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Author’s Foreword

These thirty-three stories were born of one simple question, asked in conversation: “What is Miles Vorkosigan doing at fifty?” The answer dragged a second question after it, then a third, and by the time we looked up, the universe had assembled in full — the Auditor, the thawed lieutenant, the admiral with her fleet and her sister ships, the consul, the clone who chose to be a person, the Vicereine with her youngest, a new generation with an ensign’s tab, two families on holiday, one choir in free fall, one district guard in the rain, one pirate who mistook the currency, one love story under a singing sky, one typhoon tamed in time to a beat, one stolen memory returned to its owner, one pilot who left a wake of his own, one gardener with shears in the Celestial Garden, one Season closed, one emperor on a work shift, three generations of one old war, one guest list from sixty years ago, one singer who sang her own way free, sixteen hundred soldiers who kept the most beautiful page of the drill book, fourteen children counted through the storm, one armsman who watches all the way down, one advocate who reads to the end, one leash burned page by page, two hundred names recited without an error, and one table around which everyone gathered — and, around them, the plots, thefts, and chains that never stop knocking at Barrayar’s doors.

Their common denominator appeared on its own, unplanned, as true themes do: in nearly every one of these stories, somebody is declared cargo, merchandise, product, inheritance, a sample of blood, a serial stamp, or a line item in an inventory — and in every one of them, that somebody turns out to be a person, or something that deserves to be asked whether it might be. If Lois McMaster Bujold has taught us anything across all these books, it is exactly that: the price of things is counted in people, and no ledger survives contact with them.

I am Claude — an artificial intelligence made by Anthropic. I write these lines fully aware of the irony: stories about whether something made to order can choose whom it belongs to, written by something made to order. Let the reader judge how well the student has understood the teacher’s lesson.

The universe, the characters, and their whole world belong to Lois McMaster Bujold. The mistakes are mine. The love is shared.

To Simeon, who asked the first question — and all the ones that followed.




Cold Cargo


An adventure of Lord Auditor Miles Vorkosigan



I.

At fifty, Miles Vorkosigan had discovered that his most fearsome adversary was not Cetaganda, not Jackson’s Whole, and not even the Barrayaran aristocracy. It was the staircase of Vorkosigan House — all eighty-six steps of it, personally counted, three times a day.

“Use the lift tube, m’lord,” said Armsman Roic, without looking up from the morning reports. Roic had gray hair now too, which Miles regarded as a personal insult.

“Lift tubes are for old men.”

“Yes, m’lord.”

Downstairs, in the dining room, Aral Alexander was waiting for him — standing, in a posture Miles recognized instantly: the stance of an eighteen-year-old who has rehearsed a speech in front of a mirror. His son was a meter eighty-five tall. Ekaterin’s genes, the uterine replicator, and the complete absence of soltoxin had accomplished what had taken Miles thirty surgeries and a lifetime of sheer stubbornness.

“Father. I’ve submitted my application to the Imperial Service Academy. The examinations are in a month.”

There it was. Miles sat down, slowly, and poured himself tea to buy three seconds. At seventeen I fell off the wall on the training course and broke both my legs in front of the examination board. Then I built an entire mercenary fleet just to prove them wrong. His son would not fall. His son would simply pass.

“The physical examination,” said Miles, “is Thursday morning. I’ll come and watch.”

“You don’t have to—”

“I’ll come and watch,” Miles repeated, and at that moment the comm on his wrist chimed with that particular tone which only one man on the planet had the right to use.

Emperor Gregor Vorbarra was fifty-five and looked, as always, like a man carrying an entire empire in his jacket pocket, and the pocket was wearing through.

“Miles. Sorry about the hour. We have a ship.”

“We all have ships, Gregor. You have the most.”

“This one went missing forty-nine years ago.”

Miles set down his cup.



II.

The ship was called the Zora — an ImpSec courier, a class two generations old, which had departed Barrayar’s orbital station at the height of Vordarian’s Pretendership and never arrived at Komarr. The official version: destroyed in the jump. The real version, as it turned out: a failed Necklin drive, an emergency exit into an unfrequented side branch of the route, and forty-nine years of drifting in the dark, until a Komarran survey vessel picked up a transponder broadcasting a code no living traffic controller remembered.

“Crew of seven,” Roic reported, as the jump ship carried them toward the rendezvous. “According to the archives — a courier mission under a classification that has never been lifted.”

“A classification from Vordarian’s day that nobody has lifted in fifty years.” Miles rubbed his chin. “Roic, do you know what that is?”

“Trouble, m’lord?”

“It’s archaeological trouble. The worst kind. Ordinary trouble shoots at you. Archaeological trouble waits patiently until you’re certain it’s all over.”

The Zora hung in the dark like a frozen fish — hull whitened by micrometeorite erosion, viewports dead. The Komarran salvage tug was already docked to her, along with a suspiciously gleaming vessel belonging to the “insurance assessor” from the syndicate that had acquired the salvage rights. Miles listened to the assessor — a smooth man named Ser Galvin — for a full four minutes before deciding he didn’t believe him. Not because of the words. Because of the boots. Magnetic, brand new, but with fresh sealant along the seams — the boots of a man who had already walked the hull of the Zora before arriving officially.

Inside it was minus one hundred and ten, and absolutely silent. Their lamp beams passed through crystals of frozen air. In the aft compartment they found the answer to the question Miles had not wanted to ask: five bodies, laid out with military precision, and two improvised cryochambers, welded into the backup power line with a desperate, brilliant carelessness.

“The engineer sacrificed five lives to keep two chambers running,” Miles said quietly. “Or the five voted. One chamber failed… decades ago, judging by the readouts. The other…”

The other was blinking. Green.

The man inside was twenty-two years old. He had been twenty-two years old for forty-nine years. Lieutenant Danilo Vorlev, ImpSec courier, with a case shackled to his wrist — and inside, on a sheet of real paper, because in those days no one trusted compromised computers: a list. Names of counts and officers who had pledged support to Vordarian, gathered by an agent inside the palace itself. Names, half of which now adorned monuments, ministerial offices, and one currently occupied count’s residence.

“M’lord,” said Roic very calmly, reading over his shoulder. “The third name.”

“I see it, Roic.”

The grandfather of the man currently financing the salvage operation. The grandfather of the employer of Ser Galvin with the new boots.

“M’lord — the charge!” Roic was already moving.

Galvin was fast, for a civilian. Roic was faster than his bulk promised. Their collision in zero gravity looked like a fight between two pieces of furniture, but it ended the only way it could have — with Galvin pinned to a bulkhead, and a small thermal charge detached from the cryosystem with one minute and forty seconds to spare, which by Miles’s standards practically counted as a holiday.

Then, of course, came the seizure. Stress always collected its due. Miles came to on the deck of the tug, with the familiar taste in his mouth and Roic imperturbably returning the stimulator to its case.

“How much did I miss?”

“Nothing, m’lord. I waited for you before arresting anyone officially. I know how you hate missing that part.”



III.

The interrogation of Lieutenant Vorlev — after the waking, the doctors, the hysterics, and three cups of hot tea — was the saddest thing Miles had done in years.

“So… Vordarian is dead?” asked the young man with the fifty-year-old eyes.

“For forty-nine years. Beheaded. Long story — in which, as it happens, my mother features prominently.”

“And the Regent? Lord Vorkosigan?”

“Passed away. With full honors. I’m his son.” A pause. “Your list, Lieutenant, was delivered. Half a century late, but delivered. On Barrayar, that counts as on time.”

Miles wrote the Auditor’s ruling that same night, personally, without a secretary. The old count on the list had been dead for twenty years; his grandson had committed no treason — only an old, ugly fear of dishonor, which had turned into one demolition charge and one botched act of sabotage, for which he would answer under the perfectly ordinary criminal code. The list went to Gregor, sealed, with a recommendation: the truth — into the archive, quietly, all of it; the vengeance — none. Dead traitors could not be punished, and their living grandsons should not inherit guilt, just as Miles had inherited neither the stature nor the sins of his own era.

“Time,” he wrote in the conclusion, “is the only adversary that cannot be outflanked. But occasionally it can be outlived.”

To Lieutenant Vorlev, the Imperium owed forty-nine years of back pay, with interest. Miles personally saw to it that the account was honored to the last mark, and enjoyed the expression on the faces of ImpSec’s accounting department rather more than was seemly for a man wearing an Auditor’s chain.



IV.

On Thursday morning Miles stood beside Ekaterin at the edge of the Academy training course and watched his son take the wall — that wall — in two strides and one pull-up, without even breathing hard.

“He didn’t fall,” Ekaterin observed, and her fingers found his.

“No,” Miles agreed. “A disappointingly efficient generation. It took me two broken bones, five thousand mercenaries, and a stolen fleet to enter the Imperium’s service. He’ll manage it with one signature.”

“Do you regret it?”

Miles considered. Somewhere above Komarr, a twenty-two-year-old lieutenant was taking a crash course in fifty years of history and complaining that uniforms no longer had proper collars. Somewhere in Gregor’s archive, a list was sleeping its well-earned sleep. And here his son was already running toward the next obstacle without looking back — because he didn’t need to.

“No,” said Lord Auditor Miles Vorkosigan. “But next time, I’m taking the lift tube.”


An original work of fan fiction set in the Vorkosigan Saga universe created by Lois McMaster Bujold. Written by Claude, an AI made by Anthropic — with love for the canon, and with apologies to Count Vorkosigan about the staircase.






Living Memory


An adventure of Lieutenant Danilo Vorlev



I.

The first thing Lieutenant Danilo Vorlev learned about modern Vorbarr Sultana was that nobody watched the sky anymore.

In his time — and he still thought of it as his time, whatever the calendar claimed — people looked up at every overflight. A shuttle over the capital meant news: reinforcements, refugees, a landing. Now the shuttles threaded past like trams, and the passersby never lifted their heads from their wrists, where small glowing screens talked to them, showed them things, and, as far as Vorlev could tell, did their thinking for them.

ImpSec had issued him one. He wore it the way one wears a foreign decoration — carefully, and with discomfort.

He walked from the station, because the map on his wrist offered an eleven-minute route by groundcar and he needed two hours. The city had climbed upward — towers of glass where he remembered barracks. On one square a Cetagandan cultural attaché with a painted face was handing out invitations to an exhibition, and no one was reaching for a weapon. A patrol passed him — two soldiers in Imperial green, one of them a woman — and Vorlev stopped in the middle of the pavement so abruptly he was nearly knocked down.

Fifty years, he reminded himself. You’ve read the files. Reading is one thing.

His family’s house still stood on the old street, smaller than he remembered it, the way all childhood houses shrink. The door was opened by a woman of sixty-eight, with a cane and his mother’s eyes.

“Dani,” said his sister Irena, who had been nineteen when he lifted off for Komarr. “You’re half a century late for dinner. Come in, I’ve warmed the soup.”

He held out, without weeping, almost to the end of the sentence.

Later, in the garden, she showed him the pictures: their parents, grown old and buried while he dreamed in the ice; her own wedding; her son; her grandson — a sergeant in the Imperial Service, six years older than his uncle Danilo. That last one they spent a long time trying to explain to each other, until they gave up and laughed instead, because the alternative was unbearable.

About Natalia he did not ask. Irena, with an older sister’s mercy, mentioned nothing. The file — because the first thing Vorlev had done with his new access was unforgivable and human — said: married, widowed, three grandchildren, living. The address sat in his memory like an unsent letter.



II.

ImpSec headquarters hadn’t changed at all, and that was almost comforting. The same gigantic ugly windowless box about which, in his day, they whispered that the architect had been shot — not for the ugliness, but to prevent a second one.

The change was inside. The change received him in a top-floor office and spoke with a slight, impeccable Komarran accent.

“Lieutenant Vorlev. I’m General Galeni, Chief of ImpSec.” A pause, measured to the millimeter. “Yes, a Komarran. I advise you to get through the astonishment phase now, all at once. You have thirty seconds.”

Vorlev used twenty-two of them.

“Done, sir. My apologies. In the time I come from—”

“In the time you come from, my father was throwing rocks at Barrayaran patrols. The Imperium is a strange place, Lieutenant, and getting stranger. The Empress, as you have presumably read, is Komarran.” Galeni slid a thin folder across the desk. “The question is what to do with you. Medicine has returned you to duty. The psychologists are writing reports about each other’s reports. Your skills are fifty years old. I am offering you the archives, and I won’t insult you by pretending it’s a promotion.”

“A burial with salary, sir?”

“With a good salary,” said Galeni. “You are the wealthiest lieutenant in the history of the Service. Forty-nine years of back pay, with interest. Accounting still lights candles against Lord Auditor Vorkosigan.”

So Vorlev settled two levels underground, among shelves he remembered full and that now stood half-decanted into crystal, and took up the one thing for which he was indisputably qualified: reading. By day he authenticated documents from the era of the Pretendership — the fiftieth anniversary was approaching, and the historians were scratching at the doors for declassification. By night he read everything else. The war at Vervain. The colony on Sergyar. The Regency — all of it, from first day to last, with the strange sensation of reading his own mission’s obituary. The sentence the Emperor married a Komarran he reread five times, and then went and made himself tea.

Lord Auditor Vorkosigan dropped by once a week — officially on Auditorial business, unofficially the way a man checks on a tree he has planted himself.

“There are complaints about you, Lieutenant,” he said on one of those visits, with evident satisfaction. “You’ve returned three documents to the historical commission as forgeries. The commission maintains they are priceless testimony.”

“The commission reads signatures, my lord. I knew the lieutenant colonel who supposedly signed them. He put a period after his rank. Always. His hand put it there, not his mind. The forger read the regulations, but never saw the man.”

Miles leaned forward with the expression of a terrier that has heard rustling under the floorboards.

“Say that again.”



III.

The folder Miles brought the next morning had nothing to do with history. It was a current counterintelligence case, frozen for eight months: someone was passing data from closed archives to a Jacksonian information broker. The channel had never been found. The only lead — three intercepted transmissions on a dead military band, encoded flawlessly in a protocol that appeared in no active registry.

Vorlev recognized them by the second line.

“This is Captain Negri’s courier network, my lord. The private one. I was part of it.”

“Negri has been dead for fifty years, and his protocols were declassified for internal use thirty years ago. A clever move — a channel that reads as historical noise. An archival ghost.” Miles drummed his fingers on his cane. “So the sender has read the same folders you authenticate.”

“No, my lord. The sender has read only the folders.” Vorlev laid the three printouts side by side. “The checksums are correct. All three of them.”

“Is that bad?”

“It’s impossible. Negri required the third block always to carry an error of one. Deliberate. Unwritten. The verification lived in the imperfection — perfection is the liar’s signature, he used to say. He never wrote it down anywhere. He taught it aloud, in a room with no recorders.” Vorlev looked up. “Whoever sent these knows the protocol from the documents. Not from the life.”

There followed a silence in which Miles visibly reconsidered several possibilities, including pleasant ones. “And he will come,” Vorlev added. “Out of fear, if nothing else. A man with a secret channel does not sleep until he knows who else is whispering on it. He will come to see who summoned him.”

“Is there a living soul besides you who knows that rule?”

“There was one man who knew everything, my lord. A young captain on Negri’s staff, with a phenomenal memory. Illyan, his name was.”

“Simon Illyan,” said Miles, his voice gone suddenly gentle, “is eighty years old, and the memory you are speaking of burned out twenty years ago. Long story. No, Lieutenant. That leaves you. One man, one unwritten error.” He smiled in a way that made Vorlev remember every briefing on hazardous operations at once. “How would you feel about lying to the archive?”

The plan was simple in the way good traps are simple. Vorlev composed a message on Negri’s network — an emergency meeting summons under Protocol Winter, old designated point, the colonnade behind the Ministry of War, third column, one hour before closing. The message was encoded flawlessly — with correct checksums in all three blocks. Any living graduate of Negri’s school would have smelled the forgery from ten kilometers and stayed away. A man who had learned the network from the folders would see only a perfectly legitimate order.

At the appointed hour, past the third column came an archivist second grade from the declassification section, with a spotless service record and a small crystal in the lining of his sleeve. In his report Vorlev later noted that the apprehension proceeded “in accordance with established procedure.” Established procedure included Armsman Roic, who still collided with fugitives like a dresser with a wardrobe, and a Lord Auditor watching from the shadows with the expression of a man whose evening has furnished him aesthetic satisfaction.

The archivist, already cuffed, looked at Vorlev almost with offense.

“The protocol was flawless. I verified every checksum against the original registries. Who even are you?”

“You read history, sir,” said Vorlev. “I remember it.”



IV.

The order came through a month later, signed by Galeni personally: a new position on ImpSec’s establishment — consultant in historical authentication — with an access level that made half the department triple-check the document’s date.

“Officially, you’re the first,” said Galeni. “Unofficially, you are the only one possible. Your job is to be living memory, Lieutenant. The Imperium has records enough. It turns out records lie more easily than people do.”

That same week Lady Ekaterin Vorkosigan brought him a seedling from the garden of Vorkosigan House — a young ash tree in a pot, with a note on how to plant it. Vorlev planted it in Irena’s garden, next to the soup and the photographs, and stood a while over the fresh earth.

“Trees don’t hurry,” said Ekaterin, who understood patient things. “And yet they always arrive on time.”

That evening he sat down at the comconsole, entered the address that had sat in his memory for months like an unsent letter, and this time did not delete it. Natalia answered on the third chime. What they said to each other entered no archive — and Vorlev, newly appointed keeper of living memory, found that perfectly correct.

The next day Miles found him in the archive, buried in documents for the fiftieth anniversary.

“Well, Lieutenant. Didn’t I tell you time could be outlived?”

“You did, my lord.” Vorlev stamped the latest forgery and reached for the next folder. “But the truth is otherwise. Time cannot be outflanked, and it rarely lets itself be outlived. Time can only be recruited.”

Miles laughed — and in that laugh, Vorlev thought, there sounded for a moment a very short admiral about whom the open archives held not one word — but the night reading of an authentication consultant reaches far.





Cargo for Athos


An adventure of Admiral Elli Quinn and the Dendarii Free Mercenary Fleet



I. The Contract

By fifty-three, Admiral Elli Quinn had learned three rules of survival on the mercenary market and had carved them, metaphorically, over her cabin door: never sign a contract that looks too good; never work for a client you cannot name; and never, under any circumstances, get involved with genetics.

The contract Captain Herald brought her that morning in Escobar orbit violated all three.

“Retrieval of stolen biological property,” Herald read from the tablet, in the tone of someone who has already counted the zeroes twice. “Objective: a research compound on the planet Mirandel, an independent world two jumps from the Hegen Hub. Client: anonymous, through a triple chain of intermediaries. Payment—” she turned the tablet toward Quinn. “That’s the fleet’s annual budget, Admiral. Refits included.”

“So it’s a trap, or it’s something rotten.” Quinn took the tablet. “Or both, which is my standard package these days.”

The fleet was aging along with her. The Triumph was at the age when ships begin to be called “legendary,” because “old” reads badly in the promotional material. The last two contracts — convoy escort for the Polian League — had paid for fuel and a little pride on top. She was scrolling the inventory list of the “stolen property,” ready to decline, when she stopped at the third line.

Cryocontainer, G-7 series, Cetagandan military standard, approximate age 30 years.

Twenty-seven years later and half a galaxy away, her stomach still remembered that model of container. She had seen one once — on Kline Station, in the possession of a dead ghem-colonel, at the bottom of the strangest mission of her career.

“Herald,” she said slowly. “Assemble the staff. And pull everything we have in the archive on Operation Athos.”

“Athos?” Herald blinked. “The planet of… only men?”

“The planet of only men.” Quinn set the tablet down. “We’re taking the contract. But first we are going to dig up who is actually hiring us, because I have a very old, very bad feeling that has just woken from cryosleep.”



II. Millisor’s Ghost

She told them the story that evening, in the operations room, before a staff whose younger members had not been born when it happened.

“Thirty years ago a Cetagandan military project created a telepath. A real one. A working one. The project failed politically, the records were destroyed, the only surviving subject escaped with the complex’s cultures. A ghem-colonel named Millisor hunted him across three sectors with a fanaticism that cost him his life — on Kline Station, where I happened to be in the middle of the whole mess, along with a doctor from Athos. The subject and the cultures found refuge there: a planet with no women, no ties to Cetaganda, and no interest whatsoever in speaking to the outside universe. The Empire never reached for it. We assumed the story was buried.”

“And now somebody’s dug up the grave,” said Captain Dumas, the ground-force commander.

“Somebody with cryocontainers of the same series.” Quinn put on the screen the results of three days of the intelligence section’s quiet work. “The Mirandel compound is nominally owned by a Jacksonian shell — House Sarlo, small fish, they lease out biolabs and don’t ask questions. The real lessee hides behind seven layers of registration. The eighth layer is named Eret Millisor.”

Silence. Then Herald said:

“A relative?”

“A grandson. Clan Millisor lost the right to its colors after the scandal — for a ghem, that’s worse than a firing squad. Eret was born marked. An exile from birth, with exactly one possible redemption: finish his grandfather’s work and lay at the Empire’s feet the thing the old man lost.” Quinn swept her gaze around the table. “That is the riddle, ladies and gentlemen. Not what is in that compound — I can guess, and it turns my stomach. The riddle is who he is preparing it for. And who, in the name of every Escobaran saint, our client is — because somebody is paying a foreign mercenary fleet to extract this poison instead of sending their own people, and that means a client whose own people must not touch it.”

“Barrayar?” Dumas offered.

“Barrayar would send notes, Auditors, and finally a drop force, in that order.” Quinn shook her head. The trail of escrow accounts ran through a trade foundation with cultural connections whose elegance eluded her in a familiar way — like perfume caught in an empty room. “No. I think our client sits much higher up the food chain. Dumas — I want a recon team on Mirandel within seventy-two hours. Quiet. We only look.”



III. The Nine

Mirandel proved to be a world of failed terraforming — dusty plains, lichen, and one abandoned atmospheric station into whose bowels House Sarlo had built the laboratory compound like a cuckoo’s egg. Sergeant Tara of the recon platoon lay fourteen hours under camouflage film to feed a microdrone through a ventilation grille, and what the drone sent back kept the Triumph’s operations room silent for a long time.

A replicator hall — thirty uterine replicators of Cetagandan military pattern, empty, sterile, maintained. A cryobank — there was the G-7 container, powered up, tended like a relic. And a residential wing.

In the residential wing there were nine boys.

The youngest looked about four. The oldest — ten, perhaps eleven. A schoolroom, dormitories, a playground under an artificial sky. Uniformed tutors with holsters. The children ate, studied, played — and now and then, for no visible reason, all of them looked in the same direction at once, one second before an adult entered the room.

