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CHAPTER ONE

In the image above the vid plate, the sperm writhed in elegant, sinuous curves. Its
wriggling grew more energetic as the invisible grip of the medical micro-tractor
grasped it and guided it to its target, the pearl-like egg: round, lustrous, rich with
promise.

“Once more, dear boy, into the breach - for England, Harry, and Saint George!” Miles
murmured encouragingly. “Or at least, for Barrayar, me, and maybe Grandfather Piotr.
Ha!” With a last twitch, the sperm vanished within its destined paradise.

“Miles, are you looking at those baby pictures again?” came Ekaterin's voice, amused,
as she emerged from their cabin's sybaritic bathroom. She finished winding up her dark
hair on the back of her head, secured it, and leaned over his shoulder as he sat in the
station chair. “Is that Aral Alexander, or Helen Natalia?”

“Well, Aral Alexander in the making.”

“Ah, admiring your sperm again. I see.”

“And your excellent egg, my lady.” He glanced up at his wife, glorious in a heavy red
silk tunic that he'd bought her on Earth, and grinned. The warm clean scent of her skin
tickled his nostrils, and he inhaled happily. “Were they not a handsome set of gametes?
While they lasted, anyway.”

“Yes, and they made beautiful blastocysts. You know, it's a good thing we took this
trip. I swear you'd be in there trying to 1lift the replicator lids to peek, or shaking
the poor little things up like Winterfair presents to see how they rattled.”

“Well, it's all new to me.”

“Your mother told me last Winterfair that as soon as the embryos were safely
implanted you'd be acting like you'd invented reproduction. And to think I imagined she
was exaggerating!”

He captured her hand and breathed a kiss into its palm. “This, from the lady who sat
in the nursery next to the replicator rack all spring to study? Whose assignments all
suddenly seemed to take twice as long to complete?”

“Which, of course, had nothing to do with her lord popping in twice an hour to ask
how she was going on?” The hand, released, traced his chin in a very flattering
fashion. Miles considered proposing that they forgo the rather dull luncheon company in
the ship's passenger lounge, order in room service, get undressed again, and go back to
bed for the rest of the watch. Ekaterin didn't seem to regard anything about their
journey as boring, though.

This galactic honeymoon was belated, but perhaps better so, Miles thought. Their
marriage had had an awkward enough commencement; it was as well that their settling-in
had included a quiet period of domestic routine. But in retrospect, the first
anniversary of that memorable, difficult, mid-winter wedding had seemed to arrive in
about fifteen subjective minutes.

They had long agreed they would celebrate the date by starting the children in their
uterine replicators. The debate had never been about when, Jjust how many. He still
thought his suggestion of doing them all at once had an admirable efficiency. He'd
never been serious about twelve; he'd just figured to start with that proposition, and
fall back to six. His mother, his aunt, and what seemed every other female of his
acquaintance had all mobilized to explain to him that he was insane, but Ekaterin had
merely smiled. They'd settled on two, to begin with, Aral Alexander and Helen Natalia.
A double portion of wonder, terror, and delight.

At the edge of the vid recording, Baby's First Cell Division was interrupted by a red
blinking message light. Miles frowned faintly. They were three jumps out from Solar
space, in the deep interstellar on a sub-light-speed run between wormholes expected to
take four full days. En route to Tau Ceti, where they would make orbital transfer to a
ship bound for Escobar, and there to yet another that would thread the jump route past
Sergyar and Komarr to home. He wasn't exactly expecting any vid calls here. “Receive,”
he intoned.

Aral Alexander in potentia vanished, to be replaced by the head and shoulders of the
Tau Cetan passenger liner's captain. Miles and Ekaterin had dined at his table some two
or three times on this leg of their tour. The man favored Miles with a tense smile and
nod. “Lord Vorkosigan.”

“Yes, Captain? What can I do for you?”

“A ship identifying itself as a Barrayaran Imperial courier has hailed us and is
requesting permission to match velocities and lock on. Apparently, they have an urgent
message for you.”

Miles's brows rose, and his stomach sank. This was not, 1in his experience, the way
the TImperium delivered good news. On his shoulder, Ekaterin's hand tightened.
“Certainly, Captain. Put them through.”

The captain's dark Tau Cetan features vanished, to be replaced after a moment by a
man in Barrayaran Imperial undress greens with lieutenant's tabs and Sector IV pins on



his collar. Visions surged through Miles's mind of the Emperor assassinated, Vorkosigan
House burned to the ground with the replicators inside, or, even more hideously likely,
his father suffering a fatal stroke - he dreaded the day some stiff-faced messenger
would begin by addressing him, Count Vorkosigan, sir?

The lieutenant saluted him. “Lord Auditor Vorkosigan? I'm Lieutenant Smolyani of the
courier ship Kestrel. I have a message to hand-deliver to you, recorded under the
Emperor's personal seal, after which I am ordered to take you aboard.”

“We're not at war, are we? Nobody's died?”

Lieutenant Smolyani ducked his head. “Not so far as I've heard, sir.” Miles's heart
rate eased; behind him, Ekaterin let out her breath. The 1lieutenant went on, “But,
apparently, a Komarran trade fleet has been impounded at some place called Graf
Station, Union of Free Habitats. It's listed as an independent system, out near the
edge of Sector V. My clear-code flight orders are to take you there with all safe
speed, and to wait on your convenience thereafter.” He smiled a bit grimly. “I hope
it's not a war, sir, because they only seem to be sending us.”

“Impounded? Not quarantined?”

“I gather it's some sort of legal entanglement, sir.”

I smell diplomacy. Miles grimaced. “Well, no doubt the sealed message will make it
more plain. Bring it to me, and I'll take a look while we get packed up.”

“Yes, sir. The Kestrel will be locking on in just a few minutes.”

“Wery good, Lieutenant.” Miles cut the com.

“We?” said Ekaterin in a quiet tone.

Miles hesitated. Not a quarantine, the lieutenant had said. Not, apparently, a
shooting war either. Or not yet, anyway. On the other hand, he couldn't imagine Emperor
Gregor interrupting his long-delayed honeymoon for something trivial. “I'd better see
what Gregor has to say, first.”

She dropped a kiss on the top of his head, and said simply, “Right.”

”

Miles raised his personal wrist com to his lips and murmured, “Armsman Roic - on
duty, to my cabin, now.”
* k*  *

The data disk with the Imperial Seal upon it that the lieutenant handed to Miles a
short time later was marked Personal, not Secret. Miles sent Roic, his bodyguard-cum-
batman, and Smolyani off to sort and stow luggage, but motioned Ekaterin to stay. He
slipped the disk into the secured player that the lieutenant had also brought, set it
on the cabin's bedside table, and keyed it to life. He sat back on the edge of the bed
beside her, conscious of the warmth and solidity of her body. For the sake of her
worried eyes, he took her hand in a reassuring grip.

Emperor Gregor Vorbarra's familiar features appeared, lean, dark, reserved. Miles
read profound irritation in the subtle tightening of his lips.

“I'm sorry to interrupt your honeymoon, Miles,” Gregor began. “But if this has caught
up with you, you haven't changed your itinerary. So you're on your way home now in any
case.”

Not too sorry, then.

“It's my good luck and your bad that you happen to be the man physically closest to
this mess. Briefly, one of our Komarr-based trade fleets put 1in at a deep-space
facility out near Sector V, for resupply and cargo transfer. One - or more, the reports
are unclear - of the officers from its Barrayaran military escort either deserted, or
was kidnapped. Or was murdered - the reports are unclear about that, too. The patrol
the fleet commander sent to retrieve him ran into trouble with the locals. Shots - I
phrase this advisedly - shots were fired, equipment and structures were damaged, people
on both sides were apparently seriously injured. No other deaths reported yet, but that
may have changed by the time you get this, God help us.

“The problem - or one of them, anyway - 1is that we're getting a significantly
different version of the chain of events from the local ImpSec observer on the Graf
Station side of the conflict than we're getting from our fleet commander. Yet more
Barrayaran personnel are now reported either held hostage, or arrested, depending on
which version one is to believe. Charges filed, fines and expenses mounting, and the
local response has been to lock down all ships currently in dock until the muddle is
resolved to their satisfaction. The Komarran cargomasters are now screaming back to us
over the heads of their Barrayaran escort, with yet a third spin on events. For your,
ah, delectation, all the original reports we've received so far from all the viewpoints
are appended to this message. Enjoy.” Gregor grimaced in a way that made Miles twitch.

“Just to add to the delicacy of the problem, the fleet in question is about fifty
percent Toscane-owned.” Gregor's new wife, Empress Laisa, was a Toscane heiress and a
Komarran by birth, a political marriage of enormous importance to the peace of the
fragile union of planets that was the Imperium. “The problem of how to satisfy my in-
laws while simultaneously presenting the appearance of Imperial evenhandedness to all
their Komarran commercial rivals - I leave to your ingenuity.” Gregor's thin smile said
it all.

“You know the drill. I request and require you, as my Voice, to get yourself to Graf
Station with all safe speed and sort out the situation before it deteriorates further.
Pry all my subjects out of the hands of the locals and get the fleet back on its way.
Without starting a war, if you please, or breaking my Imperial budget.



“And, critically, find out who's lying. If it's the ImpSec observer, that's a problem
to bounce to their chain of command. If it's the fleet commander - who is Admiral Eugin

Vorpatril, by the way - it becomes... very much my problem.”
Or rather, very much the problem of Gregor's proxy, his Emperor's Voice, his Imperial
Auditor. Namely Miles. Miles considered the interesting pitfalls inherent in

attempting, without backup, far from home, to arrest the ranking military officer out
of the middle of his long-standing and possibly personally loyal command. A Vorpatril,
too, scion of a Barrayaran aristocratic clan of far-flung and important political
connections within the Council of Counts. Miles's own aunt and cousin were Vorpatrils.
Oh, thank you, Gregor.

The Emperor continued, “In matters rather closer to Barrayar, something has stirred
up the Cetagandans around Rho Ceta. No need to go into the peculiar details here, but I
would appreciate it if vyou would settle this impoundment crisis as swiftly and
efficiently as you can. If the Rho Cetan business becomes any more peculiar, I'll want
you safely home. The communications lag between Barrayar and Sector V is going to be
too long to for me to breathe over your shoulder, but some occasional status or
progress reports from you would be a nice touch, if you don't mind.” Gregor's voice did
not change to convey irony. It didn't need to. Miles snorted. “Good 1luck,” Gregor
concluded. The image on the viewer returned to a mute display of the Imperial Seal.
Miles reached forward and keyed it off. The detailed reports, he could study once he
was en route.

He? Or we?

He glanced up at Ekaterin's pale profile; she turned her serious blue eyes toward
him. He asked, “Do you want to go with me, or continue on home?”

“Can I go with you?” she asked doubtfully.

“O0f course you can! The only question is, would you like to?”

Her dark brows rose. “Not the only question, surely. Do you think I'd be of any use,
or would I just be a distraction from your work?”

“There's official use, and there's unofficial use. Don't bet that the first is more
important than the second. You know the way people talk to you to try to get oblique
messages to me?”

“Oh, yes.” Her lips twisted in distaste.

“Well, vyes, I realize it's tedious, but you're very good at sorting them out, you
know. Not to mention the information to be obtained just from studying the kinds of
lies people tell. And, ah - not-lies. There may well be people who will talk to you who
won't talk to me, for one reason or another.”

She conceded the truth of this with a little wave of her free hand.

“And... it would be a real relief for me to have someone along I can talk to freely.”
Her smile tilted a little at this. “Talk, or vent?”
“I - hem! - suspect this one is going to entail quite a lot of venting, yes. D'you

think you can stand it? It could get pretty thick. Not to mention boring.”

“You know, you keep claiming your job is boring, Miles, but your eyes have gone all
bright.”

He cleared his throat and shrugged unrepentantly.

Her amusement faded, and her brows drew down. “How long do you think this sorting out
will take?”

He considered the calculation she had doubtless just made. It would be six more
weeks, give or take a few days, to the scheduled births. Their original travel plan
would have put them back at Vorkosigan House a comfortable month early. Sector V was in
the opposite direction from their present location to Barrayar, insofar as the network
of Jjump points people navigated to get from here to there could be said to have a
direction. Several days to get from here to Graf Station, plus an extra two weeks of
travel at least to get home from there, even in the fastest of fast couriers. “If I can
settle things in less than two weeks, we can both get home on time.”

She breathed a short laugh. “For all that I try to be all modern and galactic, that
feels so strange. All sorts of men don't make it home for the births of their children.
But My mother was out of town on the day I was born, so she missed it, just seems...
seems like a more profound complaint, somehow.”

“If it runs over, I suppose I could send you home on your own, with a suitable
escort. But I want to be there, too.” He hesitated. It's my first time, dammit, of
course it's making me crazy, was a statement of the obvious that he managed to stop on
his lips. Her first marriage had left her riddled with sensitive scars, none of them
physical, and this topic trod near several of them. Rephrase, O Diplomat. “Does it...
make it any easier, that it's the second time, for you?”

Her expression grew introspective. “Nikki was a body birth; of course everything was
harder. The replicators take away so many risks - our children could get all their
genetic mistakes corrected, they won't be subject to damage from a bad birth - I know
replicator gestation is better, more responsible, in every way. It's not as though they
are being shortchanged. And yet...”

He raised her hand and touched her knuckles to his lips. “You're not shortchanging
me, I promise you.”



Miles's own mother was adamantly in favor of the use of replicators, with cause. He
was reconciled now, at age thirty-odd, with the physical damage he had taken in her
womb from the soltoxin attack. Only his emergency transfer to a replicator had saved
his life. The teratogenic military poison had left him stunted and brittle-boned, but a
childhood's agony of medical treatments had brought him to nearly full function, if
not, alas, full height. Most of his bones had been replaced piecemeal with synthetics
thereafter, emphasis on the pieces. The rest of the damage, he conceded, was all his
own doing. That he was still alive seemed less a miracle than that he had won
Ekaterin's heart. Their children would not suffer such traumas.

