big |leather chairs. Hs face | ooked strange,

twi sted; she realized that regen had not been able to repair all the physical danage, that part of
his jaw was m ssing, and the skin over it runpled oddly. In his eyes, Cecelia saw no recognition
just anxiety. Then, slowy, a spark . . . as if he were wal king through a dark corridor with a
candl e, cl oser and cl oser.

"Cecelia . . ."

"Yes.
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"You look . . . younger. Dye your hair?"

Cecelia's heart sank. O course she | ooked younger; she had rejuved several years before, to a
nom nal forty. He had known that. They had slept together after that. "Rejuv, Kevil," she said
briskly. It was hard to | ook at him but she knew she nust. "I'msorry | wasn't here when you were
hurt," she said.

"M . . . too. | can't . . . remenber . . . all.

Was the slurred voice fromthe injury, or fromdrugs? Cecelia glanced around, but saw no litter of
pi | | boxes.

"I'"ve been to visit Ronnie and Raffaele," she said. To her delight, the spark in his eyes
bri ght ened.

"How are . . . they?"

"They're fine, except that the devel oper's done sonething foul with the colony they're on." She
told himabout it, gauging his attention span by his expression. For a few nminutes at a tinme, he
seermed the old Kevil -his eyes bright, his face intent. Then he would blink, and the expression
sl acken. She stopped, and waited, and when he seemed focussed agai n she went on

"You're . . . really . . . talking to ne." He sniled, a genuine smle this tine.

"Yes, of course.”

"You . . . understand . "
"Not conpletely, Kevil. But | know you need sonething to chew on."
"Yes. They keep asking ne . . . questions . . . tests . . . can't renenber. "

"I hated those," Cecelia said, remenbering her own conval escence, the idiocy of the questions in
the standard tests.

"Name three vegetables, nane five fruits . "
"Nane the CEO of Excet Environmental G oup," Cecelia said, as if it were another on the list.
"Silvester Conselline," Kevil said instantly, then | ooked bl ank. "What was that?"

"A reasonabl e question," Cecelia said. "And one | wanted the answer to. Ronnie and Raffa are, as
said, practically marooned on Excet-24, and Brun says that's an Excet G oup colony planet. | want
to know who's responsible for shorting the colony of its startup supplies and staff."

"Probably not Silvester," Kevil said, sounding even nore awake now. "He's been spendi ng nost of
his time trying to convince the universe he's a great conposer. But he does tend to sign anything
anyone puts in front of him"

A tap at the door. The nurse | ooked in, his expression exactly the one Cecelia least liked to see.
"Ser Mahoney needs his rest, nadam Perhaps another tine?"

"Go on—take a break," Cecelia said to the nurse. "I'mexperienced with this—+'ve been a
conval escent nysel f."

"But his lunch . . . his diet—
"And | can cook. Go on now. "

Finally he left, protesting and warning and nuttering. Cecelia watched through the scan pickup
until she had seen himgo all the way down the street and board a tram

"Officious," she said to Kevil, when she cane back to him

"You think . . . he's up to sonmething," Kevil said.

file:/lIF|/rah/Elizabeth%20Moon/Moon,%20Eliz...0Legacy%2006%20-%20Change%200f%20Command.txt (87 of 202) [5/20/03 11:39:48 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Elizabeth%20M oon/M oon,%20Eli zabeth%20-%620The%20Serrano%20L egacy %2006%20-%20Change%6200f%20Command.txt

"Nurses are always up to sonmething," Cecelia said. "But in addition to that, yes. Now. " She pulled
the scranbl er she carried out of her bag and turned it on. Kevil gave her a puzzl ed | ook. "Remant
of ny times with Heris Serrano and those Fleet refugees she foisted on me as crew. bl o whatever -
hi s- name-was. Good advice, | realized after awhile. Always carry a means of tapping sonmeone el se's
data, and al ways protect your own conversations."

Kevil grinned. "You always were smarter . . . than people thought."

"Yes, and so were you. Kevil-—what's happened? Why only one nurse? Wiy haven't you had a proper
Iinb repl acenent ?"

"No noney."

Cecelia stared at him shocked. "But Kevil—you' ve al ways had noney, pots of it."
“"No more. It . . . isn't there."

" But —-what happened?"

"I don't know. One day there, then—t wasn't. George tried—ouldn't find out—=

"Soneone fiddled the databases? But —peopl e would notice—=

"Not unless it was their account. The people who normally handl ed my accounts woul d notice, unless
they'd been transferred."”

"And that's not hard at all . . ." Cecelia nused. "And there are new Mnisters in the rel evant
M nistries, and a huge nmuddl e all over "

"Yes. | think . . . it happened . . . when Bunny died."

If that were true, it would nean—o, could nean—that it was related. That the sane person or
persons planned the attack on Bunny's life, and Kevil's fortunes.

"I know . . . sonething . . . | knowit's because |I know sonething . . . but Cece, | can't
renenmber what it is |'msupposed to know. | can't renmenber. | can't think—= A nuscle in his face
twi tched; his hand shook.

"Kevil . . . relax. Please. Let ne fix you lunch—yes, you come with ne into the kitchen—and we'll
talk some nore. | know | can help."

It took a struggle to get Kevil up, and Cecelia fought down her fury when she saw his unbal anced,
lurching gait. But in the kitchen, he seened nore confortable in the chair, his good arm propped
on the wi de wooden table, than he had in the study.

"I''"'massum ng you don't have a cook because of the nobney—
"Yes. "

She fixed himfruit, bread, cheese. There were custards in the refrigerator, but she didn't trust
t hem—eustards coul d conceal drugs. He ate, clumsily, with his left hand.

"Kevil, do you renmenber giving me your access codes?"
A bl ank | ook. "Access codes?"

"The second night. After we decided it wouldn't work. You said, “If I'"'mever in the state you were

in, I want to know you're on ny side.' And you gave themto ne. You' ve forgotten, but | haven't."
"Cecel i a—~

"When CGeorge gets home, we'll get to work. Tonight. There's no tine to waste.”

"I can't . . . help nuch.”
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"You did that, years ago. W'Il take care of it." Sonehow. Cecelia scolded herself internally-she
was turning into everyone's hel pful old aunt again. Wll, if she was going to take her turn being
civic-mnded, hel pful, and useful, she might as well make a thorough job of it. She'd had anot her
brilliant idea.

Wal t raude Meyerson, tenured professor of antique studies on loan to the Regul ar Space Service as a
consul ant on Texan history and culture, sat quietly in the corner of the roomw th her recorder

on, watching the NewTex wonen argue about religion and education w thout getting involved. She
hoped. This was the first conflict she'd seen anong the wonen who had fled Qur Texas, and she was
f asci nat ed.

It had been nonths, and only now was the rigid rank structure breaki ng down. The first w ves of
the Rangers had each run her own household w thout interference fromthe other first w ves—Primas,
they were all called. Prinma Bowie, the one Waltraude felt she knew best, actually ranked second in
the hierarchy; the Ranger Captain's first wife outranked her. That was Prina Travis, but she was
older and had less vitality than Prima Bowie. Usually she let Prina Bowi e nmake deci sions, but not
t oday.

They were argui ng about schools again. Under Familias |law, the children—all of them-were supposed
to be in school. Parents could choose froma w de variety of schools, or school their children at
hone, and the requirenents were—to an academc |ike Waltraude—ninimal. All children nust becone
literate in at |east two | anguages, study sone very basic science and nmathematics, and the Code of
Citizens. But these wonmen had steadfastly resisted sending the children to school fromthe

begi nning. No one had been able to figure out why, because the wonen woul d not explain what they
consi dered sel f-explanatory. Now, in the argunent, \Waltraude began to grasp the probl em

"Boys and girls together! | think not!"™ Prima Travis was holding firmon that. "They'd becone
Abomi nati ons!"

"There are single-sex schools," Prima Bowi e said. "Mst are religi ous—=
"Not our religion!" Prima Travis sniffed again. "They're heathens, or worse."
" But —

"W shoul d never have conme," Prina Travis said. "I+ was wong to cone. W should go back." Behind
her, Waltraude saw several of the junior Travis w ves noddi ng, but one pinched her nmouth up and
| ooked stubborn. Waltraude counted—third back, that was Terti a.

"The nmen lied to us,"” Prima Bowi e said. "They killed nothers—

"You said," replied Prima Travis. "l never saw that picture you said you saw. "

"You heard Pati ence—Hazel," Prima Bowie said. "She's a good girl . . ."

"She is not a good girl; she is one of them Prim Bow e, has your brains run out your ears, or
what ? She is one of them an Abom nation. She runs around wearing nen's pants, nessing about with
machi nes—

"1"I'l bet she has an inplant,"’
nmout h.

sneered Secunda Travis. Prima Travis whirled and sl apped her on the

"Don't you be saying those bad words, girl!"
"I just—=

"And don't you be arguin' with ne! You see what it cones to, Prima Bowie? We | eft our rightfu
pl ace, and now we have this—this arguin' and usin' bad | anguage."

"We can't go back," Prinma Bowie said. "They'd kill us—=
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"And so they should,” Prima Travis said. "Qur children to grow up no proper way—
"So you think we should just go back, die, let our children be orphans?"

"No, but we got to find a right way to live. Not hived up |like bees with nowhere to gather honey."
Having delivered this, Prima Travis led her famly out of the common room back to their own
little hive. More stingers than honey, the way Waltraude saw it.

Wal traude shut off the recorder and waited until the remai ning women were seated, back at their
endl ess handwor k.

"Pri ma—t

"Call me Ruth Ann," Prima said. "I'mnot a first wife anynore. Mtch is dead, and that boy won't
actually marry ne—+ see that now. "

"Ruth Ann, fine. Listen—where do you think you would be happy?"

"I won't be." The woman's broad, rounded face contracted in a scom. "Not in this kind of world."

"There are many worlds in the Fanmlias," Waltraude said. "Wat sort of place, can you tell nme? A
city? A smaller town?"

"Hazel said there was, but how can we go there? W can't just up and ask sone spaceship to take
us, even if | knew. If | can't be home . . . | guess |I'd |like a quiet place. There's always noise
here, machine noise. I'd like it where it's quiet. Open. Maybe where | could see the fields. |

al ways m ssed that, after Mtch noved us to the city, not having the fields outside. The garden
just wasn't the sane, big as it was. Someplace where people didn't laugh at nme for not being
school ed, soneplace where what | can do is worth sonething. But | doubt you got anyplace |ike that
in your fancy confederation or whatever it is."

Wal traude grinned. "GCh, but we do, Ruth Ann. Wat you need first of all is to be on a planet, not
on a station in space. And then you need the kind of world where the basic skills you have are
desperat el y needed. Your gardening, weaving, sewing, cooking . . . and tell ne, do your boys know
anyt hi ng of tool s?"

"The ol der ones do. Boys nmake nmpbst of the furniture in a house—they' re so rough on it, they have
to learn to fix it and nmake it."

"Your world had trees, didn't it? Wod for manufacture?"
"Yes, of course.” Ruth Ann paused, brow winkled. "Are there worlds wi thout trees?"

"Nearly without, yes. Ruth Ann . . . the Fanmilias has hundreds of popul ated worlds, and is opening
new ones to colonization all the tine. And the colony worlds need pioneers. As you pointed out so
succinctly today, nbst of us can't boil water w thout a conputer. You know how to build fires. You
know how to nake bread fromwheat—and |'l| bet some of your ol der boys know how to make a m Il ."

"Of course they do," Ruth Ann said. Waltraude could alnost feel the slow smle working its way out
of her confused heart, and just as she expected, it finally snoothed out the ridged brow "You
really believe we could get to such a place? How? W have no noney. "

"1 know sonmeone who does,"” Waltraude said. "And they owe you a |lot. The only problemis making the
connection. But that's what scholars do."

"Make connections?"

"Yes. It's our job, though nost people don't think it is. They think of us in terns of collecting
informati on—silly, anyone can do that. Wat we do is notice which bits make new connections."

"You will help us? Wiy? You think we're ignorant

"OfF history, yes. O life, no. And of course I'll help you. Any decent person helps others; it's
one of the things people are for."
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"What . . . religion are you?"

"You woul dn't recognize it, and it would only bother you." Waltraude picked up her bag.

"Prima—Ruth Ann, I'mgoing to be gone for several weeks; |'ve been asked to escort a di plomat from
the Lone Star Confederation back to Castle Rock. But let me just show you— She took out sone
hardcopy ads for colony worlds. "See this? You m ght |ike sonethi ng—

"But what would our protector say? He'd have to say it was all right—=

Wal traude thought of the scuttlebutt she'd heard about young Barin Serrano and his problens with
the wonen. "I think he'd be delighted if you found a place you could be happy."

"And living the right way," the wonman said, the scowl returning for a nonent. "Happiness isn't
everything. Just because our nen did wong things doesn't nean they was wong about everything. |
want my children to grow up to be good, Godfearin' nmen and wonen."

"I"'msure there's a place, Ruth Ann," Waltraude said. "Wwen | get back, I'Il help."

Rockhouse Maj or had everything that two young officers in |ove could want, Esmay knew . . . if she
could only get there. It should have been sinple to get fromthe R S.S. Shrike, over in Sector
Seven, to Sector Seven HQ and fromthere to the Castle Rock system She had finally heard from
Barin; Castle Rock was the one place they coul d reasonably neet, since Gyrfal con would be there
several days. Castle Rock lay on her route to her new duty station, and was adm rably provided
with shipping and passenger lines. But one thing after another had del ayed her. She imagi ned
Barin, on Gyrfalcon, making an effortless smooth transit . . . only to wait around wondering if
she was even going to show up. He m ght even | eave before she arrived, if this nmiserable tub of a
ship didn't get a nove on

Barin saw Esmay just a monent before she saw him saw her face with that harder edge, that warier
expression. Then their eyes met, and she grinned.

"How | ong do you have?" she asked, as they settled at an enpty table in the concourse.

"Four hours," Barin said, angry all over again. "It was supposed to be forty-eight hours on
station, minimum but all of a sudden—=

"Same with us," Esmay said. "I should have been here three days ago, but the blasted ship had a
pressure-lock problem we hung around for hours and hours at SecSev HQ then they transferred us
to old Bowfin, without tine to send any nmessages, and then she couldn't generate nore than seventy-

two percent of her normal power, and we just cane linping in. . . | was afraid you' d have |eft
al ready. "
"So was |I. | left a nessage for you at the nail drop already, just in case." Barin put his head to

one side and grinned. "Surely, all this scranble can't be just to keep us apart," he said. "That's

an expensi ve abuse of Fleet resources."
"Whatever it is, it's a nuisance. Is your famly still against us?"

"Yes. They think we should wait until the NewlTex wonen are all taken care of. How am | supposed to
do that? It could be years. What about you?"

Esmay handed over the nessage that had finally arrived, tied and stanped formally. "The
Landhol ders are upset. Can you read Kurlik script? Basically it says that it is unacceptable for a
Landbride to marry offworld at all, and particularly to marry a foreign nmilitary officer."

"But we're not foreign," Barin said.

"I know that. You know that. But Altiplano—
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"I don't want to take away anything you have," Barin said. "You've expl ai ned about being
Landbri de—t's a wonderful thing—=

"I't's a nuisance," Esmay sai d. She straightened. "I never expected to be Landbride, and | thought
I'dlost you . . . and . . . anyway, | accepted it in a tine of crisis, but that's past. My father
realized very early that | night resign in favor of a legitinmate heir. It's not done often— It

had never been done except in cases of insanity or other permanent disability or extrenme old age
She didn't Iike to think of nmarriage as equivalent to insanity or permanent disability. "But there
is aritual procedure. The hard part is going to be getting |eave to go there. | can appoint a
stand-in, but that's not the same thing as the next Landbride. My father says if | marry you, even
t hough 1've appoi nted soneone, the Landnen's Quild could challenge, and intervene in our famly
affairs. And that would be bad."

"I can see that." Barin shook his head. "And we still haven't figured a way around the Fl eet
regul ations; even if you do resign as Landbride, you can't quit being a sector comuander's
daughter. Does it seemto you that this is a |lot harder than we thought it would be?"

"Yes. if it were this hard for everyone, nobody would get married."

They stared gloom |y at each other for several mnutes. Then Esmay sat up. "Let's not waste it. W
have four hours—er rather, three hours and forty-two minutes."”

"I don't suppose we could get married in three hours and forty-two mnutes?" Barin said wistfully.
"Maybe an hour to get married, and two hours to enjoy it?"

Esmay | aughed. "It takes a lot longer; we couldn't possibly. But we can do sonething cheerier than
sit here eating bad food in a noisy place.”

"Right. But you'll have to pay. I'mflat broke." For sone reason, this struck both of them as
funny rather than annoying, and they thoroughly enjoyed their dinner

CHAPTER ELEVEN

J.C. Chandler, President of the Lone Star Confederation

wat ched the newscube with his lower lip tucked under. This was trouble with a big T, and he didn't
know how he was going to deal with it. They had had probl ens enough with the Familias Regnant,
over the years, without this kind of nonsense.

"Looks bad, J.C.," MIlicent said.

"There's always crazies in the world," Rami e said, |eaning back with his hands fol ded over his
belly. "It's not our fault they call thenselves Texans."

The two obvi ous responses, J.C. thought, and neither of themuseful right now He said nothing
whil e the newscube ran through the whol e summary, then turned off the reader and put his hands on
the table. Tine to talk seriously.

"That new admi nistration has closed the border to Lone Star citizens," he said without nore
preanbl e. "They say they can't guarantee our safety, and they did send this to explain why. And
they haven't w thdrawn their enbassy staff."”

"But it wasn't us,"” MIlicent said. "Those idiots are all the way across Familias space—
"More like the length of it," Ram e said, not nmoving. "If you |ook at the actual geonetry—
"What matters,” J.C. said, "is that they' ve done it—l osed the border. Frozen our assets in their

banks, too—

"They can't do that— Ramie said, sitting up so suddenly that his chair rolled back. "The Treaty
of Pol dek clearly states—

"They've done it." J.C tried not to enjoy interrupting Rami e again, but it was hard-the ol der nan
was so annoyingly difficult to get a rise out of, and here he'd actually nmade Rami e sit up
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"But | noved nost of the famly's liquid capital into Goodrich & Scanlon only a year ago; it's not
reasonabl e—

"They claimwe might be financing our “countrynen' as they call them even if we aren't personally
i nvol ved. They want to be sure what our noney's doing."

"Maki ng nmore nmoney, just like theirs." Ramie huffed his reddeni ng cheeks out. "Wat do they take
us for, ignorant rubes?"

Probably they did, J.C thought, but that wasn't at issue right now "Wat | want to do," J.C.
said, "is tell the Cabinet and Congress that we're sending sone investigators to help 'emout."

"Hel p then? Help them what? Steal us blind?"

"No—help themwi th specifically Texan issues. They seemto be blundering around not know ng the
di fference between those idiots and the rest of us. W could help."

"They' ve got a scholar, they said. That Meyerson wonan."

"MIly, why do you call her "that Meyerson wonan'? That won't hel p our inage."

"I liked Professor Lenon," MIlicent said frankly. "He used to send nme the nicest notes . . . all
right, it's not fair. You're right. W should hel p themeven Meyerson—f they'll let us."

From sheer force of habit and a fondness for tradition when it didn't get in the way, the Lone
Star Confederation had retained the term"Rangers" for its internal security forces. This hadn't
bot hered anyone—not even the Fam |lias Regnant with their hoity-toity attitudes—n centuries, but
obviously, the Familias Regnant had a reason to react badly to the title now The abuse of the
same word by the New Texas Godfearing Mlitia nuts nade real Rangers w sh they'd tradenarked the
name sonewhere back down in history.

Still, it wasn't the fault of the Lone Star Confederation. Rangers had the right training to
pursue an investigation—and they weren't about to change their nanes just to satisfy a twitchy
Fam | i as Regnant. They'd send a Ranger.

Whi ch Ranger then becane the issue . . . but not for |ong, because Katherine Anne Briarly was the
obvi ous best choice. A worman |ike Katie Anne, and they'd know that Lone Star's Rangers weren't
Iike those others in any way, shape or form Especially shape.

And besides, it would get Katie Anne out of everyone's hair for a few nonths. She had been getting
a mte big for her britches, though not in a physical way, ever since her uncle Beau got appointed
to the Suprene Court. She'd taken to being even nore Texan than the Texans coul d stand.

* * %

Ranger Katherine Anne Briarly arrived at the Fanilias Regnant enbassy wearing a red two-piece suit
that enphasi zed every asset she had except brains, which—+n Kate's view-eouldn't be put on view
anyway wi thout naki ng soneone puke. A tunble of ash-blonde hair swirled over her shoul ders; her
bright blue eyes twinkled at the R S.S. marine guards by the gate. Neither tw nkled back

"H ," she said, holding out her ID case. "I'mKate Briarly, and y'all are expecting ne."

The gate opened behind the notionl ess guards, and she was facing a squad of them The |eader or
what ever cane out and took her ID case, then |ooked fromthe i nage inside to her

"You' re Ranger Katherine Anne Briarly?"

"Yup. But that's an official picture, inuniform and | didn't see any reason to get gussied up in
uniformfor just a friendly visit. | figured y'all'd have an I D scan unit anyway."

"Quite so. If you'd cone this way." She followed the young nman toward a portable booth set up in
the courtyard, ignoring the scrape of feet as the squad fell in behind her. This was going to be
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She was who she said she was—+etinals, fingerprints, voiceprints, the whol e shebang—and i n anot her
ten m nutes she was upstairs waiting to neet the anbassador

" Ser a—Ranger —Bri arl y—=
"Ch, just call ne Kate," Kate said, wi dening her smile. He blinked.

"I't's irregular,"” he murnured.

"1 know," Kate said. "But who's to tell on you? Not ne."

"I have received perm ssion for two Rangers to enter Familias space and help with inquiries—=
"You don't need two," Kate said. "I'Il just go by nyself, thanks."

" But —

“I't'Il be sinpler,'
traditional ."

Kate said. "Less cost to you, too, keeping track of just one. Besides, it's

She had seen the anbassador before, while running security at the Cattlenen's Association Bal
three years before, but she'd been in uniformthen, her hair slicked back into a neat French
braid. He didn't renmenber her, she could tell that. Al the better

"Now | realize y'all are concerned that we night have sone connection to those NewTlex nuts—

"Concern was expressed," the anmbassador said. "Not by ne; |I've tried to reassure the G and Counci
that youall . . . er . . . you. . . here, the Lone Star Confederation . . . are not part of that
group.”

"Heavens, no," Kate said. "lI'd like to see anyone maki ng us wear clothes |like that! And bare
feet—shoot, | was as tonmboy as they cone, but you don't see ne shuffling around in bare feet." She

pointed a long, elegant foot clad in a fem nine version of the Texas style: high-heeled, but not a
boot .

"It's the new governnment," the anbassador said. "W have a new Speaker and a new M ni ster of
Foreign Affairs and M nister of Defense; one doesn't like to say it's inexperience, but they're

just not listening to me. You've travelled in Fanmilias space before, Sera . . . er . . . Ranger
?ll

"Kate," she said again. "No, not ne. |'ve been to Bluebonnet and West and Panhandl e, but not to

Famlias. It'll be fun."

At the border, Kate found she had an escort at the end of the docking tube.

Atrimyoung man with a face |ike carved bronze. "Lieutenant Junior G ade Serrano," he said.
"Ranger Briarly, your luggage will be transferred—=

"Ch, call ne Kate," she said, smling. He didn't snile back

"You're to come aboard Gyrfal con
task force has reassenbl ed—

he said. "It's the fastest route to Rockhouse Major, where the

"Are you arresting nme?" Kate asked. She glanced around the docking | obby, decorated in what struck
her as bland and chilly colors, nuted blues and greens, and noted two nmen and one worman in R S. S.
uni form lurking by the entrance.

"No, ma'am" the young man said. "Just transporting you, ma' am"
Kat e cocked her head and considered him In her experience, young nen his age nelted with only one

smle, and he hadn't. Well, his preferences might lie el sewhere, but still . . . "Fine," she said
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"Let's go." He turned as quickly as she noved, and wal ked beside her through the entrance, where
the others lined up after them and then gui ded her across the wi de passage to what the sign said
was a dropchute. Kate stopped short.

"I'mnot going in there," she said. "I've heard about those."
"You don't have then®"
"No—we like floors in our elevators. No one's |ooking up nmy skirt—=

"Fine—then we'll|l take the cross-station tram" He led her to the station, plugged sone kind of
datawand into a port, and the next tram stopped, doors opening exactly opposite them Kate was

i npressed, and said so. He still wasn't nelting. She | ooked himover again. He couldn't be a
mango; she had known | ots of nangos and they had a certain . . . feel. So either he really hated
Texans, or . . . he was resisting her because he had a girl.

Her first meal in the officers' mess gave her a chance to do nore than nutter polite greetings.

"Have you ever visited Fanmilias space before, Ranger Briarly?" asked the executive officer, on one
side of her. She was not sure what an executive officer did, but she had nenorized the insignia,
and knew he was a |ieutenant commander.

"No—and | hope I'mgoing to see nore of it than the inside of a transfer station and this ship."
"What woul d you like to see?"

"Ch—all those sights the tourist brochures have. Langsdon's ice falls. Chuzillera's cloud forests.
The Grand Council Chamber on Castle Rock. I'd like to have seen your king while you still had
one."

" \My?n

"It's so romantic," Kate said. "All those dramacubes, set in nmisty Vaal onia or—what's that place
where they go running around on horses chasing after a fox? W just have ordinary peopl e doing
ordinary things—= She didn't really believe that, but wanted to see their reaction

"The storycubes you peopl e export are extraordi nary enough. Those | awnhorns

"Longhorns," Kate said. "And the stories are old-+tast century's revival of WIld Wst—=

"Anni e—that wormen in fringes with all those guns—="

"Stories," Kate said firmy. "Not real history. And that's what |'mhere for, to tal k about rea
history."
"But you're a . . . Ranger . . ." No doubt about it, they were twitchy about that word. Wth

reason, though the reason was a lie.

"I'ma Ranger," Kate said firmy. "They weren't. They were a bunch of maniacs with no legitimte
connecti on whatsoever to real Rangers."

"So you say," said one voice down the table. Kate |eaned forward.
"So | say. Are you calling ne a liar?"

The air seemed to congeal around her. She sniled; the silence | engthened. The officer at the far
end of the table cleared his throat.

"M . Chesub, that was rude; apol ogize."

"I"'msorry, Ranger Briarly," a young man said. "I'mnot accusing you of lying." But by his tone he
still wasn't convinced.
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Kate l et her snile soften. "W have had just as many freaks and nutcases as any other culture,"
she said. "But the people who stole your Chair's daughter are not ours. The Lone Star
Conf ederati on wouldn't tolerate that kind of behavior. W Lone Star wonmen wouldn't tolerate that

ki nd of behavior." Nervous chuckles. "Not that we're . . . however you say it . . . hostile to nen
or anything . "
"Well, you don't look like the pictures of their wonen—but you're all from Texas originally,

right?"

"Not really." Kate settled into | ecture node. "The Lone Star Confederati on was organi zed for space
expl orati on back on Earth, and nost of its nenbers then were North Americans—any of them fromthe
exact region then known as Texas. But nost of the people in Texas canme from sonewhere el se, al

over North Anerica. Sure, there were sone hard-shell Texans anong them-peopl e whose fanmilies had
been in Texas just about forever—but a lot of themweren't. And Lone Star has al ways wel coned

i mmi grants who share our phil osophy—=

"Whi ch is?"

"Fear God and nobody else, ride tall, shoot straight, never tell a lie, dance with who brung you,
and never renege on a handshake."

Anot her silence, this one slightly shocked, but responsive.

“Dance with who brung you?
"Anot her way of saying honor your earlier obligations—don't just |ook at current profit."
"Interesting."”

"And your phil osophy?" Kate asked.

For a | ong noment no one answered, then young Lt. Serrano spoke up. "If | understand yours, it's
much the sane. Tell the truth, keep prom ses, stand by friends, don't turn your back on an eneny."

"I notice you didn't mention God," Kate said. "ls that because those NewTex nutcases have you
scared, or what? Any of you fol ks got religion?"

This time the captain spoke up. "The Fanmilias |egal codes—and those of the Regul ar Space

Servi ce—al | ow freedom of belief, and freedom of religious practices which are not directly harnful
to others. Because of the wide variety of beliefs, many held strongly, we do not generally discuss
religion with those we do not know "

Kat e cocked her head and gave hi m her best mischievous kid grin. "In other words, it's bad nanners
to tal k about God?"

"Something like that," he said.

"You peopl e nust have been descended from Anglicans,"” Kate said. "Well, I'mnot here to nmake you
nervous, though | don't see why a good argunent about God should do anything but keep your
di gestion going. It's one of our favorite fornms of entertai nnent.”

"You . . . uh . . . are religious yourself?"

Kate | ooked himin the eye. "You bet. So far as | know, every nenber of ny fanmly back to Ad
Earth has been, and |I'm not about to break tradition."

"And what, since you don't nmind our asking, is your religion?"

"Baptist," Kate said. "But my mother's fam |y was about half Anglican, and ny dad's grandnother
was Met hodi st. There's even the odd Presbyterian in there sonewhere.”

d ances passed back and forth.

"Y'all don't have a clue what |'mtal king about, do you?"
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"Not . . . exactly." That was a fenmale officer

"You do have Christians, right?"

"Certainly . . . many kinds, though |I don't know all the nanes."

"Then just call me a Christian, and don't worry about it. God'Il sort it out."

"Do you have any . . . uh . . . dietary or special needs we should know about ?"

"No, that's sonebody else. I'll eat anything I like the flavor of, any day of the week. W don't

drink al cohol on the Baptist side of our famly, 'cept when we're being young and sowing wld
oats. Every once in awhile | sow an oat nyself."

She sensed the nood warm ng even nore.
"What do your kind of rangers do?"

"Anything that needs doin'. W're a lot like a police force, but we tend to work al one. Keep
order, track down the bad guys, help the people who need it."

"How do you know who the bad guys are?" canme a call fromdown the table

"Sane way you do, | expect," Kate said. "Liars, cheats, killers, the kind of people who'd pour
gasoline on a dog— She felt the total nonconprehensi on of that one, and stopped. "You have dogs,
don't you?"

"Ch . . . like . . . dogs? Hounds or sonething?"

"Dogs, |ike hounds, sheepdogs, cowdogs, even those awful nippy-yippy poodl ey things. And do you
have mean peopl e who hurt ani nal s?"

"Yeah . . ." That nore cautiously, as if the speaker weren't entirely sure.

"Well, we don't rmuch |ike people who mistreat aninmals, kids, or old ladies. O old nmen, for that
matter. They're on ny list of bad guys.”

By the end of that neal she sensed that nost of the officers were at |east neutral, if not
actually friendly.

The next day, Kate met the antique historian, Professor Myerson, and sighed to herself. So
predictable, that type. The |ady acadenic, tweedy and warty . . . not that Meyerson actually had
warts, but she I ooked as if they should be there to conplete the official |ook. Even on

Bl uebonnet, known for its beautiful wonen, a certain kind of acadenm ¢ wonan | ooked like this, only
with better tweeds.

At | east Meyerson knew nore about the Lone Star Confederation than the rest of the people she net.
And she was finally able to clear up a question that bedeviled Kate for days.

"That young fellow, Barin Serrano?"

"Yes . Meyer son, head down in a scanner as usual, didn't seemto be paying close attention
"What do you know about hinP"

"He's giving you trouble?" Meyerson's head cane up, and her expression was m ngled mschief and
surpri se.

"No, just the opposite. He's ignoring me as if | had bark like a nesquite tree, but | just can't
beli eve he's a mango."

Meyerson |aughed, a surprisingly full-throated |laugh for a frowsty old professor. "He's not. He's
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engaged to another officer, in the first place, and in the second place he's burdened with al
those NewTex wonen and children.”

"Way himin particul ar?"

"They consider himtheir protector, and for themthis nmeans he's the only one who can nake
deci si ons about them The Regul ar Space Service has taken his pay to help support them so he
can't marry until he figures out what to do with them"

"1 suppose shipping them back isn't an option?”
"No, they'd kill them at |least nute them He's stuck with them"

"That's too bad." Kate thought about it. "He's a nice boy, and if he's mnded to narry, he should
have t he chance. You suppose those wonen would listen to ne?"

Meyer son | ooked her up and down. "As a nessenger of the devil, maybe. They're very serious about
their religion."”

"And |'mvery serious about mne, Wally." They had cone to first nanes several days before, and
Kate refused to struggle with Waltraude after the first fewtries. "You don't have to go barefoot
and wear rags to be a believer." She cocked her head. "You ought to send those wonen to us—we'l|
make real Texans out of 'em They had to have sone gunption to get up and |eave in the first

pl ace."

Day by day, the officers relaxed around her, and if she hadn't had the appetite of a healthy
horse, she'd have starved, for all the talking at the table.

She tal ked nore than she asked questions, and the information flowed her way w thout her having to
ask. By the tinme they reached Rockhouse Major, she had npst of them eating out of her hand, nen
and woren, and had invited nost of themto cone visit sonetinme. She thought a few of themactually
woul d.

Al but the young lieutenant junior grade who had remained coolly distant no matter what. Well, if
he wanted to sulk, et him She had many, many other fish to fry, and others had told their own
tales of Barin Serrano and Esmay Suiza. So he was in love with a hero—+f the stories were true,
Sui za woul d have nmade a good Ranger—and perhaps worried about whether she'd stick it out.

Security concerns kept her fromtouring Rockhouse Major, though she could tell it was nuch bigger
than any of the orbital stations in the Lone Star Confederation. A Fleet shuttle took her
downsi de, and she got her first ook at Castle Rock

Bori ng, she thought, but did not of course say. The governnent buil dings, nostly gray stone,
| ooked substantial and dull. Insides matched the outsides; the Foreign Ofice was all dark

panel ing and dark tiles and thick dark green or blue carpeting in the offices she was led to.
Everyone wore dark suits—en and wonen bot h—and had a dark, nuffled, hurried way of speaking.

"Sera Briarly-so pleased— That was the Mnister of Foreign Affairs, the first person she'd seen
in this dismal building who | ooked conpletely awake. He wore a different style of shirt, with a
tiny ruffle at the collar, and he had several blue-and-silver rings in his ear. She knew what that

woul d nean in San Antone, but not here. "You are so . . . so decorative, my dear."

This she had net before, twinkling of the eyes and all. "M ster Mnister," she said, putting out
her hand. "I'm Ranger Briarly, but you can call me Kate."

"But | thought your . . . er . . . Rangers . . . were sort of . . . er . . . policenen?"

"That's right," Kate said cheerfully; she saw sone of the man's staff wi ncing, and grinned at
them too. The way they acted, you'd think this solid stone building would fall over if anyone
spoke | ouder than a nurnur.

"But surely you—you're not—+ nean, you're nmore of a . . . er . . . honorary title .
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That was going too far. "Mster Mnister, | ama Ranger, same as any other Ranger; | qualified on
the sane course, and | can and will denonstrate nmy skills any tine you or anyone el se questions
them" She had no weapon, of course, but she could break this fellow s neck—er any other
bone—wi t hout one.

"Ch . . . certainly, certainly. Now, uh . . . we are having a reception in your honor this
afternoon, in the Palace. | hope you aren't too tired . "
"Not at all." She was never too tired to party.

The Pal ace was another pile of gray stone, with outcrops on one side of a curious buff color
Inside, the formal roons had the same sort of dull, dark look as those in the Mnister's offices.

Kate was on her best behavior, smling |like a car dealer. She had been through her share of fancy
events, and knew that her role, as honored guest, was to snmile and tell everyone how beautifu
things were. She told the new Speaker what an honor it was to neet him and thought what piggy
eyes he had. She told his wife what a |l ovely dress she had on, even though she Ionged to tell the
wonman that she should never in this world wear that shade of green, it made her | ook sick. She
told the Foreign M nister, whose nane was Pedar Oregienps, that she liked his ruffled shirt,

t hough she contenpl ated nentioning that a ruffled shirt plus those pretty rings in the ears would
have branded hi m an obvi ous mango in the Lone Star Confederation. Then she overheard part of a
conversation and |l earned that the local slang for the sane thing was "pet."

It was all intensely boring, since she didn't know enough yet to nake sense of npbst that she
heard. Her feet hurt, and her head was beginning to throb. Then Pedar bustled up to her leading a
tall bl onde wonman whose face Kate recognized fromher briefings.

"And this is Ranger Briarly," Pedar said. "Brun Meager Thornbuckle . . ."

Kate | ooked at the bl onde wonan who had been a prisoner so |ong, whose father was dead, whose
predi canent had led directly to her own presence here—and saw a faniliar shadow in those bl ue
eyes. Automatically, she softened her approach. "H there—+ hope you can forgive ny havin' that
kind of atitle."

"Well — the worman's voice was slightly husky. "You don't | ook rmuch Iike their Rangers.”

"Hon, they aren't Rangers; they're trash. Lower'n a groundhog's burrow. A brick can call itself a
di anond—doesn't make it one."

The wonan grinned, her face suddenly relaxing. "And you're the genuine di anond?"
"Pure carbon crystal, that's ne," Kate said. "Cubic, but not zirconium™"
"Excuse ne?"

"Sorry-slang's hard to translate. Listen, ny feet hurt—an we go sit down sonewhere?" |f she could
make friends with this woman—and she |iked her already—raybe she could get the enbargo lifted
faster than anyone had thought. Even Kate at her nost optimstic hadn't thought she'd get to neet
the cause of it all, or that the woman would want to neet her. But that was obvious fromthe
satisfaction on her face: she'd conme here with a purpose, and Kate was part of it.

"The reception's nearly over, Sera—Ranger— Pedar said. "The car will soon be here to take you
back to your hotel."

"Way don't you conme with ne?" Kate asked Brun, as much to annoy Pedar as anything else. "W could
have di nner—

Brun smled. "Thanks—+'d |like that." Pedar scow ed, and Kate grinned to herself. Had he thought he
was going to nove in on her himsel f? Fat chance
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They ate in Kate's suite, which was as dull as everything else she'd seen so far. Wiat was the
good of silk on the walls if it was gray? And nuted green and bl ue upholstery . . . cold,
unwel com ng, dull

"You people don't like bright colors nmuch, do you?" Kate asked, hal fway through a main course of
sonme nondescript nmeat with a ot of fancy vegetabl es heaped over it. They hadn't even had steak on
t he menu.

Brun | ooked around. "This isn't very bright, is it? I"'mused to it, | guess. Castle Rock is pretty
conservative."

"That's what you call it? That Foreign Ofice is like a funeral home; the only color in it is your
M nister, and he' s—=

"Awful ," Brun said, winkling her nose. "Such a little clinber—=
"d i mber?"

"Ch, yes. Mnor fanmly, so he pushes and clinbs, trying to nake hinself bigger. Wll, he got a
M ni stry, though who knows what he did for Hobart to get it."

"Hobart's your Speaker?"
"Ri ght. But Pedar wants nore . . . you wouldn't believe, he's after nmy nother."
"Your nother?" Kate remi nded herself that this was Lord Thornbuckle's w dow

"Yes. He had the nerve to tell nme, when Mother'd left for Sirialis, that he could now offer so
much to a lonely wi dow+ nearly threw himout the w ndow. "

Kat e shook her head. "I wondered if maybe he was a . . . what is it, pet? . . . with those rings
and that shirt."

"No—the rings are Rejuvenant rings. They're actually the nedical codes: they can be inplanted or
worn, but a lot of people like to wear them"

"How nmany times has he been pickl ed?”
"I don't know. | didn't count. Several. Wiy do you call it pickled?"

"Preserved, you know." Kate held up one of the winkled green things she hoped was a pickl ed
cucunber. "Lasts nearly forever."

"Mm " Brun ate silently a few m nutes, then asked, "Wat do you nake of our Speaker?"

Kate [ ooked at her, nmind on full alert. "You' re asking a visitor to criticize your government?"
Brun flushed a little. "He's a Conselline, and we're in the Barracl ough Sept—~

"Is that famlies or religions?" Kate asked.

Brun made a face. "Maybe both. Let's just say that the Consellines and the Barracl oughs have been
rivals for along tinme, in a genteel sort of way. | don't |ike Hobart, but | wondered if maybe an
out si der would see himnore clearly."”

"He's nobody 1'd buy a ranch from" Kate said. "Not w thout wal kin' over every inch of it, and
checkin' the title since God nade it. He's got a mean nouth, and his wife's scared of him™"

"You saw t hat ?"

"Ch, yes. Just like | saw that you didn't like Pedar with the rings and ruffles hol ding your hand
when he |l ed you over. But you wanted to talk to ne."

"You don't nmiss much, do you?"
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"Rangers don't. Now why don't you get down to what you really wanted to tal k about, so we can
enj oy dessert later and not have to tippytoe?" Kate pushed her plate away and | eaned back, fixing
Brun with the ook that had brought confessions out of the Harkness boys.

"l hate it when everyone is snmarter than I am"™ Brun pushed her own pl ate back

"They aren't, when you | eave your brain on," Kate said. "It didn't take a lot of intelligence to
recogni ze that you wanted to neet me as nuch as | was glad to neet you."

"You haven't met Esmay," Brun said. "She's smarter—

"Spare ne." Kate ran her hands through her hair, fluffing it out. "I heard plenty about Mss
Genius on the trip over here. Everyone says she's so wonderful, and I'I|l bet she is. But—she isn't
you. "

"No, she's—

Kate wasn't about to let her take off down that trail, whatever it was. "Lord, girl, you sound

Iike you haven't got a friend in the world. Didn't you ever have a best friend?"
"Yes, but she got narried."

"Ch, brother. You and ne both. Sally and I were closer than twins, and then she went all goopy

over Carl, and that was the end of it. Two babies. She says she's still ny friend, but all she
wants to do is tell me about those two rugrats . . . which one put jamin the processor, and how
the other one is smarter than any ten coll ege professors. My nother told me she'll come out of it

in a fewyears, but in the neantime | have to pretend to care what some grubby little kid is
doi ng. "

"And you don't?"

"No. If there's supposed to be sone instinctive nmaternal drive, | mssed out at the feed trough
What about you?"

"Me, neither. | don't want to hurt them but—=
"You didn't want to care for 'emeither. Makes sense to ne. Were are your boys?"
"Afriend of nmy nother's took them and found a hone for them But | worry—

"Don't. | mean, don't worry nore than you have to. And you're evading the subject. You didn't just
accept a dinner invitation because you thought a stranger m ght be | onesonme. You just about
conmitted the inpossibility of telepathic comunication, wantin' ne to figure a way we could

tal k. "

"Or to get away from Pedar; he's been wanting Mdther's ansible call nunber. Al right, all right,
I"I'l tell you." She scratched at a spot on the tablecloth. "I want to find out who killed ny
father, and what kind of hold Hobart Conselline has on ny Uncle Harlis, who's after nmy father's
estate.”

"Now that's snmart. That's a goal we can work on."

"AB?"
"OfF course, we. Hell's bells, sweetheart, I'mnot going to | eave you to hunt this hog al one. And I
need you, anyway, to help nme find ny way through this maze of protocol y'all live w th. Besides,

if you come out convinced that I'mnot a nonster, maybe you'll help ne get your government to |et

up on Lone Star Confederation funds. You did know our citizens can't access their noney in your
banks, didn't you?"