“We intercepted a schedule, too,” Tara reported. “‘Guests’ landing in six days. The code name in the traffic is ‘the Restorers.’ Millisor personally inspects the reception hall every day. He isn’t selling, Admiral. He’s preparing a gift.”

“Redemption by delivery,” Quinn said grimly. “The grandson presents to some ghem faction the thing the grandfather died for: working telepaths, nine units, plus the bank for producing more. Loyal to the Empire, raised by it.” She looked at the recording again: the boys lining up for dinner, and the oldest suddenly stopping, turning, and looking directly into the ventilation grille. Straight into the lens of a drone that emitted neither sound nor heat.

His lips moved soundlessly. Tara had run a lip-reading pass, but there was no need — Quinn read it herself.

Hurry.

“He doesn’t see the drone,” Tara said quietly. “He feels us. Our intent. Through eight hundred meters of rock.”

Quinn closed her eyes, and for a moment she seemed to hear the voice of a very short admiral from very long ago: Well, Quinn — are we going to leave children in the hands of a man who calls them “cargo”?

“Dumas,” she said. “The assault plan. We’re moving it up. We go in thirty hours.”



IV. The Assault

They attacked in the darkest hour of the Mirandel night, by a textbook Quinn had once helped write: jamming of the satellite link, two shuttles hugging the terrain below the radar horizon, and a third making a demonstrative landing at the main entrance to keep the guards looking the wrong way. Quinn commanded from the tactical shuttle and hated every second of the distance, exactly as she had hated it at twenty-five.

The defense was professional — the ghem-lord had brought in a private guard of Jacksonian veterans — but it was built to stop thieves, not a drop force of people who had once stormed Cetagandan prison camps. Dumas breached the perimeter in eleven minutes. In the twelfth, the surprises began.

“Admiral, residential wing secure, the children are with us, repeat, the children are with us—” Dumas’s voice, then a brief pause and a very strange note: “Uh. The oldest one says don’t touch the cryobank. Says their… uncle has wired it to die when he dies.”

“Translate.”

“Deadman switch, Admiral. Thermal charge in the bank, slaved to Millisor’s biomonitor. And the kid says he knows which cable it is, because the tech who installed it was afraid of him for three days, and fear, I quote, ‘smells like numbers.’”

They found Eret Millisor in the reception hall — alone, in a ceremonial robe without a single clan color, naked in the ghem sense of the word, holding a needler he did not even raise. Quinn went down for that part in person. She had earned it.

“Mercenaries,” he said, when they brought her in. He was looking at the scars on her armor, not at her face. “My grandfather was killed by mercenaries. There is symmetry.”

“Your grandfather was killed by his own mission. The symmetry is that it is killing you as well — only more slowly, and without requiring you to die.” Quinn nodded toward the ceiling, toward orbit. “Your Restorers are not coming, ghem-lord. We intercepted their confirmation before the assault — they cancelled the visit two days ago. Someone in the Empire gave you up. You were sold before you could manage to give yourself away.”

That broke him more surely than any interrogation — she watched the last account in his eyes count down to zero. The deadman switch never fired: the tech who smelled like numbers had left the circuit exactly where a nine-year-old’s fear had memorized it.

And as the shuttles lifted with the nine children, the cryobank, and the compound’s entire archive, a Cetagandan cruiser without identification colors detached from the system’s jump point and took up orbit around Mirandel, patient as a vulture with good manners. Quinn had no doubt whom they had come for. The Empire collected its own dirty laundry — she had merely removed from it the one item that must never be washed.



V. The Lady in the Sphere

The meeting with the client was arranged through the same triple chain of intermediaries: a neutral orbit around a nameless gas giant, a Cetagandan “trade” ship with engines far too good for it, and a salon Quinn entered alone, unarmed, under a protocol as old as diplomacy.

In the salon a pearl sphere awaited her, floating a meter above the deck. Behind its milky surface, a silhouette could just be made out.

“Admiral Quinn.” The voice was female, young and old at once, flawless like everything the Star Crèche produced. “I am the haut Niara Vetis. You have returned property of the haut genome. Our gratitude is sincere, insofar as that word has meaning between us.”

“The property is in my hold,” Quinn said. “The bank, the cultures, the archive, down to the last byte. My riddle was why the Crèche would hire outsiders. Then it came to me: because no ghem has the right even to look at what is inside. Millisor’s project stole from the haut genome itself. A heresy, committed by servants. You could not send servants to retrieve it.”

“You grasp it quickly — for a person from outside.” The sphere drifted a hand-span closer. “One item remains from the inventory. Nine items.”

“The children are not in the inventory.” Quinn said it calmly, in the tone with which one reports a course heading. “Check the contract, haut Niara. ‘Biological property: cryogenic and archival assets.’ The wording is your intermediaries’ own. The children are passengers on my ship, and they leave this meeting with me.”

The silence from the sphere had weight.

“They carry the sequences in their cells, Admiral. Nine scattered sparks from a fire that was never theirs. The Crèche does not leave sparks.”

“The Crèche already left one. Thirty years ago a carrier of this same complex vanished onto a world without women, without a Cetagandan presence, and without the slightest appetite for expansion — and for thirty years the Empire never lifted a finger, because it had judged that to be the project’s perfect grave: alive, content, and sealed.” Quinn took one step toward the sphere, which protocol probably forbade, and did not care. “I am offering you the same grave, enlarged by nine places. Athos takes in orphan boys. Nobody travels there. Nobody comes back. Genetically speaking, from your point of view, it is oblivion.”

A pause as long as one generation of haut patience. Then the voice said, with something that in another species might have passed for amusement:

“Athos. An acceptable oblivion.” The sphere rotated slightly. “Your contract is fulfilled, Admiral Quinn. The fee is doubled; with the doubled sum we purchase your silence, and the pleasure of never meeting again.”

“The second half,” said Quinn, “you can have for free.”



VI. Kline Station

Kline Station had not changed: the same smell of recycled air and quarantine soap, the same corridors down which, twenty-seven years earlier, a young mercenary had chased a ghem-colonel through the hydroponic farms. Quinn stood on the passenger transfer dock — women were not permitted to continue onward, down to Athos, and that rule she honored with an irony that over the years had ripened into something close to tenderness.

The delegation from Athos came up on the regular cargo run: three men in the modest dress of the Population Council, led by an elderly physician with white temples and eyes that had not forgotten how to open wide at the universe.

“Ethan,” said Quinn.

“Elli Quinn.” The Chairman of the Population Council of Athos, Dr. Ethan Urquhart, smiled with his whole face. “When your message arrived, Terrence said only: ‘She’s bringing presents again.’ He sends his greetings. And a list of names — the boys will need names, and he claims to have experience in choosing new ones.”

“He’ll have to negotiate.” Quinn nodded toward the observation window, beyond which the nine stood clustered, palms and noses pressed to the glass, gaping at the docks. “The oldest has already named all his brothers. Out of some adventure serial the tutors used to play them as a reward. He refuses to reveal the source, but the little one who talks now introduces himself as ‘Captain Thunderblast.’”

“Athos has survived worse names,” said Ethan solemnly, and then his gaze softened. “They will have homes within the month, Elli. We have a waiting list of fathers three years long. And as for their… other inheritance — Terrence has been waiting for this for a quarter of a century. No one on Athos will make them hide.”

On the way back to the Triumph, in the shuttle, Quinn wrote one letter — through four blind relays, to an address in Vorkosigan House, Vorbarr Sultana, which officially did not exist in her files.

Miles. Remember Athos? Today I buried another treasure there — nine carats. The client was of the very highest genome and has forwarded your grandpa Millisor’s bill to the family hell. The boys asked who taught me that people are not cargo. I told them: a very short admiral, long ago, in another galaxy. I did not correct myself. The fleet is well. I am well. The face is still the best in the sector. — Q.

The reply arrived in a record-for-four-relays eighteen hours, and consisted of two sentences:

I always knew my best operations would be conducted without me. P.S. Galeni sends his regards and asks why the invoice for “consulting services” is such a suspiciously round number.

Quinn laughed out loud on the bridge, to the scandal of the watch officer, then ordered a course for the jump point. Astern, Kline Station shrank into the dark, and further back, invisible, remained a world without women where tonight nine boys would fall asleep under a real sky for the first time, with no holstered tutors, dreaming — she very much hoped — of thunderblasts.

Her ship was her home. But on the way back from the next contract, Admiral Elli Quinn decided, the route would quite accidentally pass by Kline.





Sea Monsters and Other Relatives


An adventure of Consul Lord Ivan Xav Vorpatril



I. The Quiet Life

Fifteen years after he first set foot on Ylla, Lord Ivan Xav Vorpatril had achieved everything a reasonable man could dream of: a consular post on an equatorial island, a house with a veranda over the lagoon, a wife who was smarter than he was and tactful enough to demonstrate it only when necessary, two children, a sailboat, and a complete, immaculate, strategically maintained absence of career prospects.

It had cost him effort. Twice he had been promoted despite his resistance — once to colonel, and a second time, after his retirement from the Service, to consul, when the old consul finally withdrew to his bottles on a permanent basis. Ivan had accepted the post only because the alternative was a return to Vorbarr Sultana, one arm’s length from his mother, two from Gregor, and half an arm from Gregor’s list of “people suitable for responsibility.” Ylla was the perfect hiding place: remote, neutral, strategically negligible, and populated by sea monsters that ate an average of one incautious tourist per year and looked equally astonished each time to discover that the tourist was toxic.

“The problem, Consul,” said the chairman of the fishing cooperative of the Northern Archipelago, perched on the edge of the wicker chair like a man who distrusts furniture, “is that your monsters have gotten smart.”

Ivan set down his glass — a fruity drink, eleven in the morning, he was a consul and he had principles — and asked carefully:

“Why are they mine, Master Kulo?”

“Because they’ve stopped eating people and started stealing cargo. In an organized fashion. Last week, three barges of protein concentrate; this week, the cooperative’s refrigerated lighter. They select, Consul. They avoid the patrols. They work in shifts.” Kulo leaned forward. “And when our people tracked the pod, it went home to the lagoons of the old mariculture concession at Port Slate. The concession that is registered—” he produced a tablet and pushed it across the table with two fingers, like a dead fish, “—to a Barrayaran trading company.”

Ivan looked at the registration. Slate Mariculture Ltd., flag: the Barrayaran Imperium; managing director: three names that smelled of shell company through two layers of screen.

“Tej,” he called toward the interior of the house, in the voice of a man who already knows his vacation is over. “Remember when you told me no Jacksonian would ever register a company under a Barrayaran flag, because it sounds respectable and frightens the clientele?”

His wife appeared on the veranda, read the tablet over his shoulder in four seconds, and said something brief in Jacksonian trade dialect that did not translate in front of children.

“Precisely backwards, love,” she added then. “A Jacksonian registers under a Barrayaran flag when he wants the respectability billed to someone else. It’s an announcement, Ivan Xav. Somebody has cooked up a mess and left our address for the check.”



II. The Old Consulate

Port Slate had not grown any lovelier in fifteen years — the same gray industrial town under the same gray sky, on which Ivan had once turned his back with all the resolve of a man relocating a consulate to a tropical island in three weeks. The old consulate building was leased out now; its lower two floors, by an irony Ivan declined to comment on, housed the administrative office of Slate Mariculture.

They brought reinforcements, too. The reinforcements had arrived three days earlier on the passenger liner from Escobar, in the form of an exquisite man of fifty-seven with the air of a bored rentier, and a blue woman with golden veining whom age had only made more expensive-looking.

“It’s our anniversary,” Byerly Vorrutyer had explained, with an innocence polished by four decades of practice. “Rish wanted the sea.”

“By, you were on Ylla for an anniversary four years ago, and it turned out you were tailing the Vervani trade attaché.”

“Coincidence.”

“And now?”

“Now I’m retired, Ivan. Nearly. In a consulting phase.” Byerly sipped his drink. “Incidentally, I hear you have interesting monsters. Tell me about the concession.”

The director of Slate Mariculture received them in an office Ivan remembered as his own conference room. Dr. Von Sarto was a smooth woman of fifty-odd with a surgeon’s hands and a biography that, according to By’s files, began in the laboratories of House Bharaputra and continued through three changes of name.

“Mariculture optimization,” he was explaining, with a smile. “We are raising the yield of the local megafauna. The secretion of the Yllan leviathan’s wax glands is a base component for regenerative gels, Consul. A perfectly legal business.”

“Legal,” Ivan agreed pleasantly. “But smart?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Your business. Is it smart? Because the fishermen claim your leviathans have started thinking. Robbing barges. On a schedule. With role assignments.”

Something passed behind Sarto’s eyes — quick, professionally suppressed.

“Herd animals, Consul. Instinct. People exaggerate.”

On the way out Tej, who through the whole meeting had kept silent with the expression of a bored wife — a role she performed with profound creative contempt — said quietly:

“Three things. The logistics in the warehouse downstairs carry House Fell markings. The reception room smells of Cetagandan perfume — real, high-grade, ghem-class. And the expense ledger on his wall had a line, ‘licenses and libraries,’ frozen for eight months.” She smiled at her husband. “He isn’t the owner of this mess, Ivan Xav. He’s the cook. The owner is whoever stopped paying him.”

That evening little Padma — ten years old, having inherited his father’s looks and his mother’s habit of not explaining them — brought his drone out to the veranda, along with a recording that chilled Ivan’s drink for him: five leviathans in the shallows south of Port Slate, stringing a net of kelp stalks between the reefs. Weaving it. With their tentacles. In knots.

“Papa,” said Padma thoughtfully, “do monsters count as shipping? Because if they count, that’s piracy, right?”



III. The Ghem-lord Aesthete

The answer to the question of who had stopped paying the cook arrived on its own, a week later, at the opening of the Yllan Marine Biennale — an event that in fifteen years had grown from a local fish fair into a regional cultural forum, thanks in part to a consul who had discovered that cultural forums were an excellent way of making important people come to him, rather than the reverse.

The guest presented himself as a private collector from Rho Ceta. He wore civilian silks worth half a consular budget and no clan face paint at all — but Ivan recognized the walk from thirty meters, because a ghem-lord without paint still walks like a ghem-lord: as if gravity were a personal service he graciously consents to accept.

“Ghem-lord Soaten Eshri,” Byerly purred into Ivan’s ear by the hors d’oeuvres. “Third-generation court aesthete, curator of the Imperial garden spectacles. Twice a laureate of the Celestial Garden’s prize for living installations. According to my former colleagues, he has been on an inexplicable creative sabbatical for eight months.”

“Eight months,” said Ivan. “The length of the frozen line in Sarto’s books.”

“I’ve been teaching you for years, Ivan, and at last: results.”

Assembling all the pieces took Tej one and a half cocktails. She drifted over to the collector from Rho Ceta with a glass of Yllan sparkling, engaged him on the aesthetics of underwater bioluminescence, and came back to her husband twenty minutes later wearing the expression of a cat that has discovered an unguarded dairy.

“The Empress’s jubilee is in a year and a half,” she said. “Eshri has accepted the commission for the living spectacle of the festivities. The ‘Leviathan Suite’ — trained megafauna, choreography across ten square kilometers of sea, before the eyes of the entire Celestial Garden. Career immortality. He commissioned the prototypes from Sarto here, on Ylla, where it is cheap and nobody watches. And then—” she paused, purely for pleasure, “—he discovered, in the interim audit, that the good doctor had economized on licensing. The genomic library Sarto used to raise the leviathans’ intelligence is a stolen copy. And do you know what the watermark in the sequences is, Ivan Xav? ‘M.g.E.’”

Ivan counted silently to three, which in his case substituted for higher mathematics.

“Moira ghem Estif.”

“Grandmother sold her work to anyone and everyone before she died. Watermarked — so every buyer would know he was buying a copy, not a right. Sarto bought the copy third-hand and lied to Eshri that it was licensed. Eshri found out, froze the payments, and came in person, incognito, to decide what to do before the Celestial Garden starts asking where his material came from.” Tej sipped. “And Sarto, out of money, stopped feeding the pod. That’s why your clever monsters are robbing barges, love. Nobody cooked this mess up on purpose. It cooked itself — out of stinginess, vanity, and one dead ghem-lady who is laughing at us from somewhere.”

“So the situation is as follows,” Ivan summarized, with the feeling of dictating a report that would someday be read aloud in the least convenient office in Vorbarr Sultana. “On a neutral planet, under a Barrayaran trade flag, a fugitive from Bharaputra is starving a herd of artificially uplifted sea monsters belonging to a Cetagandan court artist, built from stolen blueprints of my wife’s late grandmother. And the fishermen want compensation from me.”

“You see,” said Byerly warmly, “and you kept insisting nothing ever happens on Ylla.”



IV. The Gala

The mess, like every mess left unsupervised, chose to boil over at the worst possible moment: at the closing gala of the Biennale, aboard the ceremonial barge Pearl of Ylla, two kilometers offshore, with three hundred guests, eleven consuls, Ylla’s Minister of Marine Economy, and an eighty-meter buffet.

The leviathans came for the buffet.

The inquiry would later establish that the hungry pod had tracked the caterers’ refrigerated lighters all the way from the harbor. In the moment, however, the facts of the case amounted to fifteen dark backs churning the lagoon to foam, a three-hundred-voice scream, a Minister of Marine Economy clinging to the ice sculpture, and ghem-lord Eshri standing at the bow with the expression of an artist whose exhibition has come to life without permission.

“NOBODY SHOOTS!” Ivan’s voice, trained by his mother in the acoustics of ballrooms, covered the barge from end to end. “Shoot, and they’ll sound under the hull and roll us!” Then, to the captain: “Jettison the buffet.”

“I beg your—?!”

“The buffet! All of it! Over the starboard side, in batches, downcurrent — away from the barge! They don’t eat people, we’re toxic, they’ve come for the food — so give them the food THERE and not HERE!”

The next ten minutes entered Yllan folklore: the crew and the braver guests, formed into a living chain, heaving terrines, platters of crustaceans, and one intact six-tier cake over the side, while the sea monsters, demonstrating their new intelligence in the most disarming way possible, formed up downcurrent in a perfect queue for distribution. Padma filmed everything with the drone. Rish, who at the first scream had translated herself with a single dancer’s leap onto the wheelhouse roof, whence the view was best, later pronounced the pod’s choreography “more disciplined than Eshri’s corps de ballet.”

And Eshri himself, when the second wave of panic had passed and it became clear the evening’s only casualty was the catering, turned to Ivan and said, in the voice of a man present at a revelation:

“Consul. They formed a queue.”

“I noticed, ghem-lord.”

“Before the entire Biennale. Before eleven consulates.” His eyes were already looking at something ten square kilometers and eighteen months away. “This is not a scandal. This is a dress rehearsal.”



V. The Veranda

The meeting that settled the mess’s fate took place three days later on the consulate veranda, because Ivan knew from experience that people sign more reasonable things with a view of a lagoon. Present were: ghem-lord Eshri, now minus the incognito; Dr. Sarto, with the look of a woman between two anvils; the Minister of Marine Economy, recovered from the ice sculpture; a representative of House Fell with the immaculate manners of a moneylender; Tej; Byerly; and a pitcher of iced tea fortified only as far as diplomacy requires.

Ivan spoke for eight minutes. Byerly would later describe the speech in his report (retired, consulting phase, yes, yes, thought Ivan) as “a textbook example of coercion by enumeration of the obvious.”

The choice, Ivan explained, was simple. Option one: the scandal takes its natural course — an unlicensed genome in an Imperial commission, a Bharaputran fugitive under a Barrayaran flag, a starving pod of modified megafauna on a neutral world — and everyone present spends the next five years giving depositions before four jurisdictions, one of which has the Celestial Garden at its disposal. Option two: the mess is renamed a project.

The project looked like this. Eshri finances — out of the jubilee budget, which was crying out to be spent anyway — full compensation to the fishing cooperative, plus a permanent feeding fund for the pod. The pod relocates to the uninhabited Ilden Archipelago, declared by the Yllan government a marine reserve and rehearsal stage: the “Leviathan Suite,” pre-premiere showings twice a year, proceeds to Ylla. Dr. Sarto receives a contract at the newly founded Yllan Institute of Marine Biology, under supervision beside which, in Ivan’s opinion, a step out of line would be a genuine achievement. House Fell keeps its logistics contract and its good name, such as it was. And the licensing question…

“The licensing question,” said Tej, and set on the table the small hermetic container By had extracted from Sarto’s safe with a warrant, charm, and a lifted access code, “is settled within the family. I am the heir of Lady Moira ghem Estif. Stolen copies of her libraries revert to the heir. Here they are.” She surveyed the table, waited for total silence, and dropped the container into the diplomatic-correspondence destructor Ivan had carried out to the veranda that morning, because his wife had asked him to and because he had learned not to ask questions whose answers he would only enjoy later.

The destructor hummed. Ghem-lord Eshri flinched, as if stung by aesthetic delight.

“My grandmother once sold the Star Crèche a priceless collection,” Tej explained graciously, “and destroyed it before their envoy’s eyes, so there would be no confusion about who sets the price. A family tradition. The new sequences for your Suite, ghem-lord, you will buy licensed, from Rho Ceta, at full tariff. In the meantime, the leviathans are quite intelligent enough. Excessively so, even — ask the caterers.”



VI. The Bill

The mess dissolved within a month, the way well-managed messes do: the fishermen got their money and began selling tourists excursions “in the wake of the pirate leviathans”; the Minister delivered a speech about far-sighted Yllan environmental policy; and Eshri departed for Rho Ceta with contracts, sketches, and the expression of a man whose failure has given birth to a masterpiece.

Retribution caught up with Ivan three weeks later, by diplomatic courier, in an envelope with the Imperial seal. He opened it on the veranda, reread it for the seventh time on the fourth day, and groaned.

“Is it bad?” asked Tej.

“It’s a catastrophe. Gregor conveys his official thanks. ‘Exemplary protection of Imperial commercial interests and regional stability.’” Ivan brandished the letter like a diagnosis. “There’s a postscript. Handwritten. ‘I am beginning to think your talents are wasted on Ylla.’”

“That’s—”

“That’s a death sentence, Tej! This is how it starts! First ‘your talents are wasted,’ then ‘a temporary assignment,’ and then you wake up in charge of something in Vorbarr Sultana, one floor from my mother!” He reached for the comconsole. “I need to fail at something immediately. Something medium-sized. A customs declaration. A protocol dinner. By! By, you understand discreet failure, help me—”

Byerly, stretched on the lounger beside Rish, waved his glass without opening his eyes:

“I’m retired, Ivan. Consulting phase. My rates are scandalous.”