He added, “And if you think you're having it too luxuriously easy now to feel
properly virtuous, why, just wait till they get out of those replicators.”

She laughed. “Wery good point!”

“Well.” He sighed. “I'd intended this trip to show you the glories of the galaxy, in
the most elegant and refined society. It appears I'm heading instead to what I suspect
is the armpit of Sector V, and the company of a bunch of squabbling, frantic merchants,
irate bureaucrats, and paranoid militarists. Life is full of surprises. Come with me,
my love? For my sanity's sake?”

Her eyes narrowed in amusement. “How can I resist such an invitation? Of course I
will.” She sobered. “Would it wviolate security for me to send a message to Nikki
telling him we'll be late?”

“Not at all. Send it from the Kestrel, though. It'll get through faster.”

She nodded. “I've never been away from him so long before. I wonder if he's been
lonely?”

Nikki had been left, on Ekaterin's side of the family, with four uncles and a great-
uncle plus matching aunts, a herd of cousins, a small army of friends, and his
Grandmother Vorsoisson. On Miles's side were Vorkosigan House's extensive staff and
their extensive families, with Uncle Ivan and Uncle Mark and the whole Koudelka clan
for backup. Impending were his doting Vorkosigan step-grandparents, who had planned to
arrive after Miles and Ekaterin for the birthday bash, but who now might beat them
home. Ekaterin might have to travel ahead to Barrayar, if he couldn't cut through this
mess in a timely fashion, but by no rational definition of the word, alone.

“I don't see how,” said Miles honestly. “I expect you miss him more than he misses
us. Or he'd have managed more than that one monosyllabic note that didn't catch up with
us till Earth. Eleven-year-old boys can be pretty self-centered. I'm sure I was.”

Her brows rose. “Oh? And how many notes have you sent to your mother in the past two
months?”
“It's a honeymoon trip. Nobody expects you to... Anyway, she's always gotten to see

the reports from my security.”

The brows stayed up. He added prudently, “I'll drop her a message from the Kestrel
too.”

He was rewarded with a League of Mothers smile. Come to think of it, perhaps he would
include his father in the address as well, not that his parents didn't share his
missives. And complain coequally about their rarity.

* k%

An hour of mild chaos completed their transfer to the Barrayaran Imperial courier
ship. Fast couriers gained most of their speed by trading off carrying capacity. Miles
was forced to divest all but their most essential luggage. The considerable remainder,
along with a startling volume of souvenirs, would continue the journey back to Barrayar
with most of their 1little entourage: Ekaterin's personal maid, Miss Pym, and, to
Miles's greater regret, both of Roic's relief armsmen. It occurred to him belatedly, as
he and Ekaterin fitted themselves into their new shared cabin, that he ought to have
mentioned how cramped their quarters would be. He'd traveled on similar vessels so

often during his own years in ImpSec, he took their limitations for granted - one of
the few aspects of his former career where his undersized body had worked to his
advantage.

So while he did spend the remainder of the day in bed with his wife after all, it was
primarily due to the absence of other seating. They folded back the upper bunk for head
space and sat up on opposite ends, Ekaterin to read quietly from a hand viewer, Miles
to plunge into Gregor's promised Pandora's box of reports from the diplomatic front.

He wasn't five minutes into this study before he uttered a Ha!

Ekaterin indicated her willingness to be interrupted by looking up at him with a
reciprocal Hm?

“I just figured out why Graf Station sounded familiar. We're headed for Quaddiespace,
by God.”

“Quaddiespace? Is that someplace you've been before?”

“Not personally, no.” This was going to take more politic preparation than he'd
anticipated. Y“Although I actually met a quaddie once. The dguaddies are a race of
bioengineered humans developed, oh, two or three hundred years ago. Before Barrayar was
rediscovered. They were supposed to be permanent free fall dwellers. Whatever their
creators' original plan for them was, it fell through when the new grav technologies
came 1in, and they ended up as sort of economic refugees. After assorted travels and
adventures, they finally settled as a group in what was at the time the far end of the



wormhole Nexus. They were wary of other people by then, so they deliberately picked a
system with no habitable planets, Dbut with considerable asteroid and cometary
resources. Planning to keep themselves to themselves, I guess. Of course, the explored
Nexus has grown around them since then, so now they get some foreign exchange by
servicing ships and providing transfer facilities. Which explains why our fleet came to
be docked there, although not what happened afterwards. The, ah...” He hesitated. “The
biocengineering included a lot of metabolic changes, but the most spectacular alteration
was, they have a second set of arms where their legs should be. Which is really, um,
handy in free fall. So to speak. I've often wished I'd had a couple of extra hands,
when I was operating in vacuum.”

He passed the viewer across and displayed the shot of a quaddie, dressed in bright
yellow shorts and a singlet, handing himself along a gravity-less corridor with the
speed and agility of a monkey navigating through treetops.

“Oh,” gulped Ekaterin, then quickly regained control of her features. “How, uh...
interesting.” After a moment she added, “It does look quite practical, for their
environment.”

Miles relaxed a trifle. Whatever her buried Barrayaran reflexes were regarding
visible mutations, they would be trumped by her iron grip on good manners.

The same, unfortunately, did not appear to be true of their fellow members of the
Imperium now stranded in the gquaddies' system. The difference between deleterious
mutation and benign or advantageous modification was not readily grasped by Barrayarans
from the Dbackcountry. Given that one officer referred to them as horrible spider
mutants right in his report, it was clear that Miles could add racial tensions to the
mix of complications they were now racing toward.

“You get used to them pretty quickly,” he reassured her.

“Where did you meet one, if they keep to themselves?”

“Um...” Some quick internal editing, here... ”It was on an ImpSec mission. I can't
talk about it. But she was a musician, of all things. Played the hammer dulcimer with
all four arms.” His attempt to mime this remarkable sight resulted in his banging his
elbow painfully on the cabin wall. “Her name was Nicol. You would have liked her. We
got her out of a tight spot. I wonder if she ever made it home?” He rubbed his elbow
and added hopefully, “I'll bet the quaddies' free fall gardening techniques would
interest you.”

Ekaterin brightened. “Yes, indeed.”

Miles returned to his reports with the uncomfortable certainty that this was not
going to be a good task to plunge into underprepared. He mentally added a review of
quaddie history to his list of studies for the next few days.

CHAPTER TWO

“Is my collar straight?”

Ekaterin's cool fingers made businesslike work upon the back of Miles's neck; he
concealed the shiver down his spine. “Now it is,” she said.

“Clothes make the Auditor,” he muttered. The little cabin lacked such amenities as a
full-length mirror; he had to use his wife's eyes instead. This did not seem a
disadvantage. She stepped back as far as she could, a half-pace to the bulkhead, and
looked him up and down to check the effect of his Vorkosigan House uniform: brown tunic
with his family crest in silver thread upon the high collar, silver-embroidered cuffs,
brown trousers with silver side piping, tall brown riding boots. The Vor class had been
cavalry soldiers, in their heyday. No horse within God knew how many light-years now,
that was certain.

He touched his wrist com, mate in function to the one she wore, though hers was made
Vor-lady-like with a decorative silver bracelet. “I'll give you a heads-up when I'm
ready to come back and change.” He nodded toward the plain gray suit she'd already laid
out on the bunk. A uniform for the military-minded, civvies for the civilians. And let
the weight of Barrayaran history, eleven generations of Counts Vorkosigan at his back,
make up for his lack of height, his faintly hunched stance. His less visible defects,
he didn't need to mention.

“What should I wear?”

“Since you'll have to play the whole entourage, something effective.” He smiled
crookedly. “That red silk thing ought to be distractingly civilian enough for our
Stationer hosts.”

“Only the male half, 1love,” she pointed out. “Suppose their security chief 1is a
female quaddie? Are quaddies even attracted to downsiders?”
“One was, apparently,” he sighed. “Hence this mess.... Parts of Graf Station are

null-gee, so you'll 1likely want trousers or leggings instead of Barrayaran-style
skirts. Something you can move in.”

“Oh. Yes, I see.”

A knock sounded at the cabin door, and Armsman Roic's diffident voice, “My lord?”

“On my way, Roic.” Miles and Ekaterin exchanged places - finding himself at her chest
height, he stole a pleasantly resilient hug in passing - and he exited to the courier
ship's narrow corridor.



Roic wore a slightly plainer version of Miles's Vorkosigan House uniform, as befitted
his liege-sworn armsman's status. “Do you want me to pack up your things now for
transfer to the Barrayaran flagship, m'lord?” he asked.

“No. We're going to stay aboard the courier.”

Roic almost managed to conceal his wince. He was a young man of imposing height and
intimidating breadth of shoulder, and had described his bunk above the courier ship's
engineer as Sort of like sleeping in a coffin, m'lord, except for the snoring.

Miles added, “I don't care to hand off control of my movements, not to mention my air
supply, to either side 1in this squabble just yet. The flagship's bunks aren't much
bigger anyway, I assure you, Armsman.”

Roic smiled ruefully, and shrugged. “I'm afraid you should've brought Jankowski,
sir.”

“What, because he's shorter?”

“No, m'lord!” Roic looked faintly indignant. “Because he's a real veteran.”

A Count of Barrayar was limited by law to a bodyguard of a score of sworn men; the
Vorkosigans had by tradition recruited most of their armsmen from retiring twenty-year
veterans of the Imperial Service. By political need, in the last decades they'd mostly
been former ImpSec men. They were a keen but graying bunch. Roic was an interesting new
exception.

“When did that become a concern?” Miles's father's cadre of armsmen treated Roic as a
junior because he was, but if they were treating him as a second-class citizen...

“Eh...” Roic waved somewhat inarticulately around the courier ship, by which Miles
construed that the problem lay in more recent encounters.

Miles, about to lead off down the short corridor, instead leaned against the wall and
folded his arms. “Look, Roic - there's scarcely a man in the Imperial Service your age
or younger who's faced as much live fire in the Emperor's employ as you have in the
Hassadar Municipal Guard. Don't let the damned green uniforms spook you. It's empty
swagger. Half of 'em would fall over in a faint if they were asked to take down someone
like that murderous lunatic who shot up Hassadar Square.”

“I was already halfway across the plaza, m'lord. It would've been like swimming
halfway across a river, deciding you couldn't make it, and turning around to swim back.
It was safer to jump him than to turn and run. He'd 'a had the same amount of time to
take aim at me either way.”

“But not the time to take out another dozen or so bystanders. Auto-needler's a filthy
weapon.” Miles brooded briefly.

“That it is, m'lord.”

For all his height, Roic tended to shyness when he felt himself to be socially
outclassed, which unfortunately seemed to be much of the time in the Vorkosigans'
service. Since the shyness showed on his surface mainly as a sort of dull stolidity, it
tended to get overlooked.

“You're a Vorkosigan armsman,” said Miles firmly. “The ghost of General Piotr is
woven into that brown and silver. They'll be spooked by you, I promise you.”

Roic's brief smile conveyed more gratitude than conviction. “Wish I could've met your
grandfather, m'lord. From all the tales they told of him back in the District, he was
quite something. My great-grandfather served with him in the mountains during the
Cetagandan Occupation, m'mother says.”

“Ah! Did she have any good stories about him?”

Roic shrugged. "“He died of t' radiation after Vorkosigan Vashnoi was destroyed.
M'grandmother would never talk about him much, so I don't know.”
“Pity.”

Lieutenant Smolyani poked his head around the corner. “We're locked on to the Prince
Xav now, Lord Auditor Vorkosigan. Transfer tube's sealed and they're ready for you to
board.”

“WVery good, Lieutenant.”

Miles followed Roic, who had to duck his head through the oval doorway, into the
courier's cramped personnel hatch bay. Smolyani took up station by the hatch controls.
The control pad twinkled and beeped; the door slid open onto the airlock and the flex
tube, beyond it. Miles nodded to Roic, who took a wvisible breath and swung himself
through. Smolyani braced to a salute; Miles returned him an acknowledging nod and a
“Thank you, Lieutenant,” and followed Roic.

A meter of stomach-lifting zero-gee in the flex tube ended at a similar hatchway.
Miles grasped the handgrips and swung himself through and smoothly to his feet in the
open airlock. He stepped from it into a very much more spacious hatch bay. On his left,
Roic loomed formally, awaiting him. The flagship's door slid closed behind him.

Before him, three green-uniformed men and a civilian stood stiffly to attention. Not
one of them changed expression at Miles's un-Barrayaran physique. Presumably Vorpatril,
whom Miles barely recalled from a few passing encounters in Vorbarr Sultana's capital
scene, remembered him more vividly, and had prudently briefed his staff on the mutoid
appearance of Emperor Gregor's shortest, not to mention youngest and newest, Voice.

Admiral Eugin Vorpatril was of middle height, stocky, white-haired, and grim. He
stepped forward and gave Miles a crisp and proper salute. “My Lord Auditor. Welcome
aboard the Prince Xav.”



“Thank you, Admiral.” He did not add Happy to be here; no one in this group could be
happy to see him, under the circumstances.

Vorpatril continued, “May I introduce my Fleet Security commander, Captain Brun.”

The lean, tense man, possibly even grimmer than his admiral, nodded curtly. Brun had
been 1in operational charge of the ill-fated patrol whose hair-trigger exploits had
blown the situation from minor legal brangle to major diplomatic incident. No, not
happy at all.

“Senior Cargomaster Molino of the Komarran fleet consortium.”

Molino too was middle-aged, and quite as dyspeptic-looking as the Barrayarans, though
dressed in neat dark Komarran-style tunic and trousers. A senior cargomaster was the
ranking executive and financial officer of the limited-term corporate entity that was a
commercial convoy, and as such bore most of the responsibilities of a fleet admiral
with a fraction of the powers. He also had the unenviable task of being the designated
interface between a potentially very disparate bunch of commercial interests, and their
Barrayaran military protectors, which was usually enough to account for dyspepsia even
without a crisis. He murmured a polite, “My Lord Vorkosigan.”