"No!" Brun | ooked startled. "Wen did that happen?”

"Right after the assassination. And all our citizens expelled, and the borders cl osed. Even your
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father realized we had nothing to do with that bunch of idiots who captured you. This enbargo
thing has put a real crinp in our econony; the Fanilias is our biggest external trading partner."”

"I didn't know," Brun said. "It didn't come up in the Council neeting." She scowl ed. "A lot of
things seemto be happening without coning up before the Council "

Kate gl anced around the room She had nade it as secure as possible, but she didn't trust any
public space.

"Maybe we ought to tal k about this another tine," she said. "Tell you the truth, I"'mfeeling the

journey— She noticed that Brun's gaze slid around the roomtoo, as if she were al so aware of the
surveill ance possibilities.

"Of course," Brun said. "Listen—+ know sone of you Lone Star people ride—=

"Ride!" Kate grinned. "Hon, | started riding afore | could sit up, in fact afore | was born. Don't
tell me they have horses in this city!"

"They do, but what | had in mind was our place out in the country. It's only a small stable, but
we have sone |ovely views."

"That's right nice of you. | don't know how busy I'll be here—+'m supposed to spend ny tine
convi nci ng your governnment that we're harm ess."”

"1"I'l introduce you to people,” Brun said. "And it won't all be boring afternoon receptions |ike
today's."

"I't wasn't that bad," Kate said. "Under the circunstances." She w nked at Brun

CHAPTER TWELVE

Wthin a week, Kate had noved to Appl edal e. Brun took

her to dinner with Viktor Barracl ough, and hosted a garden party where she net a group of |ess
seni or Barraclough relatives. The Lone Star woman seened unfailingly cheerful, brisk, and
friendly. She persisted in wearing scream ngly bright colors, and spent a long time every norning
arrangi ng her hair into its vast pouf, but aside fromthat, she m ght have been an old friend.
Brun found hersel f explaining, over breakfast or in the intervals of their social conmitnments,
everyt hing she knew about the fanily business and her uncle's nachi nations.

The next tine Harlis visited, Brun saw the Ranger in action for the first tine. She had been
com ng downstairs when the bell rang; Kate waved off the maid and went to the door herself. Brun
paused to see what woul d happen, stepping back so that she couldn't be seen fromthe door

"Hi, I"'mKate Briarly," she heard Kate say to Harlis, w thout noving aside for him

"I want to see Brun," Harlis snapped.

"That may be, but | don't know who you are," Kate said. Brun was fairly sure that wasn't
true—she' d shown Kate I D pictures.

"Harlis Thornbuckl e—now go call Brun for ne."
A grunt followed, then: "Now, M ster Thornbuckle— in Kate's cool est voi ce.
"That's Lord Thor nbuckl e—=

"Back where | conme fromit is not considered polite at all for a gentlenman to push his way past a
| ady—

"You're no |lady! And you hurt me!"

"Be that as it nmay, you pushed at ne, and that just won't do. Now you be nice, and just wait there
a mnute, and I'll see if Brun has tine to see you—~
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"She'd better, or 1"l —=

"Ah-ah-ah! No threats. Y all know Brun's still under formal guard for any threat to her safety;
you'd hate to be hauled off kickin' and hollerin' to spend the night in jail." The door thudded
shut softly, and Brun canme down anot her few steps to see Kate standing with her back to it,
shaking with silent |aughter

"You shut the door on Uncle Harlis," Brun said, grinning.

"I truly hope your father was a better man than that, Brun, because that man is all hat and no
cattle, where brains are concerned."

"Alot better,” Brun said. "But |I'd better talk to him" She reached for the door, and Kate
st opped her.

"No—go into the drawing roomand sit down in sonething confortable.” Brun conplied, realizing
hal fway there what Kate was about. She heard the door open again, and Kate's voice—all sugar
now—nviting himin. Harlis stormed into the drawi ng room

"Where is your nother?" he denanded.

"I'mnot sure," Brun said, carefully thinking of the possibilities—her nother mnight be in bed, or
eating, or out riding—+ather than the certainty that her nmother was sonewhere on Sirialis.

"Danmi t —she has no right to take fanmily property while the will's in question!"
"What property, Uncle Harlis?"
"Sirialis! 1'll wager that's where she is!"

"I't's a large universe, Mster Thornbuckle," Kate said, before Brun could answer. "Wy do you
think she's there? And what difference would it nake if she was? She can't take off with a whole
pl anet . "

Harlis glared at her, his face reddening. Brun tried to keep from | aughi ng; he | ooked ridicul ous.
"She had better not renove anything fromthe property,” he said finally. "I have an injunction."
Brun felt cold to the nmarrow, but Kate spoke up again.

"An injunction—not to dispose of property? In other words, not a disnissal of the original wll?"

"Not that it's any of your business, no. She's enjoined fromdisposing of any of the property
under dispute, until the case has been decided.”

"Suppose you just let nme see that, M ster Thornbuckl e Kate reached out an inperious hand; to
Brun's surprise, her uncle put a hardcopy into it. Kate | ooked it over, one pencilled eyebrow
el evat ed.

"I't may be legal here, but it sure wouldn't be | egal back home," she said finally. "Y all have a
really strange | egal system what with no proper constitution. But | guess you'll have to send
Lady Thornbuckl e a nmessage about it."

"You don't scare me," Harlis said, and lurched out of the chair, grabbing the hardcopy from Kate
on his way to the door, which he slamed.

"I don't think nuch of your security," Kate said after a nonent. "Lettin' that nan up to the door
wi t hout warnin' us."

"He's nmy uncle," Brun said.
"And you never have fanmily murders here? No, never mind. It's time | went to work."

Kat e | ooked and sounded a | ot | ess Texan when she was detecting, Brun decided. She had acquired
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copies of all the relevant surveillance materials, on the grounds that she needed to prove that
the Lone Star Confederation had not been involved in any way. Now her roomwas festooned with
charts and lists and flatpic bl owps.

"This here is a list of every person registered in the Monos Hotel; | don't think much of your
investigators for only getting the list of those on the fifth floor and above. Sure, the shot cane
fromthat high, but people can go up as well as down. They know at |east one shooter was here, in
room 517—=

"They didn't tell us that."

"Well, they wouldn't. | wouldn't, if you were back hone and | was investigatin' there . . . I'd
have rules to follow, sane as they do. Now, the couple in room517 weren't there at the tine. They
were attendi ng the annual convention of the plunbing contractors, and we have good surveillance
pictures of themin their booth for two hours, and another two if you don't count the one trip
each nade to the john. Mreover, there's witness statenments, and an order book with an autonmatic
tinme stamp, to show they took orders."

"They coul d have | et soneone el se use their room=

"Yup. First thing | thought of. But as it happens, the room door was forced, not unlocked. A
string of DJ-8, and someone took the trouble to overpulse the nag relays so that no al arm woul d
sound when the | ock blew. They wouldn't bother with all that if they had a key. The Stringhalts
m ght still be involved, but I doubt it. Right now I'mIlookin' at eight possibles." Kate pointed
themout on her list. "Two hotel enployees—the assistant day nmanager, and the housekeepi ng
supervi sor —

"Wy then®"

"Access to files on which roons were occupi ed, and which roons were occupied at what tinmes. |

don't want to drag you through the gory parts, Brun, but look at this here— Kate put up another
screen with the plan of the hotel and street overlaid in colors. "Your security personnel did a
pretty good job, even though it wasn't good enough. They'd noved all known forei gners out of rooms
overlooking the route fromthe court to the Palace; they'd put spotters on the roofs, and the
usual sort of net below They had roving patrols, including in this hotel. My people nmight have
made sone changes, but nothing good enough to keep your dad alive, if his route was known. And his
route was posted—everyone knew it.

"I can tell you this nmuch . . . I"mconvinced it wasn't even an outside job. | think it was
sonmeone in the Familias, who tried to make it ook like the NewlTex Mlitia."

"Well, | want to know who."

"D you have any ideas? Your population's a |ot bigger than ours, and we usually start with sone
i dea of who's trying to kill someone.”

Brun ticked themoff. "There's always nmy Uncle Harlis, though | don't think he woul d-he wanted ny
dad's property, and he's doing his best to get it away from Mother, as you saw. H s son Kell,
who' s neaner than a—what's your ternP"

"Rat t| esnake. And?"

"One of the Consellines, though | can't see Hobart Conselline doing anything that stupid on his
own. "

"Hm If it was stupid—he did end up Speaker. Well, let's go after this another way. Leaving aside
the nurder, for the nonent, what el se have we dug up?" Kate shoved one mess of papers aside, and
brought up a printout that |ooked to Brun |ike rows of figures.

"Are those nunbers supposed to mean sonethi ng?" Brun asked.

"Quite a bit," Kate said. "If you can follow the noney, you can just about always find the
crimnal. | got these figures off the public newsfeeds, by the way, so | can't vouch for their
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accuracy. But here's sone things to look at . . . see this? It's your uncle's shares in conpanies
you told ne were your fanmily hol dings."

Brun recogni zed nost of the nanmes. Her nother had nmentioned them but had given no details.

* * %

"Brun, | need to talk to you." Lady Cecelia, sounding very upset. Brun hadn't heard fromher in
days, and had been so caught up in Kate's research that she'd al nost forgotten about her

"Lady Cecelia, how=

"Now, " the voice said.

"I have that Lone Star woman visiting . . ."

"l know, | heard the runors. But can | cone out for a few days?"
"Of course."

A few hours later, Cecelia erupted into the house in what Brun recognized as a fine white fury.
She didn't even glance at Kate.

"Did you know that Kevil Mahoney's been robbed while he was in hospital ?"
"No! Ceorge didn't say—

"CGeorge has been trying to cope without getting themin deeper trouble. Soneone swi ped their
accounts, the day of the assassination, though George was too busy to find out about it for a
coupl e of weeks. And he had no way to trace it by then."

"But how? | thought the safeguards—

"Were safe. Yes. So did |I. But CGeorge is trying to take care of Kevil, and finish | aw school —+hey
can't even afford a cook, and they' re going to have to sell the house! The thing is, Brun, George
didn't have the access codes and Kevil couldn't renenber them | have them but |I don't know how
to interpret what's in the files."

"You have Kevil's access codes?"
Cecel i a reddened. "Yes. And he has—had-—#ine."
"So what they were saying about you and Kevil —=

"Was idle gossip. Brun, |I'mashaned of you! The man's hurt, his nenory's damaged, he's been
robbed, and all you can think about is that?"

"Sorry," Brun said. "It did come to nmind."

Cecelia | ooked at the papers and filns spread all over the library tables, and then at Kate. "What
were you | ooki ng up?"

"Goin' through the public financial records, trying to find out how Harlis was gettin' so far with
aridiculous claim and tryin' to cross the trail of the killer. Brun's mana's over at Sirialis,
doin' the sane thing."

Brun | ooked at Ceceli a.

"Kate, we need to join forces here. Wth the codes Cecelia has, and your ability to interpret the
files, this mght go a lot faster."

"“I'f you'll keep intruders out," Kate said. "Remenber what | said about your inept security—

"I worry nore about Kevil," Brun said. "Wiay don't | go bring himout here?"

"Excel l ent idea," Kate said.
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"But that's all wong, that's—

"Sonmebody'd do all that, wouldn't stop at a little shootin'."

By the tine Brun got back with Kevil Mhoney, Kate and Cecelia were hard at work. Brun hel ped
Kevil into the library, and noved a pile of printouts off a chair for him

"Looks . . . like fun . he said. "You . . . nmust be the . . . Texan."

"Ranger Briarly," Kate said. "Just call ne Kate. Sonebody sure knocked a hole in your stock tank .
but I'Il get 'em"”

"Kate has a healthy disrespect for thieves," Cecelia said.

"I don't like people hurtin' people, and takin' advantage, 'specially of people that's just been
shot." Kate gave Kevil one of her wide smiles. "I will bet ny best show saddle that there's not
but one or two villains in this drama, and | aimto catch every one of 'em

"You'd be interested in what | found at Kevil's, then," Brun said. She held up a sack and shook
it. "Interesting neds to give soneone with a brain injury . "

"l thought so," Cecelia said. "Was that nurse there? He's been harder to shake with every visit."

"Ch, yes. Very eager to give Ser Mahoney a little sonmething to make the trip out here easier. Then
very eager to clear the shelves of the neds."

"I don't suppose you have his access codes," Kate said, |ooking up

Brun grinned. "When | got back home, and wasn't going out nmuch, | spent ny tinme building some of

t he gadgets Koutsoudas has . . . so yes, an illegal datasuck gave ne every bit of data on him
Here." She put it down on the table. "Interfaces to the cube reader or the conputer, whichever you
want . "

Three nights later, Brun was dozing on one of the long | eather couches in the |library, an arm
shi el ding her eyes fromthe light, when the breakthrough cane.

"CGotcha!" Kate nuttered. She no | onger |ooked |ike the sexy blonde in red fringe; back-to-back all-
ni ght work sessions had flattened the hair, and put circles under her eyes. Instead of the tight
red suit, she wore | oose knit pants and shirt. But nothing could dimthe grin she turned on the
others. "This is it, partners—we've got what we need."

"Umm . . Brun heard only the first of that, but managed to open a bleary eye for the | ast
phrase. "Got whon®?"

"Your uncle Harlis, for starters. He's been acquiring stock in ways that are illegal even here—and
| have to say, Brun, that your government needs to overhaul its legal systemin a big way. There's
hol es you could drive a herd of |onghorns through, with this bylaws arrangenent. Al you have to
have is one generation of idiots, cowards, and a few bad guys, and it'd be all over for you."

Cecelia's runpled red head rose fromthe other couch. "That's all very well, but what did he do?"
"He extorted stock by roughing up sone of your weaker relatives . . . you renenber tellin' me how
surprised you were that your dad's aunt Trema | eft her stock to Harlis? That was no accident. |'ve

got the paper trail where Harlis got sone |ocal toughs to cone in and stonp on sonme of her
favorite china, and tell her they'd break her bones just as easy. And he had the police around
there in his pocket, told 'emshe was a crazy old | ady who dropped things and had hal |l uci nati ons."

"And they believed it?"

"Money nakes a strong argunent. Anyway, that's not all |'ve got, and the evidence ought to stand
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up even in a crooked court. Wiich is what you' ve got, | gather—Harlis contributed quite a bit to
the education of certain judges' children. If you ve got any kind of an opposition journal
this'll be nmeat and gravy for 'em”

"I can . . . help wite . . . the appeal " Kevil Mahoney said. He was standing, |eaning

crookedl y agai nst the doorfrane.

"You're up," Cecelia said. "You' re supposed to be resting."
"1"ve done nothing . . . but rest for . . . weeks. Enough. My nenory's still as spotty as a
Dal mati an dog, but if you feed me the facts, | can wite. | think." H's speech had al ready

i nproved, but now it smoothed even nore the | onger he tal ked.

"CGood," Kate said, with another of those blinding grins. "Then | think it's time for this Texas
gal to go have a rest and a shower. | nust look |ike sonething the barn cat dragged in."

Kevi| Mahoney's nanme on the bottom of the petition for sumary judgerment upholding the late Lord
Thornbuckl e's will mght have had little effect, but the thick stack of supporting evidence did.
One of the court clerks called Brun that very afternoon

"The judge hasn't heard of any of this before—= The clerk's voice was sharp wi th di sapproval

"Of course not," Brun said. "Ser Mahoney was critically injured, as you know, sonme of the famly
files were under his personal |ock." She said nothing about Kevil's other problens; a clerk
woul dn't have reason to know anythi ng about them

"I's this all the data you have, or can we expect nore?" That was sarcasm but the clerk sounded
uneasy.

"No, this isn't all; this is nerely the prelimnary filing. My nother, Lady Thornbuckle, is on
Sirialis, getting additional data fromthe main fam |y archives there."

"I see. Well . . . you'll hear fromus."

Two hours later, Harlis came storming up the drive, only to be stopped by Brun's new security
force. After they disarned him and checked with Brun, they escorted himto the door. Brun met him
there, backed by Kate, Cecelia, and an upright Kevil, who was |eaning on George. Kate had
reappeared in full Texan persona, but this tine she wore her Ranger badge.

"Before you say anything," Brun said, "let me nake it clear: we have all the evidence we need that
you engaged in crimnal activity to get control of fam |y conpanies, and we are gathering nore."

Her uncle glared. "I don't believe it! You can't do this to ne! | didn't do anything . . . it was
all perfectly legal. Hobart will take care of you— Then he bl enched.

"How very interesting," Cecelia said. "Hobart . . . Could you possibly mean Hobart Conselline
now why woul d soneone in our sept be working with a Conselline . . ."

"l didn't say Conselline,"” Harlis said. But he had changed color, and his voice shook. "But it's
my right—=

"You had no right to terrify poor old Aunt Trema," Brun said. She was startled to realize that she
sounded very nuch like her father, and wondered if the others noticed. "And yes, we will press
charges."

"I'"ll—<+'"11 see you in hell!" Harlis wheeled and strode down the front wal k, shadowed by the
guar ds.

"I't's not over," Brun said, as much to herself as to the others. Harlis wasn't ready to give up
and she didn't know what he mi ght do next.

"No, but it's a good beginning," Kate said. "C non, hon, wait until you hear Cecelia's next good
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i dea. "
"What ?"

"She's found a place for all those inconvenient wonen and children that Lieutenant Serrano is
stuck with. She's going to take themoff to a pioneer planet she knows about, where they' |l be
happi er and their skills are needed."

"That's nice for Barin and Esmay,"” Brun said. "But | wanted her to go tell ny nother what we've
acconpl i shed. She needs to know that we have evidence against Harlis. W can't trust that to
ordi nary comuni cati ons—

"You're right, but nowthat Harlis is on the run there's no hurry, is there? Your mother's not
going to do anything rash.”

EXCET- 24

Ruth Ann took a long | ook out the windows. It |ooked cool and green, and she didn't know if this
was spring, sunmer, or winter. Puddles reflected the sky, patches of blue and rolls of gray cloud
i ke unspun wool .

No towering cities, no noisy crowds. Wen the hatch opened, the air that swept in was cool, noist.
She could snell green growing things on that air. The red-haired woman | ed the way; Ruth Ann

foll owed cl ose behind. The ground felt good to her feet, even through shoes. It held still; it
didn't vibrate.

The red-haired woman with the fancy name—€ecelia whatsis, a Rejuvenant—ted the way into a little
square building, where they each had to show their ID. Ruth Ann felt the oddness of it, that each
person handl ed their own cards. And hers had her own nane on it, Ruth Ann Pardue.

Once they were all finished with "Custons, " whatever that was, and had new purple stanps on the
cards, the red-haired woman | ed them down the street. This was scary. The little town | ooked Iike
the backwater village where she'd grown up, where she'd have been whipped till her legs bled for
wal ki ng around wearing shoes and | ooking at people . . . but here were nen and wonen, dressed

al nrost decently, except that they all wore shoes, and the wonmen didn't keep their eyes down.
Peopl e | ooked at her, but with hope, not distaste. She recognized the admring glances at the
chi | dren.

They turned into the open doorway of a two-story building, and the red-headed wonan yell ed,
"Ronni e! Raffaele!" Inmediately, a wonman yelled back. "Lady Cecelia! Just a second—+'m com ng!"
Then a clatter on the stairs, and a slender young woman with dark hair and eyes canme runni ng down,
and gave the red-headed wonan a hug. Then she | ooked at Ruth Ann. "I've got dinner on—we're so
gl ad you cane; | hope you'll like it here. Ronnie's out trying to see why a nachine won't work or
something . . . he'll be back soon.™

Ruth Ann recogni zed, in the woman who introduced herself as Raffaele, the same signs of
abomi nati on she had seen in Brun. This woman had never | owered her eyes in respect; she had never
st ood back keeping silence; she had never been denied access to anything she wanted to | earn

But—fromthe snells comng fromthe kitchen—she had al so never learned to do nore than push
buttons when she wanted sonething to eat.

"And we hope— Raffaele was still talking, when Ruth Ann interrupted.
"What were you trying to cook?"
"Just sone . . . sone neat

"Let me take a look." Ruth Ann sailed into the kitchen on a wave of unexpected delight. Sure
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enough, the place was a nmess, sticky inmplenents cluttering the counter—and not a bi g enough
counter, either, that would have to change—and a stove | eaking smoke from a badl y-hung oven door.

"Secunda—shel ly Marie, you get that counter cleared. Tertia—Ferry, get this floor clean. Benji—

Her ol dest son stared at her, wi de eyed. "Benji, we need that stove fixed."
"Pri—Mvama?"
"Now, Benji." She could feel her confidence conming back. "Sinplicity, honey, you take the littles

out into the garden—you do have a garden, don't you?" she asked Raffaele.
"Y-yes, but it's not—t's kind of a ness."

"Not for long." Messes she understood, and what to do about them "Sinmplicity, just you start the
littles weeding, and nake sure nothing bothers them"

The dark-haired young wonan was fluttering now, |ike a gaudy butterfly in a net. "But—but
Sera—Ruth Ann—+ didn't nmean for you to go to work—+ was meki ng di nner for you—

"Never you mind-why don't you go set the table or sonething?"
"Cone on, Raffa; I'll explain about Ruth Ann." The tall |anky redhead | ed the younger wonan away.

In a kitchen again at last, a real kitchen. Too small by far for all of them but bigger than any
of the cubbyhol es called kitchens in the spaceshi ps and space stations. Shelley had found a kettle
and had water heating on the stovetop; Benji had already taken off the oven door. Inside was a
lump of neat, charring on one side.

Shel | ey handed Ruth Ann a couple of folded towels, and she pulled out the cooking pan, winkling
her nose at the snell. Raw inside, burnt outside; the girl had built up the fire too nuch too
fast, trying to conpensate for the ill-hung door. Probably she'd never cooked without the
electric, and the electric was off.

Rut h Ann | ooked around for a worktabl e—Aone. It would have to be the counter, where Shelley swept
aside the clutter to make roomfor her, then began rummaging in drawers for the knife she knew
Ruth Ann woul d want. "We're going to need a worktable,"” she told Benji. "They said they had plenty
of wood, so that's sonething to start planning."

"Cecelia, | feel terrible—but the twins kept me up last night—=
"You haven't found anyone to take them=2"

"No." Raffa blushed, a becomi ng color, Cecelia noted. "|-—-we—we sort of—decided to keep them
ourselves. And one of the nursemaids ran off with a farmer, and the one with children wanted to
start a school, and besi des she has her own children to care for "

"You?" This was an unexpected conplication. "Er . . . do you think that's w se?"

"You nmean, will Brun mnd when she finds out?" Raffa had al ways been too sharp. "I don't think she
will, but if she does, too bad. | quite understand her not wanting to keep them It must have been
horrible, and I wish it had never happened. But | like-no, | |love the boys, and | even love it

that they're part of her. The way things are, Ronnie and | may never get off this planet agai n—and
that's all right, but I do miss sone things—

"My dear—you don't have to stay here—=

"Yes, we do, and don't argue. W wanted a |life of our own, and we're getting it. It's not anything
| inmagi ned, but-—whether you believe it or not—we're happy. But the thing is, children . . . it'll
be years, because . . . well . . . | don't fancy having babies w thout nodern nedi cal support.
This way, we're hel ping Brun. And ourselves."

Clearly it would do no good to argue. "Wat did you nane then?" Cecelia asked.
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"The redhead's Peter, for Ronnie's great-uncle, and the brown-haired one's Sal omar, for ny
not her's brother."

Cecelia felt her eyes stinging unexpectedly. Fam |y nanes—and nanmes she must know were in Brun's

famly line as well. "So-when do | see the little denbns?”
"They' re nappi ng. They've had sone illness—+ knowit's only a childhood thing, and all children do
this . . . out here, | nean."”

"Well, we'd better set the table then. One thing |I've found out about Ruth Ann, when she nakes up
her mind, things get done."

"Was she one of the—ene of the ones who hurt Brun?"

"No. Her husband was, but she knew nothing about it until long afterwards. Were's your table
i nen?"

"Used it for crib sheets," Raffa said. "All we can do is dust this off." This had been an el egant
dining tabl e when Raffa and Ronnie brought it downside, but it had spent several years as a work
surface, and | ooked it. Cecelia forbore to comment on the state of the floor—wth no glass in the
wi ndows, |et al one any househol d machi nery, how could Raffa keep dust off the fl oor?—and hel ped
wi pe down the scarred tabl etop.

"l still have nost of the china," Raffa said. She unlocked the big cupboard in the corner, and
took down stacks of plates. "Even if they look a bit silly on this bare wood."

I ncongruous was the right word, but Cecelia said nothing, |aying out Pierce & Sanuel son's fanpus
"Coronation" pattern, with the gold wavy rim Partway through, she noticed that the snell fromthe
ki tchen had changed from si nged neat and sonething sour to a delicious blend of roast and

sonet hing that al nost snelled |ike bread.

Suddenly Ruth Ann appeared in the doorway. "Oh—you don't use tabl ecl ot hs?"
"W don't have any left," Raffa said. "We had to use themfor the beds—

"Deary ne! And us with all nore than enough in the luggage. Cecelia, where are the boxes, do you
know?"

"No, but I'lIl find out. Wich box?"
"The one with the table and chair on the side."

Cecel i a headed for the shuttle and, fromthe piles of boxes being unl oaded, |ocated the one with
the table and chair on the side. One of the crew carried it back for her; she set it on the table
and opened it carefully. Inside, it was stacked full of folded linens, brilliant w th hand
enbr oi dery.

Cecelia lifted out the folded cloth. "However did you have tinme to weave this?"

"Ch, that's not our weave," Terry said. "W had no space for |oons. But Prinm—Ruth-says we nustn't
be idle. She got that Mss Waltraude to get us sone cloth, and we enbroidered it. Do you think
it's good enough?"

Cecelia shook out the folds. On plain white cloth, the wonen had enbroi dered a broad band of
flowers, trees, birds, stars, and what she supposed were religious synbols. "It's . . . nore than
good enough." It was splendid, and the Coronation pattern | ooked even better that in had before.

By this time the kitchen snells had attracted the twins fromupstairs. The twins were nmuch nore
mobi | e than before, and al though they m ght have been sick the day before, they were full of life
now. They nade straight for the table, and Raffaele tried to intercept them Terry grabbed Sal omar
just as Raffa caught Peter

"What big boys!" Terry cooed. "Yours, ma' anP"

file:/l/F|/rah/Elizabeth%20Moon/Moon,%20Eli...Legacy%2006%20-%20Change%200f%20Command.txt (110 of 202) [5/20/03 11:39:48 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Elizabeth%20M oon/M oon,%20Eli zabeth%620-%20The%20Serrano%20L egacy %62006%620-%20Change%6200f%20Command.txt
"Yes," Raffa said. "But I'mnot na'amjust call ne Raffa. If you could help keep themout of the
di nner tabl e—=
"I"ll take themout in the garden, and help Sinplicity keep an eye on them"

When she'd gone, Cecelia cocked an eye at Raffa. "They'll never believe you bore those children
you know. They'll realize they' re adopted.”

"Yes, but not fromwhom" Raffa said firnly

Cecelia dared a peek into the kitchen. The floor could not gleam being what it was, but it had
the ook of a floor that would gleamif only it were snooth enough. Ruth Ann worked a great |unp
of dough on the counter, which did gl eam except where she worked. One of the wonen was washi ng
di shes; another was choppi ng sonething that snelled good. O der children were noving in and out,
bringing bits of fresh greenery fromthe garden, carrying out trash, and-as soon as Raffa

agr eed—noppi ng the dining roomfl oor.

The lights came back on just before Ronnie cane hone.

"My God," Ronnie said as he cane through the door. The wonen bowed their heads and waited. "I
mean—er—t's a surprise.”

Ruth Ann | ooked up. "W don't take the nane of the Lord in vain," she said. "I thought you were
going to pray."

"I know—+ just . . . what did you do? Were did all this cone fron®"
"I't's just food," Ruth Ann said.
"lIt's not just food," Ronnie said. "lIt's a feast."

"Then you can say thanks to God for it," Ruth Ann said. She | ooked hard at Ronnie, who reddened
and stunbl ed through a child's grace Cecelia was sure he had not uttered in over a decade. The
NewTex woren added a hearty "Anen."

The roast fell into even slices, perfectly cooked. Puffy rolls as |light as clouds. Potatoes, crisp
outside and nealy inside. Fresh greens that weren't bitter or too sour

"Truly a feast," Raffa said. "I can't imagi ne how you got that horrid old stove to work. Ever
since the electric went bad, we've all been stuck. The bread nachi nes don't work—

"You don't need machines to nake bread,"” Ruth Ann said.

"I do," Raffa said, with a smle that took the sting out of the contradiction. "I don't know how
to make it otherwise. | tried to put the ingredients in a bow that the directions say to put in a
bread machi ne, but it came out the nost horrible sour |ump—=

"Did you knead it enough?"
"Knead? What's that? | mxed it up, isn't that what the nmachi ne does?"
Terry snorted, and Ruth Ann shot her a look. "I don't nean to make fun," she began

"You can make all the fun you want, if you'll teach me how to cook the way you do," Raffaele said.
"I'f I could nmake an edible | oaf of bread, just once—=

"You don't neke good bread by nmaking it once,” Ruth Ann said, feeling nore secure every nonent.
Cecelia had been right. Cdearly this household needed her, needed the know edge she had. "You make
good bread by making a | ot of bread.”

"Well, here | am" Raffa said. "Ready to learn."

Rut h Ann renenbered Hazel, and had her doubts. This wonman was nuch ol der than Hazel, and unl ess
she had a natural knack, she nmight never be very good. Still . . . she could certainly |earn not
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to stuff too nmuch fuel in a | eaky oven, and burn a roast on one side.

After dinner, the junior w ves organi zed cl eanup w thout even being told, and Ruth Ann di scussed
with Raffaele why they'd cone, and what they wanted to do.

"We can use all the instruction you give us," Raffa said. "I told Lady Cecelia last time she was

here . . . we have good, hard-working people, but none of us have ever done wi thout electricity,

or running water, or all the other things that we have on devel oped worlds. It's not just me—+t's
all of us, just about. W can't learn all this out of books or teaching cubes."

"Let's start with you, then. There's roomin this house; we can experinent— She was proud of
usi ng that new word, of being able to think of it. "Wen we know what you need, we'll know what
the others need."”

The next day, work began in earnest. Ruth Ann had a clear picture in her mnd of what the kitchen
needed to be, so she and the others could work there without falling all over each other. She
couldn't believe it . . . she was directing nmen. "Make the counter this long," she'd said, and
they were nmaking it that long. They didn't seemto mnd, and she was enjoying it. So were the
others. Al those nonths of being told how backward they were, all those nonths of being confused
by the humm ng machi nes, feeling awkward and uncertain. And now—

"If you arrange your beds so the tall plants don't shade the | ow ones, you'll get nore yield,"
Becky was telling Raffaele. "See, you've got themcrossways . . . if the plant rows went the other
direction—

"Ch . . . well . . . look, Becky, why don't you tell nme howit should be, and I'Il draw a plot of

it for next season's planting."
"Fi ne—=

Terry had gone upstairs to work on the bedroons—al t hough they'd slept last night, Ruth Ann had
been very aware of the clutter and dust. The boys were at work in the front courtyard on sinple
furniture: rope-strung bunks to get themall up off the floor. When Ruth Ann | ooked out the tal

di ni ng room wi ndows, she saw a crowd of nmen standing watching. It was backwards, mnmen | earning from
boys, but it was right that the boys and nen were together. She carefully ignored the two wonen
wearing pants in the sane group

By dinnertinme that day, the shuttle had brought the rest of their things down fromthe spaceship,
i ncludi ng the pop-up cots Lady Cecelia had bought. The whol e house snelled different, and Ronnie
had the expression Ruth Ann liked to see on the head of a household. O course, he wasn't her
husband—she kept reninding herself of that—but she did enjoy watching a man eat with relish

Cecelia left a few days later. Ruth Ann hardly noticed; she had her worktable in the expanded
kitchen, and had al so set up a sumrer stove outside, for preserving.

"What we need is a school,"” Raffa said, watching the crowd around the stove as Shell ey
denonstrated jelly testing. "Areally big kitchen, where everybody could cone to | earn cooki ng,
and naybe a sewi ng room where they could | earn sew ng."

"A weaving shed,” Ruth Ann said. "That fabricator cloth is too harsh. And a really big bread
oven. "

Raf fa | ooked around. "This would al nbst work, if Ronnie and | noved into one of the smaller
houses. "

"No," Ruth Ann said firmy. "Your husband's the governor; you need this house. W'lIl build one."

More quickly than even she had hoped, the school went up. The engi neering cubes Cecelia had
brought, and the bundl es of reinforcing whiskers, nade it possible to pour solid walls quickly.
One of the other colonists, who had been a hobby potter on her hone world, found a | ens of good
clay in the riverbank, and knew how to make tiles.
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"Not really good ones yet," she admtted. "W don't have a kiln hot enough. But for starters,
better than plain concrete or dirt." The school was the first building to have locally nade tile
floors.

A proper school for proper wonmen, with a kitchen in which they could all |earn the way she had

| ear ned—from wat chi ng and doi ng and bei ng knocked on the knuckles with a wooden spoon when they
needed it. A big outdoor oven to handl e dozens of |oaves of bread at once. A weaving shed-she
regretted the |l oss of the captive wonen, who had been such tal ented weavers, but Tertia
Crockett—she used Anna now—was al nbst as good. Sunroons for enbroidery. Gardens for the children.

The gardens for the children produced anot her benefit—everyone in the col ony wanted their youngest
children there, under Sinplicity's gentle guidance, for part of the day. Raffaele brought her

twi ns when she cane to | earn cooking, and the other wonmen copied her. As Ruth Ann had suspected,
Raf f ael e woul d never be nore than a nmiddling baker. Her hand was too heavy for pastry, and not
firmenough for yeast dough, though both her pie crusts and bread were now at | east edible. But
the other wonen followed her | ead, and the gardens were full of busy little children

Raf fael e's tw ns, though—the twins gave Ruth Ann a funny feeling in the chest. Salomar, in
particular, was all too famliar . . . she had seen that quirk of nouth, that shape of eyebrow and
set of eye, before. She | ooked again and again at Raffaele and Ronnie, trying to trace in their
faces the source of those details of Salomar's. Wat kept nagging at her had to be inpossible. She
had to be imagining it. Didn't she?

She put her mind firmy back on the school. A few of the other forner w ves were being courted by
men whose wi ves had died, but enough of the wonen wanted no part of remarriage that she was sure
of enough teachers for years to cone. Her daughters had suitors, too, the ol der ones.

And her sons, about whose acceptance she had been so worried, were every one of them nore expert
at tool use than these city folks, for all that those nen had taken courses and been passed as
expert enough. They nmay've been, Ruth Ann thought, with the fancy electric tools they'd trained
on, but few of them knew anything of unpowered tools.

Everything frombeds and tables to bow s poured out of the boys' workshop. Nobody mnded that it
was plain stuff, though one of the other col onists began nmaking stains out of local plants to give
the wood different tones of soft red and yellow. And nobody here minded if a fewgirls took up
woodcrafting. Al through the rest of that spring, and into this newworld' s |long sunmer, Ruth Ann
bl essed the long series of chances that had brought them here.

"I never thought nineteen wonen and a bunch of children could make this nuch difference," Ronnie
said one hot afternoon. He'd taken to coning by to fetch the twins, and he often stopped to chat,
| eani ng on one of the planters. "You've gal vani zed the colony, is what you' ve done. The extra
supplies helped, but it's you, Ruth Ann, you and the rest of them who' ve waked us up and gotten
us novi ng."

She gl anced sideways at him thinking that he hadn't learned it all yet, even so. Geatly daring,
but al so confident, she reached to the basket of hand tools. "While you' re resting," she said,
handi ng hima weeder and nodding to the planter he | eaned on

He grinned at her. "You never do stop working, do you?"

"You don't have to rush if you don't get behind," she pointed out. "Those stickery ones are the
weeds. "

"Yes, ma'am" He grinned at her. "I'll learn in the end."

"By the way," she said, finding it easier to bring this up when he was bendi ng over the tangl ed
growt h, weeding. "Those twins of yours . . . | can't believe your Raffael e bore themshe's so
tiny."

Ronnie's ears turned redder. "She didn't," he said shortly. "They're adopted."

"I't doesn't matter to God," Ruth Ann said. "Wat it is, though—and |I know |' m bei ng presunptuous,
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but +hat Sal omar. He rem nds nme of soneone."

The back of Ronnie's neck went three shades darker, not counting the sunburn. "Wo?" he asked,
nore coolly than Ruth Ann expected.

"I"'mthinking," Ruth Ann said, folding her needl e away, because her hand had started shaking. "I'm
thinking he minds me of ny—ef Mtch. And I'mthinking, if there's any reason he should nind ne of
Mtch, that you might be worrying that 1'd notice. You' ve been awful good to us, and | don't want
to worry you. So if—f it is that, what |I'mthinking of, then—then | want you to know that | don't
mnd, and I'mglad to have the boy around. Both of them"

Ronni e sai d not hing; his shoul ders bunched, and the dirt flew
"l won't say any nore," Ruth Ann said

"It's . . . all right." He turned around; his eyes were bright with unshed tears. "l—ae didn't
know you were coning, or—but—OCh, |'mnaking a mess of this, Raffa will kill ne. But if you've
guessed, you' ve guessed—

"I bore nine of that man's children; | know their stanp,” Ruth Ann said. She said nothing of
Peter's father, though she knew exactly who that red hair rem nded her of.

"Brun wanted a good hone for them she was afraid they nmight be stolen away and used agai nst her."

"You don't have to defend her to nme," Ruth Ann said. She still could not understand a wonman not
clinging to her own flesh and bl ood, but she wasn't going to argue that now. |f their nother had
been a natural nother, she herself wouldn't have this chance. "You don't know what a blessing it

is, to have those children here," she said. "lI've worried and worried—that's the last bit of Mtch
I"lI'l ever see; | wanted to know the children were safe. WIl| Raffaele mnd? |I'mnot going to
interfere, | pronise you."

"She'll skin me, but she'll hug you," Ronnie said. "Ruth Ann—you are a very, very unusual |ady."

"I try to be a good woman," Ruth Ann said, but a bubble of delight rose and woul d not be deni ed.
She stood up, and |let her head fall back. "Praise God, you aren't angry with ne for seeing what |
saw, and you won't keep ne fromhim | never thought to be happy again, and here | am happier than
|'ve ever been.”

CHAPTER THI RTEEN
BENI GNI TY OF THE COVPASSI ONATE HAND
NUOVO VENI TZA, SANTA LUZI A

Confession, for a nenber of the Order of Swords who had been on a mission, nust always be to a
priest of the Order. Even so, there were things no one confessed, not if he wanted to live; the
priests had the right—ecclesiastical and | egal +o0 nmete out punishment, including death.

Hostite Fieddi knelt in silence, awaiting the priest's arrival, and thought about what he had to
confess, and what he had to conceal. As a young man, he had found di stinguishing between
debriefing and confession very difficult, but nowit was second nature.

The soft chinme rang; Hostite began the old, famliar ritual, "Forgive ne . Even as his voice
continued the opening phrases, his nind was dividing, as sheep fromgoats, the truths he nust
repent fromthe other truths of which he nust not repent, as |long as he was a Swordmaster.

"I't has been a long tine," the priest said.
"I was on a mssion," Hostite said. "To distant worlds."
"Beyond the Church's dom nion?" asked the priest.

"Not hing is beyond the Church's dominion," Hostite said. "But this was far fromany priest of the

file:/l/F|/rah/Elizabeth%20Moon/Moon,%20Eli...Legacy%2006%20-%20Change%200f%20Command.txt (114 of 202) [5/20/03 11:39:48 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Elizabeth%20M oon/M oon,%20Eli zabeth%20-%20The%20Serrano%20L egacy %62006%620-%20Change%6200f%20Command.txt
Order of Swords."
"Ah. Go on then."

Category by category, he laid his soul's burden out, the tenptations acted upon and those nerely
dwelt upon in the mnd, the orders followed which ought not to have been foll owed, the orders not
foll oned which ought to have been foll owed. He was heartily sorry for themall, for the
necessities which his duty placed upon his consci ence, when he woul d—were he other than he
was—have been happy to live in peace all his days, with no nore to confess than a lustful glance
at someone's daughter.

"And have you any other sins . . . lust perhaps?"

They al ways asked about |ust, though by now they should know that his conditioning had destroyed
that possibility. He answered as al ways, and as al ways received his penance in true subni ssion of
spirit. When he was too old to be of service, when the Master of the Order of Swords commanded, he
woul d confess the last of his sins, and go to his death cl ean-hearted, no |onger the Shadow of the
dancers, but filled with light. So it had been pronised him and so he believed.

There was no other life but this possible, and no other future to which he bel onged.

"Hostite—" The Master's call brought himout of the reverie which a | ong penance produced.
"Mlord." Hostite rose snmoothly from his knees and turned.

"The Chairman would |i ke an expansi on of your report on the situation in the Famlias."

"Mlord."

"We will be granted an audience this afternoon. | will acconpany you, as will lagin Persius."
Persi us, another who had recently conpleted a mission in the Fanmlias. Hostite was el der by three
years, but he knew Persius as a conpetent agent. "You will report to the Order's Clothier for a

fitting now "

"Yes, mlord." Hostite bowed; the Master withdrew fromthe chapel, and Hostite nmade his way to the
storeroonms in which the Order kept all the costunes its nenbers m ght need. He did not dwell upon
the afternoon's neeting. Runor had many things to say about audi ences with the Chairman, but
Hostite had been there before, and in any case feared nothing, including death.

The costunme appropriate for a Swordmaster in this instance was sinple enough. The bodysuit of

bl ack stretch-knit fit like skin and incidentally left no space for hi dden weapons. The scarl et

vel vet cap matched scarlet velvet slippers, and denoted his Swordmaster rank. Looped through the
shoul der epaul ets were cords of gold, green, and red silk—the | evel of experience, the nunber of
assassi nations donestic and foreign, the whole story of his career, if one knew how to read it—-and
the Chairman certainly did. As he was checking the fit of the slippers, lagin Persius cane in. He
nodded but did not speak. Hostite nodded in return. They could not discuss their mssions unti
after the report to the Chairnman, |est they be suspected of colluding in some error

Fromthen until lunch, Hostite reviewed his debriefing cube, correcting nminor errors in
transcription with a coded datawand; four seats down, Persius was doing the same thing. At |unch
they ate at different tables in the Order ness; Hostite restricted hinmself, as his penance
required, to clear soup and water with a [unp of "sinners' bread"—a hard, sour, unleavened |unp
that offered just enough nourishnent to ensure that the penitent could perform any necessary duty.

Qutside the Chairman's office, the Master of the Order of Swords handed his red cut-velvet cloak
to the gray-uniformed guards, and unbuckl ed his sword belt. Hostite wondered why the Master was
required to wear full dress, and then relinquish the cloak and swords, but he pushed the question
aside. Tradition required it, that was all. He and Persius doffed their velvet caps for

i nspection, then put them back on

The Chairman sat behind his great black nmarble desk, his face reflected dinmy in its gleamng
surface. On either side, his personal guards.
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"Fieddi, you were sent to see the Barracloughs . . . what, then, did you find?"