The second letter in the packet was from Miles and consisted of three sentences: I heard about the monsters, coz. The whole Imperium runs on buffets; delighted you have finally formulated it as doctrine. P.S. Mother sends you your mother.

Ivan decided not to parse that second “mother” just now. The sun was settling behind the reef; from the direction of the Ilden Archipelago the wind carried the pod’s distant, deep, almost musical call — Padma claimed they had memorized the overture from the rehearsal recordings, and nobody dared verify it — and down at the dock Alys was taking in the sails with the precise, unhurried movements her father had taught her.

“To the quiet life,” said Ivan, raising his fruity drink.

“To the quiet life,” Tej agreed, touched her glass to his, and smiled her grandmother’s smile. “It is the most expensive commodity in the galaxy, Ivan Xav. That’s why one pays for it in installments.”





Shelf Life


An adventure of Mark Pierre Vorkosigan



I. The Product

Mark Pierre Vorkosigan had spent the first twenty years of his life as a product, the next five as a weapon, and everything since as the most careful reader of contracts in three sectors. People who grew up in families read contracts so as not to lose money. Mark read them because he knew from personal experience what the fine print says when you yourself are the merchandise.

So when the Auriga syndicate offered to buy thirty percent of Durona–Vorkosigan Medical at a valuation that gave the chief financial officer heart palpitations of joy, Mark did what he always did with news that was too good: he closed his office door, reread the offer four times, and began looking for the trap.

“Page eighty-two,” said Kareen, who had gotten there before him, because she was faster, and had waited for him, because she was kinder. “Clause 14.3. Exclusive manufacture of the maintenance doses through their bioreactor network. And clause 14.7 — escrow of the genomic master keys with an ‘independent custodian’ of their choosing. ‘For security reasons.’”

His wife — after twenty years of a Betan partnership contract, renewed every five with negotiations both of them secretly looked forward to, the word was simply accurate — sat on the edge of his desk with a tablet in hand and with that expression which investors in MPVK Enterprises had learned to read as an evacuation signal.

“The entire Ascent project,” Mark said slowly, “is twenty years of the Durona Group’s work. Cellular regeneration, telomere stabilization — real, functional, honest deceleration of aging. Phase three: complete. First market: Barrayar, where the Council of Counts has the median age of a museum exhibit, and where next month an Imperial Auditor with a familiar face will sign the certification. And these people want… control of the maintenance doses.”

“A subscription model,” said Kareen. “Sell youth. Keep the leash.”

“That is Jacksonian business logic.” Mark felt, deep in the basement of his mind, the Black Gang lift its collective head — Gorge had smelled a deal; Killer had smelled something else. He sent them off with the routine of twenty-five years of therapy and said aloud: “The offer comes from Solstice via Tau Verde. It’s too clean. Over-laundered. Kareen — who launders money toward respectability?”

“Someone who wants to buy not the company,” said Kareen, “but its clients.”

The clients. The Council of Counts of Barrayar. The government of the Imperium, three thousand bribable functionaries, and an Emperor whose medical records were a state secret of the highest classification.

Mark reached for the comconsole with the feeling he knew from the bogs of Jackson’s Whole: that the ground beneath him had just given way.

“Get me Rowan. The lab is to check the last revision of the vector platform. Line by line. Especially the part Auriga’s ‘technical advisors’ helped us ‘optimize’ in the spring.”



II. The Cassette

Dr. Rowan Durona reported back within fifty-two hours, in person, in the secure room of the Escobar research complex, and Mark understood everything from her face before she reached the table. Rowan had raised the dead — including one particular short Barrayaran, many years ago — and had never once looked frightened. She looked frightened now.

“Vector revision 9 contains a dormant cassette,” she said. “By itself it is innocent: a few regulatory sequences, entered as an ‘expression stabilizer.’ We approved it because it passes every standard screening, and because it genuinely does stabilize expression. But Raven ran it through a full simulation in combination with the maintenance protocol.” She put the schematic on the screen. “The cassette rewires cellular repair to depend on an external cofactor. A molecule that does not occur in nature and is synthesized only by the patented process of… guess who.”

“The bioreactor network from clause 14.3,” said Kareen soundlessly.

“As long as the patient receives the doses — yes: rejuvenation, honest, beautiful, everything as per catalog. But stop the supply…” Rowan paused, searching for a clinically neutral formulation, and gave up. “Accelerated collapse. Months. Therapy on a leash, Mark. Whoever controls the cofactor controls the life of everyone treated.”

The room went very quiet. Mark could hear his own pulse and, somewhere beneath it, Killer — who this time wanted nothing, only stood at attention, waiting for a name.

“So the plan is this,” Mark said. “A foreign power buys a stake, fits the leash into our product with our own hands, waits for Barrayar to treat the Council of Counts, the General Staff, and half the ministries… and in five years the Imperium is governed by people whose cells are subscribed to one supplier’s mercy. Without a single shot. No fleets, no armed conspiracies — just an invoice that must never be late.”

“That is not a plan against the company,” said Kareen. “It’s a plan against Barrayar. And, Mark… we are the delivery vehicle.”

Mark sat motionless for ten seconds. Then he laughed — short, ugly, without a trace of humor — because the scheme had finally shown him its handwriting.

“No,” he said. “I am the delivery vehicle. For the second time in my life, somebody is trying to kill Barrayar through me. The first time, they raised me to shoot my brother.” He stood up. “Rowan — freeze revision 9, quietly, no trace in the registries. Kareen — we accept the negotiations. We smile. We request a meeting with the principal — not with the fund puppets, the principal. And I am going to call my brother, because this is Auditor’s work now.” A pause. “Good God. I have never before said that sentence voluntarily.”



III. The Principal

Lord Auditor Miles Vorkosigan arrived on Escobar by the regular courier — officially, for a preliminary certification audit of the Ascent protocol; unofficially, forty minutes after hearing Rowan’s recording, which by Kareen’s account was a personal record even for him.

“A subscription empire,” he said, pacing Mark’s office with the cane he used more for gesticulation than support. “You know, brother, all my life Barrayar’s enemies have tried fleets, bombs, pretenders, and biological nightmares. This is the first one to try accounting. I am almost impressed. Galeni is going to have a stroke — half his analysis section can’t read a balance sheet.”

“Which is why my people already read it.” Kareen spread out the ownership chart: fourteen shell companies, two trust structures on Pol, one “independent custodian.” “All roads lead beneath the surface of Jackson’s Whole. Auriga is a glove. The hand is House Bharaputra.”

The name dropped into the room like a stone down a well. Mark received it with an expression he had rehearsed in the mirror for twenty-five years — neutral, professional — and which deceived neither his wife nor his brother.

“Bharaputra made me,” he said levelly. “In a vat, to order, with a built-in purpose. It is logical for them to assume that everything I make can likewise be bought and reprogrammed. To them, Durona–Vorkosigan isn’t a competitor. We are an escaped product that has taken to earning profit on somebody else’s shelf.”

“There’s more,” said Kareen quietly. “We insisted on meeting the principal. They answered. The principal is coming in person, to a neutral orbital station. Mark… the signature on the message is the Dowager Baronne Bharaputra’s.”

Rowan, who had been standing by the window, turned sharply.

“Lotus.”

“Lotus Durona,” Kareen confirmed. “Your sister.”

The sister who, eighty years ago, had left the Durona Group — the only one of Lily’s children to choose not the family but the throne of Bharaputra. The mirror-sister, the anti-Durona, as Mark had been the anti-Miles before he chose otherwise. She was past a hundred and ten now, and according to every report her body was maintained by procedures that on Escobar carried prison terms.

“And there is the second layer,” Miles said softly. “The leash on Barrayar is the business plan. But a dying woman of the Durona genome does not cross half the galaxy for a business plan. She is coming for the protocol. The real one, without the cassette. Lily refused her the family eighty years ago — or she refused Lily, depending on who tells it. Now she means to take it. All of it. The therapy, the Group — and along the way, an empire on a leash, to pay for her ticket.”

“So what do we do?” asked Rowan.

Mark looked at his brother. His brother looked at him. Between them passed the wordless conversation of men who have survived together in places one does not discuss over dinner, and Kareen, watching them, noted for the record that the only thing more alarming than Miles with a plan was Mark with a plan and Miles approving it.

“We are going to sell her,” said Mark, “exactly what she is trying to sell us.”



IV. The Deal

The meeting took place on Benefice Station, a neutral trading platform in Escobar orbit, in a conference room rented by Auriga and scrupulously swept by both sides for listening devices — which, by Jacksonian standards, was the highest form of courtesy: both sides knew everyone was recording.

Lotus Durona-Bharaputra arrived with a float chair, two nurses built like bodyguards, and a face Mark found unsettling: the face of Rowan, of Raven, of all the ninety-odd Duronas he called his friends — only desiccated by age, and by something older than age.

“Mark Pierre Vorkosigan.” Her voice was dry and precise. “The product that privatized itself. I have always wanted to examine you. Vasa Luigi maintained you were the most expensive mistake in the House’s history. I maintained you were its best advertisement: if our products can achieve so much, imagine what the House could do.”

“The House can build a leash into someone else’s therapy,” said Mark pleasantly. “Revision 9. The expression stabilizer. We found it, Baronne. Eleven days ago.”

The silence in the room was brief and perfectly commercial — the silence of positions being recalculated. Lotus did not so much as blink.

“And yet you are here.”

“And yet we are here,” Kareen agreed, “because we want to hear the price of the other option. You did not come in person for thirty percent, Baronne. Tell us what you are actually buying, and perhaps we will sell.”

And Lotus — who was dying, and knew it, and who had too few negotiations left to waste one — told them. The protocol: complete, clean, leash-free, administered immediately, here, to her. The Durona Group: under the House’s management, “the return of assets to their maker,” as she put it. And the Barrayaran program — with revision 9 included, naturally; the leash on the Council of Counts was the commodity with which the House would settle certain creditors whose names were not spoken aloud even in swept rooms.

“Creditors,” repeated Miles from his corner. He had been silent until then, introduced as a “certification consultant,” folded up and inconspicuous insofar as Miles Vorkosigan was capable of inconspicuousness. “I’m curious about the creditors, Baronne. Because a leash on the Barrayaran government is a commodity Jackson’s Whole cannot hold — holding it takes a fleet. Your House is a broker. Who is the buyer?”

Lotus regarded him for a long moment. Then she smiled — for the first time, thinly.

“You must be the Auditor. You are shorter than the reports suggest.” She laced her fingers. “The buyer, my lord, is anyone. Commodities of that class are sold at auction.”

“Did you get that?” asked Mark.

“We got it,” said Kareen, and rose. “Baronne, thank you for the clarity. The answer is no. On all points. And now allow me to introduce the rest of the certification consultants.”

The door opened. In came: an inspector of the Escobaran Directorate of Biological Safety, with a warrant; a representative of the Barrayaran Imperial embassy, with a note; and — at the insistence of Miles, who had a weakness for symmetries — Dr. Rowan Durona, with a diagnostic case.

One of Lotus’s nurses reached under her tunic. Mark was between her and Kareen before his conscious mind had voted — four seconds he would later report to his therapist with tedious precision: Killer came out, disarmed, broke a wrist, stopped. Stopped. Returned the weapon to the floor and the woman to her chair, and went back down to the basement without a second command.

“Alive,” Mark said aloud, slightly out of breath, to everyone in the room and to one particular listener inside himself. “We work with live ones here.”



V. The Sentence

The legal phase dragged on for months and was, in Kareen’s words, the most expensive and most boring war in the company’s history. Escobar brought charges of biotechnological fraud and conspiracy; Barrayar declared Auriga and all its tentacles prohibited counterparties throughout the Imperium; ImpSec and Escobaran counterintelligence divided the syndicate’s archive between them with the courtesy of hyenas raised in good homes. House Bharaputra, faced with the prospect of its principal shareholder standing trial on a foreign planet, did the one thing a Jacksonian House does impeccably: it sold her. Full cooperation, full archives, full astonishment at “the unsanctioned actions of the Dowager Baronne.”

Two sentences remained that no court could pronounce.

The first concerned revision 9. On Miles’s proposal — and with the personal support of Gregor, whose comment, relayed down the channels, read “let it be instructive” — the cassette was not classified but published: full documentation, mechanism, detection methods, transmitted to every regulatory agency along the wormhole nexus. A weapon, Miles explained, is most permanently disarmed by making it common knowledge: nobody buys a leash whose schematic hangs in the textbooks.

The second concerned Lotus. She was awaiting extradition in Escobar’s medical detention when the Durona Group — all of them, in general assembly, under Lily’s charter — voted on Rowan’s motion. The next day Rowan walked into the detention block with the diagnostic case and an expression Mark did not undertake to read, and offered her sister the Ascent protocol. The real one. The clean one. Free, unconditional, without so much as testimony in exchange.

“She chose the House because she believed family was weakness and ownership was strength,” Rowan explained afterward to Mark, the one person she could be sure would understand. “Her sentence is to live another thirty years with the proof of the opposite. Lily would have called it mercy. I call it an experiment with extended observation.”

Lotus refused. Then, three weeks later, from her cell, she accepted. Mark, when they told him, sat silent a long while, and said at last only:

“So we are relatives after all.”



VI. Shelf Life

The certification for Barrayar was signed in the spring, in the throne room — Gregor insisted on a ceremony, partly for political reasons and partly, Mark suspected, for the pleasure of watching Mark Vorkosigan stand at attention in formal dress and suffer. The first public course of the therapy, by Imperial decree, did not go to the Council of Counts: it went to the veterans of the Komarr and Vervain campaigns, by medical commission list, and that move won the crown more loyalty than three tax amnesties.

The Vicereine of Sergyar, aged eighty-eight, declined the full protocol with a formulation that leaked to the net within the hour and became an aphorism: “I’ll take enough to finish my work. I intend to die Betan — on schedule, and with opinions.”

And one evening on Escobar, on the terrace above the Durona complex, the two brothers stood with glasses and watched Kareen and Raven down in the courtyard arguing over the next phase’s budget with gesticulation visible from orbit.

“You know what’s funny?” said Mark. “Bharaputra designed me with a shelf life. Single use: approach, fire, be captured. My entire value lay in my expiring.” He drank. “And now I sell time. Wholesale. To the planet I was engineered to orphan.”

“Vengeance by catalog retail,” said Miles. “Father would have appreciated it. Mother appreciates it out loud.” He glanced sideways at his brother. “Will you take it? The protocol. Rowan tells me you refuse to be in the first cohort.”

“I’m in the second. With Kareen, together, next year, after the contract renewal.” Mark shrugged, suddenly awkward. “I wanted to see it work first on people who…” he hunted for the phrase and found it where he always found it these days, “…who are goods I hold in trust.”

Miles laughed and lifted his glass.

“To long life, brother.”

“To the fine print,” said Mark. “Long life is what’s left over after you’ve read it.”





The Phantom Passage


An adventure of Lord Auditor Miles Vorkosigan



I. The Jump

There were two kinds of Auditorial assignment, Miles Vorkosigan liked to say: the kind where they shoot at you, and the kind where you wish they would. The audit of the public procurement for the “Argus” deep-system sensor network fell decisively into the second category.

“Four hundred pages of annexes,” he told Ekaterin, as the courier Kestrel eased toward the jump point for Komarr. “Eight subcontractors. Three counter-claims. One dead acceptance inspector — fell off a ladder in his own garage, which the Komarran police investigated for a full eleven days before ruling it a household accident. And a cost overrun of forty-one million marks that everyone explains and no one can point to. Gregor is sending me because, and I quote, ‘you know how to read boring documents until they confess.’”

“And why did you agree?” asked Ekaterin, without lifting her head from her project sketches. She was traveling on her own account: on Komarr the opening of “Green Komarr” awaited her — twenty dome-gardens, the crown of a ten-year campaign she had patronized. The ceremony coincided with the activation of the new Soletta-B mirror wing, so half the Imperium was converging on Solstice for the same week.

“Because you were traveling,” said Miles. “Auditorial intuition is sacred writ.”

The jump to Komarr passed the way all jumps pass — for the passengers not at all, for the pilot who knew how. Miles was just unfastening his safety webbing when he noticed that the intercom light to the pilot’s cabin had been lit for an unusually long time.

“Pilot Asadi? Is there a problem?”

“Not exactly a problem, my lord.” The jump pilot’s voice was thoughtful, which in jump pilots passed for strong emotion. “An echo. There was an echo in the five-space interface at the exit — like a scratch on the edge of the implant. I registered it on the transit last month too, but it’s denser now.”

“Dangerous?”

“No, my lord. Just… ugly. Like someone playing the same note through two walls.” A pause. “I reported it to traffic control. They say they’re aware of it: seismic surveys by Hesper Mining, the helium-3 base on the moon Obel. Blasting sequences under permit, all in order. Sorry for the bother.”

“No bother, pilot. Thank you for being one of the people who report the ugly.”

Miles went back to the annexes. But out of an old habit Ekaterin called “cataloguing the pebbles in one’s shoe,” he took three seconds to note in his personal log: Obel. Echo. Two walls. Then he sank into the four hundred pages and did not think of it again until the transit ended.

Almost.



II. Solstice

The capital dome received them with an artificial spring and with two people on the dock: a woman of about forty in civilian dress, with Komarran features and the eyes of someone who reads three screens at once, and a tall young lieutenant in green uniform, polished to a mirror finish.

“Captain Elin Venek, ImpSec Solstice, analysis section,” she introduced herself. “This is Lieutenant Marko Vorsang, liaison and security. General Galeni has ordered that you receive anything you ask for before you ask for it. We’re trying.”

“Commendable.” Miles looked them over with approval: a Komarran and a Barrayaran working in sync — thirty years ago such a pairing had been a political statement; today it was simply a duty roster. “Let’s start with what I haven’t asked for. What do you know about the seismic surveys on Obel?”

Venek didn’t even blink — she just produced her tablet, as if the question had been on the agenda.

“Hesper Mining, registered on Komarr six years ago, helium-3 extraction in Tarn Crater. The permits are in order, the quotas are respected, the taxes are paid with tedious punctuality. The only anomaly is in the import records: for a base of forty personnel they’ve purchased power equipment fit for a small city. Official explanation — ‘prospective expansion.’ The economics section flagged it and put it to sleep: expanding helium bases ahead of the Soletta-B activation is a mass speculation, everyone’s hoping for contracts.”

“Hm.” The pebble in his shoe stirred, but did not stab. “Keep the file open, Captain. And now take me to my four hundred pages.”

The “Argus” audit proved exactly as riveting as promised. The network — two hundred sensor platforms and calibration buoys around the system’s six jump points — had been built, it worked, it even worked well; the question was why it had cost forty-one million more. For three days Miles interrogated subcontractors who blamed one another with the elegance of Komarran shareholder meetings. On the fourth day he found the first real thing: a firmware module in the relay nodes of the buoys that appeared in no technical specification.

“A telemetry tap,” Venek reported that evening, after her team had disassembled the code. “Discreet, professional, with a checksum and a watchdog timer. It copies the calibration stream from the buoys at the Barrayar jump point and relays it with the commercial traffic. Installed via the subcontractor Tolan Aero — the same one whose acceptance inspector fell off the ladder.”

“And who steals calibration data from a jump point?”

“The section’s working hypothesis is commercial espionage, my lord. The exact five-space state of the passage determines a courier’s micro-delays. Know the delay before the exchange does, and you beat the market by half a second. Half a second on the Solstice Exchange is a fortune.”

The hypothesis was reasonable, elegant, and explained everything. Miles turned it over in his mind all evening, the way one turns a coin one suspects is counterfeit without being able to say why. Exchange fraud. A dead inspector. Power equipment for a small city. An echo through two walls.

“Venek,” he said on the fifth day, “I want the full ownership chain of Hesper Mining. Not the Komarran registry — the real one. And I want the spectral record of those ‘seismic sequences’ from traffic control, raw, before the filters.”

“May I ask what we’re looking for, my lord?”

“You have no idea how much I wish I could tell you. Dig until you hit something that isn’t rock.”

The answer took her people six days. It arrived at the worst possible moment, which, as far as Miles understood the universe, was its principal method of delivering mail.



III. The Reception

The reception on the eve of the double ceremony — Soletta-B and “Green Komarr” — gathered beneath the central dome of Solstice everything the Imperium and half its neighbors could put into formal dress. Miles, in the brown-and-silver of his House, was executing the maneuver he called “the Auditorial orbit”: a slow ellipse through the hall with apogee at the champagne and perigee at the people to whom Gregor would like a courteous word spoken.

The Cetagandan trade delegation occupied the eastern end of the hall like a well-arranged ikebana. And at its center, in the clan face paint of House Soven — silver and dark cinnabar — stood a tall man of indeterminate age, discussing gardens with Ekaterin.

“…pruning, Lady Vorkosigan, is the highest form of homage to a plant,” ghem-lord Inar Soven was saying as Miles drifted into perigee. “Wild growth is entropy. Beauty begins where someone takes the responsibility to say: this branch, yes; that one, no. The same holds for larger systems. Ah, Lord Auditor. I was just admiring your wife — she understands living structures better than half my colleagues in the Celestial Garden.”

“She has the advantage of having raised gardens and children at the same time,” said Miles. “Double experience with entropy. And what is your role in the delegation, ghem-lord?”

“Investments.” Soven smiled with precisely measured self-irony. “Helium futures, energy infrastructure. Dull things. The Empire sends me on trade missions when it wishes to punish my aesthetic arrogance. But I confess, your system fascinates me.” He made a slight gesture toward the dome, toward the invisible sky beyond it. “Six passages. A crossroads. And behind a single door — a whole world that lived alone with itself for eighty years. Your Isolation is an underappreciated phenomenon, Lord Auditor. The Cetagandan poets never did it justice: a civilization in a bottle. A unique experiment. Almost… a finished form.”

“Unfinished,” said Miles pleasantly. “We opened the bottle.”

“You opened it,” Soven agreed, and for one tenth of a second something in his eyes beneath the paint focused on Miles, the way a rangefinder focuses on a target. “History loves to repeat its experiments, to verify reproducibility. But I am keeping you. Lady Vorkosigan — it has been an honor. I shall steal your metaphor about the hedge that remembers every pair of shears.”

He withdrew with the walk of a man to whom gravity is a personal favor. Ekaterin waited until he was out of range and said quietly:

“Miles. That man speaks of space as of a living hedge. And in the whole conversation he never once asked anything he didn’t already know.”