Vorpatril's tone took on a slightly gritty quality. “My fleet legal officer, Ensign
Deslaurier.”

Tall Deslaurier, pale and wan beneath a lingering touch of adolescent acne, managed a
nod.

Miles blinked in surprise. When, under his old covert ops identity, he had run a
supposedly independent mercenary fleet for ImpSec's galactic operations, Fleet Legal
had been a major department; just negotiating the peaceful passage of armed ships
through all the wvaried local space legal jurisdictions had been a full-time job of

nightmarish complexity. “Ensign.” Miles returned the nod, and chose his wording
carefully. “You, ah... would seem to have a considerable responsibility, for your rank
and age.”

Deslaurier cleared his throat, and said in a nearly inaudible voice, “Our department

chief was sent home earlier in the voyage, my Lord Auditor. Compassionate leave. His
mother'd died.”

I think I'm getting the drift of this already. “This your first galactic voyage, by
chance?”

“Yes, my lord.”

Vorpatril put in, possibly mercifully, “I and my staff are entirely at your disposal,
my Lord Auditor, and are ready with our reports as you requested. Would you care to
follow me to our briefing room?”

“Yes, thank you, Admiral.”

Some shuffling and ducking through the corridors brought the party to a standard
military briefing room: bolted-down holovid-equipped table and station chairs, friction
matting underfoot harboring the faint musty odor of a sealed and gloomy chamber that
never enjoyed sunlight or fresh air. The place smelled military. Miles suppressed the
urge to take a long, nostalgic inhalation, for old times' sake. At his hand signal,
Roic took up an impassive guard's stance just inside the door. The rest waited for him
to seat himself, then disposed themselves around the table, Vorpatril on his left,
Deslaurier as far away as possible.

Vorpatril, displaying a clear understanding of the etiquette of the situation, or at
least some sense of self-preservation, began, “So. How may we serve vyou, my Lord
Auditor?”

Miles tented his hands on the table. “I am an Auditor; my first task is to listen. If
you please, Admiral Vorpatril, describe for me the course of events from your point of
view. How did you arrive at this impasse?”

“From my point of view?” Vorpatril grimaced. “It started out seeming no more than the
usual one damned thing after another. We were supposed to be in dock here at Graf
Station for five days, for contracted cargo and passenger transfers. Since there was no
reason at that time to think that the quaddies were hostile, I granted as many station
leaves as possible, which is standard procedure.”

Miles nodded. The purposes of Barrayaran military escorts for Komarran ships ranged
from overt to subtle to never-spoken. Overtly, escorts rode along to repel hijackers
from the cargo vessels and supply the military part of the fleet with maneuvering
experience scarcely less valuable than war games. More subtly, the ventures provided
opportunity for all sorts of intelligence gathering - economic, political, and social,
as well as military. And it provided cadres of young provincial Barrayaran men, future
officers and future civilians, with seasoning contact with the wider galactic culture.
On the never-spoken side were the lingering tensions between Barrayarans and Komarrans,
legacy of the, in Miles's view, fully Jjustified conquest of the latter by the former a
generation ago. It was the Emperor's express policy to move from a stance of occupation
to one of full political and social assimilation between the two planets. That process
was proving slow and rocky.

Vorpatril continued, “The Toscane Corporation's ship Idris put into dock for Jump
drive adjustments, and ran into unexpected complications when they pulled things apart.
Repaired parts failed to pass calibration tests when reinstalled and were sent back to
the Station shops for refabrication. Five days became ten, while that bickering was
going back and forth. Then Lieutenant Solian turned up missing.”



“Do I understand correctly that the lieutenant was the Barrayaran security liaison
officer aboard the Idris?” Miles said. Fleet beat cop, charged with maintaining peace
and order among crew and passengers, keeping an eye out for any illegal or threatening
activities or suspicious persons - not a few historic hijackings were inside jobs - and
being first line of defense in counterintelligence. More quietly, keeping an ear out
for potential disaffection among the Emperor's Komarran subjects. Obliged to render all
possible assistance to the ship in physical emergencies, coordinating evacuation or
rescue with the military escort. Liaison officer was a Jjob that could shift from
yawningly boring to lethally demanding in an eyeblink.

Captain Brun spoke for the first time. “Yes, my lord.”

Miles turned to him. “One of your people, was he? How would you describe Lieutenant
Solian?”

“He was newly assigned,” Brun answered, then hesitated. “I did not have a close
personal acquaintance with him, but all his prior personnel evaluations gave him high
marks.”

Miles glanced at the cargomaster. “Did you know him, sir?”

“We met a few times,” said Molino. “I mostly stayed aboard the Rudra, but my
impression of him was that he was friendly and competent. He seemed to get along well
with crew and passengers. Quite the walking advertisement for assimilation.”

“Excuse me?”

Vorpatril cleared his throat. “Solian was Komarran, my lord.”

“Ah.” Argh. The reports hadn't mentioned this wrinkle. Komarrans were but lately
permitted admittance into the Barrayaran Imperial Service; the first generation of such
officers was handpicked, and on their marks to prove their loyalty and competence. The
Emperor's pets, Miles had heard at least one Barrayaran fellow-officer describe them in
covert disgruntlement. The success of this integration was a high personal priority of
Gregor's. Admiral Vorpatril certainly knew it, too. Miles moved the mysterious fate of
Solian up a few notches in his mental list of most-urgent priorities.

“What were the circumstances of his original disappearance?”

Brun answered, “Wery quiet, my lord. He signed off-shift in the usual manner, and
never showed up for his next watch. When his cabin was finally checked, it seemed that
some of his personal effects and a valise were missing, although most of his uniforms
were left. There was no record of his finally leaving the ship, but then... he'd know
how to get out without being seen if anyone could. Which is why I posit desertion. The
ship was very thoroughly searched after that. He has to have altered the records, or
slipped out with the cargo, or something.”

“Any sense that he was unhappy in his work or place?”

“Not - no, my lord. Nothing special.”

“Anything not special?”

“Well, there was the usual chronic chaff about being a Komarran in this” - Brun
gestured at himself - “uniform. I suppose, where he was placed, he was in position to
get it from both sides.”

We're trying to all be one side, now. Miles decided this was not the time or place to
pursue the unconscious assumptions behind Brun's word-choice. “Cargomaster Molino - do
you have any sidelights on this? Was Solian subject to, ah, reproof from his fellow
Komarrans?”

Molino shook his head. “The man seemed to be well liked by the crew of the Idris as
far as I could tell. Stuck to business, didn't get into arguments.”

“Nevertheless, I gather that your first... impression, was that he had deserted?”

“It seemed possible,” Brun admitted. ™“I'm not casting aspersions, but he was

Komarran. Maybe he'd found it tougher than he thought it would be. Admiral Vorpatril
disagreed,” he added scrupulously.

Vorpatril waved a hand in a gesture of judicious balance. “The more reason not to
think desertion. High command's been pretty careful of what Komarrans they admit to the
Service. They don't want public failures.”

“In any case,” said Brun, “we put all our own security people on alert to search for
him, and asked for help from the Graf Station authorities. Which they were not
especially eager to offer. They just kept repeating they'd had no sign of him in either
the gravity or null-gee sections, and no record of anyone of his description leaving
the station on their local-space carriers.”

“And then what happened?”

Admiral Vorpatril answered, “Time ran on. Repairs on the Idris were completed and
signed off. Pressure,” he eyed Molino without favor, “grew to leave Graf Station and
continue on the planned route. Me - I don't leave my men behind if I can help it.”

Molino said, rather through his teeth, “It made no economic sense to tie up the
entire fleet over one man. You might have left one light vessel or even a small team of
investigators to pursue the matter, to follow on when they were concluded, and let the
rest continue.”

“I also have standing orders not to split the fleet,” said Vorpatril, his Jjaw
tightening.
“But we haven't suffered a hijacking attempt in this sector for decades,” argued

Molino. Miles felt he was witnessing round n-plus-one of an ongoing debate.
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“Not since Barrayar began providing you with free military escorts,” said Vorpatril,

with false cordiality. “0dd coincidence, that.” His voice grew firmer. “I don't leave
my men. I swore that at the Escobar debacle, back when I was a milk-faced ensign.” He
glanced at Miles. “Under your father's command, as it happened.”

Uh-oh. This could be trouble.... Miles let his brows climb in curiosity. “What was
your experience there, sir?”

Vorpatril snorted reminiscently. “I was a Jjunior pilot on a combat drop shuttle,

orphaned when our mothership was blown to hell by the Escos in high orbit. I suppose if
we'd made it back during the retreat, we'd have been blown up with her, but still.
Nowhere to dock, nowhere to run, even the few surviving ships that had an open docking
cradle not pausing for us, a couple of hundred men on board including wounded - it was
a right nightmare, let me tell you.”

Miles felt the admiral had barely clipped off a “son,” at the end of that last
sentence.

Miles said cautiously, “I'm not sure Admiral Vorkosigan had much choice left, by the
time he inherited command of the invasion after the death of Prince Serg.”

“Oh, none at all,” Vorpatril agreed, with another wave of his hand. “I'm not saying
the man didn't do all he could with what he had. But he couldn't do it all, and I was
among those sacrificed. Spent almost a year in an Escobaran prison camp, before the
negotiators finally got me mustered home. The Escobarans didn't make it a holiday for
us, I can tell you that.”

It could have been worse. You might have been a female Escobaran prisoner of war in
one of our camps. Miles decided not to suggest this exercise of the imagination to the
admiral just now. “I would expect not.”

“"All I'm saying is, I know what it is to be abandoned, and I won't do it to men of
mine for any trivial reason.” His narrow glance at the cargomaster made it clear that
evaporating Komarran corporate profits did not qualify as a weighty enough reason for
this violation of principle. “Events proved - ” He hesitated, and rephrased himself.
“For a time, I thought events had proved me right.”

“For a time,” Miles echoed. “Not any more?”

“Now... well... what happened next was pretty... pretty disturbing. There was an
unauthorized cycling of a personnel airlock in the Graf Station cargo bay next to where
the Idris was locked on. No ship or personnel pod was sighted at it, however - the tube

seals weren't activated. By the time the Station security guard got there, the bay was
empty. But there was a quantity of blood on the floor, and signs of something dragged
to the lock. The blood came up on testing as Solian's. It looked like he was trying to
make it back to the Idris, and someone jumped him.”

“Someone who didn't leave footprints,” added Brun darkly.

At Miles's inquiring look, Vorpatril explained, “In the gravitational areas where the
downsiders stay, the quaddies buzz around in these 1little personal floaters. They
operate 'em with their lower hands, leaving their upper arms free. No footprints. No
feet, for that matter.”

“Ah, yes. I understand,” said Miles. “Blood, but no body - has a body been found?”

“Not yet,” said Brun.

“Searched for?”

“Oh, yes. In all the possible trajectories.”

“I suppose it's occurred to you that a deserter might try to fake his own murder or
suicide, to free himself from pursuit.”

“I might have thought that,” said Brun, “but I saw the loading bay floor. No one
could lose that much blood and live. There must have been three or four liters at
least.”

Miles shrugged. “The first step in emergency cryonic prep is to exsanguinate the
patient and replace his blood with cryo-fluid. That can easily leave several liters of
blood on the floor, and the victim - well, potentially alive.” He'd had close personal

experience of the process, or so Elli Quinn and Bel Thorne had told him afterward, on
that Dendarii Free Mercenary mission that had gone so disastrously wrong. Granted, he
didn't remember that part, except through Bel's extremely vivid description.

Brun's brows flicked up. “I hadn't thought of that.”

“It rather sprang to my mind,” said Miles apologetically. I could show you the scars.

Brun frowned, then shook his head. “I don't think there would have been time before
Station security arrived on the scene.”

“Even if a portable cryochamber was standing ready?”

Brun opened his mouth, then closed it again. He finally said, “It's a complicated
scenario, my lord.”

“I don't insist on it,” said Miles easily. He considered the other end of the cryo-
revival process. “Except that I'd also point out that there are other sources of

several liters of nice fresh one's-own-personal blood besides a victim's body. Such as
a revival lab's or hospital's synthesizer. The product would certainly light up a
cursory DNA scan. You couldn't even call it a false positive, exactly. A bio-forensics
lab could tell the difference, though. Traces of cryo-fluid would be obvious, too, if
only someone thought to look for them.” He added wistfully, “I hate circumstantial
evidence. Who ran the identification check on the blood?”



Brun shifted uncomfortably. “The quaddies. We'd downloaded Solian's DNA scan to them
when he first went missing. But the security liaison officer from the Rudra had gone
over by then - he was right there in the bay watching their tech. He reported the match
to me as soon as the analyzer beeped. That's when I podded across to look at it all
myself.”

“Did he collect another sample to cross-check?”

“I... believe so. I can ask the fleet surgeon if he received one before, um, other
events overtook us.”

Admiral Vorpatril sat looking unpleasantly stunned. “I thought certainly poor Solian
was murdered. By some - ” He fell silent.

“It doesn't sound as though that hypothesis is ruled out either, yet,” Miles consoled
him. “In any case, you honestly believed it at the time. Have your fleet surgeon
examine his samples more thoroughly, please, and report to me.”

“And to Graf Station Security, too?”

“Ah... maybe not them yet.” Even if the results were negative, the query would only
serve to stir up more quaddie suspicions about Barrayarans. And 1f they were
positive... Miles wanted to think about that first. “At any rate, what happened next?”

“That Solian was himself Fleet Security made his murder - apparent murder - seem
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especially sinister,” Vorpatril admitted. “Had he been trying to get back with some
warning? We couldn't tell. So I canceled all leaves, went to alert status, and ordered
all ships to detach from dockside.”

“With no explanation of why,” put in Molino.