Hostite bowed, then began his recital, carefully gazing at the bronze plaque on the wall behind
the Chairman's head. "This was ny third visit to the Barracl ough senior branch, in the persona of
a sabre-dance troupe's visiting instructor. On ny fourth day there, the assassination of Lord

Thor nbuckl e was reported. The dance troupe is conprised of locals, though they have been trained
by Swordmasters; their reactions indicated that they were aware of friction between Lord

Thor nbuckl e and his younger brother, and between Thornbuckl e and certain Fanilies: the Conselline-
Morrelline Sept in particular.”

"Did you have speech with famly nenbers?"

"I gave private lessons to six famly menbers while there, including Stefan, the present head of
Family; Meran his wife; Rudolf and Janes, his sons; Katarin his daughter; and Viola, his niece.
Stef an spoke only of the art of fence; he is proficient in three weapons, but w shes to becone
expert. He asked advice on hiring a permanent master; this request had been anticipated by the
Master, and | recommended Alain Detours, as instructed. Meran expressed the opinion that Lord
Thor nbuckl e' s death was a dreadful nuisance, but that he had brought it on hinself, and she hoped
that the New Texan assassins would be satisfied with one death."”

"How does she fence?" asked the Chairman.

"Wth that same wit," Hostite answered. "She answers a threat well enough, but always directly.
She cannot see beyond the next thrust. Mst wonmen of the Seated Families are nore astute.”

"And the others?"

"Rudol f prefers parpaun; he fences only because it is done in his set, and is content with
medi ocrity."

"H s nother's son . the Chairman said. "Go on."

"James conpetes in school tourneys; he seeks praise fromme when | visit. He may nature into a
good fencer soneday."

"Weapon?"

"Epee, | think, though perhaps saber later."

"Conti nue."

"Katarin and Viola both fence well, for wonen."

"You have no nore to say about thenP"

"No . . . they fence because it is done, as they play at nets or ball or swm"

"Are they pretty, Fieddi?"

Hostite cast his mnd back; he could see the faces clearly but he had no grasp of what the
Chai rnman's standard of beauty was. "They are young, and rich," he said. "They are not Dancers."

The Chai rman | aughed. "Your standards are strict, | see. Well, then . . . lagin Persius. You were
sent to the Consellines. Wat did you find?"

"Hobart Conselline continues in his belief that he is ill-treated. Al though he is now the

acknow edged head of that family and sept, he still hungers after the approval he feels was given
his brother. He is anbitious for hinmself and his friends; he wants to ensure his secure hold on
power for the rest of his life.”

"And he is a Rejuvenant?"

"Yes, a nmultiple. He despises the short-lived who cannot afford rejuvenation."
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"And does he know where the Conpassi onate Hand stands on rejuvenati on?"
"He does, sir, and he says it is the one weakness of the Conpassionate Hand."

"His religion?"

"He has no belief in any higher power than wealth and influence, sir.
"Ah. Such nmen are ripe for superstition. Hostite, how about the Barracl oughs?"

"Some in the famly are believers, but not in our faith. Theirs is debased, decadent, a descendant
of those rebellious faiths of O d Earth, which broke away from Holy Church so | ong ago."

"Hostite! | did not know you could be eloquent." That arch surprise was dangerous; Hostite tried
to enpty his nmind of all but his duty. "So you are passionate about the Church?"

"Sir, | ama nmenber of the Order of Swords; | have given ny life to the Order since chil dhood."

"I know that, Hostite. But | sense in you sone deeper enotion. Have you ever had a vision or
revel ati on of Qur Lord?"

"No, sir, none that could not be explained as a child's wishful fantasy. But the contact with

t hose unbelievers in the Fanmilias has nmade nme realize what a treasure the True Faith is. They play
with their faith as a child with jacks and balls, putting it away in a nental box when it is not
convenient. That is not real faith."

"No, of course not. But let us go back to the matters at hand. How stand the Barracl oughs on
rej uvenati on?"

"Most of them over forty have been rejuvenated, sir, but several of the seniors have refused. The
Barracl ough fanmily has an el ective power structure: Stefan, the current head of fanily, is not
actually the el dest son of eldest sons. His older brother Viktor specialized in |legal theory, and
he refused rejuvenation. H s objection was |egal the turnoil that would be caused by nultiple
rejuvenations. Viktor is nowin his seventies. Viktor's daughter Viviane was rejuvenated with the
new process at forty; she is now forty-five, but ny sources say that she is determ ned not to
repeat the process. Stefan is fifty-seven, and has received two rejuventions, giving himan
apparent age of thirty. However, he disapproves of what he calls "frivol ous' rejuvenations."

"Umm. . . for either of you: to what extent do the non-Famly citizens of the Famlias regard
rejuvenation as a legal or social or religious matter?"

Hostite paused, thinking, but lagin spoke up quickly. "Because Hobart Conselline is so willing to
talk—pre willing to talk than al nost anything el se—+ have data on these points. He is very
concerned about opposition to serial rejuvenation. This is fuelled both by concerns about the
profit margi n—€onselline Sept's famly investnments in rejuv pharnaceuticals are |arge, and unti

t he Patchcock scandal, these had forned twenty percent or nore of the profits—and by concern about
the social constraints that nmight be put on serial rejuvenants. The Consellines introduced and
strongly supported the repeal of the | aw agai nst repeat rejuvenations. He feels that serial
rejuvenation, conferring unlimted |lifespan, is the earned right of those who have shown their
fitness by accumulating the wealth to afford it."

"Ah—and woul d he apply this same phil osophy to foreign affairs?"

“I'n all likelihood. He follows up advantages in fenci ng—and, fromwhat |'ve been able to gather

in other domains as well—with great vigor and intensity. | have observed himat table, and with
his family, and would say that nothing is ever enough for him If he had no access to rejuvenation
and advanced nedi cal care, he would eat and drink hinself into the grave."

"Truly, the discipline of the Faith saves nmore than souls," the Chairman said, flashing a snile at
Hostite. The Chairman, as lean and fit at sixty as he had been thirty years earlier, had not been
rejuvenated and would not be: the Church forbade it. But neither would he inflict damage on his
own body for selfish purposes. "So . . . Hobart Conselline, who has becone the new head of
government, is a man of grudges and jeal ousies, schenm ng and ruthless, a man who will not fee
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safe until he controls everything. Wat, Hostite, will the Barracl oughs do when he tries to
control then"

"Viktor will fight, with all the | egal knowl edge he has—but the Fam|lias Regnant has no forma
Constitution. Stefan will start by hoping for the best, but if Hobart angers himsufficiently he
will lead his Famly in opposition. He is not a man of great vision, however. He counters the
obvi ous attack, but does not see the oblique one that covers."

"Way, | wonder, did they elect himhead of the Famly?"

Hostite cleared his throat. "Of the posssibilities, he seened least likely to interfere with the
others' lives. Lord Thornbuckle was al ready Speaker, in any case-he did not want the Famly

| eadership as well. H's younger brother Harlis was not well-liked. Viktor didn't want it. And

al though the Familias is far fromstrict on the gender issue, few of the great Fam |ies have wonen
at the head. None of the Barracl ough wonmen were dissatisfied enough to nake a run for it."

"They have no renegade wonen?"

"They do, but their tastes run to inconsequentials. Lady Cecelia de Marktos, for instance, breeds
horses. "

"She was on Xavier," the Chairman said, with a cold contenpt that al nbst | oosened Hostite's
bowel s. He shoul d have known that; he had been listening to what her fanily said about her. "She
m ght be just a horse breeder, but she has been inconveniently near several disturbances in our
pl ans. She was on Sirialis when Lepescu was destroyed—=

"Lepescu was ours?" lagin asked. The Chairnman gave hima | ook Hostite would not |ike to have
recei ved.

"No. | would not use that filth. It is one thing to kill—even to naim as a | esson—but quite
another to treat an eneny as less than human. No, what |I'mrenenbering is that Cecelia de Marktos
was the one who took the Crown Prince back to his father, and neddled. | did not authorize our

agent's attack on her—wonen are sinply not reliable, and | suspect personal jeal ousy of sone
sort—but she showed up again interfering with the Patchcock situation. It passes chance that she-—a
wonman never previously far froma horse—should be right at the scene of problens so nmany tines."

"Heris Serrano," Hostite murnured. "The commander was there al so."

"Yes. And the Serranos have always had the reputation for neutrality in the Famlias. Here they
are linked to a Barracl ough repeatedly . "

"Heris Serrano had resigned her comni ssion; she began her association with Lady Cecelia as a
hireling." That was |agin.

"Easy enough to contrive that, if one wanted to form a duetto.
t hat neant.

A bonded pair hunting together,

"Thank you both," the Chairnman said then, nodding. "Master, if you will wait a nonent

Hostite backed away fromthe Chairman's desk until he felt the ridge in the carpet that signalled
the correct distance, then turned to go.

Somewhat to his surprise, he lived to cross the threshold. He and lagin strolled back to the
vesting room and Hostite felt the languid ease that always followed a nonment of nortal danger
survi ved.

The Chairnan eyed the Master of Swords. "Hostite is our ol dest Swordmaster, is he not?"

"Yes, sir.

"Unusual for a Swordnmaster to live this long. And yet—extraordi nary, would you say?"
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"I'n his way, yes."

"He has a clean stroke," the Chairman said. "He never msses his mark, and | hear fromall sources
that he is sober and subm ssive."

"That is true, Chairman."
" Yet J.II
"Yet | cannot warmto him Chairman."

"No. And that is why | insist he has not reached his end; | nust have one Swordnaster whomt he
Mast er of Swords does not Iike."

The Master bowed. They both knew this; they had said it before.

"I find the news of Hobart Conselline disturbing, however. Such a man m ght do anything, if he
felt endangered. W thought the discovery that their rejuvenati on drugs were so easily
cont am nated woul d sl ow down the rate of rejuvenation . . . why would sonmeone risk insanity,
senility, just for the chance of unending life?"

"They fear death?"

"It is not just that. They do it when they are years fromdeath, just for pleasure. | told nyself
it was their decadent class structure, that rejuvenation would spread to the professionals and
workers only rarely and later. But no. They do not want eternal life . . . they want eterna

youth. That is not the sane."
"No, Chairman."

"We did not realize that at first; we had no conprehension of their desires. And wi thout the
conprehensi on of desires, there can be no shaping of policy. It is beyond the understandi ng even
of Holy Father, except as another exanple of their sinful nature. It poses a great problemfor us.
The strategy which we prepared for use in one situation nay be usel ess in another " H's voice
trailed away, and he turned to | ook out the window Children. They were aging children, who did
not want to earn anything or |earn anything, who abhorred the discipline of faith. How could he

i nfluence aging children? He had a terrible vision of Hobart Conselline as he appeared in the data
cubes, still spoiled and smug a hundred years hence, when he hinself was dead and in his grave.
Hi s successor's sucessor night be dealing with that one, and all the rest—and how many there woul d
be by that tine.

It would not do. He nust find a solution, and soon. His famly, his vast extended fanmly, the
entire Benignity of the Conpassionate Hand, relied on himto keep them safe and prosperous and
orderly. It was his duty, and he was Chai rman preci sely because he had never yet failed in his
duty.

"I may need to speak to Hostite Fieddi again," he said. "Please informhimto remain in the
conmpound. | al so need your analysis—s there anyone in the Seated Fanilies who has refused serial
rejuvenation, and if so . . . why? Are there any sane nenbers of their Council ?"

"Yes, Chairman."

When the Master of Swords had gone, the Chairnman turned to | ook out the wi ndow agai n. Aging
children . . . senile children, if a nerciful God linmted the nunber of rejuvenations with even
the best drugs. A terrible prospect, that great enpire full of aging senile children. And in the
interim all that energy and expertise . . . their great space navy with adnirals w ser than his,
repl eni shed constantly by commanders wise as admrals. But not enlisted personnel. At |east they
had taken care of that. Still . . . a grave, a very grave situation

He woul d have to pray for Hobart Conselline. He would have to pray a very special prayer for the
soul of Hobart Conselline . . . and for the soul of Hostite Fieddi, it mght be.
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In the Boardroom the Chairman faced his Board, and expl ai ned what he had | ear ned.
"So the Fanmilias will be in even nore turnoil ?"

"And even nore acquisitive. | have the Master of Swords |looking into the possibilities of a coup
d etat, but we will need a suitable successor."

"Wth due respect, Chairman, | thought our policy was to pronote addiction—

"You m sunderstood." A breathless silence, while everyone waited for the Chairnman's next coment.
"W pronote no vices; we do profit fromthemwhere faulty human nature allows themto flourish.
But in this case, it was ny nost earnest hope that they would w thdraw the drugs, either
voluntarily, fromshame, or involuntarily, as the evidence of the danger spread. W did not object
to the damage done to their mlitary, of course, but that danage was intended to shift their
policy away fromthat process to a safer, nore linted drug which nerely prolonged |life a decade
or so."

"Qur resources—

"Are unequal to full-scale war with the Familias. Yes. We lost an entire assault group at Xavier
and anot her such | oss would be unprofitable. W need a way to protect ourselves, w thout risking
oursel ves."

"To elimnate Hobart Conselline?"

"That's one possibility, certainly. Especially if the right man can be found to take his place,
sonmeone who understands that unlimted expansion brings expl osive deconpression in the end."

Hi s Board | ooked back at him He knew what they were thinking, and knew t hat they knew he knew. A
hundred, a thousand stal ks of wheat fall before the reapers, and no one knows one from anot her but
the Almighty . . . but the fall of a great tree brings down those around it and shakes the very
ground. Perhaps God cared as nuch for a blade of grass as for a tall cypress . . . but nere humans
noti ced one nore than another. It was his decision, but on themwould fall the consequences.

SIRIALI S

M randa wal ked down the hill to the stables in a chill evening drizzle that did nothing to coo
her anger at the dapper little man who had been so sure of his wel cone.

She had tried to be fair. She had tried to be reasonable. She had told herself that Cecelia often
got things wong, in her hot-headed enthusi asns.

But Pedar Orregi enbs seenmed determ ned to push her past her linmits. He had witten, expressing his
delight in his Mnistry. He had witten again, conplaining of her daughter's "interference" in
foreign affairs, when Brun had invited that Texas worman to be her guest at Appl edale. He had
called by ansible to insist that she be "fair" to Harlis. Because, he explained, she didn't really
need all that property. He could provide for her, and advance her interests hinmself, as Mnister
of Foreign Affairs.

And today, he had arrived at Sirialis, snmugly certain that he was telling her what she did not
al ready know, when he brought the results of the judgenent for Bunny's will and against Harlis.
Smugly certain of his welcone. Snugly certain that he could confort a wi dow he was sure needed
conforting

If only he had |l et her alone. She glanced around, and saw only the groons busy with the | ast
eveni ng chores. They nodded to her, and she to them as she ducked into the passage between the
stable offices and the vet supply storage. No one would be surprised to see her here; she often
came down for evening rounds, or after, with a few sugar cubes for Bunny's favorite nounts.
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If only he had left her alone, she would have done nothing. If only he had not flaunted his power,
hi s connections, and hinted so broadly at his involvenent that she could not ignore it. \Wat did
he think? That she had al ways | oved himsecretly, that she had been hoping to slough off an
unwant ed husband and take a | over?

Was he really such a fool ?

She opened the door of the old smthy where bits and stirrups and buckles waited for repair. Above
the long counter with its burners and torch tips, bottles of chenmicals in neat racks. A snal

forge filled the end of the room which had been built around it when the new smithy—uch | arger
and suited to a stable with nore horses—had been built in the other courtyard.

Brun's informati on had been nore conplete than Cecelia's. Pedar was linked to the Rejuvenants and
to Hobart Conselline . . . but while Hobart had refused to intervene to protect Harlis's
interests, he would not cooperate in his own downfall. Neither Brun nor that Texan Ranger thought
that the evidence they had woul d stand up, since the Speaker could disniss and appoint Mnisters
and hi gher-court justices at wll.

"I''"msure Pedar planned it," Brun had witten. "I'msure he hired the killers, though Cecelia says
he coul d not have done it hinself; he was in Zenebra. Kate thinks she's found a noney trail—a
tenuous one—but in a hostile court it probably would not hold. But whether he did it on his own,
as a way of currying favor with Conselline, or on Hobart's orders, we can't determ ne. The reward
seenms to indicate a paynent for services rendered—why el se woul d anyone appoi nt Pedar to Foreign
Af fairs?—but we can't prove it. Unless you' ve uncovered sonething in the archives, we're at a
standstill."

The archives had thoroughly inplicated Harlis Thornbuckle and his son Kell in financial chicanery,
extortion, and intra-Fam |y power plays—but not in the death of his brother, and not in connection
with the Rejuvenants. At |east, not that she'd found yet.

She nmoved about the room then picked up a broken snaffle and sat down at the workbench. Was she
sure, in her own mind, that Pedar had had Bunny killed?

Yes.
Was she sure, in her own mind, that he could not be brought to justice?

As |l ong as Hobart Conselline was Speaker, and Pedar his Mnister of Foreign Affairs, yes. Wo
woul d believe the hysterical accusations of a grieving w dow?

Was she really willing to put herself at such risk, when nothing she did could bring Bunny back to
life?

She thought about that, turning the bit over and over. If he would go away and | eave her al one

no. No. He would not; it was not in his nature. He woul d wheedl e and whi ne, year after year; he
woul d act agai nst her one way and another, to force her into his bed, as he had maneuvered when
she was a young girl in love with someone el se. But then she had had Bunny. Now she was al one,
with no protection but her own wits.

She coul d do not hi ng about Hobart Conselline, the ultimte eneny, the one who, she was sure, had
i nspired Pedar to his actions, whether or not he had ordered them But here, in her own house, she
could deal with his ninion

She turned on the snmaller torch, and played it over the bit in the clanps. She had first |earned
to work nmetal as a hobby, when she'd wanted a particular style of guard on her foil. Over the
years, she'd |l earned how to nake netal stronger, or weaken it; howto nmake it ook old, howto
make it | ook |ike something el se entirely.

You nmay not approve, ny |love, but you w Il understand.
She hoped her chil dren woul d.

Finally, she turned the torch off, and left the bit to cool. She had not nmended it properly, but
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she had made a start. That was sonetines the best a person could do.
Nei |l waited by the outer gate.

"Goodnight, Neil," she said. "I made rather a nmess in the old forge—that broken Sims bit. You
were quite right; the little torch isn't hot enough.”

“I't'll come right in the end," he said.

She hoped it would. She would do her best to see that it did.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
BASKAR STATI ON, BASKAR SYSTEM

Beatta Sorin, head teacher for the Little Lanbs class of Shepherd's @en Prinmary School of Baskar
Station, led the way to the transit station. Every few steps, a quick gl ance behi nd showed her the
neat crocodile of uniformed students, assistant teachers, and volunteer parent helpers. The adults
wore an official tabard with "Shepherd's A en Primary School" on the left and a picture of a
ganboling lanb on the right; in the pockets were their official IDs, their locator chips, their
energency kits. Around each adult neck, a lanyard and whistle to supplenent the earpiece and mc,
and the assistant teachers wore—as she did—an adult version of the school uniform white shirt and
pl ai d sl acks. She herself held the braided end of the organizing ribbon, to which each child was
supposed to cling. So far, they all had their little hands on it . . . but they were still al nost
in sight of the school. They could still be sent back, to spend a boring day in the nursery cl ass.

At the station, she handed in the school's credit cube, and the file of seventeen children and ten
adults noved into the |loading area. This early in the trip, the children were still behaving well,
t hough her experienced eye recogni zed that Poro Orinios already needed to use the toilet, and
Mercy Lavenham had somet hing sticky in her pocket and on the fingers of her left hand. She
detailed her first assistant, Ui, to deal with Poro's needs, and herself excavated the pocket,

wi ping Mercy's fingers carefully as she did so. Mercy's nother, it seened, could never resist
sendi ng her youngest out wi thout a personal treat, even when it was strictly forbidden

Ui canme back just in time, and the crocodile edged its way on board the transgrav tramthat woul d
take themon a tour all around the station. Beatta, always organi zed and efficient, had nade prior
arrangenents with station transit authorities, and this tram had enough slack in its schedule to
all ow extra tinme here. They had a reserved car, and each child was properly buckled into the seat,
a notion-sickness patch in place, before the tramslid away fromthe station, one car entirely
full of Little Lanbs and their keepers.

Beatta had run this sane field trip eleven times before. She knew from experi ence how to plan the
route to provide the nost in thrills, education, and efficiency. First, the slow part, through the
densel y popul ated shopping and residential district. Shrill voices piped up, pointing out hone

bl ocks, or the store where Mam bought bread. The tram stopped frequently. Then, as it swung away
on the first of the transgrav segnents, Beatta tapped her classroombell for quiet.

"We're going to go oopsie," she said. "Everyone renenber to breathe and hold on." Safety bars
swung down in front of each seat; Beatta took this opportunity to insert her earplugs. No anount
of discipline would keep the children from squealing when the tram nmade gravity transitions, and
the ear-piercing quality of Little Lanbs would have rendered her deaf years ago if she hadn't
taken precautions.

The tram gat hered speed, runbling a bit, and the lights blinked three tines, a final warning of
transition. Then the tram plunged into the dark, and Beatta's body tried to insist it had just
fallen off a cliff. Even through her earplugs, the children's shrieks of nmingled fright and
excitement were painfully [|oud.

Gravity returned gradually, but not to normal. Heavy Cargo, their first stop, maintained only 0.25
G Beatta, who had watched closely, noticed that none of her class had thrown up; this year, at
| east, the nothers had believed her about the need for a |ight breakfast. The tramenerged froma
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dark tunnel into a vast lighted cavern. Beatta flicked out her earplugs with a practiced twtch
and pi cked up her m crophone.

"Attention, children! This is the cargo servicing area for nost incom ng shipnments. Bri, your
father works in Heavy Cargo, doesn't he?"

Bri, hal fway down the car on the right, nodded.
"Well, this is where he works.™

"l been here before—he tooked ne!"

"Yes, Bri, but the others haven't. Please pay attention. When we cone to the station, you'll be
able to see—out Bri's side—the exit hatches of the container transport system and the tracks of
the transport systemitself. If we're very lucky, you'll get to see a |line of cargo containers

com ng through." She knew they woul d be l[ucky; she had scheduled the field trip for a tinme when
one of the big container haulers was in, and she had checked on the transport schedule with its
cargo chief. She also knew the col or-codi ng and shape-coding for different types of containers,
and was prepared to explain which carried food products and which industrial raw materials, or
manuf act ur ed nerchandi se.

Bi x and Xia were bouncing in their seats, testing the light gravity and their restraints

Beatta | ooked at themw th that i mmenorial teacher expression, and they settled back, alittle
sulkily. Twins were always a problem in her opinion, and the current fashion for tw ns annoyed
her. Thanks to Lord Thornbuckl e's daughter Brun's well-publicized pair, hundreds of thousands of
parents were opting for twins on their next pregnancy, and Beatta foresaw a great deal of work for
teachers in a few years.

The tram slowed for the cargo handl ers' station, and Beatta rem nded the children to | ook out the
ri ghthand wi ndows to see the cargo containers. Sure enough, huge col ored bins butted through the
heavy curtains at the hatches, and bunped and runmbl ed al ong their assigned tracks. Some shunted
off this way, and others that, and Beatta answered the predictable questions wthout really

t hi nki ng about it.

"The optical sensors read the coding on the |abels, and there's a cross-check by col or-coding from
anot her set of sensors . . . this allows the Al systemto route each individual bin where it
should go."

"Where's ny daddy?" asked Bri, now | ooking as if he were going to cry.

"Wor ki ng sonewhere,"” Beatta said. "I really don't know for sure."” She shoul d have known; she
shoul d have made sure that Bri's father was in sight for this brief stop.

"There he is!"™ Bri said excitedly, patting the windowin his glee. Beatta wasn't at all sure the

orange-suited figure running a scanner along the markings on a cargo bin was Bri's father, but if
it made hi m happy—her breath caught as soneone in a tan shipsuit stepped out and hit the orange-

suited one over the head. The top of the bin lifted, and four . . . eight . . . twelve . . . nore
tan-suited nmen craw ed out. The orange-suited one |lay notionless on the fl oor

"Somebody hit him" Bri said. H's voice rose even higher. "He's hurt, ny daddy's hurt!"

"I"'msure he's not, dear," Beatta said. Experience kept her voice even, and experience nade her
| ook quickly out the other side of the car for sonething to distract the children. "Look!" she
sai d, before her brain had finished processi ng what she saw. "Look at all the funny little cars
they run around on!"

It was too late to wish she hadn't done that, because all the children except Bri had turned
obediently, and had clear view of the firefight as the passengers on the funny little cars
attacked first the workers on the floor, and then drove right up to the tram

The tram gave a convulsive jerk, as if the driver had started to pull away, then stopped again.
Three of the children started to cry; the other adults stared at Beatta with white faces.
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"Now, children," she said, in her best teacher's voice. "There's nothing to cry about, just a
little bunp. Stay seated, please. Mag, would you help Bri cal mdown, and Sivi, you see to
Crowder— The adults responded, and by the tine the man with the obvi ous weapon opened the car
door, the children were all sitting quietly, listening to Beatta tell the story of the Brown Bunny
and the Spotted Snake.

"Ch, shit!" the man said. "There's chillen on this tram" He had a strong accent nmade all too
fam liar by newscasts of the previous two years.

"We don't use that sort of |anguage," Beatta said firmy. The nuzzle opening on his weapon | ooked
big enough to swallow the tram but she nmade herself |ook at his face. "Please do not upset the
children."

"Just stay there," the man said, backing out. Beatta had no intention of doing anything el se.

On the transportation board, a light blinked twice and then went red.

"Babytrain's got a problem" Kyle said. The yearly field trip had its own code nane which the
school knew not hi ng about .

"What ?" Hi s supervisor, Della Part, was trying to listen in to a conversation between an R S. S.
security advisor and her own supervisor.

"Don't know yet." Kyle hit the combutton. "Transgrav 4, what's your problen?" No answer. Any
problemthat could pull a transgrav tramdriver off his seat might really call for help. If one of
the kids had been hurt—

"What compartment's Babytrain in?" Sash called across the control room

"Heavy Cargo Two."

"I'"ve got a slight but significant rise in pCO2, and anbient tenmp's up slightly."
"Ki ds got |oose? Runni ng around?"

"Where's our video?

"Bl ank—t's been blinky the |ast few days."

"Ask station security."

Kyle called down to the stationmaster. "W ve got a problemin Heavy Cargo Two. What've you got on
scan?"

"Lemme see." Pause. "CO2's up a bit, 2 consunption's up, also anbient tenp . . . visual . . . the
transgrav's stopped at the station. Wasn't Babytrain on for today?"

"Yeah. They' ve popped a red and | can't raise 'em

"Looks normal. Cargo containers comng in fromFreedawn 24. Cargo handl ers—wai t —what col or's Heavy
Cargo this year?"

"Orange. Changed fromtan—=

"Woul d anyone be in the ol d—eh, hell!"

"What ?"

"None of the Heavy Cargo crews would be carrying firearnms. W have an intrusion."
"I'n there? What about the kids?"

In the appalled silence that foll owed, Kyle could al nbst hear his heart thudding. He gul ped, hit
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the supervisor's code, and said it. "W have a Level Five energency. Hostile intruders in Heavy
Cargo Two, and a trainload of kids—that preschool field trip."

The R S.S. officer opened his mouth and shut it again, but |ooked sideways at the supervisor

"Cut out the alarns to that sector, put us on Level Five Alert. Patch to the stationmaster and the
energency response teans. Call in the second shift as backup . "

Then to the R S.S. advisor. "Wat else?"
"How many certified energency personnel do you have?"
"Counting security, nedical, damage control —Amybe five hundred."”

"Find out—you need to know exactly. And | recomrend you informthe picket as well; we can presune
this intrusion is of foreign origin."

"Stationmaster'l|l have to approve—
"I do." Kyle was relieved to hear the stationnaster's voice over the com
"Can they hel p?"

"Maybe. Then recall all R S.S. personnel on station and collect themeheck MsSGs . . . specialties
for security, demolitions, and energency nedical."

* * %

Sergeant Cavallo had chosen to finish out his present tour in mess, in part because the supply and
nmess personnel had nore chance of a few hours on stations during otherw se boring picket duty. The
weekly green run always nmeant 24 hours on station, and sometines nore. He liked the bustle of the
mar ket s, he had—thanks to his grandnother's gardeni ng passi on—an unusual ly good eye for quality
produce. He knew that Purcell's Famly G ocers sonetines inmported fresh fruits from pl anet si de
groves, and hoped to find either cherries or cherrunes. The exec's tenth anniversary was com ng
up, and he liked cherries. The other part was his sense of the ridiculous: fewif any

neur oenhanced troops ever had the chance to indulge a harm ess interest.

He was only five mnutes fromthe station when a red |ight came up on the board. The shuttle pil ot
gri maced, and switched channels. Cavallo saw the telltale hardening of the jaw, then the pilot's
hands noving to change settings on the board.

"What ?" Caval | o asked.

"They've got an intrusion," the pilot said. "They don't know what, but arned hostiles in Heavy
Cargo—and t hey' ve taken hostages, a whole tram oad of preschool kids."

Caval l o started to ask what a tram oad of preschool ers had been doing in Heavy Cargo's 0.25 G but
that wasn't the nost urgent question. "Who've they got with antiterrorist experience?"

"I don't know, but they've got a Major Reichart on station, and he's ordered all Fleet personne
to assenble—that's why we're shifting docking assignment. Sorry, Sarge, but it |ooks like we're
all part of this for the duration."”

Caval | 0 said nothing; he was aware of the irony of his present position. He had chosen ness duty
as a wel cone break fromthe tediumof being a Special Response Team | eader on a picket ship where
not hi ng happened . . . and here he was, back in his ow territory, but w thout any of his

equi prent or a trained team

"Better let the mgjor know |'mconming in," he told the pilot, who shot hima quick glance.

"You, Sarge? But you're a cook— The pilot had known Cavallo only in his present duty; perhaps he
t hought the extra bulk was a supply sergeant's overi ndul gence.

"Not entirely," Cavallo said. "My primary specialty is NEM Speci al Response."
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The pilot | ooked nervous, the usual reaction to soneone discovering that he was sitting next to
one of the few Fl eet personnel trained to kill in hand-to-hand conbat. "You' re a NEM?"

"Yup. So call ne in."

"Yessir."

Al t hough the supply shuttle had not been fitted out with a conbat nmission in nind, all Fleet
shuttles carried some basic energency equi pnent. There was no conbat armor to fit Cavallo, but he
grabbed the largest p-suit and the ready pack of denolitions supplies, intended to create a snall
hul | breach if that should be necessary in an enmergency. Three bricks of LUB expl osive, five
standard fusing options and the conponents for others, detonation signallers . . . he checked it
all, and by the tine the shuttle docked, he had repacked it and was ready to dive out the tube.

Sarknon Philios had been cel ebrating the successful auction of the Mndy Cricket Il—+he old tub
had sold for nore than he paid for her, though not nore than he'd sunk into her—and the sal e of
his interest in the mnerals they'd towed in. Hs crew, equally delighted with the outcone, and
the promi se of a new-er at |least better-quality used—ship on the next run, had joined the
celebration as well. Wile they hadn't quite drained the Spacer's Delight dry, they'd nade its
proprietor richer, and as the norning comuters rushed past, Sarknon was finally ready for bed.
Bed was two stops away on the station tram he gathered his crew and |l ed themacross to the tram
st op.

There a man in Security green demanded their |Ds—even though they wore their shipsuits with
pat ches prom nent on the |eft shoul der, and even though it should have been cl ear who and what
t hey were.

"What is, man?" asked Sarknon. "W been at the Delight, you nusta seen us crossin' oer. W's
shi pcrew, we bot her nobody."

"Your IDs, Ser." Station Security nornmally went unarmed, but this one carried an acoustic weapon
slung over his shoul der. Down the platform Sarknon could see two nore Security men, now | ooki ng
this way. Annoyed though he was, Sarknon didn't intend to cause trouble.

"Foodlin'" shame, | say, leapin' on folks as is just shipcrew come to spend noney at station." He
funbled in his shipsuit's pocket and brought out his ID folder. "' Tisn't enough to | et yon
pubkeeper charge twi ce too nuch for his wares, now you have to act as if you don't know who we
are."

Even when Security did ask to see ID, which happened rarely, they always just glanced at it. Not
this time. Sarknon stood, swaying slightly as the man gl anced fromhis papers to his face, again
and again, and finally had had enough.

"What, you think | amnot Sarknon Philios? You never heard of Mndy Cricket, of our strike? Or am
| too ugly for you?"

"Take it easy," the man said, closing the folder and handing it back. "W've troubl e—we're | ooking
for rockhoppers wi th denolitions experience. Looks like you're it."

"A contract?" Sarknon blinked; he knew he was not a good negoti ator when he was drunk; that's how
he'd ended up paying too nuch for the Mndy Cricket Il. "Can't talk contract now, nihead's
fuzzled. Next shift, maybe, when the drink's left ne."

"Now, " the nman said. The other two had cone nearer, w thout Sarknon noticing, and now he found
hi msel f faci ng drawn weapons.

"Troubl e, Harv?" asked one of the others.

"No—found us a denmo crew, but they're soused. Help ne get'mto nedical."
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Sar knon had pai d good nmoney for his drunk, and was not inclined to see it dispersed for nothing.
"I"'mnot goin' to ned; they'll just waste nmy noney . . . | earned that drunk; it's mine—=

He saw the hand coming towards his face, but was too uncoordinated to evade it. Wen he woke
again, he was on a cot in the station nedical clinic, and he woke entirely, in an instant, with
the unnatural clarity of the detox patient. "Danmit," he said. "An' | bought a whole jug of that
Surnean ale!"”

"Never you mind," said the young woman who slid the needle out of his vein. "You save those kids
and | will personally buy you two jugs."

"Wl |, then." Sarknon sat up, not regretting the headache he didn't have, thanks to detox, and
| ooked around for his crew "If it's that kind of job . . ."

"It's that kind of job." He didn't recognize the man's uniform but the tone of voice was
unm st akabl e. Sarknon foll owed himalong the corridor to a conpartment full of people in EMS
vests, and five minutes |later he was explaining all he knew about denolition

I nstead of the organi zed, disciplined planning groups Cavallo was used to, a roonful of civilians
were muttering, arguing, and even (in the case of one fat man in the corner) shouting. Cavallo
spotted the nmajor at once, and made his way over. "Sgt. Cavallo, sir; NEM Speci al Response Team "

"That's good news—hkow many of you?"

"Just nme, sir. | was inbound on a supply run—'ve been acting as supply sergeant for the picket
boat . "

"A NEM supply sergeant? No, don't tell nme—tater, when we have time. W have a real bad situation
here." Quickly, the major laid it out—the intruders, the preschool field trip, the information he
had so far on station resources. "They don't have anything equivalent to your training," he said.
"Good basic energency services, but nothing to handle |large-scale terrorist actions. They'd been
warned, but they didn't really know where to get the information they needed. That's why | was
here. And those kids are really our problemnow. The ned staff has told me that they're nore
suscepti bl e to sudden pressure changes than adults—they get shock lung nore easily, and it's
harder to treat. Sane is true of chemical riot-control agents, or the acoustics. W' re going to
end up hurting the kids no matter what we do, so we have to be very, very fast."

"Negotiation, sir?"

The maj or shrugged, with an expression Cavallo couldn't quite read. "They've got the usua

conpl ement of nental health professionals, and two of them have sone experience in small-scale
stuff. Man holding his ex-wi fe hostage and threatening the kids, that sort of thing. But nobody
with this kind of experience, and |I'mnot sure they realize how different it is. | suspect that
our bad guys wouldn't talk to a Fleet officer . . . and as you can tell | have an accent that
won't quit."

"These those New Texas guys?" Cavall o asked.

"Don't know yet. So far we have no contact. The stationnmaster cut all comright away; |'ve been
unabl e to convince himto reopen at |east one line. He's afraid they'Il override the security
precautions to the main conputers, | think."

"W can fix that, sir
shuttle.”

Cavallo said. "I brought the denolitions and comruni cations kits fromthe

"Good man. Let ne get you to the stationnaster."”

"I'f they want to kill the children, to nmake a statenent or sonething, the kids are as good as
dead—+f they aren't already. W can't prevent it. Wiat we can do is talk to them Qur sources tel
us they have very strong fanily connections, especially to their children. W can hope they are
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less likely to kill children, nore likely to negotiate where children are concerned."
"But they think our children are heat hens—

"Yes, but they didn't hurt the children fromthe Elias Madero. They wanted to save them They
aren't likely to have planned this for the one day a year the preschool has its field trip."

Caval l 0's Irenian accent had anused his Fleet associates at first. After twentysonme years he could
turn it on and off like a tap—his inplants hel ped—but at the nonent it might be useful

"Anybody there?" he asked, drawing it out.

Silence followed. Then, in a thick accent nmade faniliar by the newsvids of Brun's captors, "Wo
you?"

"I'mlookin' for that teacher—Sera Sorin. We're worried about those children.”
Sil ence again, but not so long. "What children?"

"Those children in the tram It's tinme they was hone, don't you think?"

"What you nean havin' chillen in a transgrav tran? Don't you care about 'en®"
"Of course we care; that's why I'mcallin'. Can | talk to the teacher, please?"

"Puttin' chillen in the care of a woman |ike that. Boys too. Downright disgustin'. No, you cain't
talk to her; she's doin' what she's tol', keeping themchillen quiet."

"But they're all right? | nean, you know kids, they need the bathroom and they get hungry and
thirsty—you got enough snacks for 'en®"

Anot her voice, this one older and angrier. "No, we don't got food for kids. Your kid down here,
nm ster?"

Caval | o had considered trying to inpersonate a parent, but kids that age couldn't be fool ed
easily. If he clained to be sonme boy's father and the boy said "That's not ny dad!" they'd be
worse off than they were now.

"No," he said. "Not mine—but it mght's well be. Children are everyone's responsibility, where
cone from'

"And where's that?"

"Irene." They might or m ght not know anything about Irene, but if they did, that would
fit—+renians had a Famlias-wi de reputation for idealistic child care.

"Ch." A pause; Cavallo wi shed he'd been able to get a vid tap in; facial expressions would tel
hima lot. But the vid pickup was still snaking its way through the utility lines, a good seventy
meters from Heavy Cargo Two. "Well . . . it's too bad about the kids, but—=

"l can get you supplies for them" Cavallo interrupted. "Food and water. For you, too," he added
as if this were a new thought rather than an orchestrated tactic.

"Listen, you, whoever you are—
"Fred," Cavallo said, choosing an uncle's name at random "Fred Vallo."
"Well, Fred, thing is, these chillen are dead if we want "emto be."

"l understand that," Cavallo said.
"So you better give us what we want —

"If the children die," Cavallo said, letting the steel into his voice, "none of you will get off
this station alive."
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"If you want 'emalive, you do what we tell you,'
protested, "But we can't kill children."”

the voice said. Behind it, another younger voice

Cavallo smiled to hinself. Trouble in the eneny canp, and talking to a negotiator . . . they had
already lost. If only snmall children hadn't been invol ved.

"I need to speak to someone who can assure ne that the children are unharned," he said. "If not
the teacher, one of the other adults on the tram"

"Wait," said the ol der voice.

Cavallo nmuted his mke and turned to the najor. "You heard, sir? There's at |east one who's goi ng
to cause their leader trouble if he hurts the children, and so far they're willing to talk."

"Yeah . . . but howlong will it last? Wonder if he'll really let you talk to one of the adults?"
"I == The light blinked on his set, and he turned the m ke back on

"G on— said the voice he was used to. "Tell themthe chillen aren't hurt."

"But they want to use the toilet— cane another voice, a man's.

"Tell 'em

"Uh . . . this is Parkop Kindisson . . . with the Little Lanbs field trip? . . . you know about
t hat ?"

"Yes, Ser Kindisson," Cavallo said. "Are the chil dren unhar ned?"

"Well, they aren't hurt, but they're scared, especially Bri because he saw his father get hit, and
they need to use the toilets, and they won't let us, and they're getting hungry, and they won't
l et us get themanything at the tram station snack bar, and—=

"Enough! " The angry voi ce was back; Cavallo could just hear the distant protest of the other nan
"You know this Kindisson fellow?"

"Not personally, no," Cavallo said. He had skinmed a file on all the adults with the field trip
and knew that Kindisson was a single parent, taking a day off his job as a coater for the housing
authority to hel p chaperone the children

"Seens ki nda excitable, not |ike a normal man—

"He's worried about the children. So am|. How about if we arrange some snacks for 'en? O carry-
pots, so they can use the toilet right on the tran®"

"The tram has toil ets?"

"No—that's why | said carry-pots. Fanmilies have themhere, to take along with a small child, if
there's not a toilet around."

"There's toilets in the tramstation, though, aren't there?"

"Sure, but if you don't want to let themoff the train. Little children—+'m sure you know about
them and how they run around getting into things—+t's smart of you to keep them safe, in one
pl ace. ™

Flattery couldn't hurt, he was sure.

"W want to talk to our wonen," the voice said.
Cavallo felt his eyebrows going up. "Your wonmen?" he asked cautiously.

"Don't pretend you don't know. Those Rangers' wi ves you stole, and their chillen—e want to tel
"emto get theirselves hone."
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"Just a second— Cavallo blanked the m ke and called to the stationmaster. "Are there any of those
NewTex wonen at this station?"

"No, they left awhile back. Why?"
"Because these fellows cane to take them hone, that's why. Do you know where they went?"
"No. | can |look on the passenger lists, but that'll only tell ne which ship."

"Which we don't want to tell these lads," Cavallo said. He flipped the m ke back on and spoke into

it. "I just asked the stationnmaster, and he says they aren't here. They were, but they left awhile
back. "
"Yer lying! You git us our chillen, or we'll take yours."

"I can get you a list— Cavallo waved, and the stationnaster cane back over. "W need a list or
sonet hi ng, so these nmen know t hose wonen aren't here—

"There's a directory accessible fromthe public dataports in Heavy Cargo, but we cut the |ines—
"Well, put in a shielded line."

"We're gonna blow up this whole place if you don't give us our wonen and chillen!" That was
anot her voice, one that sounded entirely too excited. He heard a confused scuffle in the
background, and a yelp. He hoped it was froman adult.

"Now just a mnute," Cavallo said. "W don't none of us want children hurt. Let's see what we can
figure out here— Soneone held a display screen in front of him wth the message DATA DI SPLAY AT
TRAM STATI ON ACTI VE FOR OUR USE. "It's true your children aren't here anynore—and it's true

don't know where they are. You—what'd you say your nanme was?"

"Dan," said the older voice. "You kin call me Dan."
"Dan, | reckon you think children should be with their parents—
"Yeah, that's right. So if our chillen ain't here, we wanta know where they' ve gone."

The vid scan was in, though distorted by the w de-angle | ens. Scan specialists ran tests,
converting the inage to a corrected 3-D version. Cavallo nmade hinself ignore that, until they were
done, and soneone noved a screen close to himso he could see it.

Now when Dan spoke, he could see the conputer's best guess at the face—iddl e-aged, as he'd
guessed, the face of sonmeone who had taken difficult responsibility before.