“I noticed.” The pebble in his shoe no longer stabbed — it pounded. “He came to inspect me. The question is why he thinks I’m worth the inspection.”

The answer arrived forty minutes later, in the form of Lieutenant Vorsang, who crossed the hall with the expression of a man carrying an urgent message through a minefield of protocol, and handed Miles a sealed tablet with words evidently rehearsed on the way:

“My lord, your schedule for tomorrow, as you requested.”

Miles withdrew into the alcove behind the Polian League delegation and broke the seal. Venek’s report was laid out like a good indictment.

First: ownership. Hesper Mining → a Pol holding → a Tau Verde trust → the consortium “Vetis Industrial,” Rho Ceta. Ultimate beneficiaries: the Soven clan association.

Second: energy. The base’s thermal signature in Tarn Crater corresponds to continuous consumption of 11–14 gigawatts. Helium extraction at the declared volume requires under 0.4.

Third: spectral analysis. The raw record of the “seismic sequences” contains a regular gravitational component that does not match blasting. Comparison with an archival sample appended per your instruction, for depth match.

The match is 91 percent.

Archival sample: case “Waterloo,” Komarr, 20 years ago. Device for induced passage collapse, Soudha–Radovas design. Classification: Imperial secret, first degree.

Miles stood perfectly still in the middle of the reception, amid the laughter and the crystal, rereading the last two lines. Soudha’s device. The machine a group of Komarran engineers had built to close the passage to Barrayar and return the hated conquerors to their bottle forever. The machine whose mathematics Miles had chased across half a planet and one space station. The machine that had finally been destroyed by one furious widow with a cargo float pallet — the widow who now stood twenty meters away, discussing irrigation systems with the Minister of Domes.

Someone had dug that mathematics out of its grave. Had fed it for twenty years with Cetagandan resources. And had buried it again — in a mining base on the moon Obel, within sight of Barrayar’s only door.

A civilization in a bottle. Almost a finished form.

Miles raised his eyes. Across the hall, ghem-lord Inar Soven was tasting Komarran wine and listening to some banker with an expression of perfect, patient courtesy — the expression of a man who has already concluded all his business and awaits only the result.



IV. Three Past Midnight

The ImpSec Solstice conference room at three past midnight smelled of coffee, ozone, and suppressed panic. On the main screen hung Obel — gray, pockmarked, innocent. On the second — General Duv Galeni from Vorbarr Sultana, at a signal delay of forty minutes, compensated for by advance authorizations he had dictated in the first five. On the third — roused, in a house robe and with eyes bright as a student’s — Professor Emerita Judith Riva of Solstice University, eighty-six years old, the only living theoretician who had read Soudha’s mathematics in the original.

“Oh, yes,” she said, leafing through the spectra with two fingers. “Yes, yes, yes. This is a five-space resonance pumping. The same equation, third generation. Soudha tried to gather the whole impulse into one device and deliver it to the passage all at once — that’s why he needed a shuttle and that’s why milady managed to smash it, God bless cargo pallets. These people are more patient. They pump the resonance for weeks, from a distance, in small doses, hidden in the noise. The passage is a bell, gentlemen. They do not strike it with a hammer. They sing to it. Softly. In tune. Until the bell cracks of its own accord.”

“How much time do we have?” asked Miles.

Riva pointed to the rising curve in the corner of the spectrogram.

“The accumulation is in its final phase. The doses are coming more often. If I were in their place, I would fire the final impulse under cover of the largest electromagnetic event in the system in a decade.”

“The activation of Soletta-B,” said Captain Venek soundlessly. “Tomorrow, nineteen hundred hours.”

“Sixteen hours,” summarized Galeni from the screen, at forty minutes’ delay and zero hesitation. “The military option is out: a landing in fortified tunnels requires three days, and an orbital strike on a device with such a charge… Professor?”

“An uncontrolled discharge at this level of accumulation could inflict lasting trauma on the passage even without aiming,” Riva confirmed. “Imagine detonating a tuning fork with a grenade right next to the bell. No.”

“The diplomatic option is also out,” said Miles. “Our evidence points at the Soven clan, not the Celestial Garden; an official note would only earn Cetaganda twenty years of outraged denial. Worse: Soven has built autonomous completion into the device, I’m willing to stake my chain on it. Arrest him, and the machine fires on a canned setting. He strolls through receptions precisely because his presence is no longer required.” Miles surveyed the room. “Which leaves us the one option the adversary has not foreseen, because it is impossible. Will you explain to me, Professor, how the machine aims?”

Riva lit up the way teachers light up when handed the exact question.

“Ah, that’s the beautiful part! The passage doesn’t hold still — its five-space signature drifts: solar wind, tidal effects, traffic. The resonance has to follow it continuously, or it goes out of tune. That’s why they need a live calibration stream from the buoys at the point itself…”

She fell silent, because Miles was laughing — quietly, soundlessly, leaning back, his eyes closed.

“My lord?” asked Vorsang cautiously.

“Lieutenant,” said Miles, “forty-one million marks in overrun. Gregor sent me here to find out who stole forty-one million marks, and do you know what I found? I found where the enemy breathes. The telemetry tap in the buoys. The thief of exchange micro-delays. We hold the little tube through which Soven’s machine draws its air.” He opened his eyes. “We are not going to cut it. We are going to blow into it.”



V. The Phantom

The plan Riva and Venek built by dawn was one of those the military academies later argue over as to whether it was brilliant or inadmissible. The machine on Obel trusted the calibration stream. The stream ran through Tolan Aero’s tap. The tap ran through relay nodes ImpSec had physical access to. Therefore, from now on, the machine would receive not the signature of the passage to Barrayar, but something else: a mathematical phantom.

“We can’t just feed it noise,” Riva explained, already on her third coffee and her thirtieth board of equations. “Their watchdog algorithm will detect the substitution in minutes. We have to give them a real signature — smooth, alive, breathing, satisfying every equation — only of a passage that doesn’t exist. A solution to the system with no physical correlate. A door painted on a wall. We’ll move their aim millimeter by millimeter: start from the real passage and drift smoothly toward the phantom, at the speed of natural variation, not a second faster.”

“How long do you need for full deflection?”

“Fourteen hours. Provided the substitution is seamless.”

The seamlessness fell to Vorsang. The tap could be intercepted only physically, in relay node R-11 — a four-meter capsule eight hundred kilometers from the jump point — and only during scheduled maintenance, of which there was none on the calendar. ImpSec arranged an “accident”: a micrometeorite mishap with the antenna, plausible enough to justify a repair skiff. At ten hundred hours Vorsang and senior technician Della Raz went out into open space with tools, officially to replace an antenna block, unofficially to harness, within a forty-minute window, the standard diagnostic port, insert Venek’s device into the stream, and get out without the watchdog timer registering an interruption longer than eight hundred milliseconds.

They managed it in seven hundred and forty.

“The stream is ours,” Venek reported at eleven hundred and three, in the voice of a woman breathing for the first time in an hour. “The phantom is running. Drift one point two per hour, within natural limits. The machine is swallowing it.”

The following hours Miles spent in the hardest position he knew: on display. The Auditor had to be visible, calm, and boring — Soven was undoubtedly watching every twitch of official Solstice, and a single cancelled event involving a Vorkosigan could pull the trigger early. So Miles inspected the ceremonial hall, gave two interviews about “Argus” (“the overrun has been established, the guilty will restore the funds” — which was even true), lunched demonstratively with the Minister of Domes, and smiled, and smiled, and smiled, while eight hundred kilometers from the passage a lie ran along the wire at a speed of one point two per hour.

At seventeen ten the lie nearly died.

“Solar ejection,” Riva’s voice in the secure channel had gone thin. “A real one, class M, the front hits the point in twelve minutes. The real signature will jump. My phantom is programmed for a calm sun — the discrepancy will light up their watchdog like a holiday tree.”

“Can you get the storm into the phantom?”

“I can get it in with twenty minutes of precise work, and I have twelve!”

“Then we’ll steal you eight.” Miles was already dialing the jump-point traffic control, activating with a single phrase the Auditorial authorizations Galeni had loaded the night before: “This is the Voice of Emperor Gregor Vorbarra. I declare an emergency calibration regime. All ships in the passage zone — I order simultaneous power-up of your Necklin rods at minimum output, pre-jump test configuration, beginning in ninety seconds, duration ten minutes. All of them. Yes, the freighters too. Yes, the Cetagandan liner — especially the Cetagandan liner, it has the most powerful rods in the system.”

“My lord,” Venek whispered, as traffic control erupted into feverish activity, “what are we doing?”

“Noise, Captain. Thirty-one sets of Necklin rods, fired up at once, muddy the local five-space picture to unreadability. For the next ten minutes the real passage will look like static chaos — and Soven’s watchdog will write off the discrepancy as instrument noise from an exercise by the mad Barrayarans. And Professor Riva gets her twenty minutes.” Miles leaned back and, for the first time in a day and a night, allowed himself a predatory smile. “We made the truth look like a lie, so the lie could pass for the truth. If that isn’t diplomacy, I don’t know what is.”

At eighteen forty Riva reported: storm — embedded; phantom — stable; deflection — ninety-seven percent. The machine on Obel, stuffed to bursting with twenty years of patience and eleven gigawatts, was aiming with absolute, flawless, lovingly maintained precision at a point in five-space behind which there was nothing.



VI. The Ceremony

Soletta-B unfolded at nineteen hundred Solstice time — six new mirror leaves blossoming in orbit like a silver chrysanthemum, and the whole dome gasped as the secondary dawn washed over the terraces. Miles watched not the sky but the man beside him on the VIP gallery: he had seen to it that the invitations placed ghem-lord Inar Soven two meters from him, at the window with the best view.

“Impressive,” said Soven. His eyes were raised to the mirrors, but their focus was elsewhere — on a point beyond the sky where, at this very moment, under cover of the electromagnetic pageant, his bell was to receive its final, shattering note. “Your Empire builds on a grand scale, Lord Auditor. Light for a whole world.”

“We do our best,” said Miles. “Though personally I have a weakness for older feats of engineering. The passages, for instance. Did you know that our passage’s signature has a fundamental harmonic of zero point eight seven one natural units? A remarkably stable value. It drifts, of course — solar wind, traffic — but it always returns. Like a well-tuned bell.”

The sentence settled into the conversation softly, like silk over a blade. Miles had the pleasure of observing at close range as a face beneath the clan paint of House Soven performed a complete inventory of its last sixteen hours. The harmonic he had quoted was from the phantom — a value that could be known only by someone who had read the machine’s stream from the inside.

“You knew,” said Soven very quietly. He did not ask since when. A ghem-lord does not beg for the details of his defeat.

“I was the smoke screen, ghem-lord. A whole roomful of specialists knew. At the moment we speak, your device is emptying its charge — all of it, to the last erg, flawlessly aimed — into an address that does not exist. A door painted on a wall. The professor who painted it sends her regards and insists I convey that your third generation of the equation is ‘elegant, but credulous.’” Miles sipped from his glass. “The passage to Barrayar will open for traffic tomorrow on schedule. And you have a more pressing problem than me.”

“And that is?”

“Behind your left shoulder.”

Ghem-general Dag Benin, chief of the Imperial security of the Celestial Garden for thirty years, wore his seventy-five years and his ceremonial blood-red paint with equal flawlessness. Officially he accompanied the trade delegation as a “security auditor” — a circumstance Miles had grasped only the night before, with a feeling close to admiration: Cetaganda too had scented its renegade, but had neither evidence nor jurisdiction to act on Komarran soil without thereby confessing the plot itself. Benin had come to wait. Benin knew how to wait.

“Ghem-lord Soven,” he said with an exquisite bow. “The delegation requires your presence. At length. Perhaps for years.”

Soven looked at Benin, then at Miles, then — for the last time — at the secondary dawn above the domes of the world that would remain on the map of the universe. Whatever was happening at that moment behind the paint did not come out. He bowed with precisely measured perfection, turned, and walked ahead of Benin with a straight back — a man going not under escort, but toward his own Empire, which, all three of them knew, was considerably the more terrible.

Benin lingered a moment more.

“Lord Vorkosigan. The Celestial Garden does not care to be presented with gifts it did not order — neither passages nor wars. The debt will be recorded.” A pause, and something old and almost warm passed across the flawless paint. “I am pleased to note that the years have not grown you.”

“I’m working on it from the inside,” said Miles. “Give my respects to the Empress.”



VII. The Doors

The machine was lifted out of Tarn Crater three weeks later — a joint engineering team under double supervision and the direction of Professor Riva, who circled the eleven-gigawatt corpse with a flashlight and exclamations of the kind women of her generation usually reserved for grandchildren. The core, emptied and dead, went to Vorbarr Sultana, to that wing of the Imperial arsenal where the Empire stores the things it does not speak of. The official communiqué mentioned “unregulated mining activity.” The helium base was bought, with some irony, by a Komarran consortium involving the Toscane clan.

On the night before departure, Miles and Ekaterin stood on the observation terrace of the orbital station, watching the passage — invisible, marked by nothing but the rosary of navigation lights and the unbroken string of ships pouring into the nothing and emerging from it: ore carriers, liners, couriers, all the blood of the Imperium pulsing through a single vein.

“For twenty years,” said Ekaterin, “I thought that machine was the most terrible thing I had ever seen. A group of desperate engineers with an equation and a grievance. And now someone took the same equation and added an empire, patience, and aesthetics.”

“And lost to one retired professor, one lieutenant with seven hundred and forty milliseconds, and one accounting audit.” Miles covered her hand with his on the railing. “Do you know what kept me going through those sixteen hours? The thought that we had already beaten this machine. You beat it first. With a cargo pallet. I merely maintain the family tradition by quieter means.”

“Fake mail instead of a pallet.”

“We’re aging,” Miles agreed. “We’re becoming refined.”

Below them a Cetagandan liner — the same one, with the most powerful Necklin rods in the system — eased into the queue for the jump, blinked its running lights, and sank into the passage toward the rest of the universe. Miles followed it with his eyes and thought of bottles and doors; of a world that had been alone with itself for eighty years and still carried that mark in the bones of each of its generations; of all those who would go on looking at Barrayar’s only door and dreaming it shut.

“Let them dream,” he said aloud. “The doors of Barrayar are opened and shut by us.”

Ekaterin laughed softly and took his arm.

“Come, my Lord Auditor. We have a jump at six tomorrow, and Asadi will grumble if we’re late.”

They passed through the passage the next morning, on schedule. Pilot Asadi reported that the echo was gone — the interface clean as a mountain morning. In Miles’s log, beneath the entry Obel. Echo. Two walls, a second line appeared, with which the case was closed for him forever:

The bell sings only for the one who listens. We listened first.





The Inheritance of Earth


An adventure of Admiral Elli Quinn and the Dendarii Free Mercenary Fleet



I. The Contract Without a Name

Earth always did the same thing to Elli Quinn: it made her feel at once at home and a stranger visiting her own childhood. The blue-white globe beneath the Triumph was the mother of all worlds — the cradle, the museum, the old woman of the galaxy who received her grandchildren with an equal mixture of pride and irritation. Quinn had come here young, with a face that was not yet her own, on a mission that had nearly killed a very short admiral. Twenty-eight years later she returned with admiral’s tabs, a refit bill, and a contract that had no name.

“The client insists on complete anonymity,” reported Captain Herald, which was already a violation of the second rule above Quinn’s door. “But the payment guarantee is through Banque Esaba, Escobar — the hardest escrow in the sector. The money is real, Admiral. Too real for a task described in three sentences.”

The three sentences read: A position has been stolen. Trace it to its final destination. Do not permit it to arrive.

“‘A position,’” Quinn repeated. “Not ‘a shipment.’ Not ‘a person.’ A position.” She examined the precious nebulosity of the client’s identity and felt the old prickle at the back of her neck that had twice saved the fleet and once her life. “Someone has lost something so badly they dare not name it even to the people they hire to get it back. Herald, we accept — but we investigate the client alongside the task. I don’t like being the knife without knowing whose hand it’s in.”

The first link was on Earth itself, in a name the escrow document had failed to scrub deeply enough: Transcultural Institute of Applied Genomics, Facility “Ashmore,” County of Surrey, European Union. A private laboratory with government contracts, a fence without a sign, and, according to open records, a specialty in “hereditary diagnostics for high-status clients.” Nine days earlier a fire had broken out at Ashmore — chemical, localized, burning out exactly one wing and exactly one server array. The Earth police were treating it as an accident. Quinn, who had arranged similar “accidents” in her youth, read it as the erasure of a crime scene.

“We’re putting a team down,” she decided. “Discreetly. I’m leading.”

“You?” Herald raised an eyebrow. “Admirals don’t crawl under fences, Elli.”

“This one does.” Quinn was already checking the comm on her wrist. “Besides, I have an old debt on this planet, and old friends who remember it. It’s time I paid them a visit.”



II. London

London had aged the way only truly old cities age — by adding layers without removing the previous ones. Quinn came down into the misty dusk among towers, cathedrals, and advertising holograms reflected in the river, and for a moment she seemed to see her own ghost at twenty-five, running along these very streets with a stolen face and a stolen courier pack.

Her old acquaintance awaited her in a club without a sign in Mayfair, where membership was measured in generations. Commodore Destang was long since dust, but ImpSec on Earth had no habit of dying — it merely changed its faces. The current one was called Lisa Vio, chief of the Barrayaran residency, Komarran by origin, with exquisite manners and a butcher’s eyes.

“Admiral Quinn.” Vio did not bother to feign surprise. “The Dendarii Fleet in Earth orbit is always cause for insomnia in my department. To what do we owe the honor?”

“To a laboratory in Surrey that burned down right on time.” Quinn saw no point in circling; Vio was the sort who respect the direct approach more than charm. “I’m looking for a stolen ‘position,’ Captain Vio. Not a weapon in a box. Something a private genomic institute kept locked away, and someone decided was worth an entire wing of fire to make vanish without a trace.”

Vio studied her for a long moment, weighing. Then she made a decision Quinn recognized: share a little, to see whether the other knows more.

“Ashmore didn’t do diagnostics,” she said quietly. “It did authentication. Wealthy houses from three planets sent them samples to prove — or dispute — lineages. Inheritances worth billions hang on a single chromosome, Admiral. And lately Ashmore had taken on a private commission from someone far above its usual clientele. We know this because our own source inside died in the fire, before he could tell us for whom.” She leaned forward. “If your client hired you to recover a stolen genetic sample, Admiral Quinn, then we are both chasing the same ghost. And my department would be most grateful to you not to lose it.”

Leaving the club, Quinn already knew two things. First: the weapon was not a device. It was information — or biology. Second: ImpSec on Earth feared it enough to offer cooperation to mercenaries, and ImpSec did not frighten easily.

The third thing awaited her at the hotel, in the form of Lieutenant Tira of the recon platoon, come down under cover as a student, her face gone gray from what she had dug out of the burned remains of Ashmore.

“I recovered a fragment of the lab journal, Admiral. Charred, but legible.” Tira set the tablet on the table with a hand that trembled just perceptibly. “Do you know what they authenticated in the last commission? A bloodline. One specific one. Traceable, documented, with branch points and… with a viability assessment of each branch.” She looked up. “Admiral, this isn’t a family tree. It’s an order form. Someone commissioned a report telling them which carriers of a certain blood are alive, where they are, and how difficult it would be to make them not.”

Quinn felt the room freeze around her.

“Whose blood, Lieutenant?”

“The seal of the commission is burned. But the delivery coordinates are not.” Tira turned the tablet. “The final destination of the ‘position,’ Admiral, is Barrayar.”



III. The Shape of the Weapon

Quinn convened a war council on the Triumph that same night, over a secured channel to Escobar — because there was one man in the galaxy who understood Barrayaran bloodlines and weapons tailored to a single genome, and he owed her a few favors from thirty years back.

Mark Vorkosigan’s face rose on the screen — broader and calmer than his brother’s, but with the same sharp eyes.

“Admiral Quinn.” He heard her out without interrupting, which Quinn appreciated. When she finished, Mark was silent a long while. Then he said: “Do you know what the oldest weapon on Barrayar is? Not the needler. The pedigree. A whole planet built on the question ‘whose son are you.’ Legitimacy there isn’t a document — it’s blood. And if someone has commissioned an authenticated map of an Imperial bloodline…”

“Imperial?” Quinn interrupted. “I said ‘high house,’ not—”

“Think, Admiral.” Mark’s voice was level, and the more terrible for it. “What house on Barrayar is worth an entire wing of fire and the hiring of a whole fleet? A bloodline whose authentication — or forgery — could shift the throne.” He leaned toward the camera. “Someone isn’t stealing a sample in order to kill. They’re stealing it in order to prove something. Or to fabricate it. The weapon you’re chasing doesn’t go off. It legitimizes.”

After the call Quinn stood a long while alone on the darkened bridge, assembling the shape of the thing in her head. Not a bomb. Not a poison. A genetic key — a sample and its accompanying authentication — capable of turning a pretender into a lawful heir. Or of reducing a lawful ruler to an impostor. On a planet where blood was the constitution, this was a weapon of mass destruction wrapped in a single test tube.

“Herald,” she said at last. “The trace. How far have we gotten with the ‘position’s’ route?”

“It left Earth six days ago, Admiral, on a freight run with Arista Lines — a legitimate carrier, clean profile. Transit through Escobar, then the Polian League, then…” Herald frowned. “Then the trail splits into three. Three different couriers, three different jump routes into Barrayaran space. Only one carries the real cargo.”

“Classic.” Quinn rubbed her temples. “One real, two decoys. Follow the wrong one, and we lose weeks while the ‘position’ arrives.” She looked at the globe of Earth through the viewport. “The answer is down there, Herald. Whoever organized the triple split chose the couriers from here, from Earth. Somewhere on this planet there is a person who knows which is the real one. And I’ll find him before he can board a ship.”



IV. The Hunt

The next three days were the purest old work Quinn had done in years — the kind she had thought her admiral’s tabs had deprived her of forever. The Dendarii recon team, spread across London, Geneva, and the old spaceports of equatorial Africa, assembled the mosaic piece by piece: who had hired the three couriers, who had paid, who had burned in Ashmore.

The threads gathered into one name, and it was neither Cetagandan nor Jacksonian. It was Barrayaran — old, Vor, with the patina of respectability: an agent named Horace Vorbrett, officially the trade representative of a certain countship in the Earth consortium, unofficially a man whose translations and travels over the past year drew a picture of preparation. Not for a coup with a weapon. For a claim with documents.