Vorpatril glowered at him. ™“During an alert, a commander does not stop to explain
orders. He expects to be instantly obeyed. Besides, the way you people had been
champing at the bit, complaining about the delays, I hardly thought I'd need to repeat
myself.” A muscle jumped in his jaw; he inhaled and returned to his narrative. “At this
point, we suffered something of a communications breakdown.”

Here comes the smokescreen, at last.

“Our understanding was that a two-man security patrol, sent to retrieve an officer
who was late reporting in - ”

“That would be Ensign Corbeau?”

“Yes. Corbeau. As we understood it at the time, the patrol and the ensign were
attacked, disarmed, and detained by quaddies. The real story as 1t emerged later was
more complex, but that was what I had to go on as I was trying to clear Graf Station of
all our personnel and stand off for any contingency up to immediate evacuation from
local space.”

Miles leaned forward. “Did you believe it to be random quaddies who had seized your
men, or did you understand it to have been Graf Station Security?”
Vorpatril didn't quite grind his teeth, but almost. He answered nonetheless, “Yes, we

knew it was their security.”

“Did you ask your legal officer to advise you?”

“No.

“Did Ensign Deslaurier volunteer advice?”

“No, my lord,” Deslaurier managed to whisper.

“I see. Go on.”

“I ordered Captain Brun to send a strike patrol in to retrieve, now, three men from a
situation that I believed had just proved lethally dangerous to Barrayaran personnel.”

“Armed with rather more than stunners, I understand?”

“I couldn't ask my men to go up against those numbers with only stunners, my lord,”
said Brun. “There are a million of those mutants out there!”

Miles let his brows climb. “On Graf Station? I thought its resident population was
around fifty thousand. Civilians.”
Brun made an impatient gesture. “A million to twelve, fifty thousand to twelve -

regardless, they needed weapons with authority. My rescue party needed to get in and
out as quickly as possible, having to deal with as little argument or resistance as
possible. Stunners are useless as weapons of intimidation.”

“I am familiar with the argument.” Miles leaned back and rubbed his lips. “Go on.”

“My patrol reached the place our men were being held - ”

“Graf Station Security Post Number Three, was it not?” Miles put in.

“Yes.”

“Tell me - in all the time since the fleet has been here, hadn't any of your men on
leave had close encounters with Station Security? No drunk and disorderlies, no safety
violations, nothing?”

Brun, looking as though the words were being pulled from his mouth with dental
pliers, said, “Three men were arrested by Graf Station Security last week for racing
float chairs in an unsafe manner while inebriated.”

“And what happened to them? How did your fleet legal advisor handle it?”

Ensign Deslaurier muttered, “They spent a few hours in lock-up, then I went down and
saw that their fines were paid, and pledged to the stationer adjudicator that they
would be confined to quarters for the duration of our stay.”

“So you were all by then familiar with standard procedures for retrieving men from
contretemps with Station authorities?”



“These were not drunk and disorderlies this time. These were our own security forces
carrying out their duties,” said Vorpatril.

“Go on,” sighed Miles. “What happened with your patrol?”

“"I still don't have their own firsthand reports, my lord,” said Brun stiffly. “The
quaddies have only let one unarmed medical officer visit them in their current place of
confinement. Shots were exchanged, both stunner and plasma fire, inside Security Post
Three. Quaddies swarmed the place, and our men were overwhelmed and taken prisoner.”

The “swarming” gquaddies had included, not unnaturally in Miles's view, most of the
Graf Station professional and volunteer fire brigades. Plasma fire. In a civilian space
station. Oh, my aching head.

“So,” said Miles gently, “after we shot up the police station and set the habitat on
fire, what did we do for an encore?”

Admiral Vorpatril's teeth set, briefly. “I am afraid that, when the Komarran ships in
dock failed to obey my urgent orders to cast off and instead allowed themselves to be
locked down, I lost the initiative in the situation. Too many hostages had passed into
quaddie control by then, the Komarran independent captain-owners were entirely laggard
in obeying my position orders, and the quaddies' own militia, such as it is, was
allowed to move into position around us. We froze in a standoff for almost two full
days. Then we were ordered to stand down and wait your arrival.”

Thank all the gods for that. Military intelligence was as nothing to military
stupidity. But to slide halfway to stupid and stop was rare indeed. Vorpatril deserved
some credit for that, at least.

Brun put in glumly, “Not much choice at that point. It's not as though we could
threaten to blow up the station with our own ships in dock.”

“You couldn't blow up the station in any case,” Miles pointed out mildly. “It would
be mass murder. Not to mention a criminal order. The Emperor would have you shot.”

Brun flinched and subsided.

Vorpatril's lips thinned. “The Emperor, or you?”

“Gregor and I would flip a coin to see who got to go first.”

A little silence fell.

“Fortunately,” Miles continued, “it appears heads have cooled all round. For that,
Admiral Vorpatril, I do thank you. I might add, the fates of your respective careers
are a matter between you and your Ops command.” Unless you manage to make me late for

the births of my very first children, in which case you'd better start looking for a
deep, deep hole. “My job is to talk out as many of the Emperor's subjects from quaddie
hands, at the lowest prices, as I can. If I'm really lucky, when I'm done our trade
fleets may be able to dock here again someday. You have not given me an especially
strong hand of cards to play, here, unfortunately. Nonetheless, I'll see what I can do.
I want copies of all raw transcripts pertaining to these late events provided for my
review, please.”

“Yes, my lord,” growled Vorpatril. “But,” his voice grew almost anguished, “that
still doesn't tell me what happened to Lieutenant Solian!”

“"I will undertake to give that question my keenest attention as well, Admiral.” Miles
met his eyes. “I promise you.”

Vorpatril nodded shortly.

“But, Lord Auditor Vorkosigan!” Cargomaster Molino put in urgently. “Graf Station
authorities are trying to fine our Komarran vessels for the damage done by Barrayaran
troops. It must be made plain to them that the military stands alone in this...
criminal activity.”

Miles hesitated a long moment. “How fortunate for you, Cargomaster,” he said at last,
“that in the event of a genuine attack, the reverse would not be true.” He tapped the
table and rose to his feet.

CHAPTER THREE

Miles stood on tiptoe to peer through the little port beside the Kestrel's personnel
hatch as the ship maneuvered toward its assigned docking cradle. Graf Station was a
vast jumbled aggregation, an apparent chaos of design not surprising in an installation
in its third century of expansion. Somewhere buried in the core of the sprawling,
bristling structure was a small metallic asteroid, honeycombed for both space and the
material used 1in building this wvery oldest of the quaddies' many habitats. Also
somewhere in its innermost sections could still be seen, according to the guidevids,
actual elements from the broken-apart and reconfigured Jjumpship in which the initial
band of hardy quaddie pioneers had made their historic voyage to this refuge.

Miles stepped back and gestured Ekaterin to the port for a look. He reflected on the
political astrography of Quaddiespace, or rather, as it was formally designated, the
Union of Free Habitats. From this initial point, quaddie groups had leapfrogged out to
build daughter colonies in both directions along the inner of the two rings of
asteroids that had made this system so attractive to their ancestors. Several
generations and a million strong later, the quaddies were in no danger whatsoever of
running out of space, energy, or materials. Their population could expand as fast as it
chose to build.



Only a handful of their many scattered habitats maintained areas supplied with
artificial gravity for legged humans, either visitor or resident, or even dealt with
outsiders. Graf Station was one that did accept galactics and their trade, as did the
orbital arcologies dubbed Metropolitan, Sanctuary, Minchenko, and Union Station. This
last was the seat of Quaddie government, such as it was; a variant of Dbottom-up
representative democracy based, Miles was given to understand, on the work gang as its
primary unit. He hoped to God he wasn't going to end up negotiating with a committee.

Ekaterin glanced around and, with an excited smile, motioned Roic to take a turn. He
ducked his head and nearly pressed his nose to the port, staring in open curiosity.
This was Ekaterin's first trip outside the Barrayaran Empire, and Roic's first venture
off Barrayar ever. Miles paused to thank his habits of mild paranoia that before he'd
dragged them off world he'd troubled to send them both through a short intensive course
in space and free fall procedures and safety. He'd pulled rank and strings to get
access to the military academy facilities, albeit on a free week between scheduled
classes, for a tailored version of the longer course that Roic's older armsmen
colleagues had received routinely in their former Imperial Service training.

Ekaterin had been extremely startled when Miles had invited - persuaded - well,
hustled - her to join the bodyguard in the orbital school: daunted at first, exhausted
and close to mutiny partway through, proud and elated at the finish. For passenger
liners 1in pressurization trouble, it was the wusual method to stuff their paying
customers into simple bubbles called bod pods to passively await rescue. Miles had been
stuck in a bod pod a time or two himself. He'd sworn that no man, and most especially
no wife, of his would ever be rendered so artificially helpless in an emergency. His
whole party had traveled with their own personally tailored quick-donning suits at
hand. Regretfully, Miles had left his old customized battle armor in storage....

Roic unbent from the port, looking especially stoic, faint vertical lines of worry
between his eyebrows.

Miles asked, “Has everyone had their antinausea pills?”

Roic nodded earnestly.

Ekaterin said, “Have you had yours?”

“Oh, vyes.” He glanced down his plain gray civilian tunic and trousers. “I used to
have this nifty bio-chip on my vagus nerve that kept me from losing my lunch in free
fall, but it got blown out with the rest of my guts in that unpleasant encounter with

the needle-grenade. I should get it replaced one of these days....” Miles stepped
forward and took one more glance outside. The station had grown to occlude most of the
view. “So, Roic. If some quaddies visiting Hassadar made themselves obnoxious enough to

win a visit to the Municipal Guard's gaol, and then a bunch more gquaddies popped up and
tried to bust them out with military-grade weapons, and shot up the place and torched
it and burned some of your comrades, Jjust how would you feel about quaddies at that
point?”

“Um... not too friendly, m'lord.” Roic paused. “Pretty pissed, actually.”

“That's what I figured.” Miles sighed. “Ah. Here we go.”

Clanks and thumps sounded as the Kestrel came gently to rest and the docking clamps
felt their way to a firm grip. The flex tube whined, seeking its seal, guided by the
Kestrel's engineer at the hatch controls, and then seated itself with an audible chink.
“All tight, sir,” the engineer reported.

“All right, troops, we're on parade,” Miles murmured, and waved Roic on.

The bodyguard nodded and slipped through the hatch; after a moment he called back,
“Ready, m'lord.”

All was, 1if not well, good enough. Miles followed through the flex tube, Ekaterin
close behind him. He stole a glance over his shoulder as he floated forward. She was
svelte and arresting in the red tunic and black leggings, her hair in a sophisticated
braid around her head. Zero gee had a charming effect on well-developed female anatomy
that he decided he had probably better not point out to her. As an opening move,
setting this first meeting 1in the null-gee section of Graf Station was clearly
calculated to put the visitors off balance, to emphasize just whose space this was. If
they'd wanted to be polite, the quaddies would have received them in one of the grav
sections.

The station-side airlock opened into a spacious cylindrical bay, its radial symmetry
airily dispensing with the concepts of “up” and “down.” Roic floated with one hand on
the grip by the hatch, the other kept carefully away from his stunner holster. Miles
craned his neck to take in the array of half a dozen quaddies, males and females, in
paramilitary grade half-armor, floating in cross-fire positions around the bay. Their
weapons were out but shouldered, formality masking threat. Lower arms, thicker and more
muscular than their uppers, emerged from their hips. Both sets of arms were protected
by plasma-deflecting vambraces. Miles couldn't help reflecting that here were people
who actually could shoot and reload at the same time. Interestingly, though two bore
the insignia of Graf Station Security, the rest were in the colors and badges of the
Union Militia.

Impressive window dressing, but these were not the people he needed to be attending
to. His gaze swept on to the three quaddies and the legged downsider waiting directly
across from the hatch. Faintly startled expressions, as they in turn took in his own
nonstandard appearance, were quickly suppressed on three out of four faces.

” r”



The senior Graf Station Security officer was instantly recognizable by his uniform,
weapons, and glower. Another middle-aged quaddie male also wore some sort of Stationer
uniform, slate blue, in a conservative style designed to reassure the public. A white-
haired female quaddie was more elaborately dressed in a maroon velvet doublet with
slashed upper sleeves, silky silver fabric puffing from the slits, with matching puffy
shorts and tight lower sleeves. The legged downsider also wore the slate-blue uniform,
except with trousers and friction boots. Short, graying brown hair floated around the
head that turned toward Miles. Miles choked, trying not to swear aloud in shock.

My God. It's Bel Thorne. What the devil was the ex-mercenary Betan hermaphrodite
doing here? The question answered itself as soon as it formed. So. Now I know who our
ImpSec observer on Graf Station is. Which, abruptly, raised the reliability of those

reports to a vastly higher level... or did it? Miles's smile froze, concealing, he
hoped, his sudden mental disarray.

The white-haired woman was speaking, in a very chilly tone - some automatic part of
Miles's mind pegged her as senior, as well as oldest, present. “Good afternoon, Lord

Auditor Vorkosigan. Welcome to the Union of Free Habitats.”

Miles, one hand still guiding a blinking Ekaterin into the bay, managed a polite
return nod. He left the second handhold flanking the hatch to her for an anchor, and
managed to set himself in air, without imparting an unwanted spin, right side up with
relation to the senior quaddie woman. “Thank you,” he returned neutrally. Bel, what the
hell... ? Give me a sign, dammit. The hermaphrodite returned his brief wide-eyed stare
with cool disinterest, and, as if casually, raised a hand to scratch the side of its
nose, signaling, perhaps, Wait for it....

“I am Senior Sealer Greenlaw,” the quaddie woman continued, “and I have been assigned
by my government to meet with you and provide arbitration between you and your victims
on Graf Station. This is Crew Chief Venn of Graf Station Security, Boss Watts, who is
supervisor of Graf Station Downsider Relations, and Assistant Portmaster Bel Thorne.”