"How d you plan to get 'em away?"
"Steal a ship. Wt done it before."

"Good plan," Cavallo said, nmentally crossing his fingers. He scribbled Find a small, cheap, sinple
ship on the pad and handed it to the nmjor.

"We kin just take these chillen instead, if ours is really gone."
"But it's not the sane,” Cavallo said. "And these children should be with their famlies."
"You offerin' to let us go?"

"Woul d you?"

"M ght."

Caval | o watched the man put down the mike and turn away, talking to the others. He boosted the
audi o pi ckup.
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"You said they was here!" he heard one man say; he couldn't pick out features fromthe fish-eye
Vi ew.

"That's the best word we had."

"l tell you, I"'magettin' sick of this. W conme all the way from honme, workin' |ike dogs on that
damm shi p, because you didn't want to spend the noney for tickets, which would ve been worth it if
we'd killed the old buzzard, but we didn't, on account of sonebody el se beat us to the draw. "

"It wasn't supposed to take that | ong—=

"And who picked out that ship? Then you say let's go get those kids back—and they're not even our
ki ds—and we have to work our passage again, comn' here, and when we get here they ain't. | don't
know s | believe they ever have been.”

"Ever'body in that bar said they was!"

"Ever'body in that bar was drunk, Dan. They ain't here, and they ain't been here, and what in Sam
Hill are we gonna do now?"

"1"I'l think of sunpin'—ust give ne a minute, will you?"
"W coul d take these kids—=

"Hell, Arnett, | don't want these kids. These ain't our kids, or Ranger kids. And what'd we take
‘emin, anyway?"

"Wel |, what d'you want to do, give up and let themkill us |ike they did them Rangers?"
"W ain't done nothin" yet they'd kill us for."
"I ain't surrenderin' nothin'." That was Arnett, Cavallo could tell by his voice.

"Well, I"'mnot killin" any chillen.” That was the one who had protested in the beginning. "Wy
don't we trade 'emfor a ship out of here?"

"A whol e ship? You think godl ess heathen woul d give us a whole ship for just a bunch of chillen?
They don't care about chillen.”

"How s it going?" the major asked. Cavallo sat back, still watching the vid.

"They're fighting over whose fault it is. If |I understand themright, this bunch wanted to
assassi nate Lord Thornbuckl e, and when they found out soneone el se had, they decided to hunt up
the wonen and children and capture them | don't think they're NewTlex Rangers; | think they're a
bunch of idealistic fools that went off by thenselves." He tapped the m ke, and heads turned in
the vid. Dan canme over, alnost reluctantly, to pick it up

"Dan! Dan . . . listen. Are the children still all right?"
"Yeah, yeah, they're fine for now"

"Dan, the stationmaster tells me the wonmen and children | eft el even days ago on a passenger ship,
the Dol phin Rider."

On the vid, two of the other nen threw up their hands, and one spat on the deck
"Now | can't change that, Dan, but here's what | could do."
"\What ?"

"I don't know if you'd—but if you' d—+ nean, if we could get you a ship, Dan . . . and then the
children wouldn't get hurt—=

"You nean trade the chillens for a ship? You' d do that?"
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"Yeah, of course. It's children we're talkin' about."

"A whol e ship—a ship that actually works?"

"Of course." Cavallo glanced up as soneone | eaned over and handed hima pad with Mndy Cricket |1
scram ed on it.

"I dunno. We'd need supplies.”

Cavall o dared a grin at the major, as he flicked the m ke off. "They're gonna take it," he said.
"Now i f they don't cross us—and there's sone of themI|'mpretty sure won't—where's that ship
docked?"

It had taken another twelve hours of ticklish negotiation before the children were reunited with
frantic parents, the NewTex terrorists were finally aboard the Mndy Cricket Il, and the little
ship lurched away fromthe station with her usual grace.

"You didn't really have to do anything,
fast."

Sar knon said. "She's not goin' to get 'em anyplace rea

"Especially not now," Cavallo said. He had applied the bricks of LUB to best advantage. M ndy

Cricket Il wouldn't nmake it to junp distance in one piece. Two hours out, a safe distance fromthe
station, and she'd blow. "W don't need that kind of scum wandering around causing trouble." He
stretched, and grinned at the mgjor. "Guess |'Il go finish the shopping now, if it's all the sane
to you."

CHAPTER FI FTEEN
R S. S. GYRFALCON

"Jig Serrano to the captain's office . . ." Barin tapped his code into the wall-hung unit to
signal his receipt of the nessage, and turned to the sergeant of the conpartnent.

"I''"ll finish this inspection later," he said. "And | expect you'll have done sonethi ng about those
| ockers." The | ockers had been unl ocked, and Barin had already found three nmjor discrepancies.

"Yes, sir!"

Al'l the way upship, he wondered what he'd done. He couldn't think of anything, and Mjor Conway
had actually conplinented himthe day before.

Captai n Escobar's clerk gave himno warning glances, just smiled and waved hi mthrough. Barin cane
to attention and waited.

"Ah . . . | thought you'd like to know you have pay." Escobar handed a data cube across to him
"Sir?"

"Apparently your . . . dependents . . . have found honest work sonewhere. They're off Fleet's
hands. "

"Where are they?"

"Sone colony world. Apparently Professor Meyerson and that Lone Star Confederation diplomat found
them a place, and soneone paid their colony shares. Also paid off at |east part of what Fleet

spent on them and HQ has forgiven the rest. So you have pay again. | suppose this nmeans you'll be
marryi ng?"
Barin felt hinself go hot. "I|—-hope so, sir."

"Fromone fire into another. Better give your famly time to get used to it. Have your parents
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ever met Lieutenant Suiza?"
"No, sir. But nowthat I'mgetting pay again, if | could get alittle | eave—
"You'd get married."
"No, sir, not right away. |'d get her together with my parents, though."

Escobar considered. "You have plenty of |eave stacked up. Tell you what—figure out a tine that
will work for your parents and her, and I'Il do my best."

"Thank you, sir.

R S.S. NAVARI NO

"You have mail, Lieutenant." Esmay wondered what it was this time. Her last nail had been a stiff
noti ce from Personnel advising her that she should have informed them before accepting appoi nt nent
as a Landbride, and that any request for a variance would have to work its way through the chain
of conmmand in her sector, then at Headquarters.

A cube fromBarin. That had to be better than sonething from Personnel

Her heart soared as she read it. Qut fromunder the responsibility for all those wonen and
children. Cetting paid again. He'd talked to his parents; they wanted to neet her. He could get
| eave—what about her? He was sure he could enlist the senior Serranos to aid in bending the
restrictions about Landbri des.

She, too, had accunulated leave tinme. Surely it would be possible to neet for a few days, even a
week. Somewhere private—she didn't mind neeting his parents, but she wanted at | east sone hours
al one with Barin.

COPPER MOUNTAI N

Al t hough Fl eet's Copper Muntain Training Base, naned for the red-rock formation of the origina
| andfall, had become the generic termfor the entire planet, Fleet had other bases where neither
mount ai ns nor red dust were in view Mst NCO training courses, though reached by shuttle from
Copper Muntain, were actually dispersed to other facilities on the same continent: Drylands, in
the northern plains, Canp Engleton in the coastal swanp, Big Trees far to the west. Permanantly
assigned school staff had their own recreational areas which students never saw. the |ong sand
beaches far east of Copper Muntain where the carnivorous hunters of the deep had been carefully
fenced away. Ei ght Peaks Muntain District, which offered far nore than ei ght peaks, though the
rest of themweren't quite eight thousand neters.

Anong t hese | esser-known bases were the Stack Islands facilities. Rising alnost vertically from
the cold waters of what someone had uni magi natively called Big Ccean, the old vol canic plugs of
the Stacks had been engineered into even nore forbidding shapes than tine, w nd, and water had
created. The Stack |slands group had three Fleet bases altogether, two for research (bionedica
and weapons) and one to supervise the confinenent of its nbst dangerous crimnnals.

That proximty was no accident; although the G and Council knew nothing about it, research into
neur obi ol ogy used prisoner subjects, some of whom energed fromthe programw th new identities.

But the proximty was on a planetary, not |ocal, scale: though less than an hour by aircar to
either of the other Stack Islands bases, the prison was distant enough to keep its prisoners
secure. The research bases were only a few kil oneters apart, on nei ghboring stacks, but the prison
base lay at the east end of the group, out of sight fromeither and far beyond sw nm ng di stance,
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even if water tenperature and sealife had not intervened.

The security personnel at Three Stack, as the prison base was colloquially called, nade no attenpt
to prevent prisoners fromconmtting suicide; it was the general feeling that suicides saved
everyone a lot of trouble. So little attention was paid to preventing escape attenpts that were
certain to be fatal. Prisoners could junp off the cliffs into the cold water if they felt like it;
if they survived the fall, and the nunbing cold, they were easy prey for the native sealife, which
in these latitudes was toothy and voraci ous. Although guards patrolled the corridors and exercise
courts, and the base's aircars were carefully guarded, no regular watch was kept on the cliffs.

Conmandi ng such a base did nothing to advance an officer's career, and nost |oathed brig duty. For
a few, however, Stack |Islands Base Three offered exactly the nmilieu in which they flourished.

Corporal Gelan Meharry, second-shift guard at Three Stack, wondered what it was about his new
commander that bothered him Prison COs were invariably bent in some way—¥olin had been soft,
slovenly, entirely too fond of his own confort, and easily handl ed by the seni or NCOs—but this
Bacari on person was clearly not bent that way. Wat had she done, to get sent here? Atour at a

hi gh-security brig was no disgrace to the enlisted security force, rather the contrary, if nothing
went wong, but . . . he had an uneasy feeling about her

After the change-of-command cerenony, his i medi ate superior, Sergeant Copans, dism ssed the
second shift to eat and prepare for their shift. Gelan racked his cerenobnial staff, and changed
fromhis dress to his duty uniform As always, he made sure that his gear was perfectly aligned in
his | ocker before heading for the ness hall. Then he checked his bay in the barracks. Sure as
vacuum that new commander would pull an inspection, and he intended his unit to pass.

On the way to ness, he stopped by the base data center, and called up the Oficers' List. At |east
he could find out about his new commander's official biography. Her inmage on the screen showed her
with the insignia of a |lieutenant commander—she hadn't had her inage updated since her |ast
pronmoti on. He scanned the notes below. Top quartile in the Acadeny, so she wasn't stupid. Command
Track with her junior duty on a series of front-line craft. As a major she'd done the usua
rotation in staff, this time on a flagship, the Donminion. There she'd seen conbat, though fromthe
staff viewpoint.

VWhat was it about Dom nion? He should know that nane . . . he scrolled to the flag' s nane.
Lespescu. Bacarion had been on Lepescu's staff? In the engagenent where Heris Serrano refused to
foll ow Lespescu's orders, and by so doing won the battle but |ost her command? CGel an cl anped his
jaw, hopi ng his expression had not changed. Thanks to Lepescu, Serrano's crew-+ncluding his ol dest
living sib Methlin-had been tried and inprisoned. Bacarion deserved a prison appoi ntrment, he

t hought sourly. She deserved to be a prisoner, really. He had not seen Methlin since her rel ease,
but he'd heard all about it. Lepescu was safely dead, but this Bacarion .

He switched off the unit, snmiled a careful smle at the clerk in charge, and went to lunch with a
ghawi ng pain in his belly. Partway through the nmeal, he stopped eating abruptly, with his fork
hal fway to his mouth. What if this wasn't punishment for Bacarion? What if she had wanted this
assignment ? What if she, |ike Lepescu, wanted to play ganmes with prisoners?

He was going to have to be very careful indeed. Wen she noticed that she had a Meharry aboard,
she was going to assune he knew . . . and knew she knew.

* * %

Gel an Meharry had not even been born when his ol dest brother Gareth died in the weck of Forge. He
had been in school when his sister Methlin was sent to this very prison. His recruit training had
been spent under the shadow of her disgrace, though his drill instructor had told himafter he
passed—that he personally thought she'd been franed. He had acquired, fromhis famly and their

hi story, a keener awareness of social nuances than nost young corporals, and the certainty that
anyone keeping things fromhimhad a bad reason for doing so.

When not hi ng happened during the first few weeks of Bacarion's command, Gelan did not relax his
vigil ance. He asked no questions; he said nothing he had not said many tinmes before; he continued
to be, to all outward signs, the sanme quietly conpetent young NCO he had been all al ong.
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Inside, he felt hinself caught in a storm What Bacarion had done, so far, was call in each
officer and NCO, in turn, fromthe nost senior down. Each had returned fromthat interview | ooking
t houghtful ; a few had al so | ooked puzzled or worried. None had had nore comment than "She's one
tough [ ady."

That in itself was slightly bothering. On such a snall post, gossip about each other was the main
entertai nnent. From short encounters cane snall bits of information, painstakingly assenbled into
t he conmon understandi ng of each individual. Gelan knew that their former conmander, losep Tolin
had an aunt who bred flat-faced |ong-haired cats, a cousin in the w ne business, and a daughter
from whom he was estranged—Jolin blaned his former wife, who had left himfor a historian

But about Bacarion, nothing. "A tough lady." H's sister Methlin was tough . . . he had not known,
whil e she was in prison, just what prison was, or how difficult, but now he did. At least fromthe
other side of the doors. His throat cl osed whenever he had duty on the wonen's side, thinking of
Meth in there, and he wondered if any of the wormen were |ike her, unfairly condenmmed.

His turn with Bacarion would cone soon. She had access to his service record, which included a
list of all relatives formerly or presently in service. What would she say? What woul d she ask?
What shoul d he say, since the truth—+ want you dead, |ike Lepescu!-—would not do.

Tolin had not been a slob, but Bacarion's offices already | ooked shinier, neater. Everything
gl eaned, snudgel ess. Every paper on the clerk's desk aligned perfectly with every other.

A martinet, like Lepescu. In the inner office, Bacarion waited, sitting nmotionless behind her desk
Iike a carved figurine.

"Corporal Meharry reporting as ordered, sir." It was hard not to react when her cold gaze net his.

"You don't |ook much Iike your sister," was her first comrent. Then she sighed, and gave a nock
snmle. "Way is it the men in a famly so often get the | ooks, | wonder?"

He felt his neck go hot, then the flush spreading up his face. Her snile warned.
"Sorry, Corporal. Didn't nean to enbarrass you."
Didn't she, indeed! Gelan hoped that |ooking like a silly boy was the best strategy now

"I met her only a few times, of course," Bacarion went on snoothly, as if reading froma script.
Per haps she was. "I was shocked and surprised when | heard she'd been sentenced to prison, and
del i ghted when her nane was cleared again.”" A winkle appeared in her forehead; CGelan was sure it
was intentional, intended as a sign of sincerity. "It may be hard for you to believe, Corporal
but when | was serving on Adnmiral Lepescu's staff, | had no idea that he was capabl e of any

di shonesty. He seened so . . . so focussed on defeating the eneny."

That was one way of putting it. If you ignored the way that Lepescu's allies paid the price of his
focus, as well as the eneny, the fact that he |liked seeing blood shed, in quantity, and didn't
much care whose it was.

"I hope we can work together,"’
carry out somne order.

Bacarion was saying, nowwith a little from, as if he'd failed to

"Yes, sir." Gelan tried to inject sone enthusiasminto the faniliar phrase. Bacarion's face
rel axed, but whether that was good or bad he could not tell

"Did you request assignnment here because your sister had been here?" she asked.

"No, sir." He had anticipated this question. "Personnel noticed | hadn't had a tour in ny
secondary specialty, and yanked ne off Flashpoint right before deploynent. | asked for Sector
Three, so |I'd at |least be in the same sector as ny—as the shi p—but they sent ne here."

"Do you find it difficult?"
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"No, sir."
"What do you think of the general loyalty of the officers and nen on this station?"

What kind of a question was that to ask a corporal? "Loyalty? I'mnot sure | know what the
commander is asking about."

"Don't play innocent, Meharry! Any tine you have prisoners and guards, you have the possibility of
col lusion, even a breakout. |'m asking you if you know anythi ng about such a situation here."

"No, sir," Gelan said. "Nothing like that."

Anot her searching | ook. "Very well. Disnissed."

The autum evening was closing in, a fine cold m st blowi ng across the courtyard. Gel an shivered.
It was a week yet until tine to change to winter uniforms, but it wasn't the outward cold that
chilled him The ten kilonmeters to Stack Two and twelve to Stack One might as well have been the

t housands of kilonmeters that stretched to the next continental mass, for all the good it did him
He could not pilot any of the aircars even if the aircars had not been kept under close guard.
There were no surface watercraft; the Stacks had no beaches or harbors where such craft could

| and. Water net rock with brutal suddeness twenty nmeters bel ow the | owest accessible path; in
storns, the spray of that neeting shot upward thirty and forty neters. He could swim but he could
not swmten kiloneters in water that cold, even if the sea creatures didn't eat him

No escape. He was trapped as surely as any of the prisoners. He had no doubt that Bacarion would
try to have himkilled, and in such a way that it required the |l east investigation. \Wich nmeant
probably not shooting or stabbing or even a fatal blow to the head—any of which would require
sending his body for forensic exam nation. She might or might not have a collaborator in the

medi cal facility on Stack One. Though such a nmurder could be blanmed on a prisoner, far nore usefu
for her purposes woul d be a di sappearance, sonmething that would | eave the blame on him If he went
AWOL—as he had been thinking of doing, he realized with a start—Bacarion would be free to make up
what ever story she |iked about him

The nost likely thing was a quick toss over the cliff, alive or dead. Alive, probably, because
then Bacarion's agents could honestly claimnot to have harmed him She would not order an attack
until she was sure it woul d succeed—until she was sure she had enough support. He had a little
time to make his preparations, mninal though they coul d be.

Three Stack had fifty Personal Protective Units, Planetary, in storage. In theory, a PPU woul d
protect its wearer fromthe rigors of a planetary clinmate, as well as a variety of traunas.
Abstracting a Personal Protective Unit fromstores would definitely attract attention, but they
were inventoried only once a nonth. Wuld the attack conme in that tinme? Probably, he thought.

But a PPU woul dn't be enough to keep himalive in the ocean. He needed sonething el se.

Aircraft carried survival gear; they did occasionally come down in the ocean, and the crew did
occasionally survive to use the life rafts and other gear. There was a manual -he had seen a copy
once—en surviving such wecks, nodified fromone witten by people who |liked to sail around in
boats. But he had read the nanual out of boredom while waiting for a shuttle flight, and with the
casual contenpt of soneone who woul d never be stupid enough to get hinself in a situation where
the details presented woul d be inportant.

Met hlin had al ways said | earn everything you can. Meth had survived worse
Why did big sisters have to be right so often?
Spare survival gear for the aircraft based at Three Stack—the commander's personal aircar shuttle

with a capacity of four besides the pilot, and the two mail/utility vehicles which would hold 20
in a pinch-was stored in a | ocked bay on the shore side of the hangar. In his first nonth
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onstation, when he was still |earning where everything was, he had been part of the inventory team
that preceded the annual |G inspection. He renenbered clearly the fat bundles, |ike sausage | unps,
that were stacked next to the outer wall. Heavy, awkward, and not sonething he could tuck under
his arm

So . . . where could he stash sonething like that? Before he took it, he had to have a place to
hide it, and he spent the next few off shifts | ooking. Everywhere on the limted surface of the
St ack, soneone el se had reason to be. The two main |ava tubes were in regular use; one had a snal
lift tube fitted into it. Personnel were up and down several tines a day, though nost didn't
venture beyond the stacks of reserve supplies piled at the foot, and the little nest of discarded
clothing just around the corner, where those who wanted to keep their encounters private bedded
down in the warner nonths.

Still . . . it was the only place. The smaller of the tubes opened to the outside, above the high-
tide level except in storms. Generations of guards had broken a connection between the two; he was
not the only one who had stood in the sea opening watching the waves at cl oser range and even
trying to catch one of the native sea creatures on a noly line. As long as no one saw himactually
dragging a deflated life raft into the sea cave, his presence in the tubes would cause no notice
He hoped.

He felt clever about figuring out a way to get the folded raft through the buildings and into the
lift tube without detection. He didn't have to take it hinself; he'd stenciled it with a supply
code, and sinply told a pivot to take it down with other supplies when the next |oad cane in.
Supply drops were chaotic enough that no one noticed—er seened to, he cautioned hinsel f—when an
extra contai ner went down. Later, he found it, and—having borrowed an AG dolly—floated it down the
tube, through the gap, and to his chosen hiding place.

He felt better after that, even though his chances were still, he felt sure, closer to zero than a
hundred. At least he had a chance, if a snall one.

Once that was done, his mnd turned to Bacarion's plans, not his own. What was she up to? He was
as sure as if he'd craw ed into her head that she had sought this assignment. But why? She woul d
not have conme here because of himsurely revenge on Methlin's little brother wasn't profit enough
for three years on Stack Three—but what was her purpose? What could she do with a prisonful of
convicts and guards, isolated in the nidst of the ocean?

When he put it that way, he had to wonder what she could have done with a prisonful of guards and
convicts on the mainland, or in space . . . and the answer chilled him Lepescu's protegees, he
was sure, had not becone exenplars of sweetness and light since Lepescu's death. Indeed, Methlin
had warned the fanmi |y agai nst having anything to do with any of them Next thing to traitors,
she'd said. So involved with their own gane that nothing else mattered

What he should do was find out what Bacarion was doing, and report it. But how? He was not in
Bacarion's confidence and he had no access to the admi nistrative offices anyway. That woul d just
get himkilled faster.

As the days passed, Gelan found that acting normal stretched his nerves al nost past bearing.

I nspections, chores, guard duty . . . wondering which of the guards and which of the prisoners
were in on the plan, and yet again what the plan was. It had to be nore than just killing him
Bacarion mght take pleasure in killing Methlin Meharry's little brother, but she would not have
finagl ed an assignment here just for that. If only he knew what was going on . . . but although it
becane increasingly obvious that sonething was—that he was being | eft out of neetings and pl ans—he
could not find anything out.

He had not considered hinself a trusting soul, but now, trying to trust no one, he realized that
he had the normal hunman desire to be part of a group, not a conplete outsider

Margi u Pardalt had accepted a position as junior instructor in the Schools, and di scovered that
she enjoyed teaching. As the weather eased, bringing the occasional cool breath fromthe far
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north, her spirits lifted. Xavier had never been quite as hot as Copper Muntain in sumer, and
she | ooked forward to winter here. Unlike some of the others, who never took to planetside life,
she enjoyed | earning nore about the world she was on. The Regul ar Space Service had facilities
scattered around the planet, fromthe frigid polar caps to the bal m est of tropical islands. Most
were used for training of sone kind, or testing equipnent; it did not occur to Margiu to wonder
why a space force would do so much training and testing on a planet. Instead, she hoped she woul d
have a chance to see the steppes near Drylands, so nuch like her homeworl d, and maybe clinb a
mount ai n when she had sone | eave com ng.

Her first chance to travel cane in the break between class sessions, and she didn't even have to
use leave time. Priority directives of very high classification had to be hand-carried from base
to base. Ensign Pardalt was the obvious choi ce.

So on a norning that was not quite crisp, but at least not stifling, she accepted a case full of
the directives, locked it to her belt, and clinbed aboard one of the regular supply aircars headed
for Canp Engl eton. She sat on a sack of sonething |unmpy and unconfortable for two hours—the supply
aircars had no passenger slings—and watched the red-sand brush country give way to dirty-green
coastal grasslands and then dark-green trees standing in brown water.

She had only fifteen mnutes to deliver the directives to the base conmander, but fifteen minutes
of the sticky heat and sul fur stench of the swanp forest was nore than enough to quench her
curiosity. She was glad to clinmb back into the aircar, now headed for Drylands. The | unpy sack
she'd been sitting on had been unl oaded, along with others, and the crew chief now had roomto rig
a seat of sorts

That flight took several hours; she fell asleep in the noisy cargo conpartnent, waki ng when the
aircar cane down through the late afternoon sun. This far north, a chill wind rattled the few
fading | eaves left on the trees planted around the base's central drill field, and the short
prairie grass had turned various shades of russet and maroon. She handed the base comrander his
copy of the directives, and signed into the TOQ for the night. Wwen she wal ked around outsi de, she
could al nost believe she was on Xavier—dntil dark, when the night sky | ooked very different. Wre
they really that close to the Scarf?

Next day, she was scheduled for a | ong-distance flight to the west coast bases, Big Trees and Dark
Har bor (she wondered again who had been allowed to nane these places) and then she would enbark on
the nore dangerous journey to the Stack Islands bases.

The long distance flight was not by aircar, but in a pressurized aircraft flying nmuch higher than
the 'cars; beneath her the land faded into a di mpatchwork of dun and winkled brown, with white
tips on the tall nountains she hoped to see in person sone day. Also on the flight were

repl acenent officers and enlisted; she was crammed into her seat with only a brief glinpse through
t he wi ndow whenever the neuroenhanced marine beside her | eaned back for sone reason

Still, it was travel. She had cone to learn, and this was |earning. She menorized everything she
coul d about the inside of the aircraft.

They | anded at Big Trees, the runway a long gash in the forest. She had grown up anong trees,
clumps and woodl ots and scattered groves on the neadows, but those trees had been rounder, softer.
She had seen nore, and taller, trees during her years at the Academnmy. But the trees had al ways had
space around and between them Despite the pictures, she had not really inmagined what this forest
woul d be |ike—great spires many tines the height of the buildings on base. After delivering her
package to the base comrandant, she found she could not get transport to Dark Harbor until the
next day.

"You shoul d see our trees," she was told. "There's nothing |like them anywhere el se."

So she wandered out into the afternoon light, and up to the nmargin of the forest. Behind her
mower s buzzed, trimm ng the enerald grass in the quadrangle; she could hear the closer click of
feet on the wal kways. Looking away fromall that, she faced a nassive dark bole like a slightly
curved wall. Ferns the height of her head grew near it, trimmed back in a straight line on the
base side. Between the chinks of its bark—she thought it nust be bark—ether plants grew, nosses
and ferns and sonething with bright yellow flowers like tiny fireworks.
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She edged around the tree, followi ng a vague path. Under her feet, the ground felt spongy, and
when she had cleared the curve of the great tree's bole, she realized she could not hear the base

the great tree lay between, soaking up the sound. Uneasy in the thick growh, she went back
the way she'd cone, and then back across the quadrangl e to base housi ng.

Her flight up the coast the next norning, again in an aircar, revealed howlittle of the I and had
been touched by humans—the great forest |ay green and unbroken fromthe base to the foothills of
the mountains, and alnost all the way to Dark Harbor, where it eased gradually into smaller trees,
and then into broken shrubl and.

In Dark Harbor, she had to wait several days for a transocean flight to the Stack |Islands bases. A
storm system had nmoved in, and no one was going to risk a flight during it, not for a nere
courier. In the neanti me she was supposed to faniliarize herself with cold water ocean surviva
techniques. It was already early winter in the northern Big Ocean. Margiu learned to wiggle into
the PPU and fasten the hood with one hand; she went over lifeboat drill and abandon-craft drill at
| east four separate tines.

Corporal Asele Martin-Jehore stood satellite watch at the renote Blue Islands facility. Unlike
Stack |slands, the archipelago known as Blue Islands lay in warm equatorial waters. Assignnent to
Bl ue was as coveted as Stack |slands was feared: the big sea predators which lay in wait for
escapees from Stack were force-netted away fromthe beautiful white beaches and turquoi se | agoons
of Blue. Al the permanent personnel onplanet tried to wangle at |east a week's |eave tinme on

Bl ue.

Marti n-Jehore had worked years to earn this assignnment, but help froma friend in Personnel didn't
hurt. He had proven hinself tinme and agai n—he had recalibrated the nunber four signal array after
a seastorm when his senior supervisor was out with gut flu. And—because he showed talent with
recal citrant el ectroni cs—he had been permanently assigned to MetSatlV, the weather and

surveill ance satellite responsible for covering the northern third of Big Ccean.

Met Sat | V had been a problemsince it was installed. The contractor had replaced it tw ce, and each
time found nothing wong. The second tine, the contractor's project engineer had nade the

unwel cone suggestion that someone in Fleet was screwing up the software. That had been Jurowski,
who hel d the position before Martin-Jehore. It hadn't, in fact, been anything Jurowski did which
bollixed the bird, but in the interest of satisfying the contractor that all steps had been taken
Jurowski had been taken off the roster for MetSatlV.

Met Sat 1V was still buggy. Martin-Jehore was sure it was an Al glitch—-so was Jurowski, but Martin-
Jehore had one vital piece of information Jurowski |acked: the command set for MetSatlV' s Al.

In theory, every transm ssion fromBlue |Islands was | ogged. In practice, a very good

communi cations tech could tightbeama satellite without detection. Not often, but occasionally.
Marti n-Jehore had chosen his nmonments carefully, gradually gaining control of MetSatlV's Al at a
| evel no nmere conmuni cations tech was expected to reach

Now he needed only the cover of a routine test transm ssion to cause the desired failure.

Met Sat 1 Vs Al conpared the instruction set to those previously received, and agreed that they
mat ched in syntax and content. Then it turned off its IR scan, and tipped itself 30deg. around its
Z-axis.

In the observatory bel ow, one of the dozen screens in satellite surveillance went froma clear
visual of a seastormin progress, a vast swirl of white, to an eye-wenching jiggling blaze of
hash.

"Bl ast. There goes Watchbird again." Mrtin-Jehore glared at the screen. "I'Il bet it's a clock
probl em "

"Nah—+t's too random " Jurowski wasn't going to agree with anything Martin-Jehore said. Eighteen
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nmont hs, and he was still sore about |osing his place as Watchbird's senior tech

"Well, let's see if C28 will get it back." Sonetinmes comrand C 28 woul d bring Wat chbird back
online, and sonetines it wouldn't. This time it wouldn't, but Martin-Jehore punched in that
command sequence, anyway. The hash on his screens remained. "Not this tine." Wen C 28 didn't
wor k, the problemusually took longer to fix, but so far he had al ways been able to do so.

"Try the 43-120 set," Jurowski suggested. While he could not resist the initial jibe, he was a
generous-hearted man, and always willing to help. Martin-Jehore nodded, and entered it. It

woul dn't work either, but it would eat up several mnutes while not working. The screen hash
changed to a finer grain, but nothing else happened.

"Sonmebody rejuved its Al," Jurowski said. The whol e room chuckl ed appreciatively. Headquarters
m ght not know about any connection between rejuv and nental problens, but the | ower ranks had
figured it out |ong since.

As required by regulation, Martin-Jehore reported to his superior that MetSatlV was ineffective
within the hour, when the first three standard interventions didn't bring it back online. CPO
@urnach sighed, and told himto keep trying. Martin-Jehore could tell she wasn't really worried.
Bi g Ccean was nostly enpty, and the storm Met SatlV had shown was already in the nodel. Stack

I sl ands al ready knew about it—n fact, it was just clearing themnnowand it wouldn't reach the
mai nl and for days.

Met Sat 1 V's other capability, that of detecting small craft atnospheric penetration, didn't concern
CPO Gurnach either. At last report, the only ships insystemwere, as always, Regul ar Space Service
vessels. A hostile |landing would have to come froma hostil e deepspace ship, and there weren't

any. Why worry about a hostile | anding? Besides, Polar 1, now at the south end of its orbit,
carried sensor arrays designed to spot any intrusive traffic; MetSatlV was really redundant.

Martin-Jehore knew it was crucial to keep MetSatlV offline for five hours or nore. He did not know
why, nor did he care. He had convinced hinself that it was probably a matter of smuggling
sonething really profitable (given the size of his payoff), and he didn't think snuggling actually
hurt anybody. So what if sone porn cubes got past custons w t hout paying duty?

CHAPTER SI XTEEN
STACK | SLANDS BASE THREE

The attack cane on a dank gray afternoon, with thin rain spitting out of a low sky and visibility
just reaching fromthe parapet of the exercise courtyard to the adm nistrative offices. Gelan
Meharry had outside duty, and had checked the first three posts when he found that nunber four was
nm ssing. Even as he thunbed the control on his conunit, he felt the prickles rising on his arms.
Not at night after all, but with enough daylight to see if his body caught on any of the rocks.

"Spiers here," came the answer to his call. Spiers, whom he had not seriously suspected.
"Nunber four outside post's enpty," Gelan said. "Should be Mahdal —-has he called i n?"
"No, Corporal. Want me to check sickbay?"

"Request backup at this post," Gelan said. "And run a com check on the others, would you? Then
check sickbay."

"Sure thing
sentry.

Spi ers's voice sounded nornmal, with only the slight concern appropriate to a m ssing

Gel an | ooked around. Nunber four post gave its occupant a view of the prisoners' exercise court,
the entrance bl ock beyond, the upper part of the adnministrative bl ock overl ooking the forecourt,
which was itself out of sight, and the peak of the stack itself rising beyond that. To his |left he
could see the hel met of nunber three post; to his right and down, on the outside of the entrance
bl ock, he shoul d have seen the bright dot that was nunber five.
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He didn't. He | eaned out over the parapet of nunber four, to check the path below. There, far
bel ow, a bright yellow splotch, and a white dot near it.

He used his comagain. "Spiers, this is Corporal Meharry again. There's a man down on the westside
path. Have you rai sed nunber five yet?"

"No, Corporal." Now Spiers did sound worried. "Sergeant says he's on the way. Want nme to cal
Medi cal ?"

"Better do it. I'lIl go on down and see . "

As the blow fell, he lunged forward, so that his skull took |ess than the intended bl ow. The

unexpect edness of that |unge | oosened his captors' grip, and he got in another good shove as he
went over the edge.

For an instant, hanging in the air with the sea spread out below him he was euphoric. They hadn't
knocked himout; he'd fooled them He was going to make it; his plan woul d work.

Then he was cl ose enough to see the height of the waves—nere winkles from above, here taller than
he was, and smashing into the sharp rocks. And no hel net, he thought, just as he plunged into
water so cold it took his breath, with force enough to nearly knock hi mout.

He fought his way to the surface by blind instinct, helped by the surge of the rising tide. Wen
he shook the water fromhis eyes, he saw a black wall rushing toward him covered with sharp
shells. He threw out his arns; the water slammed himinto the rock with crushing force, but the
PPU gl oves protected his hands, and then his body, fromthe sharp edges of the shells, and the
wri st grapples |ocked onto the surface. Wen the water dragged back, he was able to stay on the
rock. In that brief second, he curled up, janmming his boots into a crack, and deployed the PPU s
| ower grappl es.

Col d water roared over himagain, smashing himinto the rock, then sucking his body away . . . the
grappl es held; his arns and legs strained. In the next trough, he released the wist grapples,
flung himsel f upward, and | ocked the wists again just as the next wave hit.

M nute by minute he fought his way upward, racing the tide and the linmts of his own strength.
Di stant clanor battered his hearing, even over the roar and suck of the waves. He | ooked upward,
only to get a faceful of cold water.

Just above high tide, well within the splash zone, he clung to the rock. Despite the PPU, he was
chilled; without it, he would have been dead. He could feel his arnms and | egs stiffening from both
cold and bruising, and out there sonmewhere . . . the killers were | ooking for him

Gel an stripped off the last of his duty uniform ripping it free with the grapple claws of the
PPU. He hoped it would | ook Iike the danmage of sea creatures if the killers spotted it.

Under neath, the PPU s progranmabl e outer surface took on the nottled dark col or of the rock .
now i f they | ooked down, they would see only rock, not a splash of yellow He unhooked and
unrol l ed the hood, and pulled it over his head. At once he felt better; the hood cut the

wi ndchill. He sealed it close around his face, then pulled up the facemask. The | ast bite of the
wi nd di sappeared. He wasn't confortable, but he was no |longer in danger of hypotherm a. Not soon
anyway.

He touched the controls on his chest, and the PPU s circuitry delivered a boosted audi o signal
Anot her control released a fine antenna to pick up transm ssions.

"—Meént over right there, sir. No chance to grab hi mand he went right down—ay've hit his head on
a rock—

Darkness closed in early. Celan could see lights above; he waited until they were gone, then
| onger: they would be scanning in infrared as well. Though his suit reflected alnpost all his body
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heat inward, to protect himfromthe cold, a sensitive scan could pick up a hunman shape in
movement . But well after |ocal midnight, he nmoved—stiffly at first, then nore snoothly—toward the
| ava tube where—-he hoped—his survival kit was still conceal ed.

Once in the nouth of the tube, he risked a brief flash of his torch. There it was.
And there was Commander Bacarion, a weapon |evelled at his chest.
"I thought they mi ght have underestimated you," she said. "I didn't."

He sai d not hi ng.

"I will be glad to take your ears," she said. "I nmight even send one to your famly."

The thought of Methlin's reaction if she got one of her little brother's ears in the mail made him
grinin spite of his fear. "Do that," he said.

Then tossed his torch aside and dove toward her dom nant hand, and used the suit grapples to catch
and fling hinself in a tunbling arc toward her. Her weapon fired, but the needl e went w de. Celan
pi voted on one suit grapple, and slamred both booted feet into her side; he felt the crunch of
bone and heard her grunt, but it was dark now, and she wasn't dead. She woul d have nore than one
weapon.

He scranbl ed towards her, raking with the suit grapples. A thin red beam appeared, the rangefinder
of her next weapon, and the sharp crack of a hunting rifle turned to the clatter of falling rock
where it hit. Gelan felt sonmething with one glove, and yanked hard; she cried out, then sonething
slanmed into his shoul der. He swung el bows, knees, feet, and took hard blows hinmself, barely
softened by the suit. Then the bl ows weakened; he hit again and again. And again.

Silence, but for the sound of his own breathing, and the poundi ng of waves outside the tube. Was
she dead, or feigning? Had she been al one? He funbled around, trying to find the torch, but
finally gave up and used the suit's headl anp.

Bile filled his nouth. Hs suit grapples glistened, brilliant red in the light; he had torn her
face off, in that |ast struggle. An ear dangled fromone grapple tip. He shook it free.

She took ears.
He was a Meharry.

He was a Meharry who had killed an officer, an officer who was, as far as anyone knew, his
legitimate superior nerely doing her duty. He couldn't just go tell the sergeant about it. Not
this tine.

Met hlin had said there would be days like this, he'd told hinmself often enough. She had never told
hi m he m ght have to nurder his commander and then figure out howto explainit.

He needed to search Bacarion's body. Surely if she intended some serious w ongdoi ng—beyond havi ng
hi m kil | ed—she woul d have sone evi dence on her. She would not trust everything to an office safe.
But not here, not where her confederates m ght be on their way, alerted by sone signal he knew
not hi ng about, or sinply by her failure to show up at a neeting. If she had evidence on her, he
woul d have to take her corpse along, or they would destroy it.

A gust of icy wind curled into the tube and it resonated |like a giant organ pipe. Was it a storm
com ng? He couldn't wait. Gunting with the effort, Gelan dragged his purloined life raft down the
tube to the lip, and then considered what to do with Bacarion's body. Finally, he decided to bring
it along. It was heavier than he expected, awkward to heave and tip into the raft, but he secured
it carefully before shifting the raft—and hinmself—+o the very edge of the rock

A nore violent gust of wind caught it and whirled it through the air to land hard on the water;

Gel an al nost lost his hold. Even through the PPU, he could feel the water's chill, and its power.
He yanked the vent control, and the raft ball ooned around him Bacarion's body lurched into him as
the raft whirled, tilted, whirled again, on the wild waves.
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Dayl i ght canme late, and weakly; the raft was driven ahead of sleet-laden wind over tossing waves
that had | ong since relieved Gelan of everything in his stomach. He didn't want to use his

headl anmp to find the nedkit; it mght be seen fromthe base. So in the dingy gray light, with
Bacarion's grisly stiff corpse rolling into himwi th every lurch of the waves, he finally spotted
the medkit on the raft's bulwark and edged over to it. He peel ed back the glove of his PPU, opened
the medkit, and found the antinausea patches. In a few mnutes, he felt slightly better, and very
hungry. First, though—-he used the raft's suction punp to clear bloodstained water fromthe raft's
interior, and dared a peek out the canopy.

Not hi ng but tossing waves, dinpled by sleet, receding into murky di mess. At |east they were out
of sight of Three Stack. He reseal ed the canopy and explored the rest of the raft interior

It had been designed to hold eight crash survivors. Tucked into one conpartnment was a nmanual —the
sane one, he realized, which he had read so carelessly that other tinme. On the first page, he saw
a diagramof the raft, clearly marking the |location of the water purifier, the direction finder
the food stores, the repair kit

Li eut enant Commuander Vinet waited none too patiently for the signal he expected. Today or

tonorrow, Bacarion had said, depending on weather. It had to be cloudy, so that nothing would show
on a satellite scan if the scan hadn't been disabled; it had to be daylight enough that her men
could be sure Meharry was safely drowned. Wth the stormmnoving in, surely it had been cl oudy on
Three Stack—t had been cl oudy here since before dawn, and as evening closed in an icy mx of

sl eet and snow pelted w ndows.

He ate dinner as quickly as possible. If only he could contact her—but she had forbidden it, and
he knew her to be a ruthless critic of those who di sobeyed. Somnething had caused a del ay—ertainly
the next day would be the one, then. He fell asleep at |ast.

Mor ni ng brought the height of the gale, the waves bel ow beaten down by wind, scraped by sleet into
patterns that | ooked as dangerous as they were. Through triple insulated wi ndows he felt the power
of that gale, the chill of the wind. By noon he was unbearably restless again, pacing fromdesk to
wi ndow and back, then down the passage to the little enclosed overl ook that gave hima clear view
of the entire west end of the stack, and across to several others. No nore sleet and snow, now,

not hing but the cold wind; the two trees in the courtyard below flailed bare |inbs against the
wal | that protected them

Towar ds evening, the storns slid off to the south, and cold green |ight speared under the trailing
edge. Still nothing. Sonething had gone very wong indeed. Wat should he do now? He coul dn't
contact any of the others; Bacarion controlled the recognition codes. He couldn't do anything with
the research teans or the weapons wi thout additional forces. Bacarion knew he had only a few
reliable nen. She knew that, and still . . . he made hinself sit down again, but nothing could
qui et his m nd.

Gel an had | ashed the conmmander's corpse to the far side of the raft, repaired the slashes he'd
accidentally put in the inner hull, eaten, and slept again. The storm had eased, but he had no

i dea where he was in relation to the Stacks. Fear of being bl own back to themwarred with fear of
drifting on the vast ocean until he died. Death either way—whi ch was worse?

Surely the conmander's conspiracy, whatever it was, didn't include everyone on the planet. He
ought to be able to count on the people at Search and Rescue, if no one el se.

He | ooked at Bacarion's corpse, and shuddered. He could not bring hinmself to | ook for papers or
what ever el se she might have had. Well, then he could wite his account of what happened: the
survival manual had a thick pad of water-resistant sheets and a waterproof marker. Celan hadn't
witten anything by hand in years, but he decided to put down what had happened before he unl ocked
the beacon. That way, even if he died, there'd be sonme record of events fromhis point of view

If soneone didn't just destroy them
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No use thinking like that. He set the pad on his knee, and tried to formlegible witing as the
waves |ifted and dropped. it was harder than he'd expected, and after three sheets, he gave up

"Conmander Bacarion's not in her offices, sir." Sergeant Copans |ooked worried. "The commander's
not answering any call, and the locator's not lit."