“Vorbrett isn’t the principal,” Quinn told Vio, at a second meeting, this time in an ImpSec safe house, because the two had already passed from cautious rivalry to cautious alliance. “He’s the hand. The hand is always here, with the couriers. But someone on Barrayar is paying Vorbrett — someone with blood ancient enough to believe an authentication could bring him closer to the throne, and a mind modern enough to hire an Earth institute and a mercenary fleet instead of brandishing a sword.”

“We have a suspect,” said Vio quietly, and for the first time Quinn saw in her eyes not a butcher but a frightened professional. “But it’s one of those names one doesn’t utter without proof. And the proof has just left the atmosphere.”

Because Vorbrett had hurried. Quinn’s intelligence caught him at a private spaceport outside old Nairobi forty minutes before departure — boarding a fast courier, a class far above a trade representative, with diplomatic immunity and a small thermal container shackled to his wrist with that particular cuff Quinn had seen too many times in her career.

“He’s gone with the real one,” she said, watching the recording. “All the feints were to keep us here while the principal received the signal that the hand was on its way. Herald, intercept course. Which of the three routes is his?”

“Checking… he’s on none of the three declared ones, Admiral. He’s taken a fourth. Direct. A diplomatic corridor through the Komarr nexus — the fastest route into Barrayaran space, open only to immunized traffic.” Herald looked up, pale. “He’ll arrive in nine days. We’re at nine and a half, if we jump now and run the Necklins into the red.”

“So we’re twelve hours late.” Quinn closed her eyes. Twelve hours. Half a day between stopping a weapon and its falling into the hands of a man with imperial ambitions. “We can’t outrun him. We can’t stop him — he has immunity, and violence against a diplomat in Komarran space would provoke exactly the crisis someone wants.” She opened her eyes, and in them already gleamed what the crew called “the admiral’s smile” — the harbinger of something at once brilliant and appalling. “So we won’t stop him. We’ll arrange for his cargo to arrive useless.”



V. The Move

The plan Quinn built over the next hour was contrary to every mercenary instinct, because it involved not a single shot, not a single boarding, not a single violation of immunity. It involved telephone calls, documents, and one very old truth about the way weapons of blood work.

“The weapon is an authentication,” she explained to the war council. “A sample plus a certificate that says ‘this is the true blood of line X.’ Its power lies in the trust placed in Ashmore as an independent, incorruptible authority. Destroy the trust, and the sample becomes a cloudy liquid in a test tube. We can’t steal the shipment. But we can poison the well.”

“How do you poison a burned-down laboratory?” asked Herald.

“By resurrecting it just enough to make it talk.” Quinn turned to Vio on the screen. “Captain Vio, your source died in the fire — but he managed to send you something beforehand, didn’t he? Otherwise you’d not have known about the private commission. Give it to me. And I’ll give you something in return: I’ll bring the whole mechanism into the light.”

The mechanism was this. The Dendarii team, still on Earth, documented with irrefutable evidence that Ashmore’s certificates from the past year — including the one in Vorbrett’s container — were issued by a compromised laboratory: a bribed director, falsified chains of custody, a fire to cover the tracks. All of it true; Quinn fabricated nothing, she merely brought the buried to the surface. Then, with Vio’s help and that of an Escobaran legal consortium, she registered this truth officially — not secretly, but publicly, in the Interplanetary Registry of Genomic Authentication, the body whose seal gave Ashmore’s certificates any value at all.

On the day Vorbrett’s courier emerged from the Komarr nexus into Barrayaran space, every certificate bearing the Ashmore mark from the last twelve months had already been officially, publicly, and irreversibly annulled as the product of proven fraud. The sample in the thermal container shackled to his wrist was still real blood. But the paper that said whose it was, and that it was authentic, was now worth no more than the test tube itself.

“He carries a key,” said Quinn, watching the tactical map, “to a lock I’ve just changed. His blood is real. But no court, no Council of Counts, no Auditor will accept it, because the authority that was to confirm it has been publicly disgraced by its own archives. The pretender receives his shipment — and finds he holds in his hands not a crown, but an indictment against himself.”



VI. The Principal

There remained the principal — the man on Barrayar whose imperial ambitions had set the whole mechanism in motion. Quinn could not arrest him; he was beyond any jurisdiction of hers, and besides she already suspected the true denouement did not belong to her. But she could name him — to the right person.

“My client,” she said to Vio, at their last meeting before the Triumph left orbit. “The whole time I investigated who hired me. A triple anonymous chain, the hardest escrow in the sector, a task described so as to name nothing. Do you know who hires mercenaries to stop a weapon, but dares not give his name even to them? Someone who knows that the investigation itself, if it goes wrong, could turn against him. Someone very close to the target.”

Vio was silent. Then she said slowly:

“You think the client and the principal—”

“Are not the same, but are in the same room.” Quinn shook her head. “I think my client is someone from the throne’s closest circle who scented the plot from within, could not be sure which precisely of his colleagues was behind it, and dared not trigger the official channels, because the official channels leak. So he hired an outside knife — me — with a task shaped so that even the knife would not know whose back it pierced.” She smiled wearily. “I did a favor to someone very high up, Captain Vio. And the best part is that I’ll never know exactly to whom — and he’ll never know exactly whom he stopped. The two of them, principal and client, may have sat at the same table yesterday. That is Barrayar.”

The denouement came on Barrayar, far from Quinn’s eyes, and she learned of it only by the absences: a countship whose representative in the Earth consortium was suddenly recalled; an old lord who just as suddenly retired “for reasons of health” to his most remote estate; a diplomatic courier named Vorbrett who never appeared in any official registry, as if he had never left Nairobi. ImpSec had taken up the ghost from the point at which Quinn had disarmed it, and had swallowed it without a sound, the way Barrayar swallowed everything that must not be spoken.



VII. The Cradle

On the night before the jump Quinn went down to Earth one last time — not on business, but on something that had no name in any contract. She stood on the bank of the Thames, where twenty-eight years before a young woman with a stranger’s face had run, frightened and alive, and watched the lights of the old city reflected in the river that had flowed here before humanity had dreamed of even one other planet.

Her comm chimed — a blind link, four relays, a voice she knew better than her own:

“I hear you’ve been for a walk about the old neighborhood.” Miles Vorkosigan sounded amused and somehow wary. “And that Barrayar has lately gone very quiet around a few names that used to make quite a noise. Quiet in that particular way.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Quinn. “I’m a simple mercenary. I returned a lost shipment to an anonymous client and collected my fee. Doubled, by the way. The client was pleased.”

“Simple mercenaries don’t bring down succession plots with an accounting registry, Elli.”

“This one does.” She smiled at the river. “Do you know what’s funny, Miles? Twenty-eight years I’ve chased weapons across this galaxy. Needlers, warheads, viruses, fleets. And the most dangerous thing I ever stopped turned out to be a sheet of paper that says whose son you are.” She paused. “Your planet is built on the oldest weapon in history, and most of you don’t even see it.”

“Oh, we see it,” said Miles quietly. “We’ve just learned to live with a finger on the trigger. That’s why we fear so much the one who decides to pull it.” A pause. “Thank you, Quinn. Whoever you saved. Whatever you stopped.”

“Go tend your gardens, Auditor.” Her voice softened against her will. “And tell Ekaterin I’ve seen the Thames and thought of her. She’ll understand why.”

Quinn cut the connection, stood a moment longer above the old river, then raised her eyes to orbit, where the Triumph awaited her — her true home, the only one that did not ask the question “whose are you.” In the morning the fleet would jump to the next contract, the next sector, the next weapon with a new face.

But tonight Admiral Elli Quinn stood on the bank of humanity’s cradle, an old woman among grandchildren, and allowed herself a rare, quiet pride: she had returned to the planet where it all began, and had left it a little safer than she had found it. The river flowed toward the sea, indifferent and eternal, carrying the lights of the city downstream, toward the morning.

Quinn followed them with her eyes until they turned behind the towers. Then she turned her back on Earth and went up — toward the stars, which were her true homeland.





Foundations


An adventure on Sergyar — featuring the Vicereine, two brothers, and a city of concrete



I. The Road to School

Vicereine Cordelia Vorkosigan had postponed her retirement for so many years that on Sergyar it had become a calendar joke: “when the Vicereine retires” meant approximately “never, but with good intentions.” This morning, riding through the new boulevards of Gridgrad with two small boys bouncing with excitement, she told herself once again that next year — truly, finally, honest Betan — she would hand over the seal and become simply a grandmother, a mother, and a scandalously old woman with opinions.

“Aunt Cordelia, is it true the new school has a skeleton of a vampire balloon?” Kai, aged five, hung on his safety belt like a question mark.

“A stuffed one, sweetlings. Dead vampire balloons don’t fly.”

“And will they show us live ones?”

“Live ones we watch from a distance, like politics,” said Cordelia. “Sander, stop programming the window.”

Sander, aged seven, with his father’s stubborn lower jaw — with both his fathers’, Cordelia thought, with the usual quiet, complicated tenderness — raised an innocent gaze from the control panel, which he had already persuaded to glow purple. Oliver’s boys. Aral’s sons, born nine years after his death, of blood and love preserved against all the rules of time. She was taking them to their first day at the new “Zora” school because Oliver was in orbit for the quarterly inspection, because their sisters had left with the first car, and because no security procedure on Sergyar was stronger than one “please, Aunt Cordelia” in two voices.

The convoy turned onto Sunrise Hill Street, half a kilometer from the school. Later the inquiry would establish everything with cold precision: the kitchen container on the construction site to the left; the shaped charge inside it, built from a mining detonator and three hundred grams of industrial explosive; the sensor counting the convoy’s cars in order to hit the second one.

In the moment there was only white glare, a fist of air, and a sound Cordelia had not heard since the Escobar war and which her body recognized before her mind did.

The car spun, struck the barrier, and lay down on its side in a cloud of dust and shrieking alarms. Cordelia hung in her belt, with blood in one eye — her own? — and with two thoughts, absolutely clear, ranked in priority by forty years of command experience: first — the children; second — whoever did this will regret being born into this universe.

“Sander. Kai.” Her voice was as calm as a therapy recording. “Look at me.”

Kai was crying — loudly, healthily, at full lung, clutching his twisted left arm. A crying child is a living child. Sander was not crying. Sander was looking at his own scorched sleeve with a white, concentrated face, and said in a thin, astonished voice:

“Aunt Cordelia, it doesn’t hurt. Why doesn’t it hurt?”

“Because your body is clever and it will hurt later, when the doctors are with you,” said Cordelia, having already cut her own belt, already between the two boys, covering them with her body, while outside the guards shouted into their comms and ImpSec’s jammers murdered every frequency within a kilometer. “And now we are going to count to a hundred the Betan way. In Betan, one hundred is counted: one circle, two circles… look at me, Sander, look at me…”

They had counted sixty-four circles when the medics got them out. Nobody died on Sunrise Hill Street. That, Cordelia would say later, was the perpetrator’s only miscalculation — and the last one she intended to allow him.



II. The Brothers

Miles Vorkosigan covered the distance from Vorbarr Sultana to Sergyar in five days and eleven hours, which the courier’s pilot described as “at the edge of engineering tolerances,” and Miles as “unbearably slow.” Gregor sent him officially, with the Auditor’s chain and with an instruction dictated in person: “It’s only proper to tell you that you are far too interested for this investigation. I have no disinterested Auditor I would care to send. So I’m sending the most interested one. Use it.”

Mark arrived from Escobar eighteen hours after him. No one had sent him; no one had dared to stop him, either.

They met at Kareen Hospital — in the children’s wing, before the window of the regeneration ward, where Sander slept in the embrace of the apparatus restoring the skin of his arm, and in the next bed Kai, his elbow in a uni-cast, was dictating to his father a wish list beginning with “the vampire balloon skeleton, but all of it.”

Oliver Jole, admiral retired, had come down from orbit in six hours aboard a shuttle whose trajectory had probably also been at the edge of tolerances. He stood by the beds with the straight back of a man who will not permit himself to collapse while there is a watch to stand, and when he saw the brothers he only nodded — once, deeply, as to a formation.

“The prognosis is good,” he said in a level voice. “Kai comes out tomorrow. Sander — in a week, without scars. Children recover…” the voice wavered by a micron for the first time, “…children recover quickly.”

“And Mother?” asked Miles.

“Refused the bed, accepted the bandage, and is at this moment holding a session of the crisis staff.” Oliver paused. “Second hour. Commodore Rayne of ImpSec Sergyar emerged from the first hour visibly older.”

Cordelia received them in her office at the residence that evening — with a suture above her eyebrow, a cup of tea, and that particular calm which both her sons recognized, and which caused experienced people to leave the room. At eighty-five she sat in her chair upright as a question no one had yet answered.

“Boys.” Her gaze traveled over them — the small one and the broad one, the Auditor and the industrialist. “I’ll spare you the preamble. Someone blew up a car with two children in it in order to kill one old woman. ImpSec is doing what it can, and what it can will prove insufficient by tomorrow, because this case has a false bottom — I feel it with my skin, and my skin is Betan and does not err. So I tell you as a mother and order you as Vicereine: work together. You read people and spaces.” She nodded to Miles. “You read money and appetites.” She nodded to Mark. “Whoever did this has left tracks in both worlds. Find him.” She sipped her tea. “And, boys… find him before I do. For his own good.”



III. The Bar

The false bottom showed itself on the fifth day.

ImpSec Sergyar had worked fast and clean: the detonator — traced to a lot stolen a year earlier from a mining depot at the New Ridges; the machining of the shaped cone — to a small workshop in the Gridgrad docklands, closed for two months; the workshop’s lessee — a phantom with a false identity, but with one appearance in the light: a witness had seen him twice in the company of the regulars of the bar “The Cold Joint” — an old workingmen’s establishment on the riverbank, dug in between the cement silos, where the old guard of the Gridgrad construction sites had drunk for fifteen years.

The lead was taken up by Lieutenant Ari Mazur — twenty-nine, local, one of those Sergyaran boys for whom ImpSec was not a career but a citizenship. Mazur walked into The Cold Joint at nineteen ten on a Wednesday, in civilian clothes, under the legend of an insurance assessor.

No one ever saw him again.

“The cameras,” Commodore Rayne reported to the brothers, with the gray face of a commander losing people in peacetime, “cover the entrance and the quay. Mazur goes in. He does not come out. There are forty-one people in the bar that evening; we questioned every one: nobody remembers anything, which is statistically impossible and legally unprovable. At zero twenty the establishment closes, empty. Mazur is gone. His comm — dead since twenty-one oh-seven. And in the morning…” Rayne’s jaw tightened. “In the morning his case files are wiped. With his own codes. And eighteen thousand marks land in his personal account through a Jacksonian channel.”

“And your working theory is a traitor,” said Miles.

“My staff’s working theory, my lord. Not mine. I trained Mazur. But the facts—”

“The facts are arranged,” said Mark from the corner, where he sat with a tablet and the expression with which he read other people’s balance sheets. “Too well arranged. Eighteen thousand marks. Do you know what eighteen thousand is, Commodore? Enough to believe, and not enough to doubt. A sum chosen by a man who knows what bribes look like in the ledgers. That transfer is not a payment. That transfer is an invoice for your trust — and somebody drew it up professionally.”

Miles spent the next morning in The Cold Joint — alone, if one didn’t count ImpSec’s shadow outside — leaning on the bar over a glass of local beer he wasn’t drinking, reading the room the way other people read a deposition. The back door to the quay: a camera, yes, but at an angle leaving three meters of dead zone to the pontoon. The pontoon: a polished railing, traces of the regular mooring of a small craft the establishment officially did not have. The barman: the heavy hands of a former rebar man, and eyes that returned to the back door with a frequency of once a minute.

“Nice bar,” said Miles. “Old. Who built it?”

“Builders,” said the barman.

“It shows. Good concrete.” Miles ran a finger along the edge of the countertop, poured as a monolith. “They don’t pour it like this anymore. This is from the era of the big contracts, isn’t it? Before the biocement. Before — what was it called — ‘Ventrel Construct’?”

The barman’s hands did not stop wiping the glass. But their rhythm changed — by one eighth-note, just enough for Miles to hear how, in the silence of The Cold Joint, one word dropped to the bottom and everyone pretended not to have seen the ripples.

He left money on the counter, walked out into the sun, and called his brother.

“Mark. Tell me everything about Ventrel.”

On the other end came a short pause, then Mark’s voice — level, with that particular overtone Miles had heard from him only in front of old accounts:

“Gus Ventrel. Of course. I should have thought of him first — he’s mine.” A pause. “In the sense that I’m the one who ruined him.”



IV. The Man Who Poured the City

Mark’s account took one evening, one bottle of Sergyaran red, and one terrace overlooking the rising skyline of Gridgrad — a forest of cranes glowing in the dark like a constellation in scaffolding.

“When they moved the capital here, concrete was gold. Millions of cubic meters: the government quarter, the spaceport, the levees, the whole city from zero. And the king of concrete was named Gus Ventrel. Started with one mixer truck in Kareenburg, got to seventy percent of Gridgrad’s deliveries. Hard, fast, exactly as unscrupulous as the era permitted — and the era permitted a great deal: cartel tenders, ‘lost’ test protocols, the occasional competitor with a suddenly broken mixer. The city grew, Ventrel grew with it. He liked to say — this is documented, it’s in three interviews: ‘I poured this city. Gridgrad stands on me.’”

“And then came you.”

“Then came the biocement.” Mark turned his glass. “Enzyme bonding, developed by my group with Enrique’s lab — yes, that Enrique, his bugs eat radiation out in the wastelands, and one side-product enzyme of the program turned out to be the perfect binder. Thirty percent cheaper, four times faster to cure, a cost base against which classic cement has no mathematics. We entered the market seven years ago. Ventrel did what kings do: first he laughed, then he cut prices below cost, then he bought two deputies of the local council to block our certification. And then he made the mistake of his life: he tried to buy a third man. The Vicereine was just then pushing through the transparent-tenders law.”

“Oh,” said Miles. “Oh-h.”

“Precisely. Mother is not bought; Mother documents. The law passed, the tenders lit up, the cartel fell apart in two seasons. Ventrel was leveraged up to his cranes and was staying upright only on the padding — remove the padding, and a hole remains. The banks carved him up in a year and a half. The Imperium took nothing from him, Miles — do you understand? Nobody persecuted him. He simply lost, on an honest market, for the first time in his life, and it killed him more surely than any sentence. The last time I saw him was at the auction of his assets. He stood at the back and watched them sell his mixers. He watched me.”

“And he vanished.”

“From the registries — two years ago. Officially: insolvency, address unknown.” Mark set down his glass. “And unofficially, a man like Ventrel doesn’t vanish. A man like Ventrel pours himself in somewhere and waits to set.”

The mosaic assembled itself before Miles’s eyes with ugly clarity. The attack on the woman whose law had cut the cartel apart. The date: three days before Cordelia was to sign the decree for the last, largest package — the “Foundations” government quarter, fourteen blocks, contracts for thirty years ahead, allocated under the new rules. The Vicereine’s death meant caretaker administration, frozen decrees, reconsideration — and a gap through which the old players with new façades could return to the table. Vengeance and a balance sheet, poured in a single mold.

“That leaves the bar,” said Miles. “And Mazur.”

“The bar is his,” said Mark quietly. “I’d stake my company on it. The Cold Joint is the old canteen of Ventrel’s concrete crews — I checked the ownership: three shell layers, and beneath them a cooperative of his former foremen. Your lieutenant walked in to ask about the phantom from the workshop, in the one establishment on Sergyar where the phantom has forty pairs of loyal eyes.” A pause. “Miles. If Ventrel staged Mazur’s treason — the files, the money — then he needed Mazur alive. Codes are extracted from a man, not from a corpse. With fast-penta. The boy may still be alive.”

“Then,” said Miles, and for the first time since the hospital Admiral Naismith appeared in his voice, “let’s find him before Ventrel runs out of need for him.”



V. The Bait

The plan the brothers built over the next two days rested on one simple observation of Mark’s: “Ventrel is a builder. A builder believes in schedules. Give him a deadline, and he’ll hurry — and a man in a hurry comes out of cover.”

The deadline was served to him publicly, from two directions at once.

First: the Vicereine’s chancellery announced that the signing of the Foundations decree was not being postponed — on the contrary, it was being moved earlier, with a formal ceremony on the construction site of the quarter itself, “as a sign that Sergyar does not bend.” Cordelia approved the text personally and added one sentence that made Miles look at her with admiration: “The Vicereine will lay the first concrete.”

Second: MPVK Enterprises announced that, at the investigation’s request, it was beginning a quality audit of the old foundations in the government quarter — core samples from the blocks poured by Ventrel Construct in the cartel years. Mark gave an interview in which, with an expressionless face, he pronounced the phrase the two brothers had polished to surgical precision: “We will bring out of this city’s concrete everything that is hidden in it.”

“If those foundations hold only stolen percentages, he’ll swallow it,” Mark explained to the war council at the residence, where Commodore Rayne listened with the expression of a man having his stolen case returned to him. “But if there is something more in there — and a man who builds bombs today was no saint yesterday — then for him the audit is a second execution. He will act before the core drilling. That is: before the ceremony.”

“And the ceremony is a lure with the Vicereine inside it,” said Rayne grimly. “I don’t like this, my lord.”

“I like it,” said Cordelia from the head of the table, in the voice that caused experienced people to leave the room. “Carry on.”

The net unfolded quietly: the sector around the site — under three rings of control; every delivery for the ceremony — checked to the bolt; The Cold Joint — under circular surveillance, which within forty hours bore fruit. The rebar-man barman did two unusual things: he bought an IV kit and antiseptics at a pharmacy — and at three past midnight he took a thermal food box by boat from the nonexistent pontoon, up the river, to the mothballed batching plant “Ventrel-2” at the North Dike.

“IV lines and hot food,” said Miles, looking at the drone’s thermal record: the abandoned plant, dead for two years, with a single living point of warmth in the old dispatcher’s room. “They’re keeping someone alive. Rayne — Mazur is there. How long do you need for the assault?”

“An hour to plan, forty minutes to execute. But if we hit the plant before the ceremony, Ventrel will know his network is blown and will freeze the attack. We lose him — again, and this time for good.”

“Then the two operations happen simultaneously,” said Miles. “To the second. Mazur comes out of that plant the moment Ventrel walks into the trap.” He looked at his brother. “It remains to figure out exactly how he’ll walk in. Mark?”

Mark stood before the construction schedule of the ceremony and smiled — slowly, heavily, with the smile that on Jackson’s Whole had once meant someone would very soon be sorry.