“How do vyou do, madam, gentlemen, honorable herm,” Miles's mouth continued on
autopilot. He was too shaken by the sight of Bel to take exception to that your
victims, for now. “Permit me to introduce my wife, Lady Ekaterin Vorkosigan, and my

personal assistant, Armsman Roic.”

All the quaddies frowned disapprovingly at Roic. But now it was the turn for Bel's
eyes to widen, staring with sudden attention at Ekaterin. A purely personal aspect of
it all Dblazed across Miles's mind then, as he realized that he was shortly, very
probably, going to be in the unsettling position of having to introduce his new wife to
his old flame. Not that Bel's oft-expressed crush on him had ever been consummated,
exactly, to his retrospective sometimes-regret....

“Portmaster Thorne, ah...” Miles felt himself scrambling for firm footing in more
ways than one. His voice went brightly inquiring. “Have we met?”
“I don't believe we've ever met, Lord Auditor Vorkosigan, no,” returned Bel; Miles

hoped his was the only ear that detected the slight emphasis on his Barrayaran name and
title in that familiar alto drawl.

“Ah.” Miles hesitated. Throw out a lure, a line, something... “My mother was Betan,
you know.”

“What a coincidence,” Bel said blandly. “So was mine.”

Bel, goddammit! “I have had the pleasure of visiting Beta Colony several times.”

“I haven't been back but once in decades.” The faint light of Bel's notably vile
sense of humor faded in the brown eyes, and the herm relented as far as, “I'd like to
hear about the old sandbox.”

“It would be my pleasure to discuss it,” Miles responded, praying this exchange

sounded diplomatic and not cryptic. Soon, soon, bloody soon. Bel returned him a
cordial, acknowledging nod.

The white-haired quaddie woman gestured toward the end of the bay with her upper
right hand. “If you would please accompany us to the conference chamber, Lord and Lady
Vorkosigan, Armsman Roic.”

“Certainly, Sealer Greenlaw.” Miles favored her with an after you, ma'am half-bow in
air, then uncurled to get a foot to the wall to push off after her. Ekaterin and Roic
followed. Ekaterin arrived and braked at the round airseal door with reasonable grace,
though Roic landed crookedly with an audible thump. He'd used too much power pushing
off, but Miles couldn't stop to coach him on the fine points here. He'd come to the
right of it soon enough, or break an arm. The next series of corridors featured a
sufficiency of handgrips. The downsiders kept up with the quaddies, who both preceded
and followed; to Miles's secret satisfaction, none of the guards had to pause and
collect any out-of-control spinning or helplessly becalmed Barrayarans.

They came at length to a chamber with a window-wall offering a panoramic view out
across one arm of the station and into the deep, star-dusted void beyond. Any downsider
suffering from a touch of agoraphobia or pressurization paranoia would doubtless prefer
to cling to the wall on the opposite side. Miles floated gently up to the transparent
barrier, stopping himself with two delicately extended fingers, and surveyed the
spacescape; his mouth crooked up, unwilled. “This is very fine,” he said honestly.

He glanced around. Roic had found a wall grip near the door, awkwardly shared with
the lower hand of a quaddie guard, who glowered at him as they both shifted fingers



trying not to touch the other. The majority of the honor guard had been shed in the
adjoining corridor, and only two, one Graf Station and one Union, now hovered, albeit
alertly. The chamber end-walls featured decorative plants growing out of illuminated
spiraling tubes that held their roots in a hydroponic mist. Ekaterin paused by one,
examining the multicolored leaves closely. She tore her attention away, and her brief
smile faded, watching Miles, watching their quaddie hosts, watching for cues. Her eye
fell curiously on Bel, who was surveying Miles in turn, the herm's expression - well,
anyone else would see it as bland, probably. Miles suspected it was deeply ironic.

The quaddies took up position in a hemispherical arrangement around a central vid
plate, Bel hovering near 1its comrade-in-slate-blue, Boss Watts. Arching posts of
different heights featured the sort of com 1link control boards usually found on
station-chair arms, looking a bit 1like flowers on stalks, which provided suitably
spaced tethering points. Miles picked a post with his back to open space. Ekaterin
floated over and took up a spot a little behind him. She'd gone into her silent, highly
reserved mode, which Miles had to school himself not to read as unhappy; it might just
mean that she was processing too hard to remember to be animated. Fortunately, the
ivory-carved expression also simulated aristocratic poise.

A pair of younger quaddies, whose green shirt-and-shorts garb Miles's eye decoded as
servitor, offered drink bulbs all around; Miles selected something billed to be tea,
Ekaterin took fruit juice, and Roic, with a glance at his quaddie opposite numbers who
were offered none, declined. A quaddie could grip a handhold and a drink bulb, and
still have two hands left to draw and aim a weapon. It hardly seemed fair.

“Senior Sealer Greenlaw,” Miles began. “My credentials, you should have received.”
She nodded, her short, fine hair floating in a wispy halo with the motion. He
continued, “I am, unfortunately, not wholly familiar with the cultural context and
meaning of your title. Who do you speak for, and do your words bind them in honor? That
is to say, do you represent Graf Station, a department within the Union of Free
Habitats, or some larger entity still? And who reviews your recommendations or
sanctions your agreements?” And how long does it usually take them?

She hesitated, and he wondered if she was studying him with the same intensity that
he studied her. Quaddies were even longer-lived than Betans, who routinely made it to
one-hundred-and-twenty standard, and might expect to see a century and a half; how old
was this woman?

“I am a Sealer for the Union's Department of Downsider Relations; I believe some
downsider cultures would term this a minister plenipotentiary for their state
department, or whatever body administers their embassies. I've served the department
for the past forty years, including tours as junior and senior counsel for the Union in
both our bordering systems.”

The near neighbors to Quaddiespace, a few jumps away on heavily used routes; she was
saying she'd spent time on planets. And, incidentally, that she's been doing this job
since before I was born. If only she wasn't one of those people who figured that if
you'd seen one planet, you'd seen 'em all, this sounded promising. Miles nodded.

“My recommendations and agreements will be reviewed by my work gang on Union Station
- which is the Board of Directors of the Union of Free Habitats.”

Well, so there was a committee, but happily, they weren't here. Miles pegged her as
being roughly the equivalent of a senior Barrayaran minister in the Council of
Ministers, well up to his own weight as an Imperial Auditor. Granted, the quaddies had
nothing in their governmental structure equivalent to a Barrayaran Count, though they
seemed none the worse for the deprivation - Miles suppressed a dry snort. One layer
from the top, Greenlaw had a finite number of persons to please or persuade. He
permitted himself his first faint hope for a reasonably supple negotiation.

Her white brows drew in. “They called you the Emperor's Voice. Do Barrayarans really
believe their emperor's voice comes from your mouth, across all those light-years?”

Miles regretted his inability to lean back in a chair; he straightened his spine a
trifle instead. “The name is a legal fiction, not a superstition, if that's what you're
asking. Actually, Emperor's Voice is a nickname for my job. My real title is Imperial
Auditor - a reminder that always my first task is to listen. I answer to - and for -
Emperor Gregor alone.” This seemed a good place to leave out such complications as
potential impeachment by the Council of Counts, and other Barrayaran-style checks and
balances. Such as assassination.

The security officer, Venn, spoke up. “So do you, or do you not, control the
Barrayaran military forces here 1in Union space?” He'd evidently acquired enough
experience of Barrayaran soldiers by now to have a 1little trouble picturing the
slightly crooked runt floating before him dominating the bluff Vorpatril, or his no-
doubt large and healthy troopers.

Yeah, but you should see my Da... Miles cleared his throat. “As the Emperor is
commander-in-chief of the Barrayaran military, his Voice is automatically the ranking
officer of any Barrayaran force in his wvicinity, yes. If the emergency so demands it.”

“So are you saying that if you ordered it, those thugs out there would shoot?” said
Venn sourly.

Miles managed a slight bow in his direction, not easy in free fall. “Sir, 1if an
Emperor's Voice so ordered it, they'd shoot themselves.”



This was pure swagger - well, part swagger - but Venn didn't need to know it. Bel
remained straight-faced, somehow, thank whatever gods hovered here, though Miles could
almost see the laugh getting choked back. Don't pop your eardrums, Bel. The Sealer's
white eyebrows took a moment to climb back down to horizontal again.

Miles continued, “Nevertheless, while it's not hard to get any group of persons
excited enough to shoot at things, one purpose of military discipline is to ensure they
also stop shooting on command. This is not a time for shooting, but for talking - and
listening. I am listening.” He tented his fingers in front of what would be his lap, if
he were sitting. “From your point of view, what was the sequence of events that led to
this unfortunate incident?”

Greenlaw and Venn both started to speak at once; the gquaddie woman opened an upper
hand in a gesture of invitation to the security officer.

Venn nodded and continued, “It started when my department received an emergency call
to apprehend a pair of your men who had assaulted a quaddie woman.”

Here was a new player on stage. Miles kept his expression neutral. “Assaulted in what
sense?”

“Broke into her living quarters, roughed her up, threw her around, broke one of her
arms. They evidently had been sent in pursuit of a certain Barrayaran officer who had
failed to report for duty - ”

“Ah. Would that be Ensign Corbeau?”

\\Yes . ”

“And was he in her living quarters?”

\\Yes 74

“By her invitation?”

“Yes.” Venn grimaced. “They had apparently, um, become friends. Garnet Five is a

premier dancer in the Minchenko Memorial Troupe, which performs live zero-gee ballet
for residents of the Station and for downsider visitors.” Venn inhaled. “It 1is not
entirely clear who went to whose defense when the Barrayaran patrol came to remove
their tardy officer, but it degenerated into a noisy brawl. We arrested all the
downsiders and took them to Security Post Three to sort out.”

“By the way,” Sealer Greenlaw broke 1in, “your Ensign Corbeau has lately requested
political asylum in the Union.”

This was new, too. “How lately?”

“This morning. When he learned you were coming.”

Miles hesitated. He could imagine a dozen scenarios to account for this, ranging from
the sinister to the foolish; he couldn't help it that his mind leapt to the sinister.
“Are you likely to grant it?” he asked finally.

She glanced at Boss Watts, who made a little noncommittal gesture with a lower hand
and said, “My department has taken it under advisement.”

“If you want my advice, you'll bounce it off the far wall,” growled Venn. “We don't
need that sort here.”

“I should like to interview Ensign Corbeau at the earliest convenience,”’

“Well, he evidently doesn't want to talk to you,” said Venn.

“Nevertheless. I consider firsthand observation and eyewitness testimony critical for
my correct understanding of this complex chain of events. I'll also need to speak with

’

said Miles.

the other Barrayaran - ” he clipped the word hostages, and substituted, “detainees, for
the same reason.”
“It's not that complex,” said Venn. “A bunch of armed thugs came charging onto my

station, violated customs, stunned dozens of innocent bystanders and a number of
Station Security officers attempting to carry out their duties, tried to effect what
can only be called a jailbreak, and vandalized property. Charges against them for their

crimes - documented on vid! - range from the discharge of illegal weapons to resisting
arrest to arson in an inhabited area. It's a miracle that no one was killed.”
“That, unfortunately, has yet to be demonstrated,” Miles countered instantly. “The

trouble is that from our point of view, the arrest of Ensign Corbeau was not the
beginning of the sequence of events. Admiral Vorpatril had reported a man missing well

before that - Lieutenant Solian. According to both your witnesses and ours, a quantity
of his blood tantamount to a body part was found on the floor of a Graf Station loading
bay. Military loyalty runs two ways - Barrayarans do not abandon our own. Dead or

alive, where is the rest of him?”

Venn nearly ground his teeth. “We looked for the man. He is not on Graf Station. His
body is not in space in any reasonable trajectory from Graf Station. We checked. We've
told Vorpatril that, repeatedly.”

“How hard - or easy - is it for a downsider to disappear in Quaddiespace?”

“If I may answer that,” Bel Thorne broke in smoothly, “as that incident impinges on
my department.”

Greenlaw motioned assent with a lower hand, while simultaneously rubbing the bridge
of her nose with an upper.

“Boarding to and from galactic ships here is fully controlled, not only from Graf
Station, but from our other nexus trade depots as well. It is, if not impossible, at
least difficult to pass through customs and immigration areas without leaving some sort



of record, including general vid monitors of the areas. Your Lieutenant Solian does not
show up anywhere in our computer or visual records for that day.”

“Truly?” Miles gave Bel a look, Is this the straight story?

Bel returned a brief nod, Yes. “Truly. Now, in-system travel is much less strictly
controlled. It is more... feasible, for someone to pass out of Graf Station to another
Union habitat without notice. If that person is a quaddie. Any downsider, however,
would stand out in the crowd. Standard missing-person procedures were followed in this
case, including notifications of other habitat security departments. Solian has simply
not been seen, on Graf Station or any other Union habitat.”

“How do you account for his blood in the loading bay?”

“The loading bay is on the outboard side of the station access control points. It is
my opinion that whoever created that scene came from and returned to one of the ships
in that docks-and-locks sector.”

Miles silently noted Bel's word choice, whoever created that scene, not whoever
murdered Solian. Of course, Bel had been present at a certain spectacular emergency
cryo-prep, too....

Venn put in irritably, “All of which were ships from your fleet, at the time. In
other words, you brought your own troubles with you. We are a peaceful people here!”

Miles frowned thoughtfully at Bel, and mentally reshuffled his plan of attack. “Is
the loading bay in question very far from here?”

“It's on the other side of the station,” said Watts.

“I think I would like to see it, and its associated areas, first, before I interview
Ensign Corbeau and the other Barrayarans. Perhaps Portmaster Thorne would be so good as
to conduct me on a tour of the facility?”

Bel glanced at Boss Watts and got an approving low sign.

“I should be very pleased to do so, Lord Vorkosigan,” said Bel.

“Next, perhaps? We could take my ship around.”

“That would be very efficient, yes,” replied Bel, eyes brightening with appreciation.
“I could accompany you.”

“Thank you.” Good catch. “That would be most satisfactory.”