"If it's not one thing it's another." CPO Slyke didn't need this. Corporal Meharry's carefully
staged suicide had gone exactly as planned, along with the nurder of Major Dumin, the senior
unal i gned officer. But Bacarion shoul d have been there, unless she was playing sone game of her
own . . . and even then, she should have been back by now Her ganes were usually short ones.

CPO Sl yke had been a nenber of the Loyal Order of Gane Hunters for sixteen years, the first
enlisted recruit. He had served with then-Mjor Lepescu, and admred the officer's grasp of the
real nature of war—a test of survival, of ultinmate fitness. Born and raised on Cal ydon by
Priorists who believed that fitness in this |life was deternmined by effort in the Iife previous,
Sl yke knew he had earned his superior skills and toughness.

Now, facing the inplications of Bacarion's disappearance, he knew his nmonent had cone. Although he
had not been briefed on the whole mssion, his part had required himto know nore than any ot her
NCO and nost officers. He coul d-he woul d—+take over

They had been |ucky. Severe weather cut off communication imediately after the commander's

di sappearance, giving himtime to do what he could to obscure the evidence, and search the
bui | di ngs. The underground storage and | ava tubes were an obvious target. He insisted on |eading
the search party hinmself, with his nost trusted conpanions, all full menbers.

The conmander had |l eft tagtales. Very sensible of her. What had she known about that he didn't,
and why hadn't she told hin? He pushed that thought aside, grunting as he squeezed into the second
t ube.

There. The search lights picked up the glint off the hunting rifle's barrel first, then he saw the
little red dot on the far wall. The | aser sight was still on, the power pack unexpended. His
breath cane short. Was it a trap? Her trap, to test her followers? The sea booned outside, and
filled the tube with a wash of cold wet air; the walls glistened with it.

Closer . . . and he realized that some of the glistening surface was bl ood, not seawater. Snears
and pools of blood, a few shreds of flesh . . . and sonething had been dragged, somnething heavy,
fromhere to the edge of the tube, to the sea, where a crunpled wet tarp lay, its edge fl apping
with every gust of w nd.

That dammabl e, conniving, fornicating Corporal Mharry nmust have survived the fall . . . clinbed
here, hoping for refuge—no, to retrieve a life raft he'd stowed here. And the commander had
figured it out, had been waiting for him only in the struggle one of themhad killed the other
(such a lot of blood, and he was a man who could estimate spilled blood accurately) and escaped in
the raft.

But whi ch? Logic said Meharry; Bacarion would have cone back

Unl ess that was part of her plot. Unless she had planned to betray themall, and escape herself.
She had, after all, come down here without telling anyone. Perhaps she had counted on Meharry's
death, and the life raft was for her own use

He chewed his lip, trying to figure it out, and finally decided it didn't matter. They were in it
up to their necks, and a w tness—which witness didn't matter-had escaped.

He woul d have to go on with it. Too nany clues m ght remain, even though he had used a firehose to
flush the lava tube of evidence. |If they could get offplanet before the person in the life raft
made contact with anyone, the plan could go on as originally forned.

He ran his thunb under his belt, along the strips of ears that he had taken. They were, he was
sure, only the beginning.
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Wthin the prison popul ation, tension had risen in the past few days. Prisoners studied jailers in
both their roles, as the predators they had been (and were in spirit) watch prey, and as the prey
wat ch predators around them Slyke knew exactly which prisoners were supposed to be rel eased, but
his own assessment suggested a few additions. First he had to find a way to contact the
conspirators in orbit, and convince themof his identity.

Est abl i shing the contact was easier than he'd feared.

"We heard." The voice contact, generated from random snips of synthetic speech, woul d defeat voice
recogni tion software

"Ready to initiate Bubblebath," Slyke said.

A long hissing silence. Then—You?"

"Better go ahead," Slyke said, leaving out "sir" with an effort. "Investigation of the mgjor's

di sappear ance—

"Affirmative. ETA stage one?"

Slyke had cal culated this carefully. "Two-seven ninutes plus original."
" Good. "

Now he had to signal his fellows. Sergeant Copans and Sergeant Vinus |ooked worried, but heard him
out .

"But sir—with the commander's di sappearance, Fleet Security will be all over us like crushers on a
br oken spacer."

"Yes, and if we wait around here, chances are they'|ll find sonething the comander left that wll
incrinmnate us. Either we do it now, or there's a very good chance we'll be in there"—he jerked
his thunb at the cell block's outer doors—=with them Is that what you want?"

"No, but—=
"Did you earn your ears, Sergeant?"
"Yessir."

"Then hop to it."

R S.S. Bonar Tighe requested perm ssion from Traffic Control to practice LAC drops into the Big
Ccean. Many of the warships which visited Copper Muntain took advantage of the opportunity to
test their drop crews. Traffic Control approved the drop zone—200 klicks south of Stack

I sl ands—and al so advised themthat the only traffic was a prop jet doing SAR to the northwest.

Bonar Tighe's crew had coal esced around the charismatic Sol onon Drizh, hero of Cavinatto, and just
too junior, like Bacarion, to be closely investigated as a Lepescu protégé after the adnmiral's

dem se. The conspirators had | earned fromthe nutiny aboard Despite, and the proportion of those
supporting Drizh and his allies was nmuch higher in every ship, the chain of command nuch tighter.
This time they were not acting for the Benignity, but for thenselves . . . the Loyal Order of Gane
Hunt er s.

FI eet had gone soft, Drizh had decl ared; the whole Fanilias Regnant had gone soft as a rotting
peach. Wth anyone of real vision in charge, there would have been no piracy, no incursion by the
New Texas Godfearing MIlitia—and certainly no attenpt to preserve the lives of those scum once
they'd taken the Speaker's daughter. Al the Newlex worlds would be taken, their vicious nilitia
subdued . . . though Drizh had to admit that he rather admired the nen who would attack big ships
with little ones.
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The Loyal Order of Game Hunters had survived Lepescu's death and, in the years since, had even
grown. Its |eaders used one political event after another to denonstrate the need for nore
toughness, a nore realistic attitude towards war, nore |loyalty between brothers in arns. Wakness
in high places—fromthe king's abdication to Lord Thornbuckle's inability to keep his daughter in
I i ne—proved the need for a stronger, nore warlike, mlitary arm

Li ke Lepescu, they saw thensel ves as nore |oyal, nore dedicated, than other Fleet nenbers, and the
others as wi shy-washy, irresolute, and ultimately ineffective. They recruited widely, nore often
in the NCO | evels than Lepescu had—as Drizh said, if their founder had a fault, it was his

ni spl aced belief in high birth.

The renoval of senior NCOs and flag ranking officers because of problens with rejuvenati on gave

t hem an obvi ous wi ndow of opportunity. The foll owi ng burst of tenporary pronotions gave the group
a flag rank nmenmber again. He nmight be only an adniral-minor, and only for the duration of the
emer gency—but that energency would | ast |ong enough for his purposes.

Bonar Tighe's three LACs dropped into atnosphere under control of the orbital Traffic Control

At nospheric Traffic Control on Copper Muntain was mni mal except near the nmain training
centers—and the Big Ccean had none. Once bel ow 8000 neters, they were automatically untagged on
orbital screens.

Still they stayed on course until under 2000 neters, when they angl ed northward, towards the Stack
I sl ands.

CPO Sl yke did not know exactly how Comrander Bacarion had intended to deal with the prisoners and
guards who were not part of the conspiracy. For his part, he had no intention of |eaving wtnesses
behi nd, even on that isolated base. Wen the storm passed, and the radi os once nore punched
through with the usual demands for daily reports, he'd had to say sonmething to divert suspicion
and had reported Meharry and Bacarion both as "m ssing, presumed swept away by waves." Incredulity
had foll owed; he knew that soneone would send an investigative team as soon as possible, along
with a new CO No one nust be left to talk about it. Even if the mutineers gai ned support of the
orbital station, they wouldn't have the whole planet by the tine soneone could get here and wite
a damming report.

Hi s confederates first took care of those nenbers of the staff who were not part of the
conspiracy. Those bodies he left in place . . . he hoped later investigators would think it a
prisoner breakout. Killing the uninvolved prisoners was another nmatter. He had them brought out
into the courtyard and then turned the riot weapons on them They had tinme to scream. . . and
when the prisoners he'd recruited cane out, they were nore respectful, just as he'd hoped.

By the time the LACs were in atnosphere, he had the prisoners lined up and waiting. The nopst
reliable had the weapons and PPUs out of the guardroom Wen the first LAC screaned out of the
sky, and settled on the cold stone of Three Stack's |anding pad, Slyke didn't wait for the hatches
to open—+the nen were in notion, running. The first LAC lifted, and the next settled in place.

Si xty nmore nen raced aboard, just ahead of another rain squall. Then another sixty, and anot her

Sl yke rode the | ast one up

Behind him a driving rain battered the corpses sprawled in the courtyard, washing the blood into
gutters, and finally through drains down into the sea. Wen the squalls noved on, the seabirds
came, and for a tinme nade a colum of flickering wi ngs above the towering stack.

Bonar Tighe's LACs screaned south, and rose fromtheir designated drop zones back to orbit an
anpl e twel ve mnutes before Martin-Lehore finally fixed MetSatlV' s glitch.

Met Sat |V picked themup at near-orbital |evel, but they were outbound, carrying Fl eet beacons; the
satellite's Al tagged themas friendlies.
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The first LAC eased into Bonar Tighe's drop bay and settled onto its marks. Pivot Anseli Markham
who al ways read manuals and followed themto the letter, ainmed the hand-held bioscan at its
fusel age.

"Put that down," grow ed her boss, Sergeant-m nor Prinkin.

"But sir, the manual said— Anseli goggled at the readout. The LACs had gone out enpty, wth
flight crew only, and her instrument was showi ng dozens and dozens of little green blips.

"Put it down, Pivot; it's out of order."

"Ch." Anseli racked the instrument. So that's why it was showi ng troops aboard an enpty LAC
"Should | take it to the repair bay, Sergeant Prinkin?"

He gave her a sour look. "Do that, Pivot. You're no dam use in here anyway."

Ansel i unracked the bi oscan and headed toward the repair bay. She was tenpted to turn it on and
see if it worked when it didn't have to read through hull material, but she could feel Sergeant
Prinkin watching her. He'd never |iked her; he was always sniping at her, and she tried so hard .

she let her mind drift into her favorite reverie, of how nuch better she would treat pivots
when she nade sergeant-ninor.

The repair bay for small scan equi pment was out of sight of the LAC service bay. Once around the
corner, Anseli experinented with the bioscan. When she pointed it at her foot, a green blurry foot-
shaped i nage appeared. Wen she ained at the squad com ng down the passage, it showed all eight of
them Wen she ained it at a bul khead, there were two squatting shapes . . . and then a rush

t hrough the water pipes that made her blush. She hadn't neant to do anything like that.

Chi ef Stockard, in the repair bay, took the bioscan and gave her forms to fill out.

"But | think it's working now," Anseli said, trying to fit the entire thirteen-digit part nunber
into a space only two centineters long. Print clearly, the directions said, but how could she

print clearly that small? And why did she have to fill out fornms at all, when the conputerized ID
system woul d read the part nunber right off the bioscan itself? She did know better than to ask
that one; it wasn't her first trip to the repair bay. "I tried it on people coming along here, and

it always registered them"

"If your sergeant said it wasn't working, then it wasn't working," Stockard said, folding his lips
under. "It may be working now, but it wasn't working then. Wiat was he trying to do when he said
it mal functioned?"

"He wasn't using it, Chief. | was. | was taking a bioscan reading of the incom ng LAC, just like
it says to do in the manual, and he said put it down, it's not working right. And | guess it
wasn't, because it said the LAC was full of troops."

"LACs usually are," Stockard said, the corner of his nouth twitching. "I don't see what's wong
with that."
"But they dropped enpty," Anseli said. "I was there; | scanned them going out, just |like the

manual says, and they carried only flight crew. It was just a practice flight."

St ockard froze, his hands flat on the counter between them "Are you saying the LACs went down
enpty and cane up ful [ ?"

"Well . . . no, sir, not really. They couldn't have. It's just this bioscan unit, but since it's
mal f uncti oni ng—

"You just wait there a mnute." Stockard turned away, and Anseli could see himtalking into a
conuni t, though she couldn't hear him He turned back, shaking his head, still nuttering into the
comunit. Then he gave her a rueful look. "I guess it malfunctioned . . . | just asked Chief
Burdine if the LACs carried troops, and he said no. Ch—-he says for you to take a detour up to
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Admin and pick up the liberty passes for the section. W'll be docking in a few hours."

"Yes, sir." No chance that her nane would be on the list, given Sergeant Prinkin's aninosity, but
maybe he'd go, and she'd have a few hours of peace

Chi ef Burdine, on the LAC service bay deck, strolled over to Sergeant Prinkin as if making his
usual round of stations. "Just had a call from Stockard in repair—that idiot pivot of yours told
himall about the mal functioning bioscan showing the LAC full of troops. | think Stockard bought
my assurance that they're enpty, but how nuch chance that pivot will blab to soneone el se about
t he bi oscan readi ng?"

"Near a hundred percent," Sergeant Prinkin said. "The girl's got no sense.”

"lI's she popul ar?"

"She's got friends. Hard worker, shows initiative, always willing to help out."
"A mlk biscuit." That with contenpt.

"Ch yes, all the way through.”

"I wish we didn't have any of that sort aboard," Chief Burdine said. "They could have a happy life
nm | ki ng cows somewhere; what'd they have to join Fleet for?"

"For our sport," Sergeant Prinkin said.

"That's true." Burdine grinned at him "Though it's little sport someone |like her will give us."

Running up to Admin fromthe repair bay neant running up a lot of |adders, which other people
seemed busy runni ng down. Again and again Anseli had to stand aside while one or nore officers or
squads of NEMs clattered down. She wasn't really in a hurry, because the |onger she was away from
Sergeant Prinkin the better, but standing at the foot of |adders wasn't her idea of fun. Her m nd
wandered to the LACs and the bioscan. If LACs could drop and pick up troops . . . or drop troops
off . . . why couldn't they pick troops up? Go down enpty, cone back full? And if you didn't

bi oscan the LACs, how could you tell?

"Stand clear!"

She flattened herself to the bul khead yet again, not really seeing the uniforns flashing past her.
VWhat if there were people on the ship who weren't crew? People fromdown on the planet?

O course, everyone on this planet was Fleet, so it didn't natter. Did it?

Ansel i knew that pivots weren't supposed to think—well, not beyond nenorizing instruction sets in
manual s. But she'd always had a sort of itchy feeling in her head if she didn't get things

strai ght. Machines either worked or they didn't, in her very clear interior universe. A bioscan
whi ch reported on real, verifiable human-sized beings behind one wall didn't turn liar and report
that there were people where there weren't any. That very same bioscan unit had reported nothing
in the LAC holds when the LAC left . . . when it was known to be enpty. So how did the sergeant
know t he LAC was enpty when the bioscan said it was | oaded with troops? Sergeants knew everyt hi ng,
but . . . her mind itched.

A non-itchy part of her nmind began its own commentary on the crew nenbers who kept comi ng down the
| adders. There had been no general alarm so why were the ship's security details on their way to
the LAC bays?

By the time she reached Admin, her mind was worse than a case of hives, and the only way she knew
to scratch it was ask questions. The chief in Adm n grow ed and handed her another job to do. How
was she supposed to learn if no one answered her questions?
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Bonar Tighe reported its LACs recovered, and requested and received perm ssion to dock at the
orbital station. This, like the request to practice LAC drops, was standard procedure, and the
Traffic Control gave Bonar Tighe a docking priority assignment based on her ETA. The stationnaster
approved station liberty at the captain's discretion, and forwarded the station newsletter. Ships
of Bonar Tighe's mass could not microjunp so close to a planet, so the cruiser had to craw
patiently in a spiral to catch up with the station, a process which took several hours.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Margi u Pardalt boarded the odd-I|ooking aircraft before dawn.

If not for the briefings, she'd have had no idea that such craft existed. On Xavier, she had seen
only surface-to-station shuttles and lowflying aircars or flitters. Her years at the Acadeny had
i ntroduced her to high-altitude passenger aircraft |like the one she'd been in fromDrylands to the
coast. But this uneasy conpronise between aircraft and boat | ooked |ike something a nad scientist
woul d cone up with: four fat engines on the high-set wings, with whirligig propellers set into

adj ustabl e ducts; a peculiar blob hanging fromthe end of each w ng, suspended on a thin pole. The
bottom of the fusel age had the conchoi dal shape, scooped and ridged, that she associated wth
shattered glass. She found it hard to believe it would actually fly.

This time the craft carried only three passengers besides its crew. One was a gray-haired nmgjor
with a pinched nouth and a narrow | i ne of decorations which she recognized as efficiency awards.
Admin, nost likely. He went to the head of the little line waiting on the dock as by rights,
boarded first, and installed himself in a seat m dway down the port side, where he inmediately
flicked on his seat |anp and opened a handconp.

The ot her passenger had waved Margi u ahead, with a flanboyant gesture that natched his flanboyant
appearance. In the harsh lights of the harborage, his | eather jacket blazed a garish yellow and
the nmetallic decorations glittered. Margiu clinbed over the entrance coamning, and followed the
maj or, al nost stumbling once when the gentle notion of the seaplane on the water surprised her

She picked out a wi ndow seat, on the starboard side. As she buckled in, she | ooked up to see the
third passenger watching. One of those? He had pulled off his cap, revealing fine gray hair
fluffed around a bald pate, and in this Iight she could see that his yellow jacket m ght be sone
theatrical troupe's idea of a uniform Its shoul ders were decorated with | oops of green braid, and
a line of stars on the upstanding collar, now open to reveal a green shirt; his dark pants were
actual ly green.

"May |1 ?" the man said, in a surprisingly sweet voice. "I'mreally quite harmess.”

She had hoped for a quiet ride, perhaps even a nap. But courtesy demanded that she say yes, so she
nodded.

A crew chief checked to be sure they were all wearing the PPU, and a life vest, and that all the
survival gear aboard was actually in place. Predictably, the man in yell ow wasn't wearing his PPU
Unpredi ctably, he was quite cheerful about having to change, and qui cker than she woul d have
expected. Margiu had flown between the stars, but never over |arge bodies of water; she began to
realize that this was serious

Then the pilot swng the stunpy plane around, revved the engines, and Margiu felt acceleration
shovi ng her back. The plane slamed its way across the low ripples of the harbor, spray blurring
the lights outside. A few nonents |ater they were airborne.

The headl ands of Dark Harbor, edged with lights, fell away behind and bel ow them and then it was
not hi ng but darkness bel ow. Down there sonewhere was water, invisible to the eye but cold and wet.
Margi u shivered. To her relief, her seat conmpanion turned a little away and started snoring al npst
i mredi ately. By dawn, they were flying under high clouds, and the water bel ow | ooked |ike a vast
sheet of winkled silk patched with shades of blue and green and silver that she could not
identify.

The man besi de her woke up, and gave her a sweet smile. "I hope ny snoring didn't keep you awake,"
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he sai d.

"No, sir."

"I"'mno sir, nmlady. |I'm Professor GQustaf Aidersson, if you want ny dull, boring, everyday nane,
whi ch goes with ny dull, boring, everyday profession, about which I cannot talk, or we will both

be in serious trouble. O you could call ne Don Al fonso Dundee, nost nobl e knight of the Oder of
ad Terra, and we coul d have a pl easant conversation about anything you wi sh."

"I"msorry?" She had no idea what he was tal ki ng about.

"No, I'msorry." He hit hinself dramatically on the forehead. "Never accost young | adies before
breakfast with strange tales out of distant mythol ogy. You've heard of SPAL?"

"No, sir."

"Ah. WVell, it's the biggest collection of galoots and nmisfits in the universe, and the letters
stand for the Society for the Preservation of Antique Lore. Antique lunacy is nore like it—+ have
no faith whatever in the actuality of our tonfoolery, but it is fun. W got the idea back when the
rich folks in the Families first took up antique studies and arts—+ong before your tine,

m | ady—and we put our own interpretation on it. Let themflit about with fencing masters fromthe
Conpany of Sabers, create titles for thenselves, and inmagine that they' re re-creating scenes from
add Earth history. They're so serious about it, it takes all the fun out."

Margiu listened to the rolling flow of words and wondered if the man were entirely sane. H s
bright sidelong | ook seened to catch her thought in nidair, as if it were a ball being tossed.

"You wonder if I'mcrazy. OF course you do. |I'mnot sure myself, and nmy wife tells nme regularly
that ny pot is alittle cracked. But the fact of the matter is, craziness is not necessarily a bar
to genius, and ny kind of craziness consists only in boring total strangers to distraction in

ai rplanes. O spacecraft. Or anywhere else | can trap them™"™ He grinned at her with such obvi ous
good hunor that Margiu felt herelf rel axing.

"What is that yellow jacket?" she found hersel f asking.

"Good question," he said pronptly, in a tone that she could well believe went with a professor of
sonet hing. "There was a col ony worl d—second-order colony out of A d Earth by way of Congreve—which
had successive waves of settlers. They didn't get along, so of course they started fighting. Back
then fabricators were pretty basic machi nes—ouldn't turn out any useful sort of protective
garnents. So the colonists started using |l eather fromtheir herds of cattle. The color told what
side they were on. Mne is a sem accurate reproduction of a M ssen-Asaya officer's uniformof the
Third M ssen- Asaya/ Tangrat War. Except the insignia. | should have a little wooden bird, but |

couldn't find it before | left. My wife swears | nust have left it at the | ast awards banquet
so | just took the stars off a nodel spaceship. Not a very good nodel, either; Rose-class ships
never had doubl e batteries of beam weapons. | told Zachery that when he showed ne the nodel, but

he got huffy about it and threw it in the corner, the one where Kata drops her dirty boots. That's
why | knew where to find stars when | wanted them And | thought stars might be nore inpressive
when | had to travel with Fleet officers, but of course they see that yell ow canary-jacket and try
not to |augh."

It was like drowning in treacle.

"But |I'mtal king too nmuch about nyself. Just whap me on the head when | do that; that's what mny
wi fe does. O ignore nme and | ook out the window if you want. | can see you're an ensign, with red
hair exactly the color of ny niece's, but-who are you?"

"Margiu Pardalt,"” Margiu said. "From Xavier."

"Xavier!" Hs face lit up, and her heart sank. "You know, the tactical analysis of the npbst recent
engagerent is fascinating. | was nost inpressed with the fire control of the Benignity ships—

"The Benignity shi ps— She couldn't help that, or the tone it popped out in.
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"Yes. No disrespect to Cormander . . . er . . . whoever it was—
"Serrano," nurnured Mrgiu.

"But the Benignity performance was markedly better than expected. And there's new data—fromthis
very facility—well, not where we're going but where |I assune you' ve been, the Copper Muntain
base—to indicate that they upgraded one of our ships they captured. For instance, the tine to
recharge—no. | nustn't get onto this." Margiu could see the effort it cost himto rein that

ent husi asm back. "Tell you what, let's talk about wet navies. Here we are, flying over a superb
| arge ocean, and |'Il bet you' ve never studied wet-navy history, have you?"

"Only a little,"” Margiu said. Her mind scrabbled frantically in search of sone crunmb of data to
prove that she had studied it at all, but only the word Trafal gar rose up. She couldn't renenber
if it had been an admiral, a ship, or a battle. "Trafalgar," she said.

"OfF course!" He beaned at her. "A mighty battle indeed, that was, but perhaps a little renote for
our purposes. Are you famliar with the application of Nelson's sail tactics to col onial nava
battl es?"

"Uh . . . no, sir.

"Consider, if you will, the archipelagos of Skinner Ill1." He spread his hands, as if touching a
particul ar geographic area, and Margi u wondered if she ought to admt she didn't know what an
archi pel ago was. She didn't have time. "Forty thousand islands, at |least. Colonized with intent to
exploit its obvious advantages for aquaculture, but, as always, underfunded and subject to piracy.
Abundant tinber, so—

Margi u's com beeped; she pressed the button. Her conpani on watched, bright-eyed. The pil ot spoke
"Ensi gn, Major— She gl anced back and saw the other officer sit up; he net her eyes across the

pl ane. "There's sone kind of trouble at Stack Islands. Apparently personnel are mssing, believed
| ost at sea—

"What personnel ?" the major asked.

"Base Three commander and a guard corporal. There's also a life raft nmissing fromthe Three Base
aircar hangar, and evidence of a struggle . . . they're saying the corporal nmay have gone crazy
and ki dnapped the comander. But anyway—we're to join the search; they don't have any |ong-range
craft, and they suspect the life raft was blown west by the storminto the North Current."

Margiu started to say that her orders were to get those directives to the base commanders w t hout
del ay, but decided not to. The pilot knew she was a courier, and if soneone were down there in a
raft, surely that had to come first. She hoped.

They were still at |east an hour east of the Stacks, but Margiu could not hel p scanning bel ow for
the life raft. She had no idea how big it would | ook fromwhatever altitude they were flying

Dark dots appeared on the sea. "Those are the Stacks," the pilot said. Margiu stared at them.
a scatter of tall black rocks, whose hei ght above the water was hard to judge in this flat |ight.
The plane lost altitude again in a sudden lurch. "W'I| be over Stack Island Three in an hour."

The Stacks | ooked inmpossibly forbidding—too tall, too narrow on top, too bl eak. Wiy had Fl eet put
bases out here at all? She'd read the cubes, but it still seemed ridicul ous. The plane droned on
and the Stacks rose up and sank, appearing and disappearing . . . a total of 98 visible at high
tide, 117 at low, according to the cube. Sonme so snall that not even an aircar could |and
vertically on top.

They |l eft the Stacks behind, and Margiu stared at the sea fromher side of the craft with nore
intensity.

"Signal!" the pilot said suddenly. "I've got a beacon! And confirmation fromupstairs." The pl ane
heel ed on one w ng, and Margi u gul ped her stonmach back into place. Wen she laid her forehead on
the window, the glass felt col der than before.
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The major spotted it first; Margiu heard himcall out, and the pilot swng the plane around agai n.
Now she saw the little yellow chip on the gray-green sea. Was anyone in it? Alive? She could not
i magi ne what it nust be |ike.

"W're goi ng down,'
with the plane?

the pilot said. Margiu clanmped her jaws shut. Going down? WAs sonet hi ng wr ong

"I't's all right, Ensign,
land on the water."

the major said, catching her eye. "This is a seaplane, remenber. It can

Margi u drew a shaky breath. Water, yes: in a protected | agoon, shallow and cal m She hadn't known
any aircraft could | and on open ocean w thout sinking. She wasn't sure she believed it.

"Hoods on," the pilot ordered. Margiu plucked the hood of her PPU fromits curl around her neck
and put it on. If it was so safe, why this precaution? She put her hands into the gloves, too, and
made sure the wist and boot grapples were | ocked back. She peered out. They were nuch | ower now,
and she could see that the surface of the ocean heaved slowy in broad swells, reflecting the
bright yellow canopy of the life raft. Through that clear, quiet water, she saw sonething

swi nmm ng—sone | ong, narrow shapes.

"I'sn't this exciting?" asked her seatmate. "A nost excellent adventure, ny first water landing in

an aircraft.” He didn't ook frightened at all. Margiu was scared, though she wasn't going to
admt it. "OfF course, if we come in too fast, or too steeply, we'll be killed, which would be a
shane. Let ne see . . . this planet's gravitational attraction is 1.012 that of Earth, and that
means . "

Margi u cl osed her ears; she wanted to close her eyes, but she could not |ook away fromthe water's
surface . . . the snooth water | ooked |ess smooth the closer they canme. Then spray fountai ned past
the wi ndow, the safety harness dug in as the plane lurched and swayed. The plane sl owed, settling
in the water; she could feel the novenent of the ocean take over fromthe novenent of the air,
lifting and dropping the plane in a leisurely oscillation. The inboard engi ne on her side stopped,
and her wi ndow cl eared. She remenbered the briefing, that in event of an energency |anding, the
craft would keep two engines going, with the ducts adjusted to minimze blast on the escape rafts.
Presumably the sanme techni que woul d keep the prop blast fromblowing this life raft away.

As they rose on the swell, she could see the yellow canopy of the life raft in the distance. The
pilot's voice cane over the roar of the engine. "W don't have current weather data—MetSatlV s
down agai n—and al t hough it | ooks dead calmnow, | don't trust it. W' re not going to be down one
second | onger than we have to be. You will all do exactly what my crew chief tells you."

The crew chi ef beckoned to them The professor clinbed out and let Margiu into the aisle after the
maj or had gone past.

“Maj or, you and the ensign will need to hang onto this line . . . steady .

Mar gi u w apped her gl oved hands around the rope. Line. Watever they wanted to call it, it was
rope to her, famliar fromthe famly farm The mjor, ahead of her, blocked half her view of the
out side, but she could see water not that far below, and nothing but water to the horizon. She
shivered in spite of her PPU

"Way not just tie the rope to the plane?" the nmajor asked.
"Sir, we never secure the aircraft to sonething like the raft. Should it capsize—~

"It's aliferaft," the myjjor said. "It's nade to not capsize. | shouldn't have to stand here
hol di ng a stupid rope."

"Right, sir—ust let ne take that a nonment." The crew chief took the rope fromthe mjor, passed
the slack to Margiu, and then back to the professor, who had cone along w thout being asked.

The canopy flap opened; a head poked out, shrouded in a PPU hood.
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"Who are you?" croaked a voi ce.
"Chief Stivers," the chief said. "And you are . . . the missing Corporal Mharry?"

"They' ve reported ne nissing?" The voice sounded odd; Margiu could see the strain on that face. "I
was supposed to be dead.”

"Wher e' s Commander Bacari on?"

"She' s—her—she's here." Meharry pushed the canopy flap farther to the side. Margiu couldn't see
what that reveal ed, but the najor stiffened.

"That' s—she's hurt, she' s—

"She's dead, sir," Meharry said.

"There'll have to be an investigation," the mjor said.

"Yes, sir. But first, sir—

"No buts, Corporal. Chief . . . er . . . Stivers . . . you will place this man under arrest—

"Sir, he's been on a lifeboat for days . . . he needs care
"He's a material witness, if not a nurderer. Under arrest, Chief, at once—=
"W have to get himaboard first."

"And the deceased. And the raft."

"Sir, I'lIl have to ask Pilot Oficer Galvan. It's not going to be easy to get the raft aboard
safely.™

"W can't | eave val uabl e evidence at the scene—

The pilot had other priorities. "First, we get that man aboard. He's been adrift for days, in
freezing weather; it's a wonder he's alive. Major, you take that |ine; Professor, get back to your
seat for now.'

As the pilot ordered, Margiu and the nmajor each took a line, and wapped it around a projecting
knob inside the aircraft. The pilot had a name for the knob, but Margiu ignored that and
concentrated instead on the need to keep the line taut and the raft snugged up to the aircraft.
The copilot and the crew chi ef hel ped Corporal Meharry clanber over the raft's inflated rim and
into the plane.

He was haggard and pale; when he tried to stand, he staggered agai nst the bul khead. The copil ot
and crew chief half-carried himback to the seats, and draped hi mover two of them Professor
Ai dersson bustl ed over; Margiu heard his sweet voice over the others. The major spoke to her

"Ensign—get in that raft, and prepare the commander's body for renoval."

Margi u stared at him but swallowed the "M, sir?" that alnpbst canme out. She glanced at the
copi lot, hoping he woul d say sonething, but he was doing sonething to the corporal's PPU.

She had never envisioned herself clanbering into a blood-sneared life raft in the mddle of a vast
ocean to retrieve the dead body of a nurder victim G ngerly, she eased over the inflated rimand
into the raft. The fabric dipped and shifted under her; she felt very insecure. She had seen dead
bodi es before; she had seen dead bodi es days' old, for that matter. But that had been on dry | and,
in the warm dry climte of her honeland. She had never seen so nuch water in her life, and to be
bobbi ng up and down in a raft in the mddle of the ocean, with a cold stiff body, terrified her
When she | ooked back at the plane, it |ooked nuch smaller, entirely too small to be reassuring
when everything el se was water.

The next thing she noticed was the snell; cold had retarded decay, but there was a sickening odor
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of human filth and death both, held in by the canopy. Wen the raft rocked to the swell, Mrgiu
struggl ed not to gag. As quickly as she could, she unfastened the canopy tabs and rolled it back.
Even the aircraft fumes were better than this.

Bacarion's body . . . she tried not to look at it, especially not the ruin of the face. But it was
heavy—the worman had been both taller and heavier than Mrgi u—and she could not get the right
| everage to nove it.

"Hurry up, Ensign," the major said.

"Sorry, sir," Margiu said, breathless, as she struggled to unlash the webbing that held Bacarion's
body still. She got the |ast one | oose, and the next swell rolled the body toward her. \Wen she
tried to lift, the additional weight pressed her knees into the raft floor, which sank, and the
body rolled into the depression. It would have been hard enough on a solid support, but she had
none.

"Tie a line around her and we'll haul from here," suggested the professor, who had reappeared in
the aircraft's hatch.

"Don't be ridicul ous!" snapped the magjor. "All she has to do is |ift and slide the body across—

"No—she'l|l need the basket. Hang on, Ensign. Be right back." The crew chief, who had cone forward,
now di sappeared back into the pl ane.

"I don't think nuch of your initiative," the major said to Margiu; behind him the professor

wi nked at her. The crew chief reappeared, with a bright-orange object that | ooked like a |ong

ski nny basket. "Here you go, Ensign— He slid it over the rimof the |ife raft to her. "Ever used
one of these? No? Well, just roll the body into it, then hook those I ashings over." He turned his
head to | ook back into the plane and yelled, "Just a second, sir—

Mar gi u positioned one edge of the basket thing next to the corpse.

"Now go to the other side and give it a push,"” said the mgjor.

"Stay where you are," the professor said. "Your weight will nake it roll toward you."

"Keep out of this," the major said, turning to glare at the professor

"I't's sinple physics," the professor said. "A child could see—= He gestured. "Her weight depresses
the life raft floor, and the corpse rolls—=

A gentle swell lifted her up, then dropped her, and the corpse rolled into the basket. Margiu
hooked the | ashings quickly, then glanced back at the plane. Aline of cold green water w dened
between her and the plane; the two men argued in the doorway, hands waving, and the rope ran
snoot hly out beside them She felt an instant of panic so strong that she couldn't even yell

"Idiots!" The crew chief |unged past them and grabbed the trailing line. "Don't pull!" he yelled
to Margiu. "W won't | ose you." Even as he said it, an end of rope slipped out and splashed into
the water. Panic gripped her again, until she renenbered the line attached to the Berry.

Anot her voice yelled fromforward in the plane. "Wat's going on, Ker? W need to get back in the
air sonetime this century. Swell's picking up, if you hadn't noticed."

"Loose line, sir." The crew chief did not turn his head this tinme, Margiu noticed. "Now, major, if
you'll take hold behind ne, and then you, professor. Let's bring her in . "

Margi u made hersel f | ook away fromthe plane, and recheck the | ashings on the basket. Then she
began hauling in the rope attached to the basket. Sonething yanked on it, hard, and she fetched up
against the life raft's inflated rim

"Hurry up, Ensign," the major said. "The pilot wants us to | eave."

"Yes, sir What ever it was yanked again, putting a sharp crease in the inflated rim Then it
Il et go, and she fell back into the snelly slime of the lifeboat floor. She reeled the Iine in,
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hand over hand, and was able to toss the dripping end into the hatch when the raft bunped the
pl ane agai n.

"Al right, Major—f you'll let go this line, sir, and take hold of that one—=

Margi u did her best to lift the ends of the Berry unit over the inflated rimas the najor pulled,
and after sone mnutes of breathless struggle, the corpse was aboard the plane. Margiu craw ed out
after it, her knees shaking. The plane might be tiny conpared to the sea, but it was nore solid
than that life raft. She pulled herself upright, and hoped no one had noticed her fear, as the
copilot canme forward and slid into his seat.

The pilot peered back over his shoul der

"Hurry it up, back there. | don't like the ook of the horizon, and I"'mstill not getting current
feed from Met Sat."

"W sinmply nust take the raft aboard,"” the major said.

"We're going to take off before that squall line gets here," the pilot said. "And the chief says
it would take at | east an hour to deflate and pack the raft, which will put us marginal on weight,
since it'll be wet. Forget the raft."

"Dammit, it's evidence." The najor visibly funed for a few nonents, then said, "Fine, then. W'|
| eave Ensign Pardalt in the raft to secure the evidence; another flight can pick her up later
Ensi gn, get back in the raft."

Margi u's heart sank. Leave her alone on the ocean with a storm coni ng?
"l don't think—= the professor began; the major rounded on him

"You have no place in this discussion; you are only a civilian. You have caused enough trouble
al ready. Go sit down and be quiet!"”

The professor's eyebrows went up, and his head tipped back. "I see, sir, that you are a bigot."

"Ensign, get into that raft and prepare to cast off,"” the major said w thout |ooking at the
professor. "W will inform Search and Rescue where you are, and they will cone find you."

The pilot burst out of the cockpit. "Ensign, take your seat. You too, prof." Margiu followed the
prof essor quickly into the cabin. "Major, if you do not shut up, I will put you in the raft. I'm
in command of this craft—

"What's your date of rank?" the mmjor asked. Cold anger rolled off himin waves.

"You're a paper-pushing renf," the pilot said. "Not a line officer, and not ny CO You have a
choi ce—you can either go sit down and be quiet, or you go out the hatch, right this instant, and
don't much care if you land in the raft or the water."

Margi u watched the little group by the hatch—did the major know that behind his back the crew
chief's broad hand was poised to push himout? She doubted it; he was too angry with the pilot.

"I''"ll conplain to your commander,"” the mjor said, turning away; Margiu could see how red he'd
turned, and | ooked down. This was not something she wanted to w tness.

"So will 1," the pilot said. Already the crew chief was coiling the wet line that had held the
raft to the plane. He pulled the hatch shut, dogged the latch, and secured the dripping coil of
rope to the cleat on the forward bul khead. Margiu could not see the raft fromher side, but she
saw the propeller of the inboard engine begin to turn, and the duct flanges nove. Gouts of blue
snoke, then spray, as the propeller blast whipped the surface of the sea. The plane swng in a
tight circle; now she could see, through the wavering streanms of water on the w ndow, the bright
yellow of the life raft rocking on the swell. The engi nes roared, and the plane noved jerkily at
first through the water; then, with a series of shuddering slans, reached takeoff velocity and
lifted awnay fromthe water. As the wi ndow cl eared, Margiu | ooked back. A tiny yellow dot, already
hard to see, and behind it, a darkening line of the oncom ng storm
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She coul d have been down there. She could have been huddling in that m serable foul-snelling life
raft, struggling to learn howto survive in a storm

"I don't think I quite like that major," the professor said. Margiu glanced at him H s am able
face had set into an expression of cold distaste. "Not someone with the right grasp of
priorities."

Safer to say nothing, especially since her stomach was | eaping around with the turbul ence.

"Are you all right?" he asked, then answered his own question. "No, | see that you are not. Here—
He put sonething chilly and wet on her cheek, the only exposed skin. "Antinausea patch. | put one
on while they were still arguing. O ose your eyes, and | ean back—takes about thirty seconds.”

Margi u counted to herself, and by twenty-seven felt that her stomach had settled. She opened her
eyes. Behind, over the noise of the engines, she heard the major retching, but even the sour snell
of vomt didn't make her stomach lurch. The professor |eaned away from her. "Here, Mjor—an

anti nausea pat ch—=

The man sai d nothing, but the professor's hand canme back enpty, and he turned to w nk at her
Margi u smled uncertainly.

"Al ways conme prepared," the professor said. "Nausea adds to no one's ability to think and act
effectively. You're better now?"

"Yes," Margiu said.
Once the plane was in level flight, the pilot spoke over the intercom

"I realize all of you have urgent orders to the various Stack |slands bases, but we have some
problems to deal with. MetSatlV is offline, and has been for several hours. W do not know what
our weather will be, and there's an additional concern about security at Stack Three. They can say
what they like, but with the commander dead-we're headi ng back to Dark Harbor."

"I"'mgoing to see what | can do for that poor lad," the professor said, unstrapping hinmself.
"But the major—

"Has no authority over ne—as he so rudely pointed out, I'ma civilian. And he's not any of the
mlitary officers to whom | report—he can bluster, but that's all. Besides— He pointed, and
Margi u craned her head to | ook. The najor was sl eeping, ungracefully slunped in the seat with one
hand dangling to the deck. The professor w nked at her again.

"There are anti nausea patches and anti nausea patches,"” he said. "He'll be out for several hours."

The rescued corporal, though swathed in blankets at the rear of the cabin, |ooked m serable
enough. He had not thrown up, but his face had a greenish cast. Across fromhim the corpse had
been wrapped in another and | ashed to the deck

"How about giving hima patch?" the professor asked the crew chief.
"Fine with ne—+ notice our magjor is sleeping peaceful |l y—=

"Nausea i s so exhausting,'
cheek. "That should help."

the professor said. "Here, now—= He put a patch on the corporal's

"He really needs fluids and calories," the crew chief said. "If he can hold 'em down."

"In a mnute or two," the professor said. "Wat do you nmake of this?"

"A mess, sir. This lad's a Meharry—may not nean nuch to you, but it's a famly with a proud
history in Fleet. Meharrys are known to be a tough bunch to tangle with, but they' ve always been
| oyal ."
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"So—what do you think happened?"
"I don't know, sir. The major, he said no one was to talk to him+
"And the nmgjor's authority—

The crew chi ef sucked his cheeks in. "Wll, sir-he outranks nme. The pilot's in command here, but
he's busy with the craft and I don't like to bother him It's always a pain when one of the
Met Sats is out.”

"How of ten does that happen?"

"Met Sat |1 V's been buggy for the past two years or nore. There's a new youngster at Bl ue Islands
who's been keeping it up nore often, but even he slips sonetines."”

"Mm . . . and how | ong has he been there?"
" Ch—ei ght een nont hs, perhaps."”
"I's MetSatlV our comunications |ink?"

"No, it's a general surveillance satellite. Qutplanet, it's part of the passive sensor array for
the whole planet; inplanet, it's a broad-band visual and EM scanner. If it had been up, for
i nstance, we'd have found that life raft with |ess trouble."

"But the |life raft's beacon—

"Ch, it has a direct signal to GPS satellites. But they're not set up for visual scans. And the
beacon has to be turned on by the occupant, after which it puts up a signal every two hours
m ni mum You can drift a long way in tw hours."

"Tell me, Chief: if there hadn't been a life raft or a flight out here, and MetSatlV was down,
woul d anyone have spotted a | andi ng out here?"

"Landi ng, sir?"
"Landing . . . like . . . oh . . . drop shuttles froma warship?"

"On Copper Mountain? Well, Big Ccean is a training area for wet drops, but a ship couldn't get
that close without the other units spotting it, even if MetSat 1V were offline.”

"What about the drop shuttles?"

"Once they were down bel ow the horizon—+ suppose—there aren't any ground scanners out here, of
course. But-—what nade you think of that? And what difference would it nmake?"