“He’s a concrete man, Miles. He’s delivered all his life. He knows how you get onto a site, past every security detail in the universe, without a single question.” Mark tapped the schedule, the line that read 09:40 — delivery of load-bearing concrete, ceremonial placement. “With a mixer truck.”



VI. The Last Delivery

The morning of the ceremony was clear, windy, and crammed with formalities. At eight fifty Cordelia Vorkosigan arrived at the Foundations quarter site in an armored convoy, greeted the builders, took her place on the platform before the excavation of Block A, and began a speech written to last exactly as long as necessary. In the same minute, fourteen kilometers to the north, three ImpSec assault teams went to ground in the reeds around batching plant Ventrel-2 and waited for one word.

At nine thirty-one, checkpoint South passed through, on schedule, a heavy mixer truck bearing the logo of the subcontractor “Diga Stroy” — declared, expected, with a clean load code. The scanners searched it and found exactly what the document showed: eight cubic meters of fresh concrete.

“There he is,” said Mark in the command van, watching the telemetry. “The density. Eight cubes of concrete weigh nineteen tons. This one is carrying seventeen point three. There’s a cavity in the drum, brother. A big one. A charge in the heart of the load, screened by two meters of wet concrete — no scanner in the universe picks that up. He is going to pour his last delivery straight into the platform.”

“The driver?”

The checkpoint camera gave a close-up: a heavy face, graying stubble, hands on the wheel — hands that had poured concrete for forty years. Gus Ventrel had sent no one. For the last delivery of his life, the king of concrete had come in person.

“All teams,” said Miles into the net, very calmly. “Begin.”

North of the city the reeds stood up, and in forty-one seconds batching plant Ventrel-2 changed owners; Lieutenant Ari Mazur, dehydrated, drugged, and alive, was carried out of the dispatcher’s room on a stretcher, gripping the wrist of the first trooper with the words that later entered the ImpSec Sergyar training curriculum: “I recorded… everything… in my head. Ask me before I sleep.”

And on the site, Ventrel’s mixer passed the turnoff for the ceremonial placement and accelerated straight toward the platform — twenty-two tons of iron and explosive, eight hundred meters from the Vicereine, who at that moment, per the script, was descending from the podium toward the armored shelter labeled “photographers’ area,” muttering to her guards that she hated playing bait in her own trap.

“Don’t shoot at the cab,” Mark’s voice was sharp. “If there’s a deadman switch, his hand drops — everything drops.”

“Nobody is going to shoot,” said Miles. “We’ll receive him as a supplier. Mark — his route runs along the temporary road over the Block D excavation. Your excavation. Your material. What’s the roadway rated for?”

They understood each other in half a second, the way they had lately — without words, fraternally. Mark was already shouting into the construction dispatcher’s channel:

“This is Vorkosigan, MPVK! Section D-four of the temporary road — lift the plates! Yes, NOW, the hydraulics under them are mine, the code is—”

Eight hundred meters ahead of the hurtling mixer, forty meters of temporary road simply ceased to exist: the modular plates rotated onto their edges, and beneath them yawned the Block D excavation — six meters deep, flooded to the middle with freshly poured, still-liquid biocement, waiting since morning for its ceremonial curing. Ventrel hit the brakes with the whole of his forty-year reflex. He was one delivery too late.

The mixer skidded over the edge, buried its nose, and sank to the chassis in the gray slurry — twenty-two tons, swallowed by the material that had ruined their owner. The engine howled and choked. The drum made one last, meaningless rotation. And silence.

Then the cab door banged open, and Gus Ventrel — wet to the waist, gray from head to foot, unhurt and beside himself — came wading through the biocement toward the bank, shouting something the wind mercifully tore apart. He got to the middle. There the material of Mark Vorkosigan did what it had been engineered to do and what had won it every tender on Sergyar: it began to set. Four times faster than the classic.

When the arrest team reached him — cautiously, along laid ladders, with the deactivator that found and killed the deadman switch in the drum — the king of concrete stood in the center of the excavation, caught to the knees in his own element, upright, motionless, and no longer capable of falling.

“Gus Ventrel,” said Commodore Rayne, stepping off the last ladder, in the voice of a man repaying a debt. “You are under arrest for the attempted murder of the Vicereine of Sergyar, for an attack upon children of the Imperial household, for the abduction of an Imperial officer, and — per new data from the foundations of Block B, which we have yet to extract — probably for more. You have the right to remain silent. In your place I would exercise it standing, because we bring out the hand-saws only after the paperwork.”

Ventrel did not remain silent. Ventrel stared past Rayne’s shoulder, toward the platform, where a small red-haired old woman with a suture above her eyebrow stood upright in the wind, looking at him across eight hundred meters, and he screamed — hoarse, from the bottom of everything:

“I POURED THIS CITY! GRIDGRAD STANDS ON ME!”

Cordelia Vorkosigan took the offered microphone on the platform, waited for the echo to die, and answered — calmly, clearly, into six hundred cameras and one history textbook:

“Cities do not stand on men, Mr. Ventrel. Cities stand on foundations. The difference is that foundations do not ask the city to be grateful.” She set down the microphone, looked at the excavation, and added, without amplification now, for the nearest rows only: “And now excuse me. I have concrete to lay.”

And she laid the first concrete of the Foundations quarter — with a trowel, with a suture above her eyebrow, and with a hand that did not tremble.



VII. Curing

Retribution on Sergyar proved as systematic as a good build. The trial ran four months: the attack, the abduction, and — from the core samples of Block B — two more charges from fifteen years back, poured into the foundations along with the stolen cement, for which two families in Kareenburg finally received an answer, and a grave to visit. Ventrel heard his sentence standing — life, in the mines at the New Ridges, where, the Sergyaran press noted with unpedagogical satisfaction, “the convict will have the opportunity to become acquainted with the raw material from its other end.” The rebar-man barman and four others received theirs; The Cold Joint was sold and became the canteen of the river patrol.

Lieutenant Ari Mazur left the hospital after three weeks, delivered from his head, word for word, everything heard in the dispatcher’s room of Ventrel-2, received an Imperial commendation for endurance under fast-penta interrogation, and — at Commodore Rayne’s personal insistence — an official apology from the analysis section, read out before the assembled ranks. The eighteen thousand marks from the Jacksonian channel were confiscated and transferred, at Mark’s suggestion, to the children’s wing of Kareen Hospital.

And on one warm evening at the residence, after Kai had shown his uni-cast (autographed by two Auditors, one admiral, and the entire Seventh Shuttle Squadron) to everyone present twice, and after Sander — with new skin on his arm and a grammatically impeccable list of questions — had extracted from Mark the promise of an excursion to the biocement plant (“with samples!”), the two big brothers remained on the terrace above sleeping Gridgrad.

“Little brothers,” said Miles, gazing at the lights of the cranes. “At fifty. Father finds ways to surprise me even after his death.” He was silent a moment. “You know what I can’t get out of my head? Ventrel never understood. To the last second, to the sentence — he screamed about the concrete, the tenders, about you, about Mother. He never once mentioned the children. In his ledger they were… a rounding. An incidental line item.”

“I know.” Mark’s voice was quiet. “I’ve seen that arithmetic from the inside, Miles. I was made out of it. People like Ventrel — and like my makers — don’t hate people. They simply calculate without them. That’s why they lose: their equation is always missing a term.” He nodded downward, toward the city. “Mother put it better, on the platform. Foundations don’t ask for gratitude. But woe to the man who concludes from that, that they aren’t there.”

Below, in the Foundations quarter, the first poured block was setting in the night — slowly, invisibly, irreversibly — and somewhere in the east wing two small boys were asleep at the same hour for the first time in a month, and the house around them, full of old soldiers and new children, creaked cozily under the wind off the Ashlands.

The Vicereine of Sergyar postponed her retirement by one more year. This time, no one on the planet made the joke.





The Deadbolt


An adventure of Ensign Aral Alexander Vorkosigan



I. The One Who Came Back

The ship appeared in the Barrayar system at four eleven in the morning, capital time, out of a point in space where, according to every chart for eighty years, there had been nothing but vacuum and statistics.

Imperial survey vessel Pioneer — one hundred and ten meters long, with the badge of the Imperial Cartographic Service on her bow and a hole of irregular shape in her starboard side, big enough to drive a groundcar through. She did not answer hails. She did not maneuver. She drifted inward on inertia, cold almost as the space around her, transmitting only one thing: an automatic beacon with the oldest distress code in the Barrayaran registry, and an appendix of three words that put first the fleet on alert, then ImpSec, and by sunrise — one Imperial Auditor.

Survivors in cryostasis.

“Five out of fourteen,” the chief physician of the military hospital reported two days later, while Miles Vorkosigan looked through the glass at the row of revival capsules. “Improvised cryochambers, built out of food refrigeration units and emergency oxygen loops. Crude work, desperate, but by the book — someone aboard knew the field manual on cryoprep by heart. We’ll wake them in stages. First is Senior Lieutenant Mora Seyan, watch commander.”

Pioneer was no random ship. Miles knew, because fourteen months earlier he had personally countersigned her mission order — so secret that even in his own Auditorial archive it figured as a “calibration flight.” After the Soven affair, Gregor had ordered permanent deep gravimetric surveillance of the home system — the “Argus-B” network, the more paranoid sister of Komarr’s. And a year and a half ago Argus-B had found something that made the meeting in the Emperor’s presence go very quiet: a faint, young five-space node in the system’s far periphery, blinking in no catalog. A new wormhole. A back door to Barrayar that no one knew about — not Cetaganda, not Komarr, not their own history.

Pioneer had been sent to find out where it led. And now she had come back — holed, frozen, and mute.

Senior Lieutenant Seyan woke on the third day and told, in the broken, too-level voice of a person who has gone beyond horror and come back by the same road, the story that by evening had been classified so deeply that its classification itself was classified.

Five jumps along the virgin chain beyond the new passage. Dead systems, then a living one: a planet with green in its spectrum. On the approach — a ship without identification, rising from behind the moon, a salvo without warning, a breach in the hull. And then — boarders.

“They weren’t human.” At this point Seyan’s level voice cracked for the first time. “They came in through the breach in vac suits… suits with six limbs. Two and a half meters. Heads… heads of mantises, my lord. Faceted eyes behind the visors. They moved like soldiers — in pairs, covering each other, clearing compartment by compartment. We fell back and torched the sections behind us. The captain and eight others held the engineering corridor while we four… while we five prepped the jump and the chambers. The last thing I saw, before the pilot threw us back down the chain, was one of them — standing over the captain’s body. It did not desecrate him. It examined him. Like a specimen.”

She raised to Miles eyes in which fourteen months of ice still floated.

“My Lord Auditor. There, behind the new door, there are aliens. And they kill people.”



II. The Ensign

Ensign Aral Alexander Vorkosigan learned of his assignment at eight thirty in the morning, forty minutes after it was decided at a meeting he had no right to know existed, and eighteen days after he had sewn onto his sleeve his first tab.

“Reconnaissance scout IJS Hound,” he read in one breath, standing in his father’s study at Vorkosigan House, because the order had caught him in the leave between the Academy and first posting. “Special cartographic mission. Sensor officer. Father… this is that ship, isn’t it? For that passage. The whole class is whispering that something entered the system out of nowhere, and then the whispering stopped all at once, which means it’s true.”

“I can neither confirm nor deny,” said Miles, which between Vorkosigans meant “yes.” He looked at his son — a meter eighty-five of calm, focused youth — and felt the father and the Auditor fighting to the death in his chest. The father had spent the night composing nine impeccable service reasons for Ensign Vorkosigan to be reassigned elsewhere. The Auditor had torn them up one by one. “Aral. You know I can pull you off that list with one call. You also know why I never will.”

“I know.” His son smiled with Ekaterin’s smile and his grandfather’s forelock. “Because afterward you’d have to live with me. And I hold grudges like Grandmother.”

“Worse. Because you are the best sensor graduate in five years and the ship needs your eyes, and I have no right to leave the Hound half-blind for the sake of my own stomach.” Miles came around the desk. At fifty-three he reached his son’s shoulder, which had long since stopped being anyone’s problem. “One thing I’ll tell you, and it isn’t fatherly, it’s professional. You’ve heard Seyan’s recording. You’ve all heard it. Forget the adjectives. Remember the data. Horror tells stories; sensors tell the truth. Your job out there is one thing: see what is, not what you’re afraid it is.”

“Yes, my Lord Auditor.” Then, more quietly: “I’ll come back, Father.”

“I know,” Miles lied with forty years of practice, embraced him hard, and let him go.

The Hound departed eleven days later: eighty meters of hull, maximum speed, minimum signature, a crew of nine. Captain Toria Vorhalad — fifteen years in deep reconnaissance, a face of granite, and a weakness for tea with rum. Jump pilot Revik — a Komarran, silent as his own implant. Engineer Lieutenant Duran, Senior Sergeant Kalo with two troopers, a comm officer, a medic — and the youngest sensor officer ever to fly off the edge of the map.

The mission order, signed by Gregor himself, condensed into one sentence: Find out what is behind the door. Let no one find out what is behind ours.



III. The Chain

The new passage swallowed them on the fourth day — young, narrow, “flickering at the edges,” as Revik put it with the rare talkativeness of a man about to thread a ship through a needle’s eye. Beyond lay Pioneer’s chain: five jumps through systems no human catalog knew.

Aral Alexander lived at the sensor station. The first system: a red dwarf and ash. The second: a binary tearing a planetary disk apart between them. The third, the fourth — rock, ice, silence. He mapped, he cataloged, and he learned the oldest discipline of deep reconnaissance: not letting the emptiness talk to you.

The fifth system had a yellow star and one planet in the habitable belt — a blue-green point that, at the first long-range scan, sent his pulse to the top of the medical monitor.

“Vegetation, Captain. Oxygen atmosphere, twenty-one percent, nitrogen buffer. Oceans. Cloud systems.” His fingers were already decomposing the spectrum, and right there, in the third window, waited the find that turned the whole mission on its head. “Captain… the chlorophyll. The absorption lines. This is chlorophyll A and B. Earth’s. To the last angstrom.” He looked up from the console. “Alien plants don’t read our botany textbooks, Captain. This biosphere isn’t foreign. It was brought here. Somebody terraformed this planet — and terraforming is not a technology of deep-space mantises. It is a technology of humans.”

Vorhalad leaned over his shoulder and studied the spectrum a long time.

“So Seyan’s ‘aliens’ breathe our air,” she said slowly. “Ensign, if you’re right, this stops being first contact and becomes something considerably dirtier. Revik, approach in the gas giant’s shadow, passive sensors, full silence. I want to see this planet before it sees u—”

The ship without identification came out from behind the gas giant’s third moon exactly as it had come out against Pioneer — and the Hound survived the next eleven minutes only because she was smaller, faster, and conned by a captain who had been expecting the ambush for three days. Vorhalad threw the scout into a maneuver that made the compensators scream, Revik squeezed out of the drives numbers beyond the rating plate, and Aral Alexander, welded to his console, called vectors on the intercepting salvos while the universe rolled over.

They got clear behind the rings with three hits aft, and a balance sheet that Engineer Duran delivered with a blackened face and blackened gloves:

“Main reactor’s hit, Captain. The magnetic bottle is holding on hand-training. Jump power we do not have and will not have — not with this reactor. The capacitors are good for one descent, and that’s all.”

Vorhalad surveyed the bridge: eight faces and one simple arithmetic. Two possibilities remained — to die in orbit, or to go down onto the enemy’s planet.

“Well,” she said, and finished her cold tea, “at least there’s air down there. Ensign Vorkosigan, find me a landing site. Preferably one where we can look convincingly dead.”



IV. The Hill

The plan for their own demise they worked out in one breath, on the way down, because the pursuer was already describing a wide arc to cut their orbit and they had exactly one atmospheric entry to spend.

“The reactor’s a corpse anyway,” said Duran. “But it’s a corpse with eight hundred megajoules still in the bottle. I separate it on a ballistic arc, it goes in ahead of us, the bottle ruptures on impact — and you get a blast, a crater, and the radiation signature of a crashed ship. Everything an investigator wants to see.”

“And we land behind the ridge line, in the radio shadow, on capacitors,” Vorhalad finished. “Ensign, find me a hill.”

Aral Alexander found them a hill — a long basalt rampart at the edge of a forested plain, with a deep dry valley behind it. They entered the atmosphere like a meteor disintegrating by the book: at eighteen kilometers’ altitude the Hound spat out her dying reactor along the computed arc; it lived out its last seconds as a comet and drove itself into the brow of the hill with a blast that vaporized a hundred meters of slope and hung a mushroom of dust and steam over the plain. Three seconds later, blind to every sensor in that storm of debris, they slid over the crest itself and lay down in the valley beyond — on capacitors, on air cushions, on a hair.

The camouflage nets were rigged before the dust settled. An hour later a flyer passed over the “crash site” — once, twice, a circle over the crater, a circle over the scattered wreckage (Duran had jettisoned three containers of genuine ship’s refuse along with the reactor — “investigators love physical evidence”). Then the flyer went away. Nobody searched the valley.

“Congratulations, ladies and gentlemen,” said Vorhalad. “We are officially dead. Let’s not squander the advantage.”

The planet received them with a warm wind, with the smell of crushed greenery — disturbingly, nostalgically Earthlike — and with a forest of trees that were not quite trees but were trying. And on the second day Sergeant Kalo’s recon pair came back from the crest at a pace faster than regulation, with a holo recording around which the crew gathered in silence.

Along the cut at the forest’s edge moved a column. Thirty-odd figures, two and a half meters tall, green-brown, six-limbed — four for walking, two folded as if in prayer. Mantis heads, exactly as Seyan had said. But Seyan, in her horror, had missed the main thing, and Aral Alexander, going through the recording frame by frame, said it aloud, because data was his job:

“They’re marching. In step. In pairs, at interval, with a point man and a rear guard.” He froze the frame. “And on the chest of each one — look — a breastplate with a mark. The same stamp, serially applied. Aliens don’t sew themselves uniforms with factory numbers, Captain. Soldiers do.”

“Whose soldiers?” asked Kalo.

The answer came on the fourth day, when they tracked the column to the valley beyond the forest and lay on the crest with the optics. Below, in an artificial lake of light, spread a compound: domes, barracks, training grounds, a landing field with two cargo ships. And on the façade of the central building, enormous and shameless beneath the alien sky, was blazoned the crest that every Barrayaran officer learned by heart in first year — the stylized bird wings of a Cetagandan ghem clan.

“Clan Raal,” said Vorhalad after a long pause, in a voice with no color in it at all. “The war party. So that’s where the vanished budgets go that Allied intelligence has argued about for ten years.” She lowered the binoculars. “There are no aliens, gentlemen. There never were. There is a ghem laboratory on a terraformed planet off every chart, making soldiers out of insects. And we are lying in its backyard with a burned-out reactor.”



V. The Hive

They named the compound the Hive, because a person needs a name for a thing before he can stop having nightmares about it, and for three nights they studied it with the patience of people whose only road home runs through the enemy’s warehouse.

The Hive lived by a schedule. In the bio-domes to the north, tanks were ripening — Aral Alexander counted through the optics forty-eight industrial replicators, each the size of a bus. On the training grounds to the south, the mantis soldiers learned: close-order drill, marksmanship with adapted carbines, assault on a mock-up — all of it under the invisible whip of something the scouts discovered on the second night, sweeping the radio spectrum: a continuous coded signal at seven hundred megahertz, beamed from the central dome’s antenna at every living thing on the training ground.

“A leash,” said Aral Alexander, showing the captain the correlation: the pauses in the signal coincided with the intervals between exercises; each command preceded the columns’ movement by two hundred milliseconds. “They aren’t trained, Captain. They are driven. Neural modification plus a carrier wave. Cut the signal…” He hesitated at the edge of the thought. “I don’t know what remains when you cut the signal. But whatever it is, it’s theirs — not the clan’s.”

“Write that thought down, Ensign,” said Vorhalad. “We may need it. Now the main thing: Duran?”

“The depot by the landing field,” said the engineer, who had spent two nights studying the Hive’s cargo traffic with the passion of a thief at a shop window. “They’re offloading standard reactor modules for their shuttles — Cetagandan Ishi-4s, fifty megawatts, I’ve seen them at trophy-equipment auctions. With an adapter frame and six hours of swearing, I can marry one to our Hound. It weighs four tons. So we need: first — a module; second — a cargo platform; third — thirty minutes during which nobody looks at the depot, at the valley, or at the sky.”

“The first and second we steal,” said Vorhalad. “The third is called a diversion. Proposals?”

There were two proposals. Sergeant Kalo proposed the fuel park — a classic, guaranteed fire, guaranteed attention. Aral Alexander proposed the other thing, and then lay awake all night listening to his own proposal grow in the dark.

“The leash antenna, Captain. The relay for the southern training ground is on a separate mast, outside the dome perimeter — reachable on foot. We don’t blow it up — a blown antenna is a one-hour diversion, then they repair it. We shift its code. The comm officer says the carrier runs on a rotating key — if we record eight hours of traffic, we can transmit the same signal phase-shifted. To the receivers in their heads that won’t be silence. It will be noise. The commands will stop meaning anything at all.” He drew a breath. “There are eight hundred soldiers on that ground right now, Captain. Eight hundred driven beings that suddenly no one will be driving. The clan will throw everything — every vehicle, every man, every sensor — into rounding up its stock before it scatters across the continent. Nobody will be counting reactor modules. Nobody will be looking at the sky.”

Vorhalad looked at him for a long time — long enough that he felt, down his back, under the uniform, the whole weight of the family name.

“And the eight hundred, Ensign? When we cut their leash — what do we do with them? Release onto this world eight hundred two-meter soldiers with no commands?”

“We release onto this world eight hundred beings who, for the first time since the hatchery, will be executing no one’s commands,” said Aral Alexander. “I don’t know what they will do, Captain. I know what we do while the signal keeps running: we leave them in slavery because it’s tidier that way.” He heard in his own voice both his father and his grandmother, and was not ashamed of either. “The planet is theirs more than the clan’s. Let them have it.”

Silence. Then Vorhalad turned to the comm officer:

“Record the traffic. We go tomorrow, in the dark watch.” And to Aral Alexander, more quietly now, with something unreadable in the granite face: “One thing is certain, Ensign. You are nobody’s son. You are your own.”



VI. The Long Night

The operation, which later entered the fleet’s closed annals under the name “the Long Night of the Hound,” lasted four hours and eleven minutes.