Wild as Miles now was to get away and shake Bel down in private, he had to smile his
way through further formalities, including the official presentation of the 1list of
charges, costs, fines, and punitive fines Vorpatril's strike force had garnered. He
plucked the data disk Boss Watts spun to him delicately out of the air and intoned,
“Note, please, I do not accept these charges. I will, however, undertake to review them
fully at the earliest possible moment.”

A lot of unsmiling faces greeted this pronouncement. Quaddie body language was a
study in its own right. Talking with one's hands was fraught with so many more
possibilities, here. Greenlaw's hands were very controlled, both uppers and lowers.
Venn clenched his lower fists a lot, but then, Venn had helped carry out his burned
comrades after the fire.

The conference drew to an end without achieving anything resembling closure, which
Miles counted as a small victory for his side. He was getting away without committing
himself or Gregor to anything much, so far. He didn't yet see how to twist this
unpromising tangle his way. He needed more data, subliminals, people, some handle or
lever he hadn't spotted yet. I need to talk to Bel.

That wish, at least, looked to be granted. At Greenlaw's word, the meeting broke up,
and the honor guard escorted the Barrayarans back through the corridors to the bay
where the Kestrel waited.

CHAPTER FOUR

At the Kestrel's lock, Boss Watts took Bel aside for a low-voiced conversation with
some anxious hand waving. Bel shook its head, made calm down gestures, and finally
turned to follow Miles, Ekaterin, and Roic through the flex tube and into the Kestrel's
tiny and now crowded personnel hatch deck. Roic stumbled and looked a trifle dizzied,
readjusting to the grav field, but then found his balance again. He frowned warily at
the Betan hermaphrodite in the quaddie uniform. Ekaterin flashed a covertly curious
glance.

“What was that all about?” Miles asked Bel as the airlock door slid shut.

“Watts wanted me to take a bodyguard or three. To protect me from the brutal
Barrayarans. I told him there wouldn't be room aboard, and besides, you were a diplomat
- not a soldier.” Bel, head cocked, gave him an indecipherable look. “Is that so?”

“It is now. Uh...” Miles turned to Lieutenant Smolyani, manning the hatch controls.
“Lieutenant, we're going to take the Kestrel around to the other side of Graf Station
to another docking cradle. Their traffic control will direct you. Go as slowly as you
can without looking odd. Take two or three tries to align with the docking clamps, or
something.”

"My lord!” said Smolyani indignantly. ImpSec fast courier pilots made a religion out
of fast, tight maneuvering and swift, perfect dockings. “In front of these people?”

“Well, do it however you wish, but buy me some time. I need to talk with this herm.
Go, go.” He waved Smolyani out. He drew breath, and added to Roic and Ekaterin, “We'll
take over the wardroom. Excuse us, please.” Thus consigning her and Roic to their



cramped cabins to wait. He gripped Ekaterin's hand in brief apology. He dared not say
more until he'd decanted Bel in private. There were security angles, political angles,
personal angles - how many angles could dance on the head of a pin? - and, as the first
thrill of seeing that familiar face alive and well wore off, the nagging memory that
the last time they'd met, the purpose had been to strip Bel of command and discharge it
from the mercenary fleet for its unfortunate role in the Dbloody Jackson's Whole
debacle. He wanted to trust Bel. Dare he?

Roic was too well trained to ask, Are you sure you don't want me to come with you,
m'lord? out loud, but from the expression on his face he was doing his best to send it
telepathically.

“"I'll explain it all later,” Miles promised Roic in an under-voice, and sent him on
his way with what he hoped was a reassuring half-salute.

He led Bel the few steps to the tiny chamber that doubled as the Kestrel's wardroom,
dining room, and briefing room, shut both its doors, and activated the security cone. A
faint hum from the projector on the ceiling and a shimmer in the air surrounding the
wardroom's circular dining/vid conference table assured him it was working. He turned
to find Bel watching him, head a little to one side, eyes quizzical, lips quirked. He
hesitated a moment. Then, simultaneously, they both burst into laughter. They fell on
each other in a hug; Bel pounded him on the back, saying in a tight voice, “Damn, damn,
damn, you sawed-off little half-breed maniac...”

Miles fell back, breathless. “Bel, by God. You look good.”

“Older, surely?”

“That, too. But I don't think I'm the one to talk.”

“You look terrific. Healthy. Solid. I take it that woman's been feeding you right? Or
doing something right, anyway.”

“Not fat, though?” Miles said anxiously.

“No, no. But the last time I saw you, right after they thawed you out of cryo-freeze,
you looked like a skull on a stick. You had us all worried.”

Bel remembered that last meeting with the same clarity as he did, evidently. More,

perhaps.

“I worried about you, too. Have you... been all right? How the devil did you end up
here?” Was that a delicate enough inquiry?

Bel's brows rose a trifle, reading who-knew-what expression on Miles's face. ™I

suppose I was a little disoriented at first, after I parted company with the Dendarii
Mercenaries. Between Oser and you as commanders, I'd served there almost twenty-five
years.”

“I was sorry as hell about it.”

“I'd say, not half as sorry as I was, but you were the one who did the dying.” Bel
looked away briefly. “Among other people. It wasn't as if either of us had a choice, at
that point. I couldn't have gone on. And - in the long run - it was a good thing. I'd
got in a rut without knowing it, I think. I needed something to kick me out of it. I
was ready for a change. Well, not ready, but...”

Miles, hanging on Bel's words, was reminded of their place. “Sit, sit.” He gestured
to the little table; they took seats next to each other. Miles rested his arm on the
dark surface and leaned closer to listen.

Bel continued, “I even went home for a little while. But I found that a quarter of a
century kicking around the Nexus as a free herm had put me out of step with Beta
Colony. I took a few spacer jobs, some at the suggestion of our mutual employer. Then I
drifted in here.” Bel tucked its gray-brown bangs up off its forehead with spread
fingers, a familiar gesture; they promptly fell back again, even more heart-catching.

“ImpSec's not my employer any more, exactly,” Miles said.

“Oh? So what are they, exactly?”

4

Miles hesitated over this one. “My... intelligence utility,” he chose at last. "“By
virtue of my new job.”
Bel's eyebrows went up farther, this time. “This Imperial Auditor thing isn't a cover

for the latest covert ops scam, then.”

“No. It's the real thing. I'm done with scam.”

Bel's lips twitched. “What, with that funny accent?”

“This is my real voice. The Betan accent I affected for Admiral Naismith was the put-
on. Sort of. Not that I didn't learn it at my mother's knee.”

“When Watts told me the name of the supposedly-hot-shot envoy the Barrayarans were
sending out, I thought it had to be you. That's why I made sure to get myself onto the
welcoming committee. But this Emperor's Voice thing sounded 1like something out of a
fairy tale, to me. Until I got to the fine print. Then it sounded like something out of
a really gruesome fairy tale.”

“Oh, did you look up my job description?”

“Yeah, it's pretty amazing what's in the historical databases here. Quaddiespace 1is
fully plugged in to the galactic information exchange, I've found. They're almost as
good as Beta, despite having only a fraction of the population. Imperial Auditor's a
pretty stunning promotion - whoever handed you that much unsupervised power on a
platter has to be almost as much of a lunatic as you are. I want to hear your
explanation of that.”



“Yes, it can take some explaining, to non-Barrayarans.” Miles took a breath. “You
know, that cryo-revival of mine was a little dicey. Do you remember the seizures I was
having, right after?”

“Yes...” said Bel cautiously.

“They turned out to be a permanent side effect, unfortunately. Too much for even
ImpSec's version of the military to tolerate in a field officer. As I managed to
demonstrate in a particularly spectacular manner, but that's another story. It was a
medical discharge, officially. So that was the end of my galactic covert ops career.”
Miles's smile twisted. “I had to get an honest job. Fortunately, Emperor Gregor gave me
one. Everyone assumes my appointment was high Vor nepotism at work, for my father's
sake. Over time, I trust I'll prove them wrong.”

Bel was silent for a moment, face set. “So. It seems I killed Admiral Naismith after
all.”

“Don't hog the blame. You had lots of help,” Miles said dryly. “Including mine.” He
was reminded that this slice of privacy was precious and limited. “It's all blood over
the dam now anyway, for you and me both. We have other crises on our plate today.
Quickly, from the top - I've been assigned to straighten out this mess, to Barrayar's,
if not benefit, least-cost. If you're our ImpSec informer here - are you?”

Bel nodded.

After Bel had handed in its resignation from the Dendarii Free Mercenaries, Miles had
seen to it that the hermaphrodite had gone on ImpSec's payroll as a civilian informer.
In part it was payback for all Bel had done for Barrayar before the ill-conceived
disaster that had ended Bel's career directly and Miles's indirectly, but mostly it had
been to keep ImpSec from getting lethally excited about Bel wandering the wormhole
nexus with a head full of hot Barrayaran secrets. Aging, tepid secrets now, for the
most part. Miles had figured the illusion that they held Bel's string would prove
reassuring to ImpSec, and so it had apparently proved. “Portmaster, eh? What a superb
job for an intelligence observer. Data on everyone and everything that passes in and
out of Graf Station at your fingertips. Did ImpSec place you here?”

“No, I found this job on my own. Sector Five was happy, though. Which, at the time,
seemed an added bonus.”

“"I'd think they damned well should be happy.”

“The quaddies 1like me, too. It seems I'm good at handling all sorts of upset
downsiders, without losing my equilibrium. I don't explain to them that after years of
trailing around after you, my definition of an emergency is seriously divergent from
theirs.”

Miles grinned and made calculations in his head. “Then your most recent reports are
probably still somewhere in transit between here and Sector Five headquarters.”

“Yeah, that's what I figure.”

“What are the most important things I need to know?”

“Well, for one, we really haven't seen your Lieutenant Solian. Or his body. Really.
Union Security hasn't stinted on the search for him. Vorpatril - is he any relation to
your cousin Ivan, by the way?”

“Yes, a distant one.”

“I thought I sensed a family resemblance. In more ways than one. Anyway, he thinks
we're lying. But we're not. Also, your people are idiots.”

“Yes. I know. But they're my idiots. Tell me something new.”

“All right, here's a good one. Graf Station Security has pulled all the passengers
and crew off the Komarran ships impounded in dock and lodged 'em in station-side
hostels, to prevent ill-considered actions and to put pressure on Vorpatril and Molino.
Naturally, they're none too happy. The supercargo - non-Komarrans who just took passage
for a few jumps - are wild to get away. Half a dozen have tried to bribe me to let them
take their goods off the Idris or the Rudra, and transfer off Graf Station on somebody
else's ships.”

“Have any, ah, succeeded?”

“Not yet.” Bel smirked. “Although if the price keeps going up at the current rate,
even I could be tempted. Anyway, several of the most anxious ones struck me as...
potentially interesting.”

“Check. Have you reported this to your Graf Station employers?”

“I made a remark or two. But it's only suspicion. The individuals are all well
behaved, so far - especially compared to Barrayarans - 1it's not 1like we have any
pretext for fast-penta interrogations.”

“Attempting to bribe an official,” Miles suggested.

“I hadn't actually mentioned that last part to Watts vyet.” At Miles's raised
eyebrows, Bel added, “Did you want more legal complications?”

“Ah - no.”

Bel snorted. “Didn't think so.” The herm paused a moment, as if marshaling its
thoughts. “Anyway, back to the idiots. Your Ensign Corbeau, to wit.”

“Yes. That political asylum request of his has got all my antennae quivering.
Granted, he was 1in some trouble for being late reporting in, but why is he suddenly
trying to desert? What connection does he have to Solian's disappearance?”

“Not any, as far as I've been able to make out. I actually met the fellow, before all
this blew up.”



“Oh? How and where?”

“Socially, as it happens. What is it about you people who run sexually segregated
fleets that makes you all disembark insane? No, don't bother answering that, I think we
all know. But the all-male military organizations who have that custom for religious or
cultural reasons all come onto station leave like some horrible combination of kids let
out of school and convicts let out of prison. The worst of both, actually - the
judgment of children combined with the sexual deprivation of - never mind. The quaddies
cringe when they see you coming. If you didn't spend money with such wild abandon, I
think the commercial stations in the Union would all vote to quarantine you aboard your
own ships and let you die of blue balls.”

Miles rubbed his forehead. “Let's get back to Ensign Corbeau, shall we?”

Bel grinned. “We hadn't left. So, this backwoods Barrayaran boy on his first-ever
trip into the glittering galaxy tumbles off his ship and, being under instructions, as
I understand it, to enhance his cultural horizons - "

“That is actually correct.”

“Goes off to see the Minchenko Ballet. Which is something to behold in any case. You
should take it in while you're station-side.”

“What, it isn't just, uh, exotic dancers?”

“Not in the advertising-for-the-sex-workers sense. Or even in the Betan Orb ultra-
classy sexual smorgasbord and training academy sense.”

Miles considered, then reconsidered, mentioning his and Ekaterin's honeymoon layover
at the Orb of Unearthly Delights, possibly the most peculiarly useful stop on their
itinerary... Focus, my Lord Auditor.

“It's exotic, and it's dancers, but it's real art, the real thing - it goes way
beyond craft. A two-hundred-year-old tradition, a jewel of this culture. The fool boy
ought to have fallen in love at first sight. It was his subsequent pursuit with all
guns blazing - in the metaphorical sense, this time - that was a little out of line.
Soldier on leave falls madly in lust with local girl is not precisely a new scenario,
but what I really don't understand is what Garnet Five saw in him. I mean, he's a nice
enough looking young male, but still... !” Bel smiled slyly. “Too tall for my taste.
Not to mention too young.”

“Garnet Five is this quaddie dancer, yes?”

“Yes.”

Remarkable enough, for a Barrayaran to be attracted to a quaddie; the deeply
ingrained cultural prejudice against anything that smacked of mutation would seem to
work against it. Had Corbeau received less than the usual indulgent understanding from
his fellows and superiors that a young officer in such a plight might ordinarily
expect?