"Wth all due respect for the honor of the Fleet, Chief, |'ve never known a society of saints. If
there is a way to smuggl e contraband and make a profit off it, people will do it. | can't think of
a better way to snmuggle than to be able to turn off the lights when you wi sh.™

The chief flushed, but finally grinned. "Well, sir, you're right about that. |'ve never been on a
ship that didn't have at |east one unauthorized aninal, person, or substance, be it what you
will."

"So ny question is, what might be smuggled that would invol ve the commander of the prison?"
"I don't know, sir."

"Nor |. But since | was headed for Stack Islands nmyself, | amnaturally interested. Smuggling goes
both ways—persons or materials can be introduced, or renoved. The Wapons Research Facility
naturally comes to m nd—

"Sir— That was the corporal, his face now pale but no | onger waxy greenish. H s voice was weak,
but cl ear enough
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"You need water and food," said the crew chief. "And I'Il need to tell the pilot you're able to
talk."

"I can give himsonething," Mrgiu said. The crew chi ef handed her one of the self-heating soup
packets, already squeezed and warm ng, and went forward. Wen its heat stripe matched the dot at
the end, Margiu put the tube to the corporal's nouth.

The professor waited until he'd finished, then said, "You had sonmething to tell us?"

"Yes, sir. Conmander Bacarion was one of Lepescu's followers,
sudden chill.

the corporal said. Margiu felt a

"Means nothing to ne," the professor said. "You?" The crew chief shook his head. Margi u nodded.

"Admiral Lepescu was using prisoners as prey . . . he was part of a secret society that held
manhunts. They used human ears as recognition synbols."

"How d you know t hat ?"

"I was reading up on Conmmander Heris Serrano—because of Xavier, it's nmy home planet, and she saved
us—and found that after she resigned her conm ssion, her crew had been condemmed and used as prey.
So | read what | could find on Lepescu. But—you're sure Bacarion's one of his followers? They were
all arrested, | thought."

"Yes. She adnmitted it to nme, when she tried to kill nme the second tine."
"The second ti nme?"

"Yes. The first tine she had soneone push ne off the cliff." Corporal Mharry coughed, then went
on. "You nentioned Conmander Serrano, sir—ay sister Methlin Meharry was one of Serrano's crew. She
was i nmprisoned here, and then hunted | ater. She survived; she's back in Fleet now So when I found

out Bacarion had been on Lepescu's staff, | knew she'd do something. That's why | made
preparations, and even so she al nost got ne. But that's not all—Rot just private vengeance,
mean. |'msure she was up to sonmething, but | couldn't figure out what."

"But now that we've thought of something—vague enough, still."

"The prisoners!" Meharry said. "Lepescu used prisoners before, as prey. Wiat if she were using
thema different way—as troops?"

"To do what ?" the chief asked.

"Not hi ng good," the professor said. "Mybe she was going to sell themoff to soneone who wanted to
hunt them or nmaybe she was going to use themto hunt sonmething . . . but whatever it was, it's
bound to be bad."

"W nust tell someone— The same thought nust have occurred to themall at once, fromthe startled
gl ances.

"Yes, but who?" The chief shook his head. "Now our pilot, |I'd trust—but you don't know him For
that matter, you don't know ne."

"A bit late to worry about that now," the professor said. "And the pilot nust know, you're right.
And must informas many others as possible. You do not run a major conspiracy fromsuch a smal
base as Stack Three. You run a small one which you hope will becone big. There nmust be plenty of
peopl e not involved within radio range."

"Big enough if they're behind turning off MetSatlV," the chief said. "And if it involves bringing
a ship in. Using LACs neans conspirators on that ship, a lot of them The LAC flight crews, for
instance, as well as a majority of bridge officers.”

"What if they did enbark convicts? Just the ones they'd picked? Then attacked the orbital station?
They' d control access to the whole planet . . ."
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"And the system defenses," the professor said. "And the weapons research labs. A fine start to a
mutiny, if anyone wanted to start a mutiny."

CHAPTER EI GHTEEN
By the time Margiu and the others | anded at Dark Harbor,
their worst guesses had been confirmed.

"They've got the orbital station," an angry nmgjor told them the cold w nd whipping his uniform
around his legs as he stood on the end of the quay. "W bounced your call up, but it was already
happeni ng. Bonar Ti ghe picked up convicts from Stack Three with its LACs, and arnmed them—dsed them
as shock troops. W thi nk—ae hope—that sonmebody on the station got a tightbeamout and tripped the
ansible alarm but we aren't sure. The nutineers have cut off all comrunications fromtopside, and
they can control the system defenses fromthere too. W know of six other ships insystemanyone
care to lay odds on how nmany of themare mutineers?" No one did.

"So what can we do?" asked the pilot.

"Dam little. Polacek over at Main has declared a state of emergency, of course, but there aren't
any junp-capabl e ships onplanet, not even little ones. W don't have any m ssil es capabl e of
taking out the station or any of the ships in space—why would we? W're stuck down a gravity well.
| hate planets!”

Margi u had heard this before, frommany a Fleet officer, but she was just as glad to be on
sonet hi ng solid.

"Think they'Il try to invade?" asked the professor

"I don't know." The pilot shrugged. "Wio knows what they're going to do? They're not telling us
anything. Let's get all of you under cover, and see what else you mi ght know. Does that corpora
you rescued need a nedi cal assist?"

"No, sir; | can walk." Corporal Meharry still |ooked pale to Margiu, but he was reasonably steady
on his feet.

"Good. Chief, get this craft secured; |'ve arranged transport for the corpse. W' Il need
statenents fromall of you . . . where's that major?"

"Still pretty groggy, | imagine," the professor said. "I'"'mafraid | nay have administered a
stronger antinausea patch than necessary. I'd like to talk to your base commander, if | might."

Margi u | ooked at him He had been cal mand even cheerful until he'd thought of the nutiny, but now
his face had stiffened into a grimnask. He caught her eye and nanaged a snile, but with none of
his earlier warnth.

The little base headquarters seethed with tension and activity both. The major who had nmet them
ushered themto the base comrander's of fice. Lieutenant Comrander Ardsan glowered at themfor a
| ong nonent.

"I't's not your fault, but |I could wish you'd figured it out an hour earlier," he said. "Even an

hour m ght've given those people a chance."

Margiu felt guilty, but the professor clearly didn't. "Nonsense, sir," he said. "An hour before,
we were dealing with a corpse, a survivor, an onconming squall . . . and | doubt very nuch that
hour woul d have done nore than prolong the carnage. The nutineers will have had acconplices on
that station, as they had on Stack Three."

"You're probably right," Ardsan said. "But it's so frustrating—ae don't have land |ines
everywhere, and with the nmutineers in control topside, we can't get anything through the relay
satellites." He pushed a data cube fromside to side on his desk. "W have short-range ground
radi o, but they can interdict that fromtopside if they choose. They've cut off the weather
information, too, which is going to make it hard to fly from one base to another. Pol acek wants
everyone to gather at Main, but that just makes us a handy target, the way | look at it."
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"Are we sure of his loyalty?" the professor asked.

"I"'mnot sure of anyone right now | never thought anything like this would happen, but then the
whol e Xavi er nmess shocked ne. | don't understand it—

"I think the point is howto handle it now," the professor said. "I have a very specific problem
in mnd. |'ma weapons specialist; | was on ny way to Stack Two to consult on the progress of sone
of their research." He handed Ardsan a flake. "You'll want to check ny clearance, of course."

"OF course," Ardsan nurnured. He swung around and slid the flake into a slot in the cube reader
Margi u caught a glinpse of the screen before Ardsan flicked it off. "Well, that's clear enough."
He | ooked pale. "I don't think |I ever saw a— He glanced at Margi u and away. "—-Anyone with that

| evel cl earance before."

"Probably not," the professor said. "But we put our pants on one leg at a tine, the sane as you.
Now. | happen to know that there are weapons under devel opnent there which you do not want the
muti neers to have. And the fact of the matter is, if soneone on that base is not part of this,
I"l1l be very surprised."”

"Why do you say that?"

"Why el se would they start a nutiny here, in this systen? Way not neet in sonme quiet out-of-the-
way | ocation, safe fromdiscovery? | would wager that if Commrander Bacarion had not been killed—f
all had gone according to pl an—ene of those LACs woul d have picked up personnel and weapons from

Stack Two. | suggest you check the records of the personnel stationed there very carefully.”
Ardsan frowned. "W don't really have the facilities for that, Professor. | can look up who's in
command, but that's about all. I'mnot even sure | can get a list of personnel. Wth the nmutineers

in control of our communications, we can't access the personnel records back at Main, and we don't
keep copies here at Dark Harbor."

"I see." The professor drunmmed his fingers on his knee for a long noment. "Well, Commander, if |
were you |'d figure out a way to send sone troops out there to secure the base.”

" But —how?"
"We flew out there before. Can't we do it again?"
"But we have no weat her data—they've cut off our feed fromthe weathersats."

The professor | eaned forward. "Commander, I'mtelling you—+f you don't secure that base, and keep
the mutiny fromgetting hold of those weapons, you'll w sh you had to the end of your life, which
will probably not be a I ong one. Now several things can happen. W can try to go back and not nake
it and crash in the sea. W can try to go back and—f enough of the personnel are invol ved—they

nm ght shoot us out of the sky, if they happen to notice us. W can get there and fail to secure
the base, although |I believe if you send al ong enough troops that won't happen. W can get there

and secure the base, and the nutineers topside can land a force and drive us off . . . but if we
have enough tinme, we'll have destroyed at |east the worst of the weapons. O we can sit here and
do nothing, and be dead with no chance of helping out." He sat back. "I personally think that is

t he worst option."
"I =+ shoul d contact Commander Pol acek."

"No, Conmander, you should not. You' ve already said you aren't sure of his loyalty. You know
communi cati ons are conpromni sed. You know what ny authority is.”

"He's right," Margiu said, surprising herself by speaking up. "If we're going back out there, we
have to do it before they send shuttles down."

Ardsan | ooked fromone to the other, frowning. Finally he sighed. "All right. Al right . . . let

me think. We need transport that can |land at Stack Two and carry troops— He touched his desk
comuni t. "Chief 4+o0ok up what we have on the personnel at Stack Two. And give nme an estinmate of our
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security forces here."
The professor interrupted. "Are there any heavy cargo craft based here?"

"We have the heavy-duty aircars we use along the coast, but we don't like to take them out over
the open ocean. They sink like rocks if the power plant fails. That's why we use the anphibs."”

"How | ong would it be before the nmutineers could send shuttles down?"

"Depends on whether the station had any short-field shuttles ready to go. The usual shuttles
require longer landing fields; there are only four long fields on the whole planet, and two of
them are only used for enmergencies. The LACs from Bonar Tighe can do it, of course, but they'l
require refueling and service—at |east a couple of hours of turnaround. Those other ships . . . |
don't know which had LACs, and if those LACs were ready for drop. Then unless a ship did a | ow
pass, the LACs woul d need several hours—+ don't really know how many—to fly in. If they | aunched
additi onal LACs i mediately after taking the station, the mutineers could be on that island now.
O, if they're delayed, it could be tonorrow or the next day."

"And the flight tines of your available craft?"

"Depends on the w ndspeed and directi on—and we have no weat hersats now. Five hours, six—+ can't
say exactly."

One of the enlisted nmen poked his head in the door. "Sir, Stack Two has thirteen civilian
scientist personnel, five officers, and twenty-nine enlisted. Comander's a Lieutenant Comander
Vinet. We've got fifteen NEM assault troops, and thirty ordinaries, plus the base police."

"Thank you. Carry on." Ardsan grimaced. "Enough to tenpt us into trouble, and not enough to get us

out—and if | strip Dark Harbor, there's no one to protect the people here— Then he shook his head

as if toclear it. "All right. It's something definite, at |east. Professor, | assume you're
goi ng—

"Absolutely," he said. "You need nme to disable those weapons, and the scientists and engi neers
know ne. "

"Ensign, |'massigning you to the professor, since he seens to have confided in you before. You

are weapons-qualified, right?"
"Yes, sir." She had gone hunting as a girl; she knew she was good with firearns, and her
qual i fyi ng scores had al ways naxed out.

"Good. I'll have the arnmsnmaster issue you weapons; | want you to stick to the professor |ike glue,
and watch his back. Just in case any of the people we send along aren't as loyal as we think they
are. "

"Yes, sir.

"Professor, it'll take sonme tinme to fuel the aircraft, brief the aircrew, and assenble the troops
You'd better eat and rest while you can. Ensign, you too—but you stick with him you hear?"

"Yes, sir." She realized suddenly that she was very hungry, and also tired, and that she would
have to go back out over that cold, wet, vast ocean . . . in the dark.

In the nmess, where she and the professor ate, she overheard anot her conversation

"I't's that dammed rejuvenation stuff,” the crew chief said. "It doesn't take a grand admiral
strategist to see what enornously prolonged youth will do to the career curve of anyone bel ow
rejuv age. Pronotions started slowing down ten or fifteen years ago, right about when they were
doi ng those senior NCOrejuvs . . . you don't spend all that noney on rejuvenating sonmeone and
then retire 'em now do you? And the people who might expect to step into that job see they won't
have a chance. Expansi on hel ped sonme, but how big a space force do we need?"

"But . . . mutiny, Chief. Can you see nutiny?"
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"Not right away, no. And not for ne, personally, ever. But there's been a runor that something was
wong with the NCO rejuvenations, and sone peopl e—nrot nme—said they were bollixed on purpose. It
was one thing to have too nmany young-old admirals, but they didn't want the enlisted getting

i deas. "

"Now t hat makes no sense," the professor broke in. "Senior enlisted are the backbone of every
successful military organizati on—al ways have been. Adnirals are fine, and if you have a strategic
genius you certainly want to keep him but day to day, you need senior NCGCs."

"Mlitaries have made that mi stake before. Rank-heavy, officer doni nated

"Well, | used to work in Personnel Procurenent," another chief said. "Back when | was a young
sergeant. | saw projections of need by rank and grade, and back then, at |east, the planners knew
they needed nore nmaster chiefs than admirals. So | don't think they'd deliberately sabotage a
rejuvenation programfor chiefs.”

"Sormebody sure did. Renmenber Chief Wang | ast year? W had to watch himevery second, or he'd put a
six-star fastener in a four-point hole, and tell everybody to do the sane. | never saw anything
like it, and it wasn't pretty."

"I thought they said it was sonme brain virus or something, fromhis fishing trips to the
mount ai ns. "

"That's what they said then, but when we got that directive on renoving rejuved chiefs fromactive
duty until they'd been checked, that's who | thought of. 'Course, he was nedically retired by
then, but | asked Pauli in sickbay, and he said he thought it probably had been a bad rejuv."

"Bad rejuvs would I et the people bel ow nove up . a sergeant said softly. "Not that anyone

woul d do sonmething like that . . . | saw Chief Wang right at the end."
"Maybe they didn't know what it would do. | renenber giving ny nonis pet sarri a cookie once, just
sharing, y'know, and it went into convul sions and died. | had no idea they couldn't eat our Kkind

of food. But it was just as dead as if |'d poisoned it on purpose."

"That's true. Never attribute to nalice what could be stupidity. It's just as likely to be a cost-
contai nnent effort by procurenent or even the manufacturer.”

Margi u had not even realized that sone Fleet personnel had been rejuvenated; she couldn't remenber
anyone nentioning it in the Acadeny. She wondered if any of the people in that room had been
rejuved. How could she tell?

When the professor finished eating, he touched her sleeve. "Ensign—we'd better get some rest while
we can. Do you renenmber where Commander Ardsan said we could bunk?"

Margi u showed himto the assigned room—elearly an officer's quarters, now theirs for a few hours.
They took turns in the shower, and changed into clean clothes. But before either of them dozed
of f, the commander told themthat transport was ready.

This time the professor donned his PPU over street clothes, and then put his yellow | eather jacket
on top. "My friends out there will recognize this," he pointed out.

"You're a fine target that way." The nmajor who had net themat the quay was in charge of the
nm ssion; Margi u now knew hi s name—-Ant ony Garson. A Lieutenant Lightfoot comranded the troops.

"True, but if we have to nake a hostile landing, at |least our side will know who I am"”

Margi u, who had on a clean PPU set to m dni ght blue—the default night-canouflage color, caught the
maj or's eye. He shrugged, and went to check on the rest of the group. Though it was only
af ternoon, the heavy cloud cover and spitting rain nade it seem nuch | ater.
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By the time they neared the Stack |slands again, daylight had faded into murky night. They'd had
clouds all the way, which was supposed to be protective, though Margiu found it dreary as the

pl ane seened to crawl between two | ayers of darkening gray. As the light failed, no lights cane on
in the plane—for security reasons, she was told—but she could feel, all around her, the bul ky
shapes of the NEMs. The professor had fallen asleep, snoring as nusically as the first tine, and
Margi u | eaned cautiously agai nst his shoulder, letting herself doze. She couldn't |ean the other
way; the unfaniliar sidearm poked her. She woke when the plane sl anted downward, and peered out
the wi ndow i nto darkness.

"Umph! " That was the professor, alnobst choking on a final snore. "See anythi ng?"

"No—+t's all dark." How were they going to land? Wat if they ran into Stack Two, instead of
| anding on it? She could feel the plane sinking under her, and her ears popped repeatedly.

Then a sparkle of |ight appeared, sonewhere in the gloom. . . a tiny bright line, then another
I'ine.

"Lights," she said to the professor.

As they drew closer, she could see that the lights outlined an ordi nary runway, and other lights
showed in buildings nearby. It |ooked so normnal

The pl ane | anded hard, bounced, cane down firmy, and she rocked forward as the brakes caught.
Instead of rolling up to one of the lighted buildings, the plane swng asi de near the end of the
| andi ng strip. The NEMs were on their feet as soon as it |anded. Margiu, |acking orders, stayed
where she was; she and the professor had earbugs set to the same conmuni cati ons channel . Anot her
pl ane, then another, came to a stop near them In the dark, with only faint light fromthe runway
lights, Margiu could just make out dark figures |eaving one of the other planes.

Then sonmeone forward opened the hatch of their plane, and a cold breath of sea air swirled into
the plane, past the dark forms. Sonmeone el se nuttered an order, and the troops began to nove out
into the night. Major Garson's voice in her earbug sounded calm "Professor—you and the ensign
come on, now." The professor heaved hinmself up, and Margiu scranbled out of her seat to foll ow
hi m

Qutside, it was colder, but slightly less dark; Margiu could tell the professor fromthe others as
a slightly lighter blur. She pulled up the hood of her PPU against the chill and stayed close to
his side. A delicate red |line pointed the way; soneone had their |aser guide on. She could fee

the rasp of the runway surface under her boots. Was it safe? No one had fired a shot yet, and the
troops seened to know where they were going. She wasn't sure where the first troops had gone; she
couldn't see them anynore

"Looks secure for now, Professor,"” the major's voice spoke again in her earbug. "Cone on inside."

Margiu felt nmore than saw the troops closing in around them a protective cordon, guiding themto
one of the buildings near the landing strip. Ahead, a door opened, spilling out yellow light. She
blinked, tried not to stare at the welconme |light, but watched for any threat. She couldn't see
anyt hing but the troops who had come with them and the dark night beyond.

I nside, Major Garson was talking to a |ieutenant commander; both of them | ooked tense and unhappy.
Arnmed guards stood at each exit. Margiu | ooked past themto the civilians—the other scientists,
she supposed—n the | arge room

"Ch, Lord, it is Gussie," one of the civilians said to the others. "Conplete with that ugly yell ow
jacket and a cute redhead in tow . "

"She's not a cute redhead in tow, she's Ensign Pardalt.’
respect; she's a very intelligent young woman—

The professor nodded at her. "Show sone
"Meani ng he tal ked your ear off and you didn't object," the other man said, flashing a snile at
Margiu. "1'm Hel nut Swearingen, by the way." He turned back to the professor.

"When you didn't show up this norning, Cussie, and then those people took the station, we were
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afraid you' d been captured—
"How far have you gotten?" the professor asked

The other man gri maced and nodded toward the officers near the door. "Nowhere. As soon as we
heard—and Ty was on the radio, trying to find out where you were, so we heard right away—+ went to
our base commander and told himwe should start disnantling the work in progress, destroying
notes. He wouldn't have it—nsisted he had to wait for orders, that we were under Fleet

di scipline. Even said we night be mutineers ourselves. He's had us under guard, in this room=~

"What's he like?" the professor asked, in a | ower voice.

"Aworrier. The only good thing about himis that he's technically trained, so at |east he's
under st ood sone of what we're doing. He's actually got an advanced degree, studied with Bruno at
the Gradus Institute. But he's got a serious addiction to regulations, and he clainms regul ations
won't | et himnake any independent decisions about what we have here."

"W don't have tine to waste. What's his nane?"
"Al candor Vinet."

The two officers were glowering at each other now. Margiu | ooked fromone to the other

"Excuse me," the professor said. "Commander Vinet? |I'm Professor Aldersson; you were expecting ne
thi s norni ng—=

"You're | ate, Professor,"
under st andabl e. "

Vinet said. "But | suppose, under the circunstances, this is

"Yes," the professor said. "Now that |I'mhere, |I'mtaking charge of the research unit. W'I|l need
to start clearing away files before the mutineers can capture—=

"You can't do that," Vinet said. "It's out of the question. |I've had no orders from Headquarters—

"Under the circunstances— the professor began

"He's got the highest |level clearance and authorization," Garson said. "And |'ve got orders cut at
Dar k Harbor, directing you to give your conplete cooperation."

"Dark Harbor's not in nmy chain of command," Vinet said. "And you don't have the rank, Major. How
do | know you're not all nutineers, anyway?"

"All of us?" the professor's eyebrows rose steeply. "That's an interesting hypothesis, but do you
have any data to support it? Wiy would nutineers want to deny other nutineers highly effective
weaponry? |'mnore inclined to suspect sonmeone who tries to preserve it intact for capture.”

Vinet turned red. "Are you accusing ne of being a nutineer?"

"Not at all," the professor said. "I'mnerely pointing out that your refusal to carry through on
the very reasonabl e suggestions of ny coll eagues, or the orders |I'mgiving you, could be
m sunderstood in case of later investigation.”

"That's ridiculous! This installation is extrenely val uable; the equi pment alone is worth—=

"Worthless to the Familias if it gets into the wong hands. Wrse than worthless. Don't you
under st and t hat ?"

"Well . . . of course, but there's no proof the nutineers are after it. They may not even know
about it."
"You're assuming they're stupid? That's not a good position to take. Comrander, |'mafraid | mnust

i nsi st on your cooperation.”

Margi u noticed Garson's signal to his troops. So, she saw, did Vinet. He sagged a little.
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"Very well. But it's over ny protest, and | will log this. If you had not barged in here with
overwhel ming force, you'd find yourself in the brig for such nonsense."

"Thank you,"
assi stance. "

the professor said, with perfect courtesy. "I appreciate your position, and your

He I ed Margiu back to the cluster of civilians.

"Qussi e, we had an i dea— one of them said. "Maybe we could nmount the— he | owered his voice, and
Margi u heard only a munble. "And then attack the nutineers."

"Mount it on a planet?" The professor pursed his lips. "That's interesting—that m ght actually
work, if we have time. Do we have the supplies for adequate shiel di ng?"

"Yes, if we disnmantle a couple of other things. Ch, and Ty was working on breaking into their
conmuni cati ons before Vinet snatched hi mout of the comrunicati ons shack and stuck himin here
with us."

The professor glanced at Margiu. "Ensign, you' re going to be hearing many things you shoul d not
hear, and which | advise you to forget as quickly as possible. Do you have any specialty
background in technical fields?"

"Aside fromgrowi ng up nmaki ng what we needed from scrap, no. Basic electronics and carpentry."

"Well, that may be useful. Cone along; we're going to the |abs

They began with a short neeting in what | ooked like a snack |ounge, with a row of progranmabl e
food processors on one wall and battered chairs and couches around the others. A half-finished
child' s nodel of a space station cluttered the |low table. Margiu had not suspected scientists of
playing with such toys, and soneone quickly nmoved it to a far corner

"What have we got for communi cati ons?" the professor asked. "Ty?"

A skinny man with a bush of black hair came forward. "They' ve got the sats, but we can reach
mai nl and with something | cobbled together. I want to send the specs for it over there, so they
can build their own quickly. Getting into the nmutineers' lines is going to be harder; they've got
tight-link capability up there. But they've transnitted sone outside that—+ suspect to downside
confederates—and that | can grab, if | have access to the equipnent. | can tight-link if you give
me an hour or so—t only takes reconfiguring some nodul es fromone of the | abs—but we don't have
anyone to send to."

"What about scan? Can we detect anything beyond at nosphere?"

"Well—enly for whatever's in our horizon. The problem s going to be tracking, not to nention
what's bel ow horizon. Knurri had a telescope with a notorized equatorial nount we coul d' ve used,
but he took it with himwhen he went on | eave. W can point something up, but we won't have an
accurate fix if we do find a ship."

"Do you need anyone else to help you?"

"No, not really. There's a pretty decent enlisted tech | could use, but I'ma little worried that
the nutineers had one or nore agents on this base—and he'd be the |ogical one.”

"Fi ne—Ensign, get Ty an escort from our group to the conmunications shack, would you?"

She was supposed to guard his back, but this required only going to the door. Lieutenant Lightfoot
was outside, waiting; he called over two NEMs who went off with Ty.

"Now—€ol e, you said you had an idea?"

"Yeah—Jen and | think it might be possible to rig the big guy for planet-to-space work. W' ve been
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trying to come up with the best way to acquire and track the target—
"Wich target?"

"Well . . . we're pretty sure we can take out the orbital station, and any ships docked there.
Di stant stuff, without the use of satellite-based scans, is going to be harder—=

"But | think we could do it," a wonman said. "If we take out the station, then get the satellites
linked to us—=

"How many hours?" the professor asked.

"Six or seven to mount the weapon, and it'll take a | ot of personnel."

"W may not have six or seven hours," the professor said. "W need to know if they're coning, and
how soon. Jen, what about scan within atnosphere? Is there any way to get access to the satellite
dat a?"

"Not right now Wat we have here is basically old-style radar, for spotting and guiding air
traffic, and a little |ocal -weather scanner. The range is so short that we couldn't spot incom ng
LACs in tine to do anything useful. W haven't needed nore than that; we had the satellite data
for longscan. W really need those satellites, and for that we'll need to break their lock. It's
not going to be easy, and it's going to take tinme."

"Whi ch, again, we may not have. Bob, what about Project Zed?"
"Operational. And we really don't want themto have it."
"I't actually works?"

"Ch yeah. If this were a ship, and not an island, | could flip the switch and they'd never find
us. A big inprovenent over the earlier nodels. Unfortunately, as it is anisland, it's easily
| ocated no matter what cloud we wap around oursel ves."

Margiu realized with a start that they were tal king about new stealth gear

"Could it be used to cover a retreat in the aircraft? If we took the data and ran for the
mai nl and?"

"l suppose." The other man | ooked thoughtful. "W haven't tried it on aircraft . . . how nuch can
those planes lift?"

"1"I'l ask," the professor said. He glanced at Margiu, who headed for the door again. She passed
the question off to Lightfoot, and went back to the professor. In that brief interval, the

di scussion had already turned too technical for her understanding, but it canme to an abrupt end
when someone pounded on the door

"Come in," the professor called.
Ty came in. "lI've found two things—ene's a datal og showing transmissions to this station from
Stack Three five days ago. From Bacarion. | think someone here's on their payroll."”

"Most likely," the professor said. "And?"

"And a transmi ssion fromorbit to this station, just now Personal for Lieutenant Conmander
Vi net."

"For Vinet! |'d never have guessed he was part of it," Swearingen said. "He's such a fusspot. Did
you answer it?"

"No, just acknow edged receipt, using the sanme sig code that was | ogged for reply to the others.
But | did take a | ook—

"Wasn't it encrypted?" someone asked.
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"Yah, but a sinple one. Not hard to break. Thing is, he's not only part of it, they were telling
himthey'd be coning down in a day or so, and not to worry—that they'd prevented anyone from
sending word fromthe station. So here we are, nobody el se knows what's going on."

Mar gi u spoke up. "We have to get word out sonehow "

The professor |ooked at her. "You're quite right, Ensign. And we have to keep themupstairs from
finding out that we're here, if possible, to give ourselves tinme to work—+o0 get word out sonmehow,
to destroy what we can't protect."”

Margi u noticed that he didn't say "to get away safely."”

"We' Il need the troops that cane with you, Gussie, to keep the baddi es out of our hair."
"Right. Ty, did your guard cone back with you?"

"No, | left himthere to guard the equi prent."

"Ensign, we'll need Major Garson." Margiu told Lightfoot, who hurried off, and in a nmnute or two
Gar son appear ed.

He listened to Ty's report, scowing. "I'Il put Vinet under arrest, then. | wonder how many
baddi es were with him™"

"And | wonder how many are with you, sir," the professor said.

"None, | hope," Garson said. "Can you people take care of the rest of it?"

"Building a tightbeamwith the power to a ship insystem yes. Building a scan to | ocate such a
ship, yes. Destroy the nore delicate research, and the records, yes. But it will take time, Mjor
There are only fourteen of us, and some of the work is specialized enough that only one person can
do it. So we'd best get at it." He nodded to Garson, and the major wi thdrew. The professor turned
to the group. "One thing worries nme."

"Only one?" Swearingen asked, grinning.

"If they don't know we're here, they won't be in as big a hurry to get down here . . . but when
the cloud cover goes, they'll be bound to take a look. And they'll see our transports sitting
there like a sign in capital letters: TROUBLE HERE. "

"We could send them back," Swearingen said. "But then we'd be stuck here. Besides, the | atent heat
woul d still show on a fine-grain IR scan.™

"I'f you just want to hide the planes fromscan," Bob said, "we can do that with Zed. Set it for
just those paraneters. It'd be a good test—=

"And if it fails, they'd not only know we were here, but they'd also know about Zed."
"It's a lot quicker to disnmantle and destroy than the big guy," Bob said.

"How many nore hours of darkness? And does anyone have a clue about the weather?" The professor
| ooked around the group

"Local sunrise is at 8:13 tonmorrow, it'll be light before that, of course, if it's clear."
"And we have no weathersats . . . but we can always go outside and | ook."

When t hey opened the door, a squad waited to acconpany them The professor told Ty to get back to
the communi cati ons shack; half the squad went with him Wth the others he went outside to | ook at
the weather. Qutside, a cold wet wind scoured the ground. Margiu stayed close to the professor

| ooki ng up only once to see that no stars showed.

"l can't tell,"” the professor said finally. "Bob, go on and rig Zed to cover the planes. W'l
start dismantling the other stuff—
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"Prof essor— That was Major Garson. "W can't find Vinet, or several others. | want all of you
back inside, until we find him"

"That could take days," Swearingen said. "Sonme of the |abs are underground, connected by tunnels.'

"Ty's at the communi cations shack," the professor said. "He has guards, but—

A flare of light, followed in moments by a whoonp. Down the runway, one of the planes was bl azing,
the flames shooting up to gl ow on the undersi de of the clouds.

"Great," Garson said. "They can spot that right through the cloud cover. Go on now-get inside, get
under cover."

"Where's Lieutenant Lightfoot?" Margiu asked.

"l don't know-he's not answering the com"™ Another, brighter flare of |ight painted one side of
the major's face, and another explosion rolled through the night. The second plane. "Ensign
switch your PPU nask to enhanced, and get these civilians back under cover. That yell ow jacket
makes a fine target."

Margi u funbled for the mask controls, and hit suit reflectivity by m stake. Her suit turned
silver, then back to dark blue as she turned it off. Then she found the right set of buttons, and
i nstead of dark clouds and a distant fire, she was |ooking at a scene painted by someone with a
passi on for shades of anmber and orange. She could see little orange figures noving around, sone
with green triangles for heads; the blazing fire | ooked bl ack. As her eyes adjusted, she noticed
that the professor had a green triangle, and so did the NEMs around them

Then a turquoise |ine stabbed across her vision, to crawm up the professor's sleeve toward his
head. Margiu threw herself at him hooked a I eg behind his, and they fell together as a shot

whi ned past and smacked into the arnor of the NEM on the other side. He staggered, then all of the
NENMs dr opped as one.

"Target acquired," the one beside Margiu said. "Mark hostile— Margiu turned her head and saw t hat
one orange figure now had a red square on top. Another of the NEMs fired, and the distant figure
went down. She lifted her head, and the NEM shoved it back down. "Not yet, Ensign. May not be
dead, and nay be others."

"Casual ti es?" That was Garson, on the com

"No, sir. Small arns fire only; didn't penetrate arnor. Cvilians all unharned."
"Who's on hi gh guard?"

"Turak and Benits—report!"”

"No activity on the roof—-nothing, sir."

"Let's get theminside."

The NEMs formed a double row of arnor, and the civilians craw ed carefully between theminto the
buil ding, but no nore shots were fired. Margiu took a |last |ook through her enhanced nmask, and the
orange figure still lay where it had fallen. Then a network of turquoise |ines appeared, con ng
fromseveral angles to converge on the antenna cover of the conmunications building. She | eaned
out to see, and a NEM yanked her back

"Are you trying to get killed?" a woman's voi ce asked.
"No, | just—=
"Get inside, stay inside, take care of your professor!”

Margiu followed the others into the wi ndow ess break room the professor was |ooking at her in a
way that made her unconfortable.
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"What are they doi ng?" Swearingen asked.

"I think they're trying to destroy the antenna array,'
comruni cations building, isn't it?"

Margiu said. "It's under that done on the

"Yes. And if they succeed, we're not going to be able to use a tightbeam even if we construct
one."

"Way a tightbean?" Margiu asked.

"Coes farther, carries nore data. W m ght even be able to reach the systemansible, if we can get
a fix onit. That would get word out."

"But —aoul dn't a regul ar broadcast disperse nore wi dely, giving you nore chance to warn any
i ncomng ship that wasn't part of the mutiny?"

The professor | ooked thoughtful. "You nean—i ke ol d-fashi oned broadcasting?"
"Yes. If you have enough power—

"And the antenna is nuch easier to make. You may have saved nore than ny life, Ensign.”

* * %

The R S.S. Vigor cane through the junp point in textbook fashion. Just because they knew they were
comng into a secure system just because nothing could possibly be wong, was no reason to be
careless. Captain Satir would not have paid attention if anyone had conpl ai ned, and no one did:
Satir was a good captain, and his fussy adherence to every little jot and tittle of the rules had
saved |ives before.

Now Vi gor slowed to scan the system defenses and nonitor system nessage traffic before proceeding
i nsystem even as her beacon automatically informed the system who she was. As she dunped

vel ocity, the comunications officer stripped one nessage after another, hardly glancing at them
as they cane off the printer—€aptain Satir demanded hardcopy, even if that did nean plenty of
recycling. He handed themto the captain's runner, who took themto Satir. Satir was already
alert, peering at the system scan.

"I've been to Copper Muntain eight tinmes, and the outer |oop's never been all red," his scan
of ficer was sayi ng.
"I've been here ten tinmes and never seen this many big ships insystem Wuat's going on, | wonder?"

"We're ten minutes out—twenty delay on queries."”

"I don't think I want to talk to the station. Put us at battle stations, Tony, but don't l|ight up
the weapons." The alarms rang through the ship; colored |ights danced across the various contro
boards reporting systenms in operation. Satir glanced at the sheets of paper in his |lap. Trouble.
Maj or troubl e.

"Sir, there's an odd signal coming in—you need to see it now "
"Odd how?"

"Not the usual frequencies, for one thing. It's surface propagated, but not a coherent signal —+t's
like they didn't care who picked it up. It'd dissipate to noise within this system though."

"And it says?"

"It's in clear, and it says there's a nmutiny at Copper Mountain, that the nutineers have the
orbital station and control of system defenses. It's beggi ng sonebody to get the word out."

Captain Satir |ooked at his bridge officers. If this was a hoax, reacting as if it were real could
end his career. If it was not a hoax, he had only one chance to get away.
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Even as he hesitated, a bank of lights on the scan desks cane alight.

"They're ainming at us," his scan officer said. "Tracking us—

"Full ahead, find us a slot and take us to junp," Satir said. "We're getting out of here while we
can." Vigor had the speed and the angle; none of the ships insystemcould catch themin straight
flight, and he was prepared to junp blind if necessary to put nore di stance between them The
system def enses were preset to defend certain arcs which he could easily avoid. "Mike extra copies
of all scan data, and try a squirt at the systemansible as we go by—they nmay have reprogramed
it, but it's worth a try."

Four days later, Vigor canme in range of an ansible in another system and transnitted an energency
override command set, followed by the entire |oad of scan data she'd collected

CHAPTER NI NETEEN
SIRIALI S

The long roomwith its high ceiling would have held twenty pairs of fencers, and had before. The
wal | s were pale green above the mirrors, and the gilt beaded nolding around the ceiling was echoed
by the nolding around the mirrors. The east wall, a bank of French wi ndows, let in the natura
dayl i ght and overl ooked a rose garden. This norning, bars of yellow sunlight |lay across the
pol i shed wood floor. Only a few roses had opened, the early white single ones |like showers of
stars, but their perfune entered on the slightest novenent of air. Down the niddle of the polished
parquet floor ran the strip, deep green

M randa finished her stretches, and picked up her practice foil. Facing the mrrors, she could see
that Pedar, though still stretching, was watching her. She noved through the parries, snoothly but
not fast, feeling for the rhythmthat would best suit her needs. He finished his stretches, but
made no nove to pick up his own blade. He stood watching her instead. She net his eyes in the
mrror, then turned.

"What ? Am | doi ng sonet hing wong?"

"No, my dear. | was thinking how |l ovely you are—and how i ncongruous it always is to see a
beauti ful woman hol di ng a deadly weapon. ™

"Thi s?" Mranda | aughed, touching the button, and bending the blade with only a little pressure.
"BEven if it weren't so whippy, it could hardly kill anyone.”

"I't's the principle of the thing," Pedar said. "And |'ve seen you with stiffer blades."
M randa grinaced. "I was younger, then."
"You were Ladies' Chanpion in epee . . . | have never forgotten your grace, that day."

"I was lucky. Berenice ran out of breath—'ve always suspected she had a cold. Usually she beat
ne. "

"But still—f you had live steel in hand, in the old days, | don't doubt you'd have been a
form dabl e opponent . "

"1"I'l take that as a conplinment,” Mranda said. "Shall we?"
Still he didn't nove. "I was going to ask a favor."
"A favor? What ?'

"l see you have Bunny's old collection here—+n the hall. | know he never |et anyone actually use
it, but—do you suppose we coul d?"

Bait and hook, taken faster than she'd expected. She frowned a little. "The old weapons? But
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Pedar—they're old. |I don't even know how ol d, sonme of them"
"I'f I could just hold them4ust feel them"

"l don't even know if they're really mine to lend,” Mranda said. "I nean, they're here because
Bunny brought them along, but they are his famly's heirloonms. You' re the one who said | should be
fair to Harlis—

"Harlis need never know," Pedar said. "It's just—the ol dest steel |'ve ever held was that antique
CGeor gy has—you know. "

"Ch, that old thing." Mranda allowed herself a sniff. "It's not a day over two hundred, whatever
he says. These are nmuch ol der—=

"I know, that's why | asked. Please?" He cocked his head and put his hands together like a polite
chil d.

"I suppose it couldn't hurt," Mranda said. "If we're careful She coul d feel her heart
speed up, safely hidden under her white jacket, as she led the way back to the hall

She unl ocked the case, and stood back. Pedar reached past her, and took out, as she'd expected,
the big saber with the heavy, ornanented hilt. He ran his thunb down the bl ade, and nodded.
"Still—

"Bunny said they were still usable,”™ Mranda said. "But he didn't want to take a chance on
breakage. They're not repl aceable."

"No . . ." Pedar breathed on the blade, then buffed it with his sleeve. "Derrigay work, |ook at
that pattern! And the ring— He rapped it with his nail, and the bl ade chined softly. Mranda
shivered, involuntarily. Pedar set the blade back, and took down another. "You have no idea of
their age?"

"Bunny al ways said that one—the epee—was the oldest, and the rapier the next oldest. He said it
was just possible those two were fromdd Earth froman era when they m ght have been used." Used
to kill, intentionally. Used as she would use a bl ade today.

"Amazi ng." Pedar put the rapier back, and took the broad, curved bl ade for which she had no nane.
"And this?"

"I don't know. It |ooks nore Iike a chopper to me—for very |arge potatoes."

He chuckl ed. "Not a blade for artistry, no. An executioner's weapon, perhaps, froma very bl oody
period." His hand reached again, this tinme for a foil. "So—this is your weight now?" H s hand
stroked the blade, bent it. "Not so whippy as the one you were using, but—ight enough, "Il
warrant."

"Ch, probably. | still practice with heavier blades now and then." She had to be fair. She had to
be scrupulously fair, and let his own folly put himin danger

"Let's fence with these, not the nbdern ones."
"I don't think it's a good idea . . . | don't know what they would think—=

"They? What “they' ? Who could possibly dispute with you, now that the judgenent has gone your way?
What harmcould it cause?"

"I don't know," Mranda said again. "What if a blade breaks? What if Harlis appeals, and then
finds out |I've destroyed a val uabl e asset ?"

"He needn't know. He isn't a fencer; he's probably never paid attention to them Besides

I"lI'l explainit was all ny idea." Pedar nodded at the helms. "Look—+tet's do it right. Use all the
old gear, masks as well. It would be |ike fancy dress." He had always |iked fancy dress; he had
worn it to balls where other men wore conventional clothes.
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" But —

"Just this once. There's no one to see. Please?" Again that tip of the head, the pleading
expression, then an inpish grin. "I'lIl bet you've always wanted to. Haven't you?"

Mranda smled. "As a matter of fact . . . | did sneak that one out once—~ She nodded at the bl ade

in his hand. "There's sonething about it—knowing it's old, knowing it was used by people |ong
dead—

"Yesss." He drew out the syllable, nodding. "I thought so. Just as you enjoy old porcelain, or
jewel ry. Those who appreciate such things should not be forbidden the use of them So you will
hunor nme this once, Mranda?"

She gl anced around, as if nervous of watchers. "I suppose—and after all, if we do break one, and
Harlis finds out—as you said, he's no fencer. He can hardly skewer ne."

"Well, ny | ady—ehoose your weapon." Pedar set the blade he'd been hol ding back in the rack and
waved her forward with an extravagant gesture.

M randa reached, pulled back as if unsure, and finally took the blade he had just replaced, the
| ongest of the foils, with a weighted hilt to balance it. He took its partner.

"Let's conplete the mschief," Pedar said. "As | said, with such bl ades as these, our helns too

shoul d match. |'ve long fancied nyself in one of these—had ny arnorer nmake a replica, but it's not
the sane." He tried on one, then another, until he found one that fit . . . the others had, as she
knew wel I, inconvenient and unconfortable |unps beneath the |inings.

M randa rai sed her brows at him "It can't be safe, Pedar—blades |ast, but old netal screening—

"Pah! It will stand up to a blunted stroke, and if | cannot defend ny face at |least |I'mnot nuch
of a fighter. Conme, ny dear . . . if you are nervous, you nust wear your usual nmask, but permt ne
nmy conceit. The only way you will strike my eye is with your beauty."

It needed only that to erode the last grain of synpathy Mranda felt. She could have shot him
where he stood, but she was not going to trial for the nmurder of a nurderer.