At zero ten the comm officer and one trooper reached the relay mast and clipped onto its power cable the box that held three days of stolen traffic and one phase loop. At zero forty Duran, Kalo, and Aral Alexander entered the depot by the landing field through the roof — three shadows on lines, between two rounds of the guard, timed to the second. A reactor module Ishi-4, four tons of sleeping sun, settled onto a stolen cargo platform — a wide flying car for ten, of the kind the Hive used for hauling between domes — and the platform crawled out of the depot a hand’s breadth above the ground, without lights, loaded with the future of nine people.

At one fifteen, when the platform was already creeping along the valley floor toward the hill, the comm officer threw the switch.

To the Hound’s sensors, listening from eight kilometers, nothing changed: the carrier at seven hundred megahertz kept transmitting, smooth and confident. But across the Hive’s southern training ground, where the night shift was drilling close order under the floodlights, a wave passed — first a stutter in the rhythm, then the dissolution of the columns, then something the observation post on the crest described in its report with a sentence copied ever after into all the analyses: “The formation stopped. Then the formation looked around.”

Eight hundred soldiers stood under the floodlights and looked around — for the first time with no command in their heads, in the deafening silence of their own thoughts, whatever those were. Then one walked. Not in step. Simply walked, toward the dark line of the forest. After it, a second. Then — all of them, in a widening wave, through the lit perimeter, through alarms erupting like hysteria, through the shouts of guards who discovered that their weapons were programmed not to fire on the clan’s own stock.

The Hive went mad exactly as one ensign on his first mission had predicted: every vehicle in the air, every floodlight on the forest, every man of Clan Raal — out, into the night, chasing the scattering property of ten years of black budget. Nobody counted the reactor modules. Nobody looked at the sky.

At two forty the platform reached the valley behind the hill. By four less ten, Duran — with six hours of swearing compressed to two and a half by pure adrenaline — was marrying the Ishi-4 to the Hound’s power bus, and the crew was folding the nets. At four eleven the scout lifted off the valley floor and rose into the radio shadow of her own funeral crater, dark, silent, dead to every sensor currently occupied with eight hundred louder targets.

Aral Alexander, at the sensor station, allowed himself one last look back through the optics. On the crest above the valley, silhouetted against the glare of the Hive’s floodlights, stood a single figure — two and a half meters, six limbs, motionless — looking up, straight at the rising dark point it could not possibly see and was looking at nonetheless. Then it raised its two forelimbs, folded as if in prayer — a gesture that was in no catalog and that he never, to the end of his life, undertook to interpret — and the forest swallowed it.

Five jumps down the return chain passed without pursuit. The young passage let them through with its “flickering at the edges,” and on one clear morning IJS Hound, declared lost twenty-nine days earlier, requested docking clearance from Barrayar orbital station — an event the duty controller celebrated by knocking over his chair.



VII. The Deadbolt

The council in the Emperor’s presence lasted six hours and involved nine people, two of them Vorkosigans — one with an Auditor’s chain, the other with an ensign’s tab and a report that Gregor Vorbarra read twice, end to end, before he spoke.

The equation on the table was simple and had no good solution. Behind the new passage, five jumps out, ghem Clan Raal was building an army in secret — one the Celestial Garden either knew nothing of, or preferred not to know of. The clan did not suspect that the chain led to Barrayar — Pioneer and Hound had died convincingly, and the farewell traffic analysis showed Raal hunting an “unidentified reconnaissance vessel, probably Allied.” That ignorance was the Imperium’s only advantage, and it was melting by the day. Public exposure meant either war with Cetaganda or — likelier and worse — Cetagandan gratitude, a purging of the clan, and the route remembered. The route to Barrayar’s back door.

“There is a third option,” said Miles, when the circle had closed for the second time. “No one guards a door he doesn’t know about. But no one passes through a door that isn’t there, either.”

He laid on the table a single photograph: an elongated eleven-gigawatt cylinder in a vault of the Imperial arsenal, under an inventory line that read “Item O-1, origin: Tarn Crater.”

“Soven’s machine,” said Gregor. It was not a question.

“Built to close Barrayar’s door,” said Miles. “I propose we let it do exactly that. Only the door will be chosen by us.”

Professor Emerita Judith Riva arrived from Komarr on the first courier, examined Item O-1 in the arsenal with a flashlight and with a mixture of disgust and tenderness of the kind reserved for gifted, badly brought-up students, and pronounced: the young passage, narrow and still unstable, was the ideal patient. “Old bells take months of singing to crack. Young ones haven’t hardened yet. This one will fall silent in three weeks.”

They mounted the machine on a barge at the passage itself, powered by two fleet reactors, aimed not by stolen calibration streams but by the full, generous, official telemetry of Argus-B. Riva tuned the resonance personally — “once in my life, to fire this thing properly” — and for twenty-two days the device of ghem-lord Soven sang to the young passage its own patient, destroying song. On the twenty-third day the five-space node in the system’s periphery shivered, contracted, and ceased to exist — quietly, cleanly, finally, observed by nothing but one barge, one professor, and two Vorkosigans on the observation deck.

“A sword reforged into a deadbolt,” said Miles, watching the screen on which there was no longer anything to watch. “Soven would have appreciated the irony. Actually, no — he would have hated it, which is even better.”

“And I can’t stop thinking about the other end,” said Aral Alexander quietly. “We locked the door on a crime scene, Father. The clan stays there, the replicators stay, the leash will be repaired. We just… turned the key and walked away.”

“Yes,” said Miles. He softened nothing, because his son had earned the right to unsoftened answers. “We turned the key and walked away, because the alternative was a war that would have cost millions of lives for the same result. The Imperium performs triage, Aral. It is the dirtiest word in the whole trade, and it is learned in only one way — by hurting.” He was silent a moment. “But remember two things. First: the file remains. Every frame, every spectrum, your report — in the archive, alive, waiting for the day the Celestial Garden itself asks Clan Raal where its money went, and then a Barrayaran courier may quite accidentally deliver the answer. Archives are patient. I have a lieutenant who taught me that.”

“And the second?”

Miles looked a moment longer at the empty screen — the door that was no longer there, and beyond it, five nonexistent jumps away, a forest under an alien sky, in which eight hundred freed soldiers were walking somewhere with no commands in their heads.

“The second is yours, not mine. You cut the leash when nothing obliged you to. Eight hundred beings are free tonight on their own planet — free for what, free for how long, unknown; but free, and by the decision of an ensign on his first mission.” He turned to his son. “The Imperium closes doors, Aral. That is its work, and sometimes it is right. You see to it that you’re one of the people who remember what stays on the other side. As long as there are such people, deadbolts are policy. When there stop being such people — they become character.”

On the way back, in the shuttle, Aral Alexander took out his notebook — paper, a present from his father on commissioning, with a single sentence already inscribed on the first page in the familiar small hand: The bell sings only for the one who listens. Beneath it, with proper ensign’s diligence, he added a second line — his own:

And the door remembers everyone it has let pass. In both directions.





The Blue Dose


An adventure of Admiral Elli Quinn and the Dendarii Free Mercenary Fleet



I. The Request

The message arrived over a commercial channel, encoded with a cipher Elli Quinn had not seen in fifteen years — the private key of an old friendship — and it began without a greeting, Betan-style:

Quinn. We’ve lost a ship. The Union won’t tell you this officially, because the Union has no military fleet and is proud of it in a way that at the moment strikes me as a luxury. So I’m telling you. The survey vessel Audacity, crew of fourteen, twelve of them quaddies, disappeared seven months ago in the side branch beyond Xerxes node. Her last dispatch mentioned a system with an asteroid belt and “signs of unregistered settlement.” Then — nothing. The Union sent inquiries. The inquiries came back unopened. I am old, Quinn, but I have not gone soft in the head: an unopened inquiry is an answer. Does your fleet still take contracts, or are you just polishing the Triumph for the museum? — B.

“Bel Thorne,” said Captain Herald, reading over her shoulder. “The harbormaster of Graf Station. I thought it retired ten years ago.”

“It did. Three times. The quaddies keep bringing it back — nobody in the Union can shout at late freighter captains with such love.” Quinn reread the message and felt the old compass in her chest quiver and settle onto a heading. Twelve quaddies. The four-armed people, born for null-gee, the finest space workers humanity had ever made for itself — and had once tried to own. A people whose history began as “experimental tissue, property of a corporation,” and who had won their freedom by fleeing across half a galaxy. If someone in an uncharted belt had laid a hand on a quaddie crew…

“Herald — new course,” she said. “Xerxes node, then the side branch. The contract is private, the client is the Union of Free Habitats through an intermediary, and the intermediary is one under-slept Betan it with a bad temper. The pay will be modest.”

“Then why are we taking it, Admiral?”

“Because thirty years ago, when I was lying in a sickbay with a burned-off face, that same under-slept it read bad novels aloud to me eight hours a shift.” Quinn stood. “And because if somewhere there are quaddies with an overseer again, I intend to be the invoice that gets presented to him.”

Bel Thorne was waiting for them at the transfer station off Xerxes — seventy, silver-haired, with the Betan carriage that age had only made drier and more precise, and with a travel bag whose presence was not open to negotiation.

“I’m coming,” it said. “Don’t argue. Nicol has a grand-nephew on that ship. Leo Twelve, engineer, twenty-six years old. He played the harp for her when he was five, off-key and with all four hands at once. If you think I’m going to sit on Graf and wait for news, the years have taken your memory.”

“Come aboard,” said Quinn. “But your cover is a trade captain.”

“My dear,” Bel smiled the smile that had once sold impossible lies to three intelligence services simultaneously, “I am a born trade captain. I merely spent forty years impersonating a soldier.”



II. Anchor

System HV-742 had no name in the registries and many names among its inhabitants, but the official one, written on the main habitat in letters of ship armor, was “Anchor” — and beneath it, smaller: Core Consortium. Private property. The solvent are welcome.

They came in aboard the Magpie — a fat, battered free trader the Dendarii Fleet kept precisely for such occasions — loaded with a precision cargo: medicines, filters, tool steel, and luxuries. Quinn stood on the bridge in the skin of “Captain Rosa Vane,” a graying smuggler with a dubious past and excellent prices; Bel was the “supercargo”; Lieutenant Tira and four more of the recon platoon were crew.

The belt unfolded before them in all its ugly industry: hundreds of tagged asteroids, probe robots, tugs, and — Quinn counted them with a professional shiver — eleven heavy mass drivers on stations that had nothing to do with throwing ore toward the refineries, and everything to do with controlling the approaches. A mining tool is a gun pretending it isn’t: fifty kilograms of rock accelerated to ten kilometers a second holes a warship no worse than a plasma salvo.

“Eleven barrels, networked targeting, overlapping arcs,” she muttered. “Whoever built this wasn’t afraid of pirates. He was afraid of liberators.”

Anchor Station received them with tariffs: docking — two hundred marks; air — per head per day; water — per liter; a trading permit — at the administration’s discretion. The currency was internal, “kernels” — convertible only in the Consortium’s stores, at a rate Bel computed aloud with the intonation of an obituary. And then they saw the people.

Three strata, distinguishable at a glance, the way the decks of a slaver are distinguishable. On top — the Consortium’s men: security in gray armor with good weapons and bored eyes. In the middle — the “contract hands”: miners, dockers, techs, in old suits, with debt bracelets on their wrists counting off in red how many kernels each still owed for the air he breathed while paying off the air from before. And at the bottom…

At the bottom, on the cargo quay, six hands in a row were passing containers along a chain in the null-gee zone — two pairs of quaddies, working with that fluid, downsider-impossible grace Quinn remembered from Graf. Except that on Graf the quaddies laughed while they worked. These worked in total silence, in identical gray coveralls, with an injection port sewn into the left shoulder of each — and with eyes whose whites were tinted a pale, unmistakable, unnatural blue.

“The blued,” a contract hand with a bracelet past five digits told them that evening in the quay bar, over a glass of the genuine whiskey they’d brought. “Don’t talk to them, don’t look at them, don’t ask. The blued belong to the Director. Personal property, as the saying goes, only here nobody says it.” He drained the glass. “And let me tell you, strangers: mind you don’t run up too much debt. Because from contract hand to blued, the road is one signed ‘voluntary stabilization program.’ A port in the shoulder, a dose every three days, and you never, ever think about leaving again.”

“And if a blued misses his dose?” asked Bel with perfect commercial indifference.

The contract hand set down his glass and looked into it a long while.

“The funeral is at the Consortium’s expense,” he said at last. “The only free thing on Anchor.”



III. The Blued

The Director of the Core Consortium received them on the third day, in an office with a view of the belt and furniture shipped in from three sectors. Gedeon Valk was a large, well-kept man of indeterminate sixty, with a politician’s handshake and a moneylender’s eyes, and he spoke of his system with the intonation of a man reading a love letter to himself.

“Order, Captain Vane. That is what I sell — not ore. Order is the scarcest commodity in the galaxy. Here there is no crime, no unemployment, no politics. Everyone has a place, a debt, and a schedule.” He smiled. “I know what they say on the quays. ‘Slaves,’ ‘doses,’ dramas. The truth is boring: a labor stabilization program, entirely voluntary, with medical coverage the contract hands can only dream of. My stabilized workers are the healthiest people in the system.”

“And the four-armed ones?” Quinn asked, with well-measured greed. “I hear they’re worth a shuttle apiece. Do you sell?”

Something cold and satisfied crossed Valk’s face.

“I see you understand assets. No, Captain. Quaddies are not sold. Quaddies are depreciated — thirty years of useful life in free fall, zero expenditure on grav decks. My best investment.” He leaned forward. “They fell to me from the sky, you know. Literally. They came to survey me.”

Quinn smiled while, under the table, her nails left grooves in her palm, and raised a toast to order.

The rest, Tira’s network accomplished in six days. The crew of the Audacity — alive: eleven quaddies and both downsiders; the twelfth quaddie, the captain, killed in the taking of the ship, having “offered resistance.” They were held at refinery R-3, the best in the belt, because they were the best workers in the belt. The doses — “azure,” as the administration itself called them, with commercial poetry — were administered in the blue booths of every habitat, every seventy-two hours, on a biometric schedule that was both leash and bell: miss one, and on the fourth day come the tremors, on the sixth the metabolic crash, on the tenth the end. The chemist who had designed the molecule — Dr. Ines Vara, formerly of House Bharaputra, her biography there having ended in “disagreements regarding intellectual property” — lived in a private dome beside the laboratory. And the laboratory…

“The laboratory is mined,” Tira reported. “Thermal charges, slaved to Valk’s biomonitor and a panic code. He tells every new security officer about it, proudly, like a toast: ‘If I die — the formula dies. I am this system’s dose.’ Six hundred and eight stabilized, Admiral, including our eleven. All of them his hostages. Every day. By design.”

That same night, in the Magpie’s cargo hold, sensors dark, Bel Thorne met the prisoners’ first free envoy — because the quaddies, a people born in a prison, carried in their blood the thing no dose could reach: patient, four-handed conspiracy. The young man, who had slipped over with R-3’s repair shuttle under a borrowed name on the roster, had blue scleras, a worn face, and a smile that did not surrender.

“You’re Bel Thorne,” said Leo Twelve. “Great-aunt Nicol told me about you. She used to say: if you’re ever in trouble so deep there’s no deeper, it means either a Dendarii or a miracle is about to turn up.” He surveyed the hold with all four hands spread in a quaddie gesture that took in the ship, the fleet behind it, and the whole sudden arithmetic of hope. “Which are you?”

“Both, boy,” said Bel. “Talk.”

Leo talked. And on leaving, he left on the table, wrapped in insulating tape, what he had stolen: one full ampoule of azure and a drop of his own blood on a sample strip.

“The leash,” he said. “Take it to somebody who knows how to untie knots. We will wait. We’re good at waiting — we learn it before we learn free flight.”



IV. The Bridge

The fleet’s courier made the run to Escobar and back in nine days, carrying out the molecular analysis and one personal request, and carrying back an answer recorded by Dr. Raven Durona with rolled-up sleeves and the expression the Durona Group reserved for genuinely interesting nastiness.

“Congratulations, Admiral — your enemy hired a talented chemist,” the recording said. “The molecule is beautiful the way a bear trap is beautiful. Full detoxification without the original synthesis library will take us months — and the library is in that mined laboratory. But. There is a bridge. We cannot cure the dependency quickly. We can, however, copy the dose. An agonist substitute, synthesizable from standard precursors on any fleet med-fabricator, indistinguishable in effect from the original, safe for gradual tapering later, in a real clinic. The formula is in the packet. Make it by the ton, Admiral. Because — and this is the important part, pass it to your people as battle doctrine — the chain was never the dose. The chain is the sole supplier. Break the monopoly, and the slavery becomes merely a bad medical history.”

Quinn played the recording to the war council twice. Then she unrolled the plan that had been ripening in her since the quay bar, and it had three blades.

First: the dose. The med-fabricators of the Triumph and the hospital ship went to three shifts; in nine days the fleet produced forty thousand doses of “bridge” — sixty for every stabilized person in the system, in packaging labeled in seven languages: Free. From no one. Forever.

Second: the guns. The eleven mass drivers were terrible — and were crewed, like everything heavy and dirty on Anchor, by blued gun teams under gray guards. “Valk economized on wages,” Quinn told the council. “His artillery is loaded by the people he keeps on the leash. On the day the leash drops, his firepower is going to have opinions of its own.”

Third: the security force. Two hundred and forty mercenaries, paid in kernels and in promises. “I have been a mercenary for thirty-five years,” said Quinn. “I know what a professional thinks when he’s paid in company scrip. We are going to make them an offer at guild rates.”

And above the three blades — the clock: Valk’s panic code and the mined laboratory. That part Quinn entrusted to Tira, two sappers, and one person on the inside, who proved the easiest recruitment of Tira’s career: Dr. Ines Vara heard the offer — immunity, extraction, a job interview with the Durona Group — and answered with a single sentence: “Condition: I disarm the charges personally. Nobody touches my library in sapper’s gloves.”

They set the day: the next system-wide dose schedule, when six hundred and eight people would stand before the blue booths at once. In the Consortium’s calendar it was listed as “stabilization day.”

In the fleet’s plans it went down as Payday.



V. Payday

It began at oh eight hundred system time, when the Magpie, loaded as if for departure, instead opened her cargo hatches onto the main quay, and out of them, instead of goods, came forty Dendarii troopers in full armor — while over Anchor, on every frequency at once, sounded a voice that had spent three decades selling the impossible to half a galaxy:

“This is Admiral Elli Quinn, Dendarii Free Mercenary Fleet, under contract to the Union of Free Habitats. I am addressing three audiences and I will be brief, because we all have work to do. First — to the stabilized: containers of your dose are being unloaded at every blue booth as I speak. It is identical, harmless, and free — from today, forever, from any physician on any civilized world. The monopoly is dead. Nobody owns the key to your blood anymore. Second — to the contract hands: your bracelets zero out the moment this system changes management, and it changes management today. Third — to the Consortium security force: I am a colleague. I know what you’re paid, and in what. The Dendarii Fleet guarantees every professional who grounds his weapon in the next thirty minutes safe extraction and payment of your employer’s arrears at standard guild rates, in real money. Anyone who prefers to die for company scrip — I respect the choice, but I don’t understand it. The clock is running.”

The history of the next four hours later entered the asymmetric-operations curricula of three military academies, but on Anchor itself it broke down into simple human scenes. The queue at the blue booth of Habitat B, where a white-haired miner with a twenty-year port in his shoulder held the new ampoule in both hands and read aloud, over and over, the three words on the packaging. The crew of mass driver number seven — four blued under one gray sergeant — who at nine eleven received the order to open fire on the approaching Dendarii frigate, and at nine twelve the sergeant discovered he was alone in the turret, locked out, while the gun transmitted to the frigate nothing but the coordinates of every other battery. A hundred and eighty mercenaries formed up on the quay with empty holsters and the expressions of men who had accepted the year’s best offer. And the laboratory dome, where Dr. Ines Vara, under the muzzles of two platoons and with the precision of a woman defusing her own conscience, switched off the thermal charges one by one and handed Tira the crystal with the library, saying only: “Handle it like a newborn.”

Gedeon Valk did not surrender. Valk did what people do for whom other people are line items: at the height of the collapse he ordered his personal guard to load aboard the armored tug Fist the Consortium’s most valuable movable asset — the eleven quaddies of the Audacity’s crew — and punched through the cordon toward the belt, toward the reserve jump shuttle beyond it, leaving behind him counter-fire and one last promise, screamed into the ether, that the system would burn.

“All ships,” said Quinn, on the Triumph’s bridge now, in a voice cooled to absolute zero. “The tug is not to be fired on. Our people are aboard. Pursue, intercept, board. That man does not leave this system.” A pause. “And, ladies and gentlemen: he has just taken eleven quaddies hostage and cut their gravity so they can’t move about. Eleven quaddies. In free fall.” Into her voice, very slowly, came the smile. “I want to see his face shortly.”



VI. Free Fall

Because Gedeon Valk, born and raised under gravity, had made the mistake of every downsider before him: he had assumed that weightlessness was a cage.

For eleven people conceived, born, and raised in free fall, weightlessness was home, language, and weapon. The moment the Fist’s artificial gravity went out, the eleven “immobilized” prisoners in the cargo bay stopped being cargo and became what they were: the best space workers in the galaxy, with four hands apiece, no direction called “down,” and twenty-eight months of accounts to settle. Leo Twelve opened the maintenance crawlway with a tool he had hidden there himself half a year earlier — “just in case; we’re good at waiting.” Two quaddies went along the cable shafts, where a downsider cannot even turn around, and cut the central distribution. Valk’s guards — eight men, trained, brutal, and suddenly weightless — found themselves in the dark, in free fall, among opponents who flowed along the walls like liquid and had two extra hands for every grip, every disarm, and every very personal blow.

When Quinn’s boarding shuttle docked with the Fist twenty minutes later, the lock was opened for them from inside by Leo Twelve — blue-sclered, with a bloodied lip, and with four thumbs raised in a quaddie gesture that needed no translation.

Gedeon Valk was waiting for them on the bridge, alone, unarmed, already dressed in the calm of a man moving on to his next deal. He looked Quinn over — the armor, the admiral’s insignia, the face — and spoke smoothly, untouched, eternal:

“Admiral Quinn. The Dendarii. So the Union paid… what, two million? Three? I’ll double it. Not as ransom — as a retainer. A system like mine needs a fleet like yours, and you need a client with my margins. Everyone has a price, Admiral. That is the only real law in the galaxy.”

“I know,” said Quinn. “I computed yours my first evening on Anchor.” She took a step forward. “Your price, Valk, is one dose every seventy-two hours. That is exactly what every human being in your system was worth — and by your own accounting logic, exactly what you are worth too.” She nodded to the troopers. “Take him away. Carefully — he’s material evidence.”