“And your connection with all this is - what?”

Did Bel take an apprehensive breath? “Nicol plays harp and hammer dulcimer in the
Minchenko Ballet orchestra. You do remember Nicol, the quaddie musician we rescued
during that personnel pickup that almost went down the disposer?”

“I remember Nicol vividly.” And so, apparently, had Bel. “I gather she made it home
safely after all.”

“Yes.” Bel's smile grew tenser. “Not surprisingly, she also remembers you vividly -
Admiral Naismith.”

Miles went still for a moment. At last he said cautiously, “Do, ah... you know her
well? Can you command, or persuade, her discretion?”

“I live with her,” said Bel briefly. “No one needs to command anything. She is
discreet.”

Oh. Much becomes clear...

“But she's a personal friend of Garnet Five's. Who is in a tearing panic over all of
this. She's convinced, among other things, that the Barrayaran command wants to shoot
her boyfriend out of hand. The pair of thugs that Vorpatril sent to pick up your stray

evidently - well, it went beyond rude. They were insulting and brutal, for starters,
and it slid downhill from there. I've heard the unabridged version.”

Miles grimaced. “I know my countrymen. You can take the ugly details as read,
thanks.”

“Nicol has asked me to do what I can for her friend and her friend's friend. I
promised I'd put in a word. This is it.”

“I understand.” Miles sighed. “I can't make any promises yet. Except to listen to
everyone.”

Bel nodded and looked away. It said after a moment, “This Imperial Auditor gig of
yours - you're a big wheel in the Barrayaran machine now, huh?”

“Something like that,” said Miles.
“The Emperor's Voice sounds like it would be pretty loud. People listen, do they?”

“Well, Barrayarans do. The rest of the galaxy” - one side of Miles's mouth turned up
- ”"tend to think it's some kind of fairy tale.”
Bel shrugged apologetically. “ImpSec is Barrayarans. So. The thing is, I've come to

like this place - Graf Station, Quaddiespace. And these people. I like them a lot. I
believe you'll see why, 1if I get much chance to show you around. I'm thinking of
settling here permanently.”

“That's... nice,” said Miles. Where are you taking me, Bel?



“But if I do take an oath of citizenship here - and I've been thinking hard about it
for a while - I want to take it honestly. I can't offer them a false oath, or divided
loyalties.”

“Your Betan <citizenship never interfered with your <career in the Dendarii
Mercenaries,” Miles pointed out.

“You never asked me to operate on Beta Colony,” said Bel.

“And if I had?”

“I... would have faced a dilemma.” Bel's hand stretched in urgent entreaty. “I want a
clean start, with no secret strings attached. You claim ImpSec is your personal utility
now. Miles - can you please fire me again?”

Miles sat back and chewed on his knuckle. “Cut you loose from ImpSec, you mean?”

“Yes. From all old obligations.”

He blew out his breath. But you're so valuable to us here! “I... don't know.”

“Don't know if you have the power? Or don't know if you want to use it?”

Miles temporized, “This power business has proved a lot stranger than I anticipated.
You'd think more power would bring one more freedom, but I've found it's brought me
less. Every word that comes out of my mouth has this weight that it never had before,
when I was babbling Mad Miles, hustler of the Dendarii. I never had to watch my mass
like this. It's... damned uncomfortable, sometimes.”

“I'd have thought you'd love it.”

“I'd have thought that too.”

Bel leaned back, easing off. It would not make the request again, not soon, anyway.

Miles drummed his fingers on the cool, reflective surface of the table. “If there is
anything more behind this mess than overexcitement and bad judgment - not that that
isn't enough - it hinges on the evaporation of that Komarran fleet security fellow,
Solian - ”

Miles wrist com chimed, and he raised it to his lips. “Yes?”

“M'lord,” came Roic's apologetic voice. “We're in dock again now.”

“Right. Thanks. We'll be out directly.” He rose from the table, saying, “You must
meet Ekaterin properly, before we go back out there and have to play dumb again. She
and Roic have full Barrayaran security clearances, by the way - they have to, to live
this close to me. They both need to know who you are, and that they can trust you.”

Bel hesitated. “Do they really need to know I'm ImpSec? Here?”

“They might, in an emergency.”

“I would particularly like the quaddies not to know I've been selling intelligence to
downsiders, you see. Maybe it would be safer if you and I were mere acquaintances.”

Miles stared. “But Bel, she knows perfectly well who you are. Or were, anyway.”

“What, have you been telling covert ops war stories to your wife?” Clearly
disconcerted, Bel frowned. “Those rules always applied to someone else, didn't they?”

“Her clearance was earned, not Jjust granted,” Miles said a little stiffly. “But Bel,

we sent you a wedding invitation! Or... did you get it? ImpSec notified me it was
delivered - ”

“Oh,” said Bel, looking confused. “That. Yes. I did get it.”

“Was it delivered too late? It should have included a travel voucher - if someone

pocketed that, I'll have his hide - ”

“No, the voucher came through all right. About a year and a half ago, yes? I could
have made it, if I'd scrambled a bit. It just arrived at an awkward period for me. Kind
of a low point. I'd just left Beta for the last time, and I was in the middle of a
little job I was doing for ImpSec. Arranging a substitute would have been difficult. It

was just effort, at a time when more effort... I wished you well, though, and hoped
you'd finally got lucky.” A wry grin flashed. “Again.”

“Finding the right Lady Vorkosigan... was a bigger, rarer kind of luck than any I'd
had before.” Miles sighed. “Elli Quinn didn't come either. Though she sent a present

and a letter.” Neither especially demure.

“Hm,” said Bel, smiling a little. And added rather slyly, “And Sergeant Taura?”

“She attended.” Miles's lips curled up, unwilled. “Spectacularly. I had a burst of
genius, and put my Aunt Alys in charge of getting her dressed civilian-style. It kept
them both happily occupied. The old Dendarii contingent all missed you. Elena and Baz
were there - with their new baby girl, if you can imagine it - and Arde Mayhew, too. So
the very beginning of it all was fully represented. It was as well that the wedding was
small. A hundred and twenty people is small, yes? It was Ekaterin's second, you see -
she was a widow.” And profoundly stressed thereby. Her tense, distraught state the
night Dbefore the wedding had reminded Miles forcibly of a particular species of
precombat nerves he'd seen in troops facing, not their first, but their second battle.
The night after the wedding, now - that had gone much better, thank God.

Longing and regret had shadowed Bel's face during this recitation of old friends
lifting a glass to new beginnings. Then the herm's expression sharpened. "“Baz Jesek,
back on Barrayar?” said Bel. “Someone must have worked out his little problems with the
Barrayaran military authorities, eh?”

And if Someone could arrange Baz's relationship with ImpSec, maybe that same Someone
might arrange Bel's? Bel didn't even need to make the point out loud. Miles said, “The
old desertion charges made too good a cover when Baz was active in ops to allow them to
be rescinded, but the need had become obsolete. Baz and Elena are both out of the



Dendarii too, now. Hadn't you heard? We're all getting to be history.” All of us who
made it out alive, anyway.

“Yes,” sighed Bel. “There is a deal of sanity to be saved in letting the past go, and
moving on.” The herm glanced up. “If the past will let you go too, that is. So let's
keep this as simple as possible with your people, please?”

“All right,” Miles agreed reluctantly. “For now, we'll mention the past, but not the
present. Don't worry - they'll be, ah - discreet.” He deactivated the security cone
above the little conference table and unlocked the doors. Raising his wrist com to his
lips, he murmured, “Ekaterin, Roic, could you step over to the wardroom, please.”

When they had both arrived, Ekaterin smiling expectantly, Miles said, “We've had a
piece of undeserved good fortune. Although Portmaster Thorne works for the quaddies
now, the herm's an old friend of mine from an organization I worked with in my ImpSec
days. You can rely on what Bel has to say.”

Ekaterin held out her hand. “I'm so glad to meet you at last, Captain Thorne. My
husband and his old friends have spoken highly of you. I believe you were much missed
from their company.”

Looking decidedly bemused, but rising to the challenge, Bel shook her hand. "“Thank
you, Lady Vorkosigan. But I don't go by that old rank here. Portmaster Thorne, or just
call me Bel.”

Ekaterin nodded. “And please call me Ekaterin. Oh - in private, I suppose.” She
looked a silent inquiry at Miles.
“Ah, right,” said Miles. His gesture took in Roic, who looked attentive. “Bel knew me

under another identity then. As far as Graf Station is concerned, we've just met. But
we've hit it off splendidly, and Bel's talent for dealing with difficult downsiders is
paying off for them.”

Roic nodded. “Got it, m'lord.”

Miles shepherded them into the hatch bay where the Kestrel's engineer waited to pipe
them back aboard Graf Station. He reflected that yet another reason Ekaterin's security
clearance needed to be as high as his own was that, according to several persons'
historical reports and her own witness, he talked in his sleep. Until Bel grew less
nervy over the situation, he decided he'd probably better not mention this.
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Two gquaddie Station Security men waited for them in the freight loading bay. This
being the section of Graf Station supplied with artificially generated gravitational
fields for the comfort and health of its downsider visitors and residents, the pair
hovered in personal float chairs with Station Security markings emblazoned on the
sides. The floaters were stubby cylinders, barely larger in diameter than a man's
shoulders, and the general effect was of people riding in levitating washtubs, or maybe
the Baba Yaga's magic flying mortar from Barrayaran folklore. Bel gave the quaddie
sergeant a nod and a murmured greeting as they emerged into the echoing cavern of the
loading bay. The sergeant returned the nod, evidently reassured, and turned his close
attention to the dangerous Barrayarans. Since the dangerous Barrayarans were frankly
gawking 1like tourists, Miles hoped the tough-looking fellow would soon grow less
twitchy.

“This personnel lock here,” Bel pointed back to the one by which they'd just entered,
“was the one that was opened by the unauthorized person. The blood trail ended in it,
in a smeary smudge. It started,” Bel walked across the bay toward the wall to the
right, “a few meters away, not far from the door to the next bay. This is where the
large pool of blood was found.”

Miles walked after Bel, studying the deck. It had been cleaned up in the several days
since the incident. “Did you see this yourself, Portmaster Thorne?”

“Yes, about an hour after it was first found. The mob had arrived by then, but
Security had been pretty good about keeping the area uncontaminated.”

Miles had Bel walk him around the bay, detailing all exits. It was a standard sort of
place, utilitarian, undecorated, efficient; a few pieces of freight-handling equipment
stood silently in the opposite end, near a darkened, airsealed control booth. Miles had
Bel unlock it and give him a look inside. Ekaterin too walked about, clearly glad to
have room to stretch her 1legs after several days cooped up 1in the Kestrel. Her
expression, gazing about the cool, echoing space, was thoughtfully reminiscent, and
Miles smiled in appreciation.

They returned to the spot where the blood implied Lieutenant Solian's throat had been
cut, and discussed the details of the spatter marks and smears. Roic observed with keen
professional interest. Miles had one of the quaddie guards give up his float tub;
scooped out of his shell, he sat up on the deck on his haunches and lower arms, looking
a bit like a large, disgruntled frog. Quaddie locomotion in a gravity field without a
floater was rather disturbing to watch. They either went on all fours, only slightly
more mobile than a person on hands and knees, or managed a sort of forward-leaning,
elbows-out, upright chicken-walk on their lower hands. Either mode looked very wrong
and ungainly, compared to their grace and agility in zero gee.

With Bel, whom Miles judged to be about the right size for a Komarran, cooperatively
playing the part of the corpse, they experimented with the problem of a person in a
float chair shifting seventy or so kilos of inert meat the several meters to the
airlock. Bel wasn't as slim and athletic as formerly, either; the added, ah, masses



made it harder for Miles to fall back into his old subconscious default habit of
thinking of Bel as male. Probably just as well. Miles found it extremely difficult,
legs folded awkwardly in a seat not designed for them, trying to keep one hand on the
float chair controls at roughly crotch level and also maintain a grip on Bel's
clothing. Bel tried trailing either an arm or a leg artistically over the side; Miles
stopped short of pouring water down Bel's sleeve to try to duplicate the smears.
Ekaterin did little better than he did, and Roic, surprisingly, worse. His superior
strength was counteracted by the awkwardness of squeezing his greater size into the
cup-like space, his knees sticking up, and trying to work the hand controls in the
constricted clearances. The quaddie sergeant managed it handily, but glowered at Miles
afterwards.

Floaters, Bel explained, were not hard to come by, being considered shared public
property, although quaddies who spent a lot of time on the grav side sometimes owned
their own personalized models. The quaddies kept racks of floaters by the access ports
between the grav and the free fall sections of the station, for any quaddie to grab and
use, and drop off again upon returning. They were numbered for maintenance record
purposes, but not tracked otherwise. Anyone could obtain one by simply walking up and
getting in, apparently, even drunken Barrayaran soldiers on leave.

“When we came into that first docking cradle around on the other side, I noticed a
lot of personal craft puttering around the outside of the station - pushers, personnel
pods, in-system flitters,” Miles said to Bel. “It occurs to me that someone could have
picked up Solian's body within a short time of its being ejected from the airlock, and
removed it damned near tracelessly. It could be anywhere by now, including still stored
in a pod airlock or put through a disposer in one-kilo lumps or tucked away to mummify
in some random asteroid crevice. Which offers an alternate explanation of why it hasn't
been found floating out there. But that scenario requires either two persons, with
prior planning, or one spontaneous murderer who moved very quickly. How much time would
a single person have had between the throat-cutting and the pickup?”

Bel, straightening uniform and hair after the last drag across the loading bay,
pursed its lips. “There were maybe five or ten minutes between the time the lock
cycled, and the time the security guard arrived to check it. Maybe twenty minutes max
after that before all sorts of people were looking around outside. In thirty minutes...
yes, one person could just about have dumped the body, run to another bay and jumped in
a small craft, zipped around, and collected it again.”