Back in the salle, after they had clipped the buttons to the tip of the blades, Pedar noved out of
the shadow to stand in one of the bars of sun, a glowing white figure with a shining gol den-bronze
head; the old helmgleaned in the light. She could not see his face through the pierced netal.
Fromwi thin her own mask, the world narrowed to the strip itself, and the opponent across from
her. Could he see her face? She let herself smile now, with no guarding tension

She brought her blade up in salute, as did he. Then he advanced.

They began with the formal introduction, the "Fingertips" as advocated by the fencing naster
Eduardo Callin, two centuries before. This allowed the fencer who wi shed a match to carry nore
meani ngs to suggest themby the quality of his touch, and this first contact, feeble to feeble,
set up that possibility. Mranda's blade tapped crisply, to signal no particular intent, but
Pedar's drew along hers, or tried to—the signal that for him this match's metaphor was Courtship

Mranda could feel her lip curling, within her mask, and fought down the rush of anger. Here, at
the ritualized begi nning, she must nmaintain her ruse. At the fourth touch, her tip wavered a
littl e—someone who had recogni zed his offering, and was not yet rejecting it. Thinking about it
perhaps. His fifth touch, the last of the right-hand touches, attenpted a spiral along her bl ade,
whi ch she did not allow, but did not bat away. That signified Shyness, not Rejection.

They switched hands for the next five Fingertips. His tip continued its swirl, a stronger plea of
Courtship; Mranda allowed hers to droop, on the ninth and next to last. Uncertainty—the | ast
thing she felt, but an enotion she hoped he woul d have for one last instant. Then the tenth—a
clean tap by both to signal the end of that segment. She stepped back, as did he, and swi tched her
bl ade to her right hand again. Another bow and salute, and they were into the next phase.
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M randa presented a quite ordinary opening in Fourth, and Pedar accepted. In a friendly bout such
as this, there was no hurry, so they crossed blades in easy parry-riposte conbinations for sone
fifteen exchanges.

"You're so graceful,"” Pedar said, his voice muffled slightly by the mask.

"You're so quick," Mranda said, out of her throat so that she would sound a little breathless.

"For you, | would gladly slow," he said. H s next stroke was slightly slower, and she nmet it just
an instant late. If she could convince himto slow, if she could set a pace that lulled himinto
the wrong rhythm.

"l used to be faster," she said. "I know | did—

"I't's that blade, ny dear. It's heavy for you."

"I need sonething— She bl ocked his stroke, threw one intentionally slow which he bl ocked easily.
"Agai nst you, | need the extra length, and the stiffness—

"Bah. I'mnot going to press you harder than you can handle. You should know that, M randa. \Wen
was | ever inportunate?”

"You weren't. It's just—=

He stepped back and grounded his bl ade. "Cone—tet's exchange bl ades. That was nade for a nan; you
can tell by the weight of the hilt."

"Besides, you want to try it," she said, chuckling.

"True. Indulge ne, my dear?"

"Very well. But I'mgoing to do nore conditioning, | swear | am | didn't realize how out of shape
I was. Al those days of the funeral, and arrangenents—

"OfF course." He handed her the foil hiltfirst over his arm with a bow If only his courtesy neant
sonet hi ng! She handed hi m her weapon with equal grace, and they exchanged places on the strip, as
al ways after an exchange of weapons.

M randa was sure she knew whi ch of the old weapons had actually drawn bl ood. She knew not hi ng
woul d show on anal ysis; she knew her belief was irrational and indefensible, but . . . the foi
conveyed to her an eagerness for blood that matched her own. It had fromthe nonent she first
handl ed the ol d weapons.

They were just poised to begin again when her conunit chinmed. "M | ady—tady Cecelia de Marktos
cal l ed; she has docked and taken one of the personal shuttles."

Cecelia com ng? Bright anger washed over her. She had been so cl ose; she m ght never have anot her
chance. Wiy couldn't Cecelia nmnd her own business? And where was she comi ng fron? How nany
m nutes did she have, now, to finish Pedar?

Wth an effort, she regained her concentration. She would figure out something . . . as long as it
was over before Cecelia walked in

She found it hard, at first, to conceal the speed the foil lent her. Beat, parry, parry, beat,
beat. Her heart hammered, nore excitenent than effort; she dared not use her own pulse for a
tinmer. She dared not wait too |long, either

She backed a pace, then another, then, with a quick di sengage, |unged and nmade the touch. Wth
contact, she tw sted her wist and pushed, taking Pedar's tip on her |left shoul der. Through her
hand, she felt the faintest give to the tip.

"We're both dead," she said with a smle. The mask across from her gave no hint of Pedar's
expression; he stepped back as she did to salute and begi n again.
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Was the tip gone? The foil felt no different; she parried his next stroke, and his next, and then
she heard it. The tip gave way, flipped by her blade's elastic recoil into a parabolic arc; she
had to drag her eyes away fromit to check the break. Pedar froze an instant, then started to

wi t hdr aw.

"I"'mafraid a bl ade broke— he said. She saw the tilt of his helm as he | ooked to check his own,
saw it nove back

She waited, until she knew he had tinme to see her blade, the sharp tip exposed by the spira
fracture.

"M randa—=" For the first tine, his voice was uncertain.

He was good; he alnpbst parried the lightning thrust she sent at his mask—but he had dropped his
arm lost his rhythm and responded that fractional second |ate. The tip of her blade—stiffer now
and sharp—slanmed into her target, a particular perforation in the netal of his nmask. Around it,

t he weakened nmetal gave way, and she thrust on, the broken tip grating over the orbit's riminto
the eye she could not see, into the brain behind it, with a wist notion that ensured nore than a
singl e damage track. Her bl ade snapped again, on the back of his skull, and quickly as she
withdrew it, he was already falling.

"Chhh . . ." She sank with him still watchful until his hand | oosened and dropped his weapon
Then she dropped her own sword, grabbed at his shoulders. "Noooo. . . . ! Pedar! NO!"

Cecelia heard the cry as she came through the door, and saw M randa, recogni zable by both form and
the golden hair that spilled out the back of her helm facing away from her, clutching at the
shoul ders of her opponent, who was col |l apsing. She noved forward quickly. Was it Pedar, or someone
el se?

M randa was scrabbling at the other person's mask, trying to get it off.
"M randa—tet nme help. Call nedical —=

"It won't cone off—+t won't come off!" Mranda seenmed frantic, her gloved fingers clunsily yanking
at some kind of latch. Now Cecelia could see the blood trickling out where the mask had gi ven way,
and the bl ood on the broken short length of blade. "I told him | told himit was dangerous! Bunny
al ways said no one should use the old blades, or trust the old arnor, but he wanted to—he

i nsi sted—=

Cecelia discovered that her mnd was al ready working agai n, when she recogni zed all this as
el ements of alibi. She worked at the other side of the man's helm wondering why the ancients had
made everything so conplicated. Surely this hadn't been nade before the advent of pressure | ocks.

"What happened?"
"The bl ade broke—+ was |unging—and it just shattered—
Cecel i a | ooked, but could see only the shadowed shape of Mranda's face behind her nask.

"I thought you said fencing was safe."” Pedar had said that too, at the Trials. As long as it is
only steel, he had said.

"It is. It's—he wanted to use the old bl ades, the ones Bunny woul d never use. He knew Harlis
woul dn't allowit, but . . . then he said, why not the old helnms. He was in one of his nmpods—you
know how Pedar is. He'd brought me a lace scarf. He began with the Courtship, in the Ten Fingers."

Cecelia had one side of the hel m|oose now, and began worki ng on the other
"You didn't call for nedical help."

"Cece—when a bl ade goes in the eye, there is no help."
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"I'n the eye?"

"This old hel mthe face mask failed. My blade went straight through, into his eye. You know how it

is—well, you don't, but when you thrust, if your blade snaps, you're already noving, you can't
stop. | tried—but all | did was nake it worse."
n |_bvv?ll

"The bl ade had already pierced his eye and the orbit—ef course | yanked it back, but it was
already in his brain. | didn't realize—+t was so awful —=

She had the other side of the hel mopen, and lifted it away. There was Pedar's face, one eye open
but dulled already with anoxia, and the other a bl oody hole.

"Mranda." Cecelia | ooked at her, trying to see through that mask. But sunlight blazed on the
metal, and behind it was only shadow. She | ooked down at the gl oved hands, one streaked w th bl ood
at Mranda's neck, where the high collar of her fencing habit hid her pulse.

The door slanmmed open now, and a crowd of servants rushed in. Were had they been all this tine?
Was it a plot?

"Ml ady! What happened—

"W were fencing, and the bl ade broke

M randa took her own nask off slowy, her hands trenbling. Tears had streaked her cheeks; she
| ooked pal er than usual, with red-rinmed eyes.

"You cried— Cecelia said.
"Of course | cried!'"™ Mranda glared at her
"I've never seen you cry before, except for Bunny—

"You didn't see ne when | heard about Brun's capture. O when the babies were born." She turned to
the man in the gray suit; Cecelia did not recognize him "Sammins, we'll need a doctor, though
know it's too late, and the militia. This nman i s—was—M nister of Foreign Affairs; we'll have to
have an investigation."

Al'l though the questions that followed, Cecelia sat quietly to one side, watching Mranda,
listening to the tinbre of her voice. Pedar had been conmng to fence twi ce weekly since arriving
on Sirialis. Pedar had initiated the practices; he had al so cone to tal k business, and-she
hesitated, and a faint color came into her cheeks—to propose a Familial alliance. On that day,
they had begun as usual, but Pedar had asked—as he had before—about the anti que weapons in the
hall. Wiere were they going, and who would inherit then? He had wanted to handle them fence with
them Bunny had never allowed it, but Pedar had begged—

And she had given in, agreed to fence with the old weapons, though they had not been inspected.

She must have scan data, Cecelia realized. She would not dare go into such detail if scan would
not support what she said. And therefore—t could be an accident, just as Mranda said. O she was
even cleverer at arranging matters.

Sl ow anger churned her stomach. These had been her friends—er at |east people she had known,
peopl e of her class. Walthy, urbane, sophisticated . . . she had known themall her life. They
collected fine art; they supported conposers and artists and nusicians; they had beautiful houses
and | andscaped grounds. They dabbled in this or that—ehina painting, horse breedi ng, designing
exotic space stations—+n between power plays in Family politics and acquiring nore noney and nore
power and nore possessions. They wore beautiful clothes, and indulged in el aborate ganes of socia
i ntercourse.

And now they were killing each other off. Lorenza, trying to poison her. Kentre, agreeing to
poi son his own son. Someone—Pedar, by his braggi ng—arranging to kill Bunny. Mranda killing Pedar.
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Were they all crazy?
And if they were . . . why? And who benefitted?

She could not find her way through that nmaze, except in terms of the fanmiliar, beloved world of
equestrian sports and horse breeding. |If she'd had a stable full of highbred horses, all carefully
brought up, schooled . . . and if they had suddenly begun to act strange, to attack groons and
each other . . . what would she think?

Sonmebody got at the groons.
Fine, but rich people didn't have groons.

Her mind stopped short, like a horse overfaced by a huge, unfaniliar obstacle on the cross-
country.

Yes, they did have groons, and veterinarians. They called them naids and val ets and doctors and
nurses. They all depended on pharmaceuticals for rejuv. They had all been rejuved nmultiple tines.
Lorenza, Kentre, Pedar, Mranda, even her own sister Berenice. Sone had access to other illicit
drugs, |ike the neurotoxins Lorenza had poi soned her with.

Once she'd known Lorenza was dead, she'd given no serious thought to the source of that drug.
Lorenza was a nean, vicious, sadistic wonan . . . that was the threat, not the drug. It's not the
weapon, it's the person who msuses it.

But . . . she knew. She knew about Patchcock, though she'd put it out of her m nd when Ronnie and
Raffa were safely married. Bad drugs. Bad rejuvenation drugs, and who knows what el se, and the
fallout might be worse than anyone had thought.

Was M randa sane? Were any of them sane? The Grand Council of the Famlias . . . wthout Bunny at
its head, or Kevil Mahoney to advise, with Pedar—evil as she now believed he was—dead and
stiffening on the floor in the fencing salon . . . what were they going to do? Was there anyone
she could trust?

Those who had never been rejuved. Those who had been rejuved only . . . sonewhere the drugs were
reliable. Marta Saenz? But just because Marta was a bi ochemi st herself, with her own I abs, did
t hat nean her drugs were good?

No. But she could not distrust everyone. She wasn't nade |like that; she had to have sides, someone
on hers and soneone agai nst her.

Finally the initial interviews were over, and Cecelia went up with Mranda to her suite. A white-
faced maid brought thema tray of food and hot tea. Mranda stripped off her fencing whites, and
took a shower while Cecelia stared out the tall w ndows to the hummocky country of the Bl ue Hunt.
By the time Mranda cane back in, wapped in a thick quilted robe, Cecelia had her own questions
in order.

"Mranda . . . renmenber when | told you what Pedar told ne, shortly after Bunny died?"

"Of course,"” Mranda said. "You told ne that you thought Pedar knew who had killed him that it
was not the Newlex Mlitia."

"Il's. . . that . . .?"
"Cecelia, Pedar has always been a bit of a boor, you know that."
"Yes, but—=

"He thought hinmself a man of power; he wanted to inprove his status within the Conselline Sept. So
naturally he clainmed to have know edge you didn't have."

"You didn't take himseriously."

"Not at first, no. He cane courting, you see."
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"Courting!"

"Yes. Hinting that if | had his protection, | need not fear Harlis's challenge to the will. That I
woul d get to keep Sirialis—he meant he would get Sirialis.”

"He honestly thought you would marry hi n?"
"Apparently. He asked if he could cone here; | put himoff several tines, but finally consented."
"But why?"

M randa shrugged. "I wanted to know what he knew-how he was so sure he could do what he clai ned.
It's not the kind of thing you can ask over a comline: "Do you really have the power you say you
have?' | thought, if he visited, | could assess his abilities and intentions better."

"But you weren't going to marry him—=

"Heavens, Cecelia, you do stick like a burr! No, I was not going to marry him |I'mnot going to
marry anyone. |I'mgoing to fight Harlis, on Buttons' behalf, and save the inheritance, but |'m not
going to marry. | had the best for nost of ny life; why would | settle for crunbs now?"

"l don't know—+ just worry—=

"No need." Mranda stretched, then strolled over to the pool. Fat orange goldfish rose to the
surface and swam nearer. "I'mnot crazy; | didn't get ny rejuv drugs fromthe Mrrelines, and I'm
not going to rejuv again. Once | get ny children settl ed—

"I thought I'd never get rejuved," Cecelia said. "Wuldn't have, if not for the poison. But I
rather like it now "

"I understand that," Mranda said. "You have nore things you want to do. But, |I'mnoninal forty
now, actual —aell, you know the actuality—and have another sixty years of health w thout rejuv.
Si xty years without Bunny is plenty."

"You m ght find soneone else."

"And gold mght drop fromthe sky in showers. If | do, | can rejuv then, if | want. But it's not
sonething to plan on. End of discussion, Cece. Tell ne, have you been down to the stables yet?"

"Then you should. Just in case sonething happens, and Harlis ends up with Sirialis after all, you
shoul d know if there's anything here you' d like to put a bid on."

"I can't believe he'd be stupid enough to shut down the stables,” Cecelia said.

"A horse broke his foot when he was a boy, and then he cracked sone ribs falling off into rocks
trying to keep up with Bunny. He thinks horses are large snelly abom nations, a drain on the
i ncome—which they are, actually. W' ve never made noney off the horses."

"M randa—you're distracting me with horses, and I'mnot that foolish. Dd you kill Pedar on
pur pose?"

M randa gave her a long, silent look. "Do you think I would do something |ike that?"

"I don't know anynore what people will and won't do. | didn't think Lorenza woul d poison ne and
gloat over ne while | lay helpless. | didn't think Kemtre would drug his own sons, or connive at
cloning. | didn't think Bunny's brother would terrorize an old lady into giving up her shares. O

t hat Pedar woul d have Bunny assassinated to get a Mnistry."

"We're not answering each other's questions,
I will remnd you of that old, old rule."

" Mranda said. "And | think that's probably wi se. But

"Whi ch one?"
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"Alady is never rude . . . by accident.'
the tea. "l needed that."

M randa put a dollop of honey in her cup, then sipped

"Sticking a blade into soneone's brain and stirring goes beyond nmere rudeness." Cecelia felt
grunmpy. She was sure she knew what had happened—er part of it—and yet Mranda wasn't reacting as
she shoul d.

"That's true," Mranda said. "But the rule applies in other situations as well. Cecelia, if you're
going to make a fuss, please do so."

"You're not even asking ne not to .
"No. Your decisions are yours, as mne are mne."
"What are you going to tell your children?"

"That Pedar died in a fencing accident. They have brains, Cecelia, and inmagi nation; they will put
on it what construction they please.”

Cecelia ate another jamfilled tart, and stared out the wi ndow again. After a long silence, she
said, "l suppose it sends a nmessage to Hobart "

"l hope so," Mranda said.

CHAPTER TWVENTY

Esmay scow ed at the nessage strip the clerk handed her

They'd had it all arranged, she thought. Wiy neet in a private room and not in the restaurant?
She scanned the Iift tubes, |ooking for the right range. Thirty-seven to forty . . . odd. Mst
tubes served at |east ten floors. She tapped the access button

"Room and nane, please?"

What was this? |f Barin had been there, she'd have whacked himin the head, but he wasn't. "3814,"
she said instead. "Lieutenant Suiza."

The lift tube access slid open, with the supporting grid glowi ng green for up. Esmay stepped in
and found herself in a mrrored cylinder that rose snoothly, with none of the exuberance of nopst
lift tubes. Her ears popped once, then again. It was only thirty-eight floors—what was happening
her e?

She stepped out into a green-carpeted foyer, the walls striped in subtle shades of beige and
cream The pictures on the wall . . . she caught her breath at the bold geonetric. Surely that was
a reproducti on—she stepped closer. No . . . the thick wedge of purple, that cast a shadow in every
reproduction, cast a different shadow here, |it as it was by a pin spot on the opposite wall
Genui ne Cskar Cramin. Then that m ght be a real Dessaline as well, its delicate traceries refusing
to be overborne by the Cramn's alnbst brutal vigor. Quietly, with the confidence of greatness,
the little gray and gold and bl ack Dessaline held its place.

She shook her head and | ooked around. Beyond the foyer, a short hall had but four doors opening
off it, and one was |abelled SERVICE. Barin nust have spent a fortune . . . 3814 was the niddle
door. She noved into its recognition cone, and waited.

The door opened, and she was face to face with . . . a mddl e-aged womman she'd never seen. Before
she could begin to stamer an apol ogy, the wonan spoke.

"Li eut enant Suiza! How good to neet you—+'m Podjar Serrano, Barin's nother."

Barin's nother. Panic seized her. She had been prepared for Barin, for a few stolen nonents of
privacy . . . a chance to talk before she net his nother.

"Cone on in," Podjar was saying. "W're all dying to neet you."
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Wwe? What we? We all ? She could hear a | ow hum of voices, and wanted nothing nore than to run away.
Wiere was Barin? How could he | ead her into this?

Podj ar had her by the armBarin's mother; she couldn't just pull away—and | ed her inside, to a
roomthat seened as big as a planet right then

"Here she is at last," Podjar said to soneone else, a short thickset man who had Barin's grin but
not hi ng of his grace. Brother? Father? Uncle? "This is Kerin, nmy husband," Podjar said. Esmay
hoped that neant he was Barin's father, because otherw se she hadn't a cl ue.

Farther into the room her stunned wits began to register additional details. Not only was the
room bi g, and arranged for entertaining, but it was confortably full of people who all seened to
know each other. Barin's famly?

"Esmay!" Her heart |eapt. That was Barin, and he woul d get her out of this, whatever it was. He
came toward her, clearly gleeful and full of hinmself. She could have killed him and hoped he
under st ood steel behind her fixed smle.

"I'msorry | wasn't at the lift to neet you," he said. "I had an urgent call—=

Esmay couldn't bring herself to be polite and say it didn't matter. "Wat is this?" she said
i nst ead.

Barin grimaced. "It got out of hand," he said. "I wanted you to neet ny parents, and they were
com ng through here on the way hone. Then grandnot her— he waved; Esnay followed the gesture to
see Admiral Vida Serrano at the far end of the room surrounded by an earnest cluster of ol der
peopl e. "—& andnother wanted to talk to you about sonething, and thought this would be a good

opportunity. And then . . . they started precipitating, falling out of the sky . . ."

"Mm " Esmay coul d not say any of what she was thinking, not with his parents standing there
smling at her a little nervously. "Are we . . . going to have a chance to tal k?" By ourselves she
neant .

"I don't know," Barin said. "I hope so. But— H's gaze slid to his nother, who quirked an eyebrow.
"Barin, you know it's inportant fam |y business. W mnust confer.”

Geat. The only | eave she'd been able to wangle, in the current crises, and it |ooked as if she'd
be spending it conferring with his famly instead of hers.

"How was your trip, Esmay?" asked Barin's father. He had |ieutenant commander's insignia, with a
techni cal flash.

"Fine, though we lost a day at Karpat for unschedul ed nai ntenance procedures." She couldn't keep
the edge out of her voice.

"Mm That's typical." Barin's father nodded across the room "Let ne show you to your room"
"y

"OfF course you have your own room here. W nay have descended in force, but we're not entirely
uncivilized. You have to stay somewhere." Across the room through another door, into another
corridor . . . Esmay was by this tinme beyond astoni shment when he showed her to a small suite, its
sitting roomwall showing a view of the station's exterior. "This is yours—and |I'msure the staff
are sendi ng up your things."

"I have only the carryon," Esnay said.

"Well, then. Cone out when you're ready.”" Wth a smle, he turned away and cl osed the door behind
him Esmay sank down onto one of the rose-and-creamstriped chairs. Wat she wanted to do was put
her head in her hands and scream That woul dn't be productive, she was sure. But what was goi ng
on?
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A tap on the door interrupted her uneasy thoughts. Her carryon? "Cone in," she said. The door
opened, and Barin stood there | ooking sheepish.

"May | ?" he asked. Esmay nodded; he entered, shutting the door behind him and pulled her up from
the chair. She stiffened for a noment, then rel axed agai nst him

"Your fam|y— she began.
"I"'msorry. It wasn't nmy idea, but it is my fanmily. They're . . . headstrong."

"And you aren't?" She wasn't ready to think it was funny; she wanted to indul ge her annoyance—such
justified annoyance—a little |onger, but suddenly her sense of hunor kicked in. She could just

i magi ne Barin, having planned this quiet little retreat, being naneuvered by his powerful and
nunmerous famly. She stifled the giggle that tried to conme out.

"Not headstrong enough,"” Barin said, with a rueful grin. "I tried to tell themto | et us alone,
but you see how well | did."

Esmay | ost control of the giggle; she could feel it vibrating in her throat and then it was out.
"You aren't angry?" he asked hopefully.

"Not at you, anyway," Esmay said. "l suppose a quiet few days al one was too nuch to hope for."
"I didn't think so," Barin said. "You would think the entire universe was playing tricks on us—
"Umm. . . |'ve read that |overs always put thenselves in the center of everything."

“I"d like to put us in the center of a bed, a long way from everywhere else," Barin said, with a
hint of a grow.

"We' Il get there," Esnmay said. Her arns tightened around him he felt as good as ever, and she
wanted to nelt right into himuntil their bones chinmed together

Soneone knocked on the door. "Barin, if you don't let her get dressed, we'll never get to dinner—=
A femal e voice, one she hadn't net yet.

"Ch, shut up," nuttered Barin in Esmay's ear. "Wiy wasn't | born an orphan?"

"I't would have been too sinple," Esmay said. "Let me go—+ want to change. And are we eating up
here, or in public?" Not that the entire Serrano famly wasn't public enough

"Here. It's coming up." He let go, went to the door, and opened it. There stood a wonan in her
thirties, about Esmay's size, with the Serrano features.

"Esmay, |'m Dol cent. Barin—go away, | need to talk to her for a nmonent."
"I hate you," Barin said, but he left. Dol cent grinned.

"Li sten—+ gather you were expecting a quiet evening of entertainment and you have only one
carryon. If | were in that situation, |1'd have brought only the clothes | nmeant to wear, which
weren't exactly famly-neeting ones . . . so may | offer you sonething?"

Annoyance returned, a wave of it—who did they think they were?—but then she renenbered the
contents of her carryon. Clothes for a casual day or so with her fiance, one nice dress to neet
the parents . . . blast the woman, she was right.

"Thank you," Esmay said, as graciously as she could while swallow ng another |unmp of resentnent.
"l wouldn't like having to borrow clothes, but there are ti mes—+ook—

She had to adnit that Dolcent's offerings were better than anything she'd brought, and Dol cent's
bl ue tunic over her own casual slacks net both requirenents. Esmay thanked her

"Never mind. |I'll raid your wardrobe sonmeday. If you nmake ny little brother happy, that is.
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"Ctherwise you'll blowit up, eh?"

"Something like that," Dolcent said. "O if you call me Dolly . . . just a warning." She grinned.

D nner was | ess fornmal than she'd feared; the hotel staff brought in a buffet and left it, and
peopl e served thenselves fromit, sitting wherever they fancied. Esmay had a corner of a big puffy
sofa with a table at her el bow, and Dol cent beside her, offering explanations. A nan's voice
energed fromthe general babble.

"And | told himthat technol ogy wasn't mature enough, but he's deterni ned—

"lones—a distant uncle. In material research; you just m ssed himwhen you were on Koski usko, "
Dol cent said. "He's a terrible bore, but what he knows he really knows."

Then a wonan, close enough to see. "—and if she ever takes that tone to ne again, I'Il rip the
brass right off her—=

"And that's Bindi —Aever mind her; she's not as bad as she sounds."

A shrinp cane flying through the air with deadly accuracy, to bounce off Dolcent's head. "Am|
not, you mi serabl e eavesdropper?"

Cal My, Dolcent picked up the shrinmp and ate it. "No, you're not. Nor am| an eavesdropper, when
you're tal king | oud enough to be heard three roons away."

Bi ndi shrugged and turned away.
"I's it always like this?" Esmay asked.

"Usually worse. But |I'Il be accused of dire things if | try to explain Serrano famly politics.
You conme froma large fam |y yourself, right? You should know "

" Ummm . " There was, after all, sone of the same flavor in the interactions. The | oud ones,
staking out their space and their areas of power; the quiet ones in the corners, raising a
sardoni ¢ eyebrow now and then. Bindi would be an Aunt Sanni; Barin's nmother, |ike her stepnother,

seermed to be a qui et peacenaker.

Heris Serrano pulled up a chair to the other side of the end table, and sat down, and put her
pl ate beside Esmay's. Esnmay had never thought of Comander Serrano wearing anything but a uniform
but . . . here she was in silvery-green patterned silk, a | oose tunic over flow ng sl acks.

"Esmay—+ don't know if you renenber ne—=
"Yes, si—€omuander —

"Heris, please. This rooms so full of rank otherwi se, we can hardly talk to each other. | don't

think I've seen you face to face to thank you for saving our skins at Xavier—and not just ours—

"Heris, not during dinner—+ know you're going to talk tactics to her sonmetine, but not now "
Dol cent pointed with a crab leg, a gesture that would have been a deadly insult on Altiplano.
"She's going to be married; you could at | east choose a nore suitable topic."

"And you' d talk clothes to her, '"Centa? O flowers, or which way to fold the napkins at the
recepti on?”

"Better than old battles during dinner."
wat ched with interest.

Dol cent didn't seem perturbed by Heris's intensity; Esmay

"Pi cked out a wedding outfit yet, Esmay?" Heris asked, with too rmuch sugar in her voice.

"No, s—Heris. Brun says she's taking care of it.
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"Dear . . . me. How did that happen?"

"She just . . ." Esmay waved her hands hel pl essly. "She found out | had no ideas, and then the
next thing | knew she was sending ne fabric sanples and tal king about designers."

"She is sonmething, isn't she?" Heris chuckled. "You should have seen her years back, when she was
really wild. If you're not careful, she'll organize the whole wedding."

Esmay was feeling reasonably rel axed and al nost full when she saw Admiral Vida Serrano comi ng
toward her, with an expression far less friendly than those around her. Like alnpost all the
others, she wore civilian clothes, but that failed to disguise her nature. Esmay tried to get up,
but the adniral waved her back.

"There's sonet hing you nust know," Adnmiral Serrano said. "I haven't told the others because it
didn't seemfair to tell them behind your back. It's not widely known—n fact, it's been safely
buried for centuries. But since those idiots in Medical sent nost of the flag officers off on
indefinite inactive status, several of us decided to clean up the Serrano archives, and transfer
them onto nore nodern data storage nedia."

"Yes, sir?" She would call Heris by her first nane if she insisted, but she wasn't going to cal
the admiral anything but "sir," whether or not she was in uniform

"You know the official history of the Regular Space Service—how it is an amal gam of the private
spacegoing mlitias of the founding Fam|lies?"

"Yes .

"What you may not know is that despite the effort nade to eradicate the nmenory of which Fleet
fam |y once served which Fanmily, these realities still influence Fleet policy. Perhaps nore than
they should. The Serrano | egacy—to the extent that we have one—onsists in the peculiar fact of
our origin."

A long pause, during which Esmay tried to guess which of the great fanilies had once had the
Serranos as no-doubt-difficult bodyguards.

"Qur Fanmily was destroyed," the admral said finally. "W were the spacegoing mlitia, we were, at
the tine of the political cataclysmthat w ped out our enployers, far away guardi ng their ships.
After that, we could not go back—for obvi ous reasons—and when the Regul ar Space Service was

organi zed sone thirty T-years later, nost of our famly petitioned to be enrolled. W were

consi dered, by sone, safer . . . because we were unaligned."

Esmay coul d think of nothing to say.

"This nmuch is well-known, at least to nost of the senior menbers of Fleet, and it's been at the
root of sone resentnent of the Serrano influence. Every generation or so, sone smart aleck from
another Fleet famly tries to suggest that we were part of the rebellion against our Fanily, and
then we have to respond. If we're lucky, it's handled at the senior |level, but a couple of hundred
years back, we and the Barringtons lost two jigs in a duel."”

Admiral Serrano cleared her throat. Esmay noticed that the room had grown quieter; the others had
come nearer, and were |listening.

"The Fanmily we served was based on a single planet—any Families were, in those days. And that
pl anet " She paused again; and Esmay felt a chill down her back. It could not be. "That
pl anet, Esmay, was Al tiplano. Your world."

She wanted to say Are you sure? but she knew that Adnmiral Serrano woul d not have said it if it
hadn't been verifiable.

"That much the Serranos knowwe all know-and there were sonme who argued agai nst you on those
grounds. | didn't; | felt that you'd nake nmy grandson a fine partner, and | said so."
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There were murnurs fromthe others. Esnmay | ooked at Barin, trying to read his face, but she
couldn't.

Vida Serrano went on. "There's nore, and | think | may be the first person to see this for
centuries. | was down in the fanmily archives, bored enough to | ook at a row of children's books
witten by sonme very untal ented ancestor, when |I found it." She held up a dingy brown book. "I
don't think it's a children's book; | think it's soneone's private journal, or part of it. The
conservators think it dates fromthe tinme of the events it describes, or closely after, and the
pictures it had were pasted-in flatpics. The conservators couldn't find anything in the vid
archives correspondi ng, and with nmaxi nal image-boosting, this is the best we could get . . ."

She slipped a package of flatpics out of the book, and opened it. The inages were still blurry,

but Esmay caught her breath. Altiplano . . . she could not mistake that pair of nountain peaks.
And the building—the old part of the Landsmen's Cuildhall, as shown in the ol dest pictures she had
seen in her history classes.

"You recognize it?" Vida asked Esmay.

"Yes . . . the nountains are the Dragon's Teeth— And bel ow them an ancient bunker . . . she
didn't want to think about that now. "And the building | ooks Iike the Landsnen's Guil dhall the way
it was before they added onto it in ny great-grandfather's tine."

"I thought as rmuch. Behind one of the flatpics, hidden by it, |I found this." She held up a piece
of paper that didn't | ook old enough. "This isn't the original, of course—that's back hone, with
the conservators humming over it. This is a copy. And, Esmay Suiza, it makes clear that your
ancestors earned the enmty of mine, by rebelling against their patrons and sl aughtering them
all."

n \Mat ?ll
"Your ancestors led the rebellion, Esmay. They massacred the family we were sworn to protect."”
Esmay stared. "How can you know that? If no one survived—

"Listen: Against these our oath is laid: the sons of Sinon Escandon, and the sons of Barios Suiza
and the sons of Mario Vicarios, for it is they who | ed the rebellions against our Patron. Against
their sons, and their sons' sons, to the nost distant generation. May their Landbri des be barren

and their priests burn in hell, for they nurdered their lawful lord and all his famly, man and
wi fe, father and nother, brother and sister, to the youngest suckling child. There is blood
between their children and our children, until the stars die and the heavens fall. Signed: M guel

Serrano, Erenzia Serrano, Dom ngues Serrano."

Silence held the room Esmay could scarcely breathe, and cold pierced her. She gl anced around; the
faces that had been wel coming an hour before had cl osed agai nst her, stone-hard, the dark eyes
cold. Al but Barin, who | ooked stunned, but not yet rejecting.

"I never heard this," she said finally.
"I don't suppose they would brag about it," Vida said. "Wat story did you hear?"

Story. She was already sure that anything Esmay said would be a story, would be false. "In our
history . . . there was a war, but also a plague, and a third of the popul ation died of that,
i ncludi ng the Founders."

"I's that what you call the Fam|y?"

"Yes . . . | suppose, though | never knew there was one great famly. |'d always thought of them
as many fanilies."

"You never heard the name Garci a- Macdonal d?"
"No. Neither nane."

"Ah. 1've no doubt the rebels destroyed all evidence. There was nothing to show agai nst them when
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Al'tiplano joined the Fam lias Regnant three hundred years later. Al we could do was watch—and we
did not then know which of the people on Altiplano had been involved. By then the Regul ar Space
Service had formed around us."

"WAs that the fam|ly? Garcia-Macdonal d?"

"Yes. A fanmily Serranos had served beside as far back as the wet-navy days of Od Earth. Tell ne
about this war, as you heard it."

"The Lifehearts and the A d Believers," Esmay said, dredging up what she renenbered of those

chil dhood I essons. "Um. . . the Founders wanted to bring in nore colonists, free-birthers and
Tami di ans, to work the mnes and develop the | and. There had been a charter—a conpact, they called
it—promising to settle Altiplano only with those acceptable to those already in place. The AQd
Bel i evers objected to the nunber of Tamidians the Founders wanted to inport—they knew that they'd
be outnunbered in two or three generations because of the free-birth policies. And the Lifehearts
want ed devel opnent to proceed with due regard for the underlying ecosystem But the Founders

want ed a quick profit—they brought in shiploads of Tanidians, and the Tam di ans brought diseases
alien to the A tiplanans—di seases they were i mune to, genetically."

It came back to her nowthe accusations and counteraccusations. Infant nortality soared anong the
Al tiplanans, as the di seases spread into an unprotected popul ation; they would be outnunbered in
decades, not generations. The Tam di ans had nocked their beliefs, throwi ng down shrines and
tranpling the icons into dust. The Founders had noved people off the open land, herding theminto
cities, where they sickened faster. Her great-grandnother had told her about the Death Year, when
no Altiplanan baby had survived a week past birth, and about the Landbride who had called a curse
on the unbelievers, at the cost of her own soul

"For Landbrides do not curse: they bless. But she was taken from her |and, and her children had
di ed, and she escaped fromthe city to the nountains, and there with blood and spit and the hair
of her head she made a gieeim and offered her soul to the land if it would destroy the invaders.

"I don't know what she actually did," Esnay said. "My great-grandnother never told nme, if she even
knew. In her view, the hubris of the Founders angered God and brought a just punishment upon them
But a pl ague cane out of the nountains and the plains, and up fromthe sea, and in the first year
the Tam di ans died as our children had died, spewing blood and rotting as they fell. It was said
that they begged the Founders to let them |l eave, but the Founders brought in nore, until the
cities stank of death, and the Founders thensel ves sickened."

"A bi o-weapon?" soneone said, behind the admral

Esmay shook her head. "No—at |east, nothing | know of, and Altiplanans do not use bio-weapons
today. But when the Altiplanans wanted to | eave the cities, and go back to the |land, the Founders
denied them and then there was war . . . but not to nassacre themall, only to get back to the

| and from which they had been driven."

"That's not the report we have," Adnmiral Serrano said. "That's not what this says." She fluttered
t he paper.

“It's all | know," Esmay said. "Are you sure your report is reliable?"
"Way wouldn't it be? A servant . . . soneone . . . escapes—
"How? To what ?"

"At nospheric shuttle, to the orbital station. Unfortunately, he carried the disease with him and
it infected the station crew. Only three of themlived, but they passed it on . . ."

"I don't believe it!" Barin reached for Esmay's hand. "How can you believe a little scrap of paper
stuck in a child s book—=

"Not a child' s book—

"What ever kind of book. How can you believe that the real, secret truth was lost so |ong, and only
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cones to light just in time to keep ne frommarryi ng Esmay?"

Voi ces rose in an angry gabble, but Barin shouted over them "I don't care! | do not care that
she's fromAltiplano. | do not care that this—this scrap of paper says her fanily were nurderers
hundreds of years ago. Are all Serranos saints? | love her, and | admire her and I'mgoing to

marry her, if | have to | eave the famly to do it!"

"Barin, no!" Esmay grabbed for his other hand. "Wiit—we have to find out—=

"1 already know what | need to know," he said, |ooking into her eyes. "I |ove you, and you are
faithful and true and brave—and you |love nme. That is what matters, not what happened then."

"There was an oath sworn . ." Vida said

Barin rounded on her, and this tinme Esmay could see the famly likeness as if stanped in |living
bronze. "And are all oaths worthy? That's not what you told ne, G andnother, when | swore to keep
Msi's secrets. There are oaths and oaths, you said, and it's a wise soul that swears rightly,
which is why we swear few "

For an instant, Esmay thought Vida would scream her reply, but her voice, when she spoke, was
soft.

"Then we nust find the truth of this matter, G andson—whether the story as we know it, or as the
Sui zas know it, is the truth. For if we know at |ast the names of those who killed our patrons, |
see no possibility of peace between us."

"W have an oath to the Fam lias," Heris Serrano said. "As you keep telling the other Fleet
fam lies, when they renmenber who were their patrons. Wuld you have Serranos unravel Fleet, and
possibly the Familias as well, to seek vengeance for ancient wongs?"

Sil ence, an uneasy silence in which Esnay coul d al nost hear the unspoken argunents based on rank
active service, conbat experience. Barin broke it.

"It doesn't matter. |'msticking by Esmay no matter what you say."

"The question is, will she stick by you, or will she turn traitor |ike her ancestors?" That was
not Vida, but a nale Serrano at the rear of the crush

"Nonsense," Heris said. "The question is, does she |ove hinP"

That set off another uproar, in which Love is nothing but hornones! clashed with Love is nore than
just hornones! and a dozen other comments Esmay had heard before. Through that, the shrill pipe of
a communi cations alarmcut like a knife; the noise | evel dropped.

Soneone across the suite picked up the com and absolute silence spread fromthat focus toward the
group still nuttering softly about |ove and betrayal and honor. Heads turned; people noved away,
| ooking in that direction

Finally Esmay could see. A Serrano she hadn't net yet stood, one hand up for silence, |istening,
his face nore gray than brown with some shock. He put the comunit down, finally, wth exaggerated
care.

"Mutiny. There's been a mutiny, on Copper Muwuntain, and the nutineers have ten ships already."
"\What ?"

"Al'l |eaves cancelled, all personnel return to their ships at once— Hi s eyes sought Vida
Serrano's. "They're calling the inactive flags back, sir; you're to take the fastest possible
route to Headquarters."

"Who?" Heris called. "Did you get anything on who started it?"

"Bonar Tighe was the first ship, Heris, but they took the Copper Muntain orbital station with
convicts from Stack Three, and the commander there was naned Bacarion."”
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"Bacarion." Heris thought a long nonment. "Lepescu's staff—ene of his staff officers. It's that
bunch again, our own little Bl oodhorde. And you know how Lepescu's crowd feels about Serranos."

Barin pulled Esmay to her feet and wapped his arnms around her. "It's always sonething,"” he
murmured. "But | do |love you, and I will nmarry you, and nothi ng—hot G andnother, or history, or
muti ni es, or anything—+s going to stop ne."

She hugged hi m back, oblivious for a long, |ong delicious nmonent, vaguely aware of people noving
in the room of doors opening and closing. Finally soneone coughed | oudly.

"You' ve made your point, both of you
uni form and get going."

Vida Serrano said. "But right now, you'd better get in

Esmay |ifted her head from Barin's shoul der and saw nothing but uniforns now, Serranos with
cari sacks and roll erbags, one after another energing fromthe side roonms and headi ng for the door
to the lift tubes.

"I do love him" she said, right into Vida's face. "And |'mnot a traitor, and | won't hurt him"

Vida sighed. "There's a |lot nore at stake than the happi ness of you two," she said. "But for what
it's worth, | hope it works out for you."

Barin turned into his owm room and Esmay went back to hers, stripping quickly out of the borrowed
clothes and putting on the creased uniform she' d been weari ng—ot even tinme to have it pressed.
She | ooked at Dol cent's clothes, considered | eaving themon the bed, and then renmenbered having
seen her, in uniform leaving with two others. She stuffed theminto her own | uggage—aybe she'd
run into Dol cent on a ship out of here—snoothed her wayward hair, and went out to find Barin
waiting for her. In the hall, the last eight of the Serrano family were clustered at the [ift
tubes, waiting.

"I will never again conplain about having to cone to a boring famly reunion," said one, a wonman
who | ooked to be in her forties. She gave Esmay a sidelong |ook. "First we find out that what had
seenmed to be an ordinary inspection of a potential spouse is alnost the |Iynching of an old eneny,
and then there's a nutiny." Nervous chuckles fromhalf the others. "lIs it you, ny dear, or the
conjunction of Heris and Vida? Those two are certainly lightning rods."

"Lightning and rod, | would say today.'
definitely flying."

That was a booki sh-1o0oki ng young man. "Sparks were

"She knows that." Another specul ative | ook at Esmay that nmade her face heat up. One of the tubes
opened, and they crowded in, descending so fast that Esmay felt her stomach hovering near the back
of her throat.

The hotel |obby swarmed with a crowmded mass of men and women in R S.S. uniforms, some struggling
at the counters, trying to check out, and others crowding to the exits. "Don't worry about
registration," the man who had spoken said. "I'll take care of it—we were last out, and that's ny
job.™

"Cousin Andy," Barin said, in Esmay's ear. "Administration. Let's go."

The crush continued on the slidewal ks and trans to the Fleet gate of the station. Every newsvid
di splay had the story, with serious-faced commentators tal king, while scenes of Copper Muntain
pl ayed in the background. Esmay didn't stop to listen, but there was a clunp of people near every
di spl ay.

More and nore people in uniformgot on at every stop. Not only Serranos had been here, and Esmay
wondered how they were all going to get where they were going. At the Fleet gate, she found out.