“Good. Get me a list of everything that went out a lock in that period.” For the sake
of the 1listening quaddie guards he remembered to add a formal, “If you please,
Portmaster Thorne.”

“Certainly, Lord Auditor Vorkosigan.”

“Seems damned odd to go to all that trouble to remove the body but leave the blood,
though. Timing? Tried to get back to clean up, but it was too late? Something very,
very strange to hide about the body?”

Maybe just blind panic, if the murder had not been planned in advance. Miles could
imagine someone who was not a spacer shoving a body out an airlock, and only then
realizing what poor concealment it really was. That didn't exactly Jjibe with a
subsequent swift and handy outside pickup, though. And no quaddie qualified as not-a-
spacer.

He sighed. “This is not getting us much forwarder. Let's go talk to my idiots.”

CHAPTER FIVE

Graf Station Security Post Three lay on the border between the free fall and the grav
sides of the station, with access to both. Construction quaddies in yellow shirts and
shorts, and a few legged downsiders similarly dressed, were at work on repairs around
the main grav-side entrance. Miles, Ekaterin, and Roic were escorted through by Bel and
one of their quaddie outriders, the other having been left on dour guard at the
Kestrel's docking hatch. The workers turned their heads to stare, frowning, as the
Barrayarans passed.

They wound via a couple of corridors down one level, where they found the control
booth at the portal to the grav-side detention block. A quaddie and a downsider were
just collaborating on raising a new, possibly more plasma-fire-resistant, window into
place in its frame; beyond, another yellow-clad quaddie could be seen putting the
finishing touches on a monitor array while a uniformed quaddie in a Security floater,
upper arms crossed, watched glumly.

In the tool-cluttered staging area in front of the booth they found Sealer Greenlaw
and Chief Venn, now supplied with floaters, awaiting them. Venn immediately made sure
to point out to Miles all the repairs completed and still in progress, in detail, with
approximate costs, with a chronicle appended of all the quaddies who had been injured
in the imbroglio, including names, ranks, prognoses, and the distress suffered by their
family members. Miles made acknowledging yet neutral noises, and went into a short
counter-riff on the missing Solian and the sinister testimony of the blood on the
loading bay deck, with a brief dissertation on the logistics of his ejected body being
spirited away by a possible outboard coconspirator. This last gave Venn pause, at least
temporarily; his face twinged, like a man in stomach pain.



While Venn went to arrange Miles's entry to the cellblock with the guard in the
control booth, Miles glanced at Ekaterin, and a little doubtfully around the less-than-

inviting staging area. “Do you want to wait here, or sit in?”
“Do you want me to sit in?” she asked, with a lack of enthusiasm in her voice that
even Miles could sense. “Not that you don't draft anyone in sight, as needed, but

surely I'm not needed for this.”

“Well, perhaps not. But it looks like it might be a trifle boring out here.”

“I don't have quite your allergic response to boredom, love, but to tell the truth, I
was rather hoping I could get more of a look around the station while you were tied up
here this afternoon. The glimpses we saw on the way in seemed quite enticing.”

“But I want Roic.” He hesitated, the security triage problem turning in his head.

She glanced across in friendly speculation at Bel, listening. “I admit I would be
glad for a guide, but do you really think I need a bodyguard here?”

Insult seemed possible, though only from gquaddies who knew whose wife she was, but
assault, Miles had to admit, seemed unlikely. “No, but...”

Bel smiled cordially back at her. “If you would accept my escort, Lady Vorkosigan, I
would be pleased to show you around Graf Station while the Lord Auditor conducts his
interviews.”

Ekaterin brightened still further. “I would like that wvery much, vyes, thank vyou,
Portmaster Thorne. If things go well, as we must hope they do, we might not be here
very long. I feel I should seize my opportunities.”

Bel was more experienced than Roic in everything from hand-to-hand combat to fleet
maneuvers, and vastly less 1likely to Dblunder into trouble here through ignorance.
“Well... all right, why not? Enjoy.” Miles touched his wrist com. “I'll call when I'm

about finished. Maybe you can go shopping.” He waved them off, smiling. “Just don't
haul home any severed heads.” He glanced up to find Venn and Greenlaw both staring at
him in some dismay. “Ah - family joke,” he explained weakly. The dismay did not abate.

Ekaterin smiled back, and sailed out on Bel's cheerfully proffered arm. It occurred
to Miles belatedly that Bel was notably universal in its sexual tastes, and that maybe
he ought to have warned Ekaterin that she needn't be especially delicate in redirecting
Bel's attentions, should any be offered. But surely Bel wouldn't... on the other hand,
maybe they'd just take turns trying things on.

Reluctantly, he turned back to business.

The Barrayaran prisoners were stacked three to a cell in chambers meant for two
occupants, a circumstance about which Venn half complained, half apologized. Security
Post Three, he gave Miles to understand, had been unprepared for such an abnormal
influx of recalcitrant downsiders. Miles murmured comprehension, if not necessarily
sympathy, and refrained from observing that the quaddies' cells were larger than the
sleeping cabins housing four aboard the Prince Xav.

Miles began by interviewing Brun's squad commander. The man was shocked to find his
exploits receiving the high-powered attention of an actual Imperial Auditor, and as a
result defaulted to a thick MilSpeak in his account of events. The picture Miles
unpacked behind such formal phrases as penetrated the perimeter and enemy forces
amassed still made him wince. But allowing for the changed point of view, his testimony
did not materially contradict the Stationer version of the events. Alas.

Miles spot-checked the sguad commander's story with another cell full of fellows, who
added details unfortunate but not surprising. As the squad had been attached to the
Prince Xav, none of them were personally acquainted with Lieutenant Solian, posted on
the Idris.

Miles emerged and tested an argument on the hovering Sealer Greenlaw. “It is quite
improper for you to continue holding these men. The orders they were following, though
perhaps i1l thought out, were not in fact illegal in Barrayaran military definition. If
their orders had been to plunder, rape, or massacre civilian quaddies, they would have
been under a legal military obligation to resist them, but in fact they were
specifically ordered not to kill. If they had disobeyed Brun, they could have faced
court-martial. It's double jeopardy, and seriously unfair to them.”

“I will consider this contention,” said Greenlaw dryly, with the For about ten
seconds, after which I shall toss it out the nearest airlock hanging unspoken.

“And, looking ahead,” added Miles, “you can't wish to be stuck housing these men
indefinitely. Surely it would be preferable for us to take them,” he just managed to
convert off your hands to, “with us when we leave.”

Greenlaw looked even dryer; Venn grunted disconsolately. Miles gathered Venn would be
just as glad for the Imperial Auditor to take them away now, except for the politics of
the larger situation. Miles didn't push the point, but stored it up for near-future
reference. He entertained a brief, wistful fantasy of trading Brun for his men, and
leaving Brun here, to the net benefit of the Emperor's Service, but did not air it
aloud.

His interview with the two service security men who'd initially been sent to pick up
Corbeau was, in its way, even more wince-worthy. They were sufficiently intimidated by
his Auditor's rank to give full and honest, if muttered, accounts of the contretemps.
But such infelicitous phraseology as I wasn't trying to break her arm, I was trying to
bounce the mutie bitch off the wall, and All those clutching hands gave me the creeps -



it was like having snakes wrapping around my boot, convinced Miles that here were two
men he wouldn't care to have testify in public, at least not in public in Quaddiespace.
However, he was able to establish the significant point that at the time of the clash
they, too, had been under the impression that Lieutenant Solian had just been murdered
by an unknown quaddie.

He emerged from this interrogation to say to Venn, “I think I'd better speak
privately to Ensign Corbeau. Can you find us a space?”
“Corbeau already has his own cell,” Venn informed him coolly. “As a result of his

being threatened by his comrades.”

“Ah. Take me to him, then, if you please.”
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The cell door slid aside to reveal a tall young man sitting silently on a bunk,
elbows on knees, his face propped in his hands. The metallic contact circles of a jump
pilot's neural implant gleamed at his temples and mid-forehead, and Miles mentally
tripled the young officer's recent training costs to the Imperium. He looked up and
frowned in confusion at Miles.

He was a typical enough Barrayaran: dark haired, brown eyed, with an olive complexion
made pale by his months in space. His regular features reminded Miles a bit of his
cousin Ivan at the same feckless age. An extensive bruise around one eye was fading,
turning yellowish green. His uniform shirt was open at the throat, sleeves rolled up.
Some paling, irregular pink scars zigzagged over his exposed skin, marking him as a
victim of the Sergyaran worm plague of some years back; he had evidently grown up, or
at least been resident, on Barrayar's new colony planet during that difficult period
before the oral vermicides had been perfected.

Venn said, “Ensign Corbeau, this is the Barrayaran Imperial Auditor, Lord Vorkosigan.
Your emperor sent him out as the official diplomatic envoy to represent your side in
negotiations with the Union. He wishes to interview you.”

Corbeau's lips parted in alarm, and he scrambled to his feet and bobbed his head
nervously at Miles. It made their height differential rather spring to the eye, and
Corbeau's brow wrinkled in increased confusion.

Venn added, not so much kindly as punctiliously, “Due to the charges lodged against
you, as well as your petition for asylum still pending for review, Sealer Greenlaw will
not permit him to remove you from our custody at this time.”

Corbeau exhaled a little, but still stared at Miles with the expression of a man
introduced to a poisonous snake.

Venn added, a sardonic edge in his voice, “He has undertaken not to order you to
shoot yourself, either.”

“Thank you, Chief Venn,” said Miles. “I'll take it from here, if you don't mind.”

Venn took the hint, and his leave. Roic took up his silent guard stance by the cell
door, which hissed closed.

Miles gestured at the bunk. “Sit down, Ensign.” He seated himself on the bunk across
from the young man and cocked his head in brief study as Corbeau refolded himself.
“Stop hyperventilating,” he added.

Corbeau gulped, and managed a wary, “My lord.”

Miles laced his fingers together. “Sergyaran, are you?”

Corbeau glanced down at his arms and made an abortive move to roll down his sleeves.
“Not born there, my lord. My parents emigrated when I was about five years old.” He
glanced at the silent Roic in his brown-and-silver uniform, and added, “Are you - "
then swallowed whatever he'd been about to say.

Miles could fill in the blank. “I'm Viceroy and Vicereine Vorkosigan's son, yes. One
of them.”

Corbeau managed an unvoiced Oh. His look of suppressed terror did not diminish.

“I have just interviewed the two fleet patrollers sent to retrieve you from your
station leave. In a moment, I'd like to hear your version of that event. But first -
did you know Lieutenant Solian, the Komarran fleet security officer aboard the Idris?”

The pilot's thoughts were so clearly focused on his own affairs that it took him a
moment to parse this. “I met him once or twice at some of our prior stops, my lord. I
can't say as I knew him. I never went aboard the Idris.”

“Do you have any thoughts or theories about his disappearance?”

“Not... not really.”

“Captain Brun thinks he might have deserted.”

Corbeau grimaced. “Brun would.”

“Why Brun especially?”

Corbeau's 1lips moved, halted; he 1looked still more miserable. “It would not be
appropriate for me to criticize my superiors, my lord, or to comment on their personal
opinions.”

“Brun 1is prejudiced against Komarrans.”

“I didn't say that!”

“That was my observation, Ensign.”

\\Oh . ”

“Well, let's leave that for the moment. Back to your troubles. Why didn't you answer
your wrist com recall order?”



Corbeau touched his bare left wrist; the Barrayarans' com 1links had all been

confiscated by their quaddie captors. “I'd taken it off and left it in another room. I
must have slept through the beep. The first I knew of the recall order was when those
two, two...” He struggled for a moment, then continued bitterly, “thugs came pounding

”

at Garnet Five's door. They just pushed her aside -

“Did they identify themselves properly, and relay your orders clearly?”

Corbeau paused, his glance at Miles sharpening. “I admit, my lord,” he said slowly,
“Sergeant Touchev announcing, 'All right, mutie-lover, this show's over,' did not
exactly convey 'Admiral Vorpatril has ordered all Barrayaran personnel back to their
ships' to my mind. Not right away, anyway. I'd just woken up, you see.”

“Did they identify themselves?”

“Not - not verbally.”

“Show any ID?”

“Well... they were in uniform, with their patrol armbands.”

“Did you recognize them as fleet security, or did you think this was a private visit
- a couple of comrades taking out their racial offense on their own time?”

“It... um... well - the two aren't exactly mutually exclusive, my lord. In my
experience.”

The kid has that one straight, unfortunately. Miles took a breath. “Ah.”

“I was slow, still half asleep. When they shoved me around, Garnet Five thought they

were attacking me. I wish she hadn't tried to... I didn't slug Touchev till he dumped
her out of her float chair. At that point... everything sort of went down the
disposer.” Corbeau glowered at his feet, encased in prison-issue friction slippers.

Miles sat back. Throw this boy a line. He's drowning. He said mildly, “You know, your
career 1is not necessarily cooked yet. You aren't, technically, AWOL as long as you are
involuntarily confined by the Graf Station authorities, any more than Brun's strike
patrol here is. For a little while yet, you're in a legal limbo. Your jump pilot's
training and surgery would make you a costly loss, from command's viewpoint. If you
make the right moves, you could still get out of this pretty cleanly.”

Corbeau's face screwed up. “I don't...” He trailed off.

Miles made an encouraging noise.

Corbeau burst out, “I don't want my damned career any more. I don't want to be part
of” - he waved around inarticulately - ”“this. This... idiocy.”

Suppressing a certain sympathy, Miles asked, “What's your present status - how far

along are you in your enlistment?”

“I signed up for one of the new five-year hitches, with the option to reenlist or go
to reserve status for the next five. I've been in three years, two still to go.”

At age twenty-three, Miles reminded himself, two years still seemed a long time.
Corbeau could be barely more than an apprentice junior pilot at this stage of his
career, although his assignment to the Prince Xav implied a superior rating.

Corbeau shook his head. “I see things differently these days, somehow. Attitudes I
used to take for granted, jokes, remarks, just the way things are do