As the long Iine snaked through the security gate, they were divided into crew and transients:
crew nmenbers of docked ships went directly to their ships, and transients were divided by
speciality and rank. Wthin a couple of hours, Esmay and Barin both had new orders cut, sending
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themout on a civilian liner to join a battle group form ng for Copper Muntain. They wal ked back
down the concourse, and found ei ghteen other Fleet personnel in the waiting |ounge for the Cecily
Marie. Thirteen nore appeared before they boarded, and a knot of angry civilian passengers were by
then conplaining bitterly to the gate agent.

"Wl come aboard, please take your seats, you'll be shown your cabins |later— The steward | ooked
tense, as well he mght. Thirty-three last-mnute nmlitary passengers, a nmutiny in Fleet, who knew
what el se? Esnmay and Barin sat down together in the observation |ounge, and she wondered if he
felt as peculiar as she did. Probably not. She had cone off this very ship not six hours before,
and now she was back on it.

The senior Fleet officer aboard was Conmander Deparre, who qui ckly organi zed the others as if the
ship were Fleet and not civilian. Esmay had had a brief fantasy of spending the tine with
Barin—+he tinme they had still not had, the tinme she had been I onging for since before Brun's
rescue. But Commander Deparre wanted to inpress upon themthe seriousness of the situation, and be
sure they grasped the inportance of upholding Fleet's reputation anong the civilians of Fanilias
Regnant .

The civilians aboard Cecily Marie, Esmay thought, were nore alarned than reassured by the way
Commander Deparre controlled his little group. If they had been nutineers plotting to take over
this very ship, they could not have been nore om nous—al ways together as a group, always apart
fromthe others. Commander Deparre, however, seened to relish this opportunity for |eadership: he
was, it turned out, normally in charge of payroll processing at Sector Four HQ He assigned Esnmay
responsibility for the fenal e personnel —she was actually the senior female officer—and insisted
that they should be protected fromintrusion by posting a watch outside their quarters at night.

"But sir—

"We cannot have the slightest whisper of irregularity, Lieutenant," he said firmy. Behind him
Barin rolled his eyes expressively, but Esmay felt nore ready to screamthan | augh. The nai dens
whose virtue she was supposed to guard were, all but one bright-eyed young pivot-mgjor, older than
she was, and two of the seven were senior NCOs who had been travelling with their husbands. This
made no difference to Cormander Deparre, who insisted that it would be "unseemy" for themto
share cabins with their husbands. Wy, exactly, he would not explain, and Esmay coul d not
under st and.

At | east these ol der wonen understood that the vagaries of officers |ike Deparre should not be
bl aned on their subordinates, and that argunent was futile. Moire difficult were the sergeant and
corporal who had spotted civilian nen they fancied, and wheedl ed endl essly for a chance to chat
with them

She and Barin were separated even at meals, because the commander felt that the wonen should dine
at a different table. They coul d chat—autiously—n the hal f-hour twi ce daily that Conmander
Deparre felt necessary for the officers to sustain their professional associations and exclusivity
fromthe enlisted, who had the same hal f-hours to chat without an officer present. Lucky enlisted,
Esmay t hought, because they at |east didn't have to have Deparre around, while she did . . . and
the conmander felt it his duty to have a little chat with each of "his" officers at | east once a
day.

"Nothing lasts forever,"” Barin said. "Even this voyage has to end sonetine . . ." It hadn't been
that many days, but it felt |ike years.

"Wth our luck, we'll end up on the same ship as Conmander Deparre for the rest of our careers.”
"No . . . he'll go back to his accounting, |'msure."

"l hope so."

CHAPTER TVEENTY- ONE

OLD PALACE, CASTLE ROCK
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"Miutiny!" Hobart Conselline glared at the face on the screen. "VWat do you mean, nutiny?"
"Copper Mountain, nmlord. Mitineers have taken it over, the whole system—-

Copper Myuntain was a | ong way away—Hobart had no i dea how far, exactly, but far enough. A
trai ning base, wasn't it? Probably a bunch of disgruntled trainees, and nothing to worry about.
"Who's in charge?"

"M I ord?"

He was surrounded by idiots. "Who is in charge of Copper Muntain? The base there?" A blank | ook
foll owed by a confused gabbl e about Main Base and Canp This and Island Something. "Never nind—ust
put a cordon around it."

"A cordon, ml ord?"

Did he have to explain everything? And these were supposed to be mlitary personnel. "Cut them
off," he said firmy. "Blockade or cordon or whatever you people call it. Just isolate them and
they' Il run out of supplies soon enough.”

A different face appeared, this one sonewhat ol der. "Speaker, you do not understand. The mutiny
began at Copper Muntain, but the mutineers now control the entire system+they have the orbita
station, and the system defenses—we know at | east ten warships are involved. That's enough to
nmount an attack on any other orbital station, or even one of the nore lightly defended planets."

"But why would they do that?"

"We don't know, Lord Conselline, and not knowi ng their plans we nust take what precautions we can
to protect the nobst vul nerabl e popul ation centers—=

"Damm theml | want to know who they represent! | want to know now "
"Mlord, the first thing is to secure—=

"Il wager it's the Barracl oughs—er the Serranos—

The face on the screen seened to stiffen. "W have no information—

"Well, find out. 1'Il expect a report inmediately."” He shut off his unit, and swung his chair
around so fast he banged his knee on his desk and caught his breath. Blast them Smug,
condescending . . . all they wanted was to feather their own nests, anyway. He sensed, as he

al ways did, the vast sticky web of soneone el se's conspiracy, sonmeone else's nmalice and
opposition. It was unfair . . . why couldn't they see that he was only trying to make things
better for the real Familias Regnant, that nental image of hard-working beneficent |ords and

| adi es, and hard-working appreciative lesser famlies and workers, for whom he was grindi ng
hinsel f to nothing between two stones? Wiy did they always have to argue, tal k back, bicker
complain? If they would only do what he told them at once and w t hout argunent, the government
could move snoothly, quickly, responding to whatever crises cane up.

But no. They let personal anbition, nere selfishness and silly pride, get in the way . . . They
wer e sabotaging his effort to save the Fam lias Regnant. Tears stung his eyes, and he blinked them
away. It was tenpting to resign, and let themfind out what a nuddl e-what a di sasterous qui cksand
pit—they'd be in without him He'd certainly done his part; he'd earned respite. But no—he would
do his duty, as he had always done it. He would uproot the |azy, conniving scheners who | aughed at
hi m behi nd his back, and save the realmin spite of itself.

He placed his owm call . . . he would not work through that |enon-faced Poisson . . . and demanded
of the man's secretary a word with his Mnister of Defense.

"Aterrible thing," he was saying even as his face slid into pickup range.

"Don't you start," Hobart said. "I'mgetting no help out of the Gand Admral's office—=
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"They' re upset—you know, Lord Conselline, the Gand Adniral was a nere one-star before the other
flag officers were sent away—

"Don't nake excuses, Ed! Mitinies don't come out of nowhere. | want to know who's responsible for
this outrage. Nanes, dates, the whole drill. Heads will roll, do you hear ne, Ed?"

"Absol utely, Lord Conselline. As soon as | know anything, 1'll report—

"I have enem es, you know," Hobart said. "There are those who would like to enbarrass ne. | could

nane nanes .
"In the Fleet, mlord?"

"Not exactly, though | understand that the Serranos were quite close to Lord Thornbuckl e and his
daughter. Weren't they involved in her rescue, that flagrant nisuse of governnent resources?"

"Yes, mlord, but no Serranos have so far been identified as crew nmenbers of any of the vessels
involved. In fact, a large group of themwere attending a social function—=

"A flagrant alibi," Hobart said. "Suspicious by its very nature."

"Uh . . . it was a betrothal party, | understand. Mlord, Fleet asked ny perm ssion to cancel the
order renoving rejuvenated flag officers fromactive duty, and of course | gave it—

" \N]y?"

The man | ooked at him bl ankly. "Because we need them nilord. Wth part of the Fleet in nutiny, we
need | oyal officers, and especially the command structure—=

"How do you know they're | oyal ? How do you know they didn't engineer this nutiny just to be put
back in the cushy jobs they had before?"

"Lord Conselline, there is no evidence—=
"If you're going to argue, Ed— Hobart began, feeling hinmself growi ng hotter by the noment.
"Mlord, I"'mnot arguing, I'monly telling you what the facts are as we know them ™"

"And you don't know anything worth knowi ng!" Hobart cut the connection, started to whirl his
chair, and stopped just short of banging his | eg again. He was surrounded by conplete

i nconpetents. He had nade that man. He had taught him shaped him and brought himinto the
governnent, and this—this was his reward. |nsubordination, inconpetence .

He could fire him of course. But whom could he appoint in his place? None of themhad lived up to
his hopes for them Instead of working with him supporting him helping him they all acted |ike
spoi l ed prinma donnas. Could he find anyone better?

* * %

" Goonar —wake up, man!" Goonar rolled over and glared at his cousin.

"It is ny off watch. The ship is nowin pieces. Go away."

"Goonar, listen—we just sucked a priority one report—

"ls Laisa crazy? If we go sucking Fleet data, they' |l —=

"There's a mutiny, CGoonar."

"Miti ny?"

"Ten ships they know of, all in the Copper Muntain system W knows how many el sewhere."

"Open mutiny?" He was wi de awake now, his stomach in a cold knot.
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"That's what it said. A ship sent down LACs to a prison downside, brought up a bunch of dangerous
crimnals, used themto break the orbital station, got control of conmunications and systemn de
def enses, and has declared that systemto be part of the Society of Natural Men."

"And who is that when it's at hone?" It sounded |ike nothing he'd ever heard of. Natural nmen? What
did they do, run around naked and eat raw fish?

"My guess is it's sone of those bloodthirsty | ot who hung around with Admiral Lepescu. Renenber
the bald nan who got blind drunk and wanted to show us trophies that tinme, after the fight in the
bar? And what Kaimtold us?"

"Lepescu's dead," Goonar said.

"Meanness isn't, just because one nmean nman dies." Basil shifted his shoulders restlessly. "I
wonder if Kaims all right, or if he's mixed up in this sone way."

"He'd have told us . . . famly .

"Can you see real conspirators confiding in Kain? He's so sure he can't be fooled, he's like the
man hol ding his wallet and show ng pi ckpockets where it is. |1'd hate to have a Teraki an invol ved,
even by accident."

"I'"'m nore concerned about the rest of the family. Mitiny in Fleet's going to play hob with
shi ppi ng schedul es, ours included. Things were unsettled enough before."

"Which is why | woke you up. We're playing skip-the-1oop with the Terakian Harvest, and Lai sa says
we're alnost in tightbeamrange."

"We don't have to tube over, do we?" Goonar asked. He hated ship-to-ship transfer tubes worse than
bei ng woken out of a sound sl eep.

"No. Or rather, you don't; | do. But they want to talk to you."

Goonar groaned, but rolled out of the bunk, and rubbed his head vigorously. He was not any good
fresh out of sleep; he could have smacked Basil just for |ooking so brisk and awake.

On the bridge of Flavor, Laisa grinned at him "Exciting tines, Goonar."

"I never prayed for excitenent," he grow ed. He just wanted to live his life in peace, he thought,
hol di ng the nmenory of dinner around the table on Caskadar . . . the nmellow | anplight, the snell of
the food, the children's sweet piping voices. He sighed, and linked in to Harvest's com officer

"Your anal ysis, Goonar?"

How was he supposed to have an anal ysis when he was barely awake? Yet though he could barely
speak, he could feel the little rolls noving in his brain, the nunbers flickering past, faster and
faster.

"What's your cargo?"

"Class D. Tungsten shell casings in the nunber four hold, conformable explosives in nunber three,
the rest unremarkable."

"All of it." They never wanted to tell you all of it, but it was the little things which m ght
turn a profit projection on its head.

"Hi gh-fashion software to ei ght destinations, plunbing supplies—plastic joints, nostly, but also
sonme flapper valves, and a gross of sol ar-powered punps, a cube of stuffed dates, and two bal es of
synt hesi | k, undyed. "

Goonar knew from experience that the dates and the synthesilk wouldn't be on the manifest. Crew s

personal possessions, not for sale . . . except at a profit. "Fine—and your destinations and
rout e?"
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That came in a long string, directly into his deskconp.

He | ooked at it and let the little gears and rollers in his head have their way. Then, just as
Basi | —suited up—waved at himfromthe bridge entrance, he had it.

" Xavi er. "
"What ? That's not on our list at all!"

"I know . . . but I'lIl bet they need your Class D, and they're listed as a priority destination in
the Fleet directive of |ast week. Nobody wants to go out there.”

"Neither do I!"

"Yes, you do. It's a long way in the wong direction from Copper Muntain. Nothing to attract
mutineers: no ships to grab, no weapons factories to raid, no rich conmerce to prey on. There's a
Fl eet presence, but after what happened, it'll be the nost |oyal crews they have. It's an ag
worl d, |livestock breeders, mninal hard-goods nmanufacturing. Al so Xavier's stil

rebui I di ng—they' Il take the plunbing supplies, too. They use a lot of synthesilk, and they have
their own dyers. After that go to Rotterdanm they're also agricultural, and they have a little
cross-trade with Xavier."

"What about the high-fashion software? It's only salable in a skinny w ndow. "
"Tube it tous, and I'Il send it on by the next one we neet, when things are nore settled.”

"I'f they ever are. Fine, then. Codspeed."

DOUBLE- SUN LI NES, CECILY MARI E

At Chinglin Station, the censorious comuander found orders taking himin one direction, while his
very relieved conpanions had orders directing themto other ships. Barin and Esmay took the
opportunity to stop by a dessert stand in the concourse that led fromcivilian docking Iounges to
the Fleet gate where they were to join the R S.S. Rosa Goria. They had | ess than two hours of
time alone, with "alone" defined generously, but it was a great inprovenent on a suite full of
Serranos or the watchful eye of the mgjor.

"It's like Rondin and Gllian," Esmay said, swinging her feet against the counter. She felt like a
child, sitting on this tall stool and spooning up ice cream "Od famly quarrels and all."

"You nmean Roneo and Juliet," Barin said. "Shakespeare, very old."
"No, | don't," Esmay said. "I nean Rondin and Gllian. W are Roneo and Juliet?"

"You must have heard of it; maybe the nanes changed in your version. Montagues and Capul ets,
traditional enem es. Duels and bani shnment and finally they died."

"No, they didn't."

"Yes, they did. She took a potion that made her | ook dead, and he thought she was dead, and kill ed
hinsel f, and then she found himand killed herself." Barin took another spoonful of ice cream
"Tragi ¢ but stupid. He could have asked a doctor, though ny teacher said they didn't have doctors
back when the story was first told."

"Not Rondin," Esmay said. "I net him"
Barin stared. "You're tal ki ng about real people?"

"Of course. Rondin Escandera and G llian Portobello. Their fathers had quarrelled years before,
and forbade themto marry."
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" \My?ll

"The quarrel? | don't know. | never heard, being a girl. | think ny father knew, though. It was
all very exciting . . . Rondin rode across our land to get to Gllian, because her father had sent
her to ny great-grandnother to wash Rondin out of her head, he said. That's where | met her; | was

a child, and she was a young worman. Then one ni ght Rondin came and she went out the w ndow. "
"How di d he know where she'd gone?”

"Everyone knew-her father nade no secret of it."

"Was she beauti ful ?"

"Ch, Barin, | was nine . . . ten, maybe. | knew nothi ng about beauty. She was a grownup who tal ked
to me, that's all | knew "

"So what happened?"

"Ch, her father cane and yelled at ny father, and wanted to yell at ny great-grandnother; ny
grandfat her and uncle yelled at himthere was a |lot of yelling, and I hid out in ny roomnost of
the tine, so no one would ask nme any awkward questions."

"Ask you—what did you know?"

Esmay grinned. "I was the one who'd carried the messages back and forth. Nobody paid nuch
attention to a scrawny ni ne-year-old who was already known to be fond of wal king the hills alone
Gllian was nice to ne; |'d have done nore for her than carry a note a few niles. And | knew where

they'd gone. My great-grandnother tried to talk Gllian out of it, said it would be a disgrace for
them both, but finally gave themperm ssion to live far in the south, on our land, as—there is no
word, in this |anguage, but—hey are under Suiza protection, but also under Suiza |law. They do not
own the land."

"Are they happy?"

"l don't know. After the yelling died down, | heard no nore about them But ny point was that we
are like that, our famlies opposed to our narriage, and we al so nust choose to | ose our fanmles
or each other."

"l don't want to | ose you."

"Nor 1, you."

"It's not fair to blane you for what sone ancestor of yours di d—
"If they did," they said in unison

"For all they know," Esmay said, "I'mactually the last living heir of that famly, whatever its
nane was. Maybe they shoul d be cheering me on, instead of hating ne."

"They don't hate you. They're just confused. It's all Personnel's fault anyway." He reached out
and touched her hair, a touch so light she could hardly feel it. Even that was risky in public;
she felt her face going hot.

"Personnel ‘s fault?"

"Well, if they hadn't put the rejuved adnmirals out of work, G andnother wouldn't have been bored
inthe famly archives. Inmagine what it nust have taken to get her to look at a row of children's
books. "

Esmay couldn't help giggling. "After she'd sat on the porch—+s there a porch?"

"Ch, yes. She sat on the porch and | ooked at the lake, I'Il bet. Then she took a wal k. Then she
read the newsflashes, and then she thought she should do sonething useful and inmproving . . ."
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"Like read children's books." It was hard to i magi ne the redoubtable Admral Serrano readi ng
children's books. She nust have been very bored indeed.

"l don't want to read children's books . Barin gave her a long | ook

"No . . ." She stared into the ice cream trying not to blush again. She knew exactly what he
want ed, and what she want ed.

"Esmay . . . everything's against us—both famlies, the mutiny, maybe a war, the whol e universe
doesn't want us to get nmarried. They're so sure they know why we shoul dn't, what we should do to
be happy ten or twenty or fifty years fromnow But | want to marry you. Do you still want to
marry me?"

"Yes."

"Then let's do it. In spite of them in spite of the mutiny, in spite of good commpn sense
let's do it."

A rush of warm gl owi ng joy suffused her, banishing enbarrassnment. "Yes. Ch, yes! But how?"

"I'f nothing else we'll hold hands over a candl e, but we have an hour—mybe nore—before the ship
gets here. If we don't waste it—

"Let's go."

When they | ooked on the board, the Rosa G oria was seventy-two minutes from undocki ng. Seventy-two
m nutes. Finding a nagistrate with the authority to performthe cerenony took thirty-three of

them Persuading himto do it—both of themtalking, proving their identification, showing all the
paper wor k—took anot her twenty-six. Thirteen mnutes left . . . they stood hand in hand, and the
magi strate rattled through the legal requirenents as fast as possible, then added somrethi ng Esmay
presuned was a blessing in his religion, though not in hers. Signing and stanping and sealing the
vari ous docunents took another eight mnutes, and they were both racing back to the Fleet side of
the station as fast as they could.

"We're crazy," Barin said, after they'd signed through Fleet Gate. His hand felt as if it were
wel ded to hers.

"I love you," Esmay said. "l—ats, it's gone yell ow—

"Come on." Hand in hand, they ran for it, stride and stride, as faces turned toward them people
stared, soneone yelled—she didn't care. They hit the far end of the access tube just as the |ight
turned red, and a very disgusted petty-major held her fist on the controls to let themin.

"Wel come aboard sir . . . sirs." Her tone would have preserved fish for a century.

Behi nd her was a mmjor; Esmay got her hand untangled fromBarin's, and they both sal uted.
"Jig Serrano and Lieutenant Suiza, | presune?"

"Yes, sir." She hadn't had tine to think about whether she wanted to change her nane.
"You cut it rather close, didn't you? W al nbst had you down as possible nutineers."
"Us?" Barin said. He sounded outraged.

"You," the major said. "We're treating no-shows that way—what did you expect?"
"Sir, we need to report a change of status."

H s brows went up. "We?"

"We," Barin said firmy

"l assune you nean a change of status that could affect billeting," the major said. He rolled his
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eyes. "All right. For now, we're assigning transient officers half-shift duties. You'll be on
second shift, second half for now Let's see—tieutenant Suiza, we'll be nmeeting Navari no when the
battle group is forned, and you'll be rejoining her—she's in junp transit right now. Jig Serrano,
you were about to | eave Gyrfal con, but the ship you were assigned to has gone over to the

muti neers, so your assignnment's still up in the air."

" Goshawk went over?"
"So | hear."
"But it wasn't anywhere near Copper Mountai n—

"Serrano, | don't know any nmore than |I've said. For now, you can wait for your chance at Admin and
the captain in the junior officers' ness.™

"Yes, sir."

The junior officers' nmess was a buzzing hive of ensigns, jigs and |lieutenants, who were nuch nore
interested in the |atest news than in personal matters. Once they found that Barin and Esnmay had
not spent the two hours onstation watching newsvids, they went back to rehashing Fl eet gossip.
Barin and Esmay were able to sit together in a corner of the room shoul der just touching

shoul der, as they watched the status board for their turn to report to the captain

"You' ve what?" Captain Atherton said.

"Got married, sir," Esmay said. As senior, she had nade the announcenent.

"But —but you didn't tell anyone."
"No, sir." Never mind that her CO and Barin's, were perfectly aware of the engagement.
"Your paperwork's not even conplete.”

"No, sir." She didn't explain about that, either, or the unlikelihood that it would be conplete
any time in the foreseeable future.

"You know this could be voided by Personnel =

"Yes, sir." She heard the stubborn tone in her own voi ce. Personnel could void what it wanted, but
in her heart she was married, and nothing could change that.

"Why—o, never m nd why. Because you're both idiots with dung for brains, pulling a stunt at a
time like this.”

"That's why, sir," Esmay ventured. "Things keep happeni ng and we want ed—

"This is not a romance storycube, Lieutenant. This is a warship in tine of war. | don't care if
you two are in love or if soneone spiked your cocktail . . . we don't have time for this. You
shoul dn't even be on the sanme ship."

Esmay stole a glance at Barin, who stole a glance back. They hadn't been on the sane ship when
they weren't nmarried, since the Koski usko.

"Why couldn't you just have had mad passi onate sex and gotten over it? Why did you have to get
married?" Atherton turned to Barin. "Do you have any idea what your grandnother's going to do to
me when she finds out?"

"lIt's not your fault, sir."” Barin looked a little grim and Esmay knew what he was thinking. It
wasn't the captain of this ship who would bear the brunt of Admral Serrano's anger

"No, it's not, but she'll blane ne for not stopping it. You— He stopped in nmid-bellow "You're
not | aughing, are you?"
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"No, sir," they said.

"Good. Because while this entire situation is so bad that laughter is the only sane response, |
don't like to be laughed at, and |I'm not |aughing, so you can't laugh with ne." He shook his head
at them "This happens in every crisis we have. | don't know what it is about youngsters—and you,
Li eutenant Suiza, are really too old for that category—but every time there's a nilitary crisis, a
bunch of you decide to leap into the sack, and a few of those leap into marriage. It nust be sone
atavistic quirk fromthe chil dhood of humankind."

"It's not like that. We didn't rush into it. W' d waited, and waited, and filled out paperwork,
and argued with our famlies—= Esmay knew she was saying too nmuch, but for once she couldn't stop

"And then Grandnother came up with sonething really awful = Barin added. Esmay shot hima warning
| ook.

"And then the news of the nutiny came in, and everyone was rushi ng around—

"Mm hmm And you got married because your personal happi ness was nore inportant than anything
el se."

"As inmportant as," Barin said. "Sir, | don't see how being m serable makes us nore efficient, and
right then we were niserable not being married, and being apart.”

"So you'll function better if you're together?"
"I think so," Barin said.

"Good. Prove it. | see you're on second shift, second. We're certainly crowded enough to make
sharing a cabin during your sleep rotation reasonable. But the first tine one of you is groggy on
duty, | swear |'Il space you both. C ear?"

"Yes, sir."
"And you will both informyour famlies imediately, while we're still within range of the system
ansible. W'll be in junp transit before a reply cones, no doubt, but at least you'll have told

them You have one hour."

"Yes, sir.

"You're letting them bunk together?" the exec asked. He had overheard enough

"It saves tine. They'd get together sonmehow if we put themon alternating shifts with shifting
bunk assignments . . . this way they don't waste any tine or energy hunting each other down. M
guess is, fromtheir records, that they' Il be just as efficient as anyone el se.™

"The Serrano famly won't be happy."

"Well . . . as they said, it's not ny fault. |I didn't arrange it, or sanction it; it was done when
| got them Besides, I'mnot a Serrano." His face relaxed for a nonent into a rem niscent snile
"Back when | was an ensign on Carenont, and she was conmandi ng, Vida Serrano chewed ne out for
spending too nmuch tine with ny girlfriend. Said |I'd outgrow the silly chit. Well, |'ve been
married twenty-eight years nowto that “little chit,' and the day | outgrow Sal, I'll be dead.

It's only justice that her grandson falls in love with someone she thinks is unsuitabl e—+hough how
she coul d object to Lieutenant Suiza is beyond ne. Maybe these two will be understandi ng of one of
my ki ds soneday."

The conpartnment was predictably cranped, with a second narrow bunk rigged above the first, and
they would share it with four other officers. It was their space only during their assigned sleep
shift. But they were alone, with a | ocked door between them and the rest of the universe. For now,
that nade all the difference.
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"Sorry about the hurry,"” Barin said, into Esmay's ear
" Hhmm "

"The beautiful dress Brun was having designed for you. And the ring |I'd ordered. And a cerenony
you woul d recogni ze . "

"We can do that later, if we have the chance. 1'd rather have this.
nore t han adequately for sone tine.

Thi s engaged both of them

"Still . . ." Barin said, coming up for air at |ast.

Esmay poked a finger in his ribs. "Don't . . . distract me.

CHAPTER TVENTY- TWO
THE CHAI RVAN S OFFI CE
BENI GNI TY OF THE COWVPASSI ONATE HAND

Hostite Fieddi had always known this day would come. The Chairman sat behind his desk, and on the
desk lay the knife, the ancient black-bladed knife, the hilt to the Chairman's |eft.

"Hostite, you have been a good and faithful servant."”

"Sir."

"You have been long in our service."

"Sir."

"You are the blade | trust." The intonation suggested a pause, not a conpletion, and Hostite
wai ted. "We have an eneny tine will not wound for us."

"Sir."
"You are ny Blade, Hostite . "
"To the heart, Chairman."

"To the heart, Hostite, without prejudice.” AKkill, a kill beyond the borders, but one only. For
that he was glad, that only one kill would burden his soul in eternity.

"Cone near, and | will aimny Blade."

He was al ready dead, though he wal ked; com ng near could not increase his nortality. Hostite
wai ted, and the Chairman said nothing for |ong nonents.

Then: "It is a grave thing to order the death of one who has never been under your authority. |
give this order reluctantly, Hostite, not only for what it nmeans to you and to nme, but for what it
means to the peoples . . . the clients. But there is no other way; the nan is swollen with

ambition, and would force on us all his ungodly ways."

"They are heathens, sir.

"Not all like this. Hostite, | bid you kill Hobart Conselline. None other of his famly; him
only."

Hostite bowed.
"The nethod, sir?"

"Your choice."
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Hi s |last assignnent. His death at the end. And the death of the Chairnman, who woul d no | onger have
his personal Swordnmaster, the Shadow of the Master of Swords, to ward himfromthat danger

He felt the honor, and it warmed him Death had not been a stranger to himfor years, and nothing
waited for himin age but soneone's bl ade when he faltered. This—this he could do for his people
and his faith, and he al nost smled, thinking of it.

"Go now," the Chairman said, and Hostite w thdrew, already thinking how he would do it.

OLD PALACE, CASTLE ROCK

Hobart slung his clothes into the hanper angrily. Wrse every day, those damed i diots.

He put on his fencing tights, and began his exercises. Wen the door opened, he glanced up
expecting lagin Persius. But he had never seen this Swordmaster. An older nman, a bit stockier, in
sl eek black stretch with a funny-1ooking red cap and red slippers. In his hands he carried a sword
unl i ke those Hobart used.

"It istime," he said, in a voice as soft as rai nwater

"Al'l right," Hobart straightened up, and pushed past himinto the salle. "Were's that other
Swordmaster? |'mused to him"

"He was indisposed, Lord Conselline, and asked me to take his place, that you mnight not be
i nconveni enced awaiting his recovery."

Hobart stared at the man. "You're certainly nore fornmal than he was. What's that bl ade you' ve got?
Do | have to work out with that? | suppose you want ne to | earn yet another stupid archaic weapon

"Not if you don't wish it. Wat weapon would you prefer?"

"Rapi er." Hobart | ooked around, and realized that his coach wasn't there either; he would have to
get his own gear, since he didn't think this old man would oblige him But to his surprise, the
Swor dmast er noved quickly to the racks, and brought hima rapier-his favorite, he realized—and a
mask.

"You seem angry,"” the man said.

"I am" Hobart said. He didn't want to talk about it; he cane to exercise to forget—er at | east
i gnore—his problens for a tine.

"Did soneone illtreat you?" asked the Swordnaster
"Yes—but |'mhere to fence."

"Of course. My pardon, Lord Conselline. Swordmaster lagin told me of your dedication, your
seriousness. "

"He di d?" Hobart had never been sure the Swordmaster approved of him though the nan had al ways
been courteous and respectful

"Yes . . . he said you were unusual, a man who took everything seriously."

"That's true enough." Hobart adjusted the mask, and bounced a little, |oosening his knees. He had
ski mped on stretching, and if lagin thought him serious, then he had better be serious. "Not many
are—you woul d not believe—no, never mnd . "

"But if you need to stretch out, and ease your mnd with talk as your sinews with the exercise,
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then you should, mlord."

"Ch—very well." Hobart laid his blade down on the mat, carefully, and | eaned over to grasp his
ankle. "I hope it doesn't bore you, and you nust realize it's confidential —=

"Of course. You need to turn your wist alittle nore, mlord."

"I't's these idiots—these dung-for-brains weaklings that | sponsored to high office. | nmade them
what they are, | led themand taught them and grooned them for office, and now that they're in
power . . . they sinply will not do what they're told."

"Ah. And now, milord, another centineter of pull . . . yes. And now the other |eg

renenmbering to keep the wist rotated in . . . yes."

"I don't know what it is, Swordmaster, but no nmatter how smart they are, or how nmuch initiative
they show when | start working with them no sooner do they get into a position of rea
responsibility than they turn on me. |nsubordinate, arrogant, selfish—=

"I'f you can tilt the head nowyes, like that—and a little nore—=

"And they're supposed to be ny supporters, but do they support? No. They go off and do stupid
things, like that idiot Oregienps . . ."

"And to the other side, now, nmlord

"I't's enough to nake a saint spew rocks," Hobart said. Amazing how easy the fellow was to talk to.
The conbination of the warm quiet room and faniliar scents of |eather, steel, oil, sandal wood,
cedar, and the quiet, patient, steady hands of the older man nol ding himinto one shape after

anot her that stretched out knots he hadn't even realized he had .

"It is difficult when subordi nates are not obedient," the Swordmaster said.
"Exactly. 1've tried reasoning, scolding, even threats—
"And they resist."

"They certainly do. If they only realized, I"'mtrying to nake things better."

Hostite had studied the files; he knew Hobart Conselline as well as anyone could, who had only
files to go on. But the man in reality had shocked him He was so miserable, so full of anger and
fear and envy that the whole roomstank of it. H's body had been stiffened and defornmed by it; the
very nuscles of his face were saturated with his rage and fear

He was a skin bag of poison

He was imortal, being a Rejuvenant, as the silver and cobalt rings in his ear boasted to the
wor | d.

So old, and yet so full of folly. He had | earned nothing, Hostite saw, in all those decades of
renewed vigor that rejuvenati on had given him

Pride . . . was his own pitfall, Hostite rem nded hinself. Yes, this man was proud, and bitter
and angry, but why? He had never yet killed w thout understanding why those he killed were as they
wer e.

He nust offer the opportunity for understanding, for contrition, for repentance, though he could
not of fer—aust not offer—any chance of escape. He nust give the soul a chance, while giving the
body none.

But how to do that with unbelievers, with those who were not aware of the soul, of anything beyond
the body? Hostite had studi ed unbelievers of all kinds, over the years, and found themall to have
beliefs of a sort, just wong ones. They believed in wealth, or security, or the kindness of

file:/l/F|/rah/Elizabeth%20Moon/Moon,%20Eli...Legacy%2006%20-%20Change%200f%20Command.txt (198 of 202) [5/20/03 11:39:49 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Elizabeth%20M oon/M oon,%20Eli zabeth%20-%620The%20Serrano%20L egacy %2006%20-%20Change%6200f%20Command.txt

strangers, or sonething other than the True Faith. And so what they believed in failed them
eventual ly, and they were brought |ow .

Al'l that Lord Conselline was saying could be considered a confession, but in a true confession the
si nner knew t hat what he confessed was sinful. Hobart didn't seemto grasp that at all. Everything
that went wong was sonmeone else's fault. Hostite felt a wave of synpathy for these stupid
uncooperative nmen who so angered Lord Conselline. They, too, were heathens, and enenies, and the
Chairnman mght find it necessary to have themkilled, but they had certainly suffered froml ong
association with Lord Conselline.

He listened to all of it, eliciting nore and nmore by nerely being there, a neutral and unw sely
trusted ear. Hobart's envy of his brother, and everyone el se whose personality drew others. Envy
of everyone, in fact, for he could always find sonmething in which another had recei ved unearned
benefit. Pride—a towering pride, certainty of his own rightness, and the noral weakness of others.
Anger at everyone, avarice—for nothing was ever enough, even for a day; lust, and a w de streak of
cruelty that enjoyed humliating others. And all of it, every sordid detail, drenched in self-
congrat ul ati on.

A Swordmast er nust know when enough was enough, and Hostite had that nonment of revelation: this
man woul d not ever realize his errors, not even in the nmonent of death. Poor soul, so benighted,
so hopel ess of a better eternity, so ignorant. But God gave each soul enough time, if it chose to
use it, and Lord Conselline's soul had had the sane chance—years, in fact—+o cone to a better
under st andi ng.

"Conme now, Lord Conselline,"
for your |esson.”

he said finally, and stood back. "You are feeling better; it is tine

"Yes—+ am feeling better." He clanbered up, rapier in hand, in body a little straighter than he
had been, his mind a little clearer in the aftermath of confessing, even so inadequately, his
current crop of sins.

"It is not your associates," Hostite said. "It is you." He was sure Conselline would not
under stand, but he had to try.

"What ?" Lord Conselline's eyes widened as he saw the novenent of the great dark bl ade, the
backswi ng whi ch proni sed such power.

"Your failure." The blade swng forward; Lord Conselline tried to parry with the rapier, and the
bl ade sliced it short, sweeping on; Conselline junped back, nouth open to yell, and Hostite
pursued, choosing to dance the figure rather than step it. He could hear the nusic in his head,
his favorite nusic, Lanmbert's "All On a Spring Mrning, the Bright Trumpets Sing." His pursuit,
and Conselline's fear, used up the man's breath, and what should have been a shout canme out a
series of breathl ess squeaks.

"No—what are . . . you doing? Hel p—stop—security!" Lord Conselline glanced fromside to side,
clearly frightened, and grabbed at another weapon off the rack

"I amyour Death, your life is over." Another swi pe that parted a practice foil as if it had been
a bl ade of dry grass. "Ask forgiveness fromyour God." The man had none, but again, he nust offer
the chance.

"I didn't do anything," Lord Conselline gasped. "It wasn't ne. Don't—

Hostite had never been one to play with a victim past giving hima chance to repent; the great
bl ade took Lord Conselline's head off with one stroke, and the harsh stench of death overtook the
sweet spicy scent of cedar and sandal wood.

The Chairman of the Board of the Benignity of the Conpassi onate Hand faced away from his desk,

| ooking out the tall wi ndows at the formal garden. A boisterous spring breeze whipped the tops of
the cypresses, and even swirled stray petals fromthe early roses along the pebbled wal ks. From
here he could not see the fountains, but he could inmagine the spray bl owi ng out behind, a |ong

file:/l/F|/rah/Elizabeth%20Moon/Moon,%20Eli...Legacy%2006%20-%20Change%200f%20Command.txt (199 of 202) [5/20/03 11:39:49 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Elizabeth%20M oon/M oon,%20Eli zabeth%20-%620The%20Serrano%20L egacy %2006%20-%20Change%6200f%20Command.txt

danp veil that would slick the marble rim of the cascade, the seats behind it where the old | adies
sat in their black dresses on fine days, watching the sea and the children playing. He lifted his
gaze to the horizon, to the blue sea, its glittering tessellations flinging the sun back in his
eyes.

He had had, on the whole, a successful life, and since he had just made his final confession, he
was conscious of it as a whole, a story nearly conplete, the defining nonents as clear as if they
had been painted by a fine artist. This and this he had done well, and that and that he had done

|l ess well. On occasion, the grace of the Alm ghty had protected himfromthe consequences of his
own errors, and on other occasions he had taken the blane for what was not his fault. Not in CGod's
eyes, of course, but in the eyes of the Benignity. Al this was to be expected, and he regretted
none of it, for regrets were useless. It had been a life of human shape and human content, and he
was glad of it.

If regret had been part of his mental furniture, he m ght have regretted—he al nost regretted—this
| ast necessity. It was not his fault that the Fanmilias Regnant had fallen into the hands of Hobart
Consel line, and that he had been forced—he had seen no alternative—to order the man's execution

It would have taken supernatural ability to foresee all that had happened to bring Conselline to
power, and to shape himinto soneone who coul d be so dangerous, and offer so little maneuvering
roomto the Benignity. And no one expected supernatural ability of a Chairnan.

Only that if he failed, he nust pay the price.

Those in the Benignity were in his power, absolutely: if the Chairnman ordered that a potato farmer
must die for the good of the whole, then the potato farnmer would die, in the manner and tine
prescribed, and this was as it should be. He might pity the potato farmer, and the potato farner's
wi fe and squalling brats, but he would order that death without a qualm and without a qualmit
woul d occur. This was not even cruelty. Death ended every life; death healed the sick and the
badly injured; death opened the gates to endless life.

But outside the Benignity . . . the rules changed. To conpete, to convert, even to invade—that was
al | owabl e. To corrupt, and to have secret agents providing informati on and forwarding the
interests of the Benignity—that was inevitable. But to call for the assassination of a foreign

ki ng—what ever the foreigners called their heads of state, and they called them many foolish

t hi ngs—that was proof that a Chairman had failed. Had not seen trouble coning, had not managed
affairs in another way, had not done—by neans of stealth or influence or intinmndation—what needed
to be done.

Still, no tool, no nethod, was forbidden. God in H s wi sdom knew t hat energenci es happened. If, to
protect the Benignity, a foreign king nust die, then the Chairman could so order, and so it would
occur.

So al so would occur the death of that Chairnman, who had shown hinself to lack the qualities of a
Chai rman. Wet her he was stupid, or old and tired, or msled by advisors, did not natter: he had
failed his people, and he nust pay the price. Not unexpectedly, not cruelly, but surely and
certainly and with all due cerenony.

Sone Chai rnen never had to nake that decision, and it was the accunul ati on of errors which brought
themto their final confession. He had expected it would be so with him as his years advanced,
until he'd realized, too | ate, what Hobart Conselline's |eadership of the Fam lias Regnant woul d
lead to. In the instant he'd seen it, he'd also seen his own folly, his own blindness: he could
have recogni zed it years before. Wether that woul d have changed events or not, he could not know,
nor did it matter. He had bl undered; he had done what he could to fix it, but it was not enough

No guards were in the roomtoday. He had nade his | ast confession, and his heart was as |ight and
sunny as the spring breeze.

Wien he heard the door, he turned. Some had chosen not to | ook, but he had never been afraid of
the man who would kill him only of the man who would I et himfail his people.

The Master of Swords stood by his desk, formally dressed, and carrying the dark bl ade they did not
use for fencing.
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"You know ny reasons," the Chairman said, without neeting his eyes. It was inpolite to look into
the eyes; it could be intepreted as pl eadi ng.

"Yes. "

"l have made ny confession,” the Chairmn said.

"Yes." The Master of Swords stepped to one side, and raised his bl ade

"Fi at

"Nox." The Master of Swords swung, and the blade that had taken the life of sixteen Chairnen
sliced through skin and sinew and bone as easily as a hot knife through butter. Blood spurted as
the head t hunped onto the desk and rolled, but blood was nothing newin this place, and the
servants knew how to clean it up

"I'n nomne Patrem" the Master said, saluting his Master. He wi ped the blade with a square of
scarlet silk, and laid that silk over the Chairman's head. "Requiescat in pacem"

Then, as he was, naked blade in hand, with flecks of Pietro Alberto Rossa-Votari's bl ood on his
cl oak, he strode out of the office, through the anteroonmwhere the secretary was now al ready
calling for servants, and would soon be notifying the fam |ly—down the hall, and into the
Boardroom where the Board had been waiting for the Chairnman to appear and open the neeting.

"The Chairman has made his | ast confession,” he said, w thout preanble. Faces pal ed, but no one
spoke. "The Board will elect a new Chairnman," he said. Anxious |ooks back and forth, and at him
Sone of these nmen had never been through the election of a Chairnman; Rossa-Votari had held that
office for eighteen years. The Swordnaster stood by the door, with nothing nore to say, as the | ow
murnurs started, as they |ooked at himand away and back and away . . . it was nothing to hi mwhat
they did, and nothing they said would he ever repeat, but they would not |eave this roomalive
until one of them had been el ected Chairman by accl amation

R S.S. ROSA GLORIA

The ship had been in downtransit only a couple of hours when the captain called Barin and Esnay
into his office.

"I have nessages fromyour fanilies," the captain said. He didn't wait for their response. "They
say they have nore inportant things to worry about than you two. They're not happy with you, and
they don't approve, but in the present emergency, they're not doing anything except talking about
it. To each other."

"To each ot her?"

"Yes. Admiral Serrano and General Suiza both signed this— he handed over the hardcopy. "Actually,
all the Adnmirals Serrano and General s Suiza—+ don't know what you thought you'd acconplish by
runni ng off together, but you seemto have unified a substantial nunmber of high-ranking officers
in at |least one thing—you're in trouble."

"But we're married," Barin said.

"It's worth it,"” Esmay said.

"It better be," the captain said. "Because when everything settles down and there are no wars,
mutini es, invasions, terrorist attacks, pirates, or other distractions, your fanlies are going to
come down on you |like one planet hitting another."

This was, Esmay thought, a fairly accurate description of the probable interaction of Serranos and
Sui zas anyway, with the exception of thensel ves.
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"Now get out of here, and go back to being the frustratingly conpetent officers you both are.™
They did not scanper away in glee, because officers did not scanper
"When everything settles down, eh?" Barin said, grinning. "That'l|l be the day."

"If they wait that long," Esmay said, thinking of her father and uncle talking to Barin's
grandnot her and great-uncle. If they didn't kill each other right of f—and the conbi ned nessage
suggest ed t hey hadn't-what a dangerous conbination that was, to have running around the universe!

"They' Il get used to it," Barin said. "W aren't half as bad as we could have been—suppose |I'd
married Casea?"

Esmay gave hima | ook, and al nost burst into laughter. A trail of suppressed giggles followed them
down the passage to their tiny—but adequate for the inmedi ate purpose—abi n.

The End
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