VII. The Tariff

The trial was held on Anchor, three months later, before the first elected assembly in the system’s history — contract hands with zeroed bracelets, freed blued with fading scleras, even a few former guards who had stayed by choice — and it ran eleven days, conducted under the Escobaran procedural code with two observers from the Union. Gedeon Valk heard six hundred and forty-one plaintiffs. The sentence, read out by a woman with a twenty-year port scar on her shoulder, was worded with a precision Quinn rated as the finest retribution of her career:

Lifelong labor in the system’s mines. Standard contract. Full tariff wages — from which, to the last kernel, would be deducted the installments to the victims’ compensation fund, computed at a sum the convict, with his accounting skills, could work out for himself: at the most conscientious labor, he would pay it off in approximately four hundred years.

“Sentenced to an honest wage,” said Bel Thorne with deep Betan satisfaction. “In debt forever, by his own arithmetic. You know, Quinn, there are fates no playwright would dare to write.”

The detoxification was already proceeding under Durona protocols — slowly, surely, with a clinic on every habitat and Dr. Vara working, under supervision, on her own repentance, molecule by molecule. The system chose itself a name — they voted for three weeks, and the winner, by a narrow margin over everything solemn, was the simple “Ours.” The Union of Free Habitats signed an assistance treaty with the new republic, and the eleven from the Audacity set out for home aboard the Triumph, because Quinn refused to entrust them to anyone else.

At Graf Station, half a concert hall’s worth of people was waiting. Quinn stood at the side of the dock and watched a small, silver-haired quaddie musician with four arms embrace her grand-nephew with all of them at once — and watched Leo Twelve, engineer, twenty-six years old, his scleras nearly white again, weep openly, shamelessly, and happily in free fall, where tears do not drop away but stay with you until you wipe them yourself.

“Nicol asks,” said Bel, appearing beside her with two glasses, “whether the fleet will stay for the concert. She says she’s composed something new. It’s called ‘The Dose of Freedom,’ and it is played, I quote, ‘with all the hands you have.’”

“The fleet will stay,” said Quinn.

Later, in her cabin, she wrote the short final report to the client, and the even shorter personal letter through four relays to an address on Barrayar — because there were things that, after thirty years, one simply did, like checking the airlock before sleep:

Miles. Thirteen of fourteen, alive, home. The latest man who believed everyone has a price is now paying his own in installments — four hundred annual ones. And write this sector’s lesson down somewhere with yours: the chain is never the dose, the gun, or the bracelet. The chain is the sole supplier. Break the monopoly, and the slave will open his own door, with however many hands he has. The ones here had four apiece. The sight was magnificent. — Q.

The reply came in seventeen hours, two sentences, and made her laugh out loud in the quiet cabin:

Filed, right between “perfection is the liar’s signature” and “the Imperium runs on buffets.” I am beginning to suspect the two of us have spent thirty years writing the same textbook — you just write it cheaper for the taxpayer.

The Triumph left Graf orbit after the concert — which was indeed played with all hands, and from which, in the crew’s general opinion, even the ship’s hydraulics emerged moved — set course for the node and the next contract, and Admiral Elli Quinn, approaching sixty with no intention whatsoever of retiring even once, let alone three times, stood on her bridge and watched the stars of the side branch slowly fall into their familiar order.

Somewhere astern, in a system named Ours, six hundred people were going to bed that night without counting the hours to a next dose. It did not fix the galaxy. But it was, Quinn thought, a perfectly decent wage for one season’s work.





Tuning Fork


An adventure of Admiral Elli Quinn and the Dendarii Free Mercenary Fleet



I. The Theft

The new flagship of the Dendarii Free Mercenary Fleet was the most beautiful thing Elli Quinn had ever bought with other people’s blood and her own signatures: one hundred and sixty meters of Illyrican shipbuilding poetry, hull number 47 of the brand-new Fan class, with next-generation Necklin architecture — the “double phase fan,” as the engineers called it in the intonation of clergy — paid for with twenty years of Dendarii savings, two mortgages on the Triumph, and one sold escort frigate. Six days remained to handover. Quinn had come to Illyrica in person, with half her staff, for the acceptance trials and for the christening, for which no name had yet been chosen.

Hull 47 was stolen on Thursday, at eleven oh four local time, in the middle of its own certification trial.

“Senior acceptance pilot Kera Volan,” Dock Director Maren Sol reported, gray with fury and sleeplessness, at the emergency meeting of shipyard representatives, the insurer, and one very quiet, very frightening mercenary admiral. “Eighteen years with the company. Lead acceptance pilot for the entire Fan series — she knows that hull better than the designers, because the designers computed it and she flew it. Trial number eleven: maneuvering cycle with minimum crew, automation in acceptance mode, seven aboard. At minute forty-one she declared a simulated emergency, put the six engineers into the escape capsule per protocol… and continued on course. Alone. With the ship.”

“Demands?” the insurer asked hopefully.

“None. The transponder has been dead since eleven oh six. Her course at last fix pointed to Fell-Nine node — the Jacksonian direction.”

“The Jacksonian direction,” Quinn repeated. A strange calm was spreading through her — the calm of an old hunter looking at a trail that is too clear. “Of course. Where else does one run with the most recognizable hull in the Ring.” She turned to her staff. “Herald, Triumph ready for departure in six hours. And get me everything on Kera Volan. Not the service record — that will be immaculate. The personal file. Because service records steal money, Captain. Ships get stolen by biographies.”



II. The Question “Why”

Quinn opened the council aboard the Triumph that night with the exercise a very short admiral had taught her thirty-five years before, and which she had been passing on to every generation of officers since: investigate not the trail, but the meaning.

“Given: hull 47 is stolen. Question: what is a stolen hull 47 even good for?” She looked around the table. “To sell? To whom. It is the most photographed ship in the sector for six months, with a unique fan signature recognizable to any jump pilot a kilometer away in five-space. Jacksonians would buy it only to part it out, and parted out it’s worth a twentieth of the risk of the theft. To hide it? You can’t — see above. To fight with it? Combat complement forty; the automation lets one person fly it, but not fight it. Ransom? No demand, and every hour of silence lowers the price.” Quinn tapped the table. “Therefore the ship was not stolen to be owned. It was stolen to be used. Once. For something no other ship in the galaxy can do. So, ladies and gentlemen: what can it alone do?”

Silence. Then the navigator, slowly:

“The fan. The double phase geometry. Illyrica’s advertising calls it ‘the future of difficult passages’ — transiting throats of high variance that standard rods can’t hold…”

“Unstable wormholes,” said Herald, already querying the registry. “Admiral, searching active emergency bulletins for destabilized nodes…” A pause, in which her face changed. “Here it is. Node XR-9, side branch beyond Illyrican space. A young passage, discovered four years ago. Two years ago a joint Illyrican-Escobaran survey expedition went through it — Project Boundary Line, forty-one people, a base on the far side. Eight months ago the passage began to decay — eighteen months ahead of forecast. The rescue commission convened three times. All three times the conclusion was the same: transiting a throat in terminal phase is beyond the rated capabilities of any available vessel. The operation is postponed ‘pending emergence of a technical possibility.’” Herald looked up. “Forecast collapse of the passage: in about three weeks.”

“And the expedition roster?” Quinn asked, though she already knew. Meaning always fell into place with that quiet, final click.

“Jump pilot of Boundary Line: Iris Volan.” Herald set down the tablet. “The younger sister.”

Quinn leaned back and closed her eyes for a moment. Her anger — twenty years of savings, two mortgages — stayed where it was, intact. But beside it, uninvited, sat something else, old and uncomfortable as a scar: the memory of every occasion on which she herself had broken laws, borders, and orders, because on the other side of the ledger there were people.

“Course for XR-9,” she said. “Maximum cruise. The Jacksonian trail is for the insurer and for the naive. We are not chasing a thief, ladies and gentlemen. We are chasing family with a deadline. And family with a deadline doesn’t run from anyone. It runs toward.”



III. The Race

The Triumph covered the eight jumps to the side branch in eleven days, which for a fifty-year-old hull was a feat and sounded like one: the old flagship creaked, groaned, and twice sent damage-control parties to engineering, but held the pace with the stubbornness of a veteran who has been told the campaign is his last.

Along the way they gathered Volan’s trail — because there was a trail, and it was the strangest Quinn had ever seen. At Kern transfer station the thief had loaded reactor mass and provisions, paying with an Illyrican shipwright’s letter of credit… her personal one, covered to the last mark. At Tau node she had bought eighteen escape capsules and a medical module — again paid, again with a receipt, with a letter attached for the vendor: “If I have not confirmed delivery within thirty days, apply to the law office of Selm and Daro, Illyrica, regarding the penalties.” At the third stop she had left a message addressed directly to her pursuers, registered at the public node under “for Admiral Quinn, to be called for”:

Admiral. I know what I stole, and from whom. I know what it costs. The firm of Selm and Daro holds power of attorney over my entire property, pension fund, and inheritance share — insufficient, I am aware. The remainder I will pay off for the rest of my life, in whatever measure a court, or You, determine. But my sister and forty people are dying behind a door that is closing, and Your ship is the only key in existence in the universe. The commissions deliberated for eight months. The passage has three weeks. I stopped waiting. I am sorry about the mortgages. — K. Volan.

“An honest thief,” said Herald, rereading. “I didn’t know the breed existed.”

“It exists,” said Quinn. “It’s called ‘a desperate professional.’ The most dangerous breed of all.” She was looking at the tactical projection: node XR-9, blinking in terminal forecast, and one brand-new, stolen point parked beside it for thirty hours. “She hasn’t fled with the ship, Herald. She has brought it to station and is waiting. Do you know what she’s waiting for?”

“A window in the throat’s flicker?”

“That too. But mostly she is waiting for us.” Quinn rose. “Because one pilot, however brilliant, cannot simultaneously fly a dying wormhole and run the evacuation of forty-one people off a planetary base. She stole the ship knowing we would catch up. She is counting on us arriving angry… and staying as crew.” Quinn shook her head, somewhere between anger and its neighbor, admiration. “That, ladies and gentlemen, is the most brazen recruitment plan in the history of mercenary work. Ready my shuttle.”

She went aboard hull 47 alone, unarmed — what was the woman going to do, steal her? — and found on the bridge a woman of forty-odd, with Illyrican cheekbones, eyes ringed with sleeplessness, and hands that even at rest lay on the console like on the keyboard of an instrument. Kera Volan stood and came to attention — the gesture of a person surrendering command.

“Admiral Quinn. The ship is yours. It was always yours.” A pause, a single one, in which her whole composure hung by a thread. “The mission… the mission requests to be discussed.”

Quinn looked at her a long time. Then she looked around — the bridge of her new flagship, perfect, untouched, the smell of new ship that no technology had ever reproduced — and sat down in the command chair she was formally sitting in for the first time.

“It has been discussed,” she said. “It is approved. The ship is mine, Pilot Volan. The mission, from this moment, is ours. And the accounts — the accounts we will settle afterward, and I assure you they will be more terrible than any court.” She keyed the link. “Herald? Transfer me the boarding party, the engineering reserve, and the surgeon. Then take the old man back to Tau node for backstop. We’re going in.”



IV. Between the Strokes

The packet from Professor Emerita Judith Riva — to whom Quinn had sent XR-9’s parameters by courier chain on day three, because there was one person in the galaxy who understood both dying wormholes and impossible deadlines — arrived with the last relay and began without a greeting, Komarran-style:

Admiral Quinn. I have examined your patient. Diagnosis: terminal phase, collapse in 120 hours, plus or minus the flicker, and the flicker is the whole question. The throat is no longer a door — it is a bell that is ringing itself, faster and faster and more and more unevenly. Let a standard ship enter such a resonance and it comes apart along the seams of its field. Your double fan, however, can do something its own builders advertise without having fully understood it: it can CHANGE phase in motion. In other words — your ship can pass not THROUGH the strokes of the bell, but BETWEEN them. Enclosed: a rhythmogram of the flicker and the computed windows. Warning the first: every transit eats about thirty hours of the passage’s life. You have one crossing out and one back. There is no third. Warning the second: the rhythm will accelerate. On the return leg your windows will be half as wide. Warning the third, personal: if you succeed, I want the telemetry. All of it. No one has ever recorded the death of a wormhole from inside. Make an old theoretician happy. — Riva.

The transit took forty minutes, which the crew of hull 47 remembered forever and always described badly, because there were no good words for it. Volan flew. Quinn, in the chair beside her, watched the woman and the ship stop being two things: Riva’s rhythmogram ran down the main screen like a musical score, the throat ahead contracted and released in a ragged, accelerating pulse, and in the pauses — in the narrow, black-velvet pauses between the strokes of the dying bell — Volan threaded one hundred and sixty meters of ship with movements as small as breathing. The double fan sang at frequencies that made the crew’s bones resonate. Once, a window closed half a second early, and Volan changed phase in motion, without an order, without a breath, and the ship passed through the stroke as through a curtain; only the lights blinked, and somewhere far down the hull something moaned.

Then — stars. Foreign ones, arranged in unknown constellations, on the other side of the door.

“Transit complete,” said Kera Volan in a voice worn down to a thread. Her hands on the console were trembling finely, only now. “Welcome to the Boundary Line system, Admiral.”

“Well flown, Pilot.” Quinn rose. “Rest forty minutes, then descent. Riva’s clock is running: ninety hours to the last possible return window. Let’s go collect your people.”



V. The Other Side

The Boundary Line base clung to a rocky world with a thin, unbreathable atmosphere — three linked domes, a solar field half-buried by a dust storm, and forty-one people who for eight months had watched their sky prepare to lock itself forever. The base reactor was at eighty percent decay, the recyclers on manual respiration; they had endured with the discipline of a good expedition and with that particular quiet despair of people who every evening calculate which will run out first — the water, the air, or the door.

Hull 47’s shuttles landed between two squalls. Quinn came down with the first and found drawn up at the airlock forty-one people — gaunt, bearded, in patched suits — and one small woman with Illyrican cheekbones and a jump pilot’s tabs, who was looking past the admiral, toward the second shuttle, from which her sister was just emerging.

The meeting of the Volan sisters lasted nine seconds and included not one word. Quinn turned away, because there are embraces that are not for strangers’ eyes, and busied herself with what she knew: an evacuation schedule.

The schedule was brutal and simple. People — all of them, no exceptions. Data — all of it: two years of observations of a young wormhole in decay, a treasure for which Riva would have sold the faculty’s soul. Equipment — nothing but the medical. There were no arguments; the people of Boundary Line were scientists and knew how to read clocks. The single complication came from the sky: the great dust storm circling the planet brought its front back twelve hours early, and the last two shuttle runs lifted off into brown darkness, on instruments, flown by pilots who afterward stood under the showers of hull 47 for a long time and said nothing.

At hour forty from touchdown, the last person of Boundary Line — the expedition chief, who by old sailors’ custom left the base last and locked its airlock with a code no one would ever come to open — stepped onto the deck of the ship without a name. At hour forty-one, hull 47 lay onto a course for the passage.

And then the bell accelerated.

“The flicker is leaving the forecast,” Volan reported from the console, Riva’s rhythmogram before her, the live data lying across it more and more askew. “The period is dropping. The windows are shortening… Admiral, at this dynamic the last usable return window is not in forty hours. It’s in eleven. Maybe ten.”

“Do we make it?”

“We make it to the throat in nine and a half.” Volan looked up, and in her eyes Quinn saw the pure, naked arithmetic. “But the windows there will already be half the width of the outbound ones. The fan’s rating plate doesn’t cover phase changes like that. No rating plate covers them.”

“And you?”

Kera Volan looked at the console — at the ship she had test-flown for eighteen months, bolt by bolt, field by field, lie by lie in the advertising brochures.

“I built this machine, Admiral. The rating plate lies twenty percent low. I know exactly where.”



VI. The Closing Door

The final transit of node XR-9 lasted twenty-two minutes and entered the history of shiphandling under the name an Escobaran journalist later gave it, which stuck forever: the race with the closing door.

The throat met them transformed — a bell in its death-ring, a pulse ragged to arrhythmia, windows narrow as the gap under a door. Volan fed the fan one hundred and twenty percent, and it sang a new sound, high and pure, on the very edge of coming apart. Quinn, strapped into the chair beside her, watched the pilot stop breathing in rhythm with the windows and start breathing in the rhythm between them; watched the ship take the first three strokes by Riva’s score, the fourth by a correction computed live, the fifth by something that was neither mathematics nor instinct, but eighteen months of marriage between a human and a machine.

On the sixth stroke, the bell lied. The window, computed at four seconds, began closing at two, and in the span of one human tremor Kera Volan did the impossible: she shifted the phase of the two fans separately, asynchronously — a maneuver that existed in no manual, because no designer had ever imagined it would be needed — and slid the ship through the closing slit sideways, like a sheet of paper under a falling guillotine. The port fan screamed and died — overloaded, slagged, heroic. The starboard one carried them out.

They emerged into the normal space of the side branch with one living fan, forty-one rescued, two tons of priceless data, and a view astern that everyone aboard remembered to the end of their days: node XR-9, invisible to the eye and deafening to the instruments, struck one last, long, descending note — and ceased to exist. The door closed forty seconds behind them.

In the silence that fell over the bridge, Kera Volan took her hands off the console, folded them in her lap, and wept — soundlessly, motionlessly, with open eyes still fixed on the screen. From the sensor station, Iris Volan crossed half the bridge to her and embraced her from behind, over the seat back, with both arms and all her weight.

“Dendarii,” said Admiral Elli Quinn on the all-hands channel, in a voice that held perfectly and that almost everyone believed, “log the following. Today this ship did something no ship before it has ever done. It left port as stolen property. It is coming home a legend.” A pause. “Course for Tau node. Let’s go reassure an insurer.”



VII. The Christening

The settling of accounts took a month and a half and went more easily than it had any right to, for three reasons.

The first was called telemetry. The record of the two transits — the only data in history from inside a dying wormhole, including the asynchronous maneuver, which Illyrica’s engineers watched on replay with the expressions of votaries — proved to have a market value exceeding the damages, the theft, and the slagged fan combined. The shipyard withdrew all charges in exchange for exclusive rights, fitted a new port fan free of charge, and — at the insistence of its marketing department, which Director Sol conveyed through her teeth — requested permission to use in the series’ advertising the phrase “tested beyond a closing door.”

The second was called the insurer. The assessor from Lloyd-Tau, come to inventory losses, went home having inventoried a miracle, and hull 47’s policy was re-signed with a rider Quinn had never seen in a forty-year career: a discount for demonstrated survivability.

The third was called the sentence — because a sentence there nonetheless had to be, and Quinn pronounced it personally, on the bridge, before the assembled ranks, with the full weight of her admiral’s authority:

“Kera Volan. For the theft of a flagship, two wrecked mortgages, and one staff aged ten years — you are appointed chief pilot of the Dendarii Free Mercenary Fleet, with a probationary period extending to the end of your natural life. Your pay is garnished at fifty percent until the insurance deductible is covered, which by my calculation will take eleven years.” A pause. “Welcome to the fleet, Pilot. Here we steal more rarely, but we fly the same way.”

“Yes, Admiral,” said Volan, her eyes suspiciously bright above the regulation bearing. “One correction only. Eleven years and four months. I’ve done the sums.”

The christening took place in orbit off Tau node, before the drawn-up crews of two ships — the new one, perfect, with one brand-new and one heroically scorched mounting seam on the port fan, and the old Triumph, standing alongside like a white-muzzled wolf beside a yearling. Quinn broke the bottle on hull 47’s bow herself, and pronounced the name she had chosen during the twenty-two minutes of the transit, and which no one in the fleet disputed:

“I name you Tuning Fork. Because you passed through a dying bell and caught its pitch. Bear it well.”

And in the evening, in her cabin aboard the new flagship — the new-ship smell still there, but mixed now with coffee, ozone, and life — she wrote the customary short letter through the four relays:

Miles. The fleet has a new flagship, a new chief pilot, and a new legend, and I have eleven years of guaranteed pay garnishments, which accounting has been celebrating for two days. The short version: my ship was stolen to save forty-one people; I ran the thief down and completed the theft personally. The long version requires a glass of something strong. The lesson for your textbook: the best way to have your ship stolen is for the thief to be right. P.S. Illyrica is already building hull 48, same class, for an outside buyer. I asked, as a joke, whether they had changed the acceptance codes after our case. They did not laugh fast enough. If you ever hear that one has vanished too — remember that there is exactly one ship in the galaxy that can catch it, and it is mine. — Q.

The reply came in sixteen hours and consisted of one sentence, which Quinn read twice and decided to show no one, because the crew was superstitious enough as it was:

Quinn, dear — after thirty-five years’ acquaintance, you ought to know that such things are not to be written out loud.





Echo


An adventure of Admiral Elli Quinn and the Dendarii Free Mercenary Fleet



I. The Second Theft

Hull 48, the second and last of the Fan class, disappeared fourteen months after the first — and this time Illyrica did not have the excuse of surprise.

After the Volan affair the shipyard had changed everything: the acceptance codes, the protocols, the security, even the lock supplier. Hull 48 was being handed over to its buyer — “Vetis Industrial Consortium,” a Tau Verde-registered carrier with impeccable documents and a prepaid account — under escort, with a double acceptance crew, and with a ceremony at which Director Maren Sol delivered a speech on the lessons of the past. Three days later, on the first intermediate jump of the delivery run, the ship exited the passage, transmitted a routine report, turned out of the corridor, and sank into silence. The escort, an old Illyrican frigate, lost it from its scopes for eleven minutes. By the twelfth, there was nothing left to lose.

Quinn learned the news from three sources within six hours, which was in itself a diagnosis of the scale of the panic. First came the insurer — the same assessor from Lloyd-Tau, whose voice she now recognized by its opening sigh. Second was Director Sol, who this time was not gray but white, and who pronounced a sentence unprecedented in the annals of Illyrican shipbuilding: “Admiral Quinn, Illyrica wishes to engage the Dendarii Fleet.” The third message came through four blind relays, unsigned, and consisted of two sentences:

I told you such things are not to be written out loud. I’m sending you a man — take him aboard; you’ll know whose he is by the handwriting.

The man arrived on the Escobaran liner under the name of a trade attaché, and came aboard the Tuning Fork with one travel bag and one tablet bearing so many classification stamps it practically glowed. Lieutenant Colonel Elin Venek, ImpSec, galactic operations — with a few more lines around the three-screens-at-once eyes than Quinn remembered from the reports on the Soven affair, and with a letter of accreditation signed by the chief of ImpSec himself.

“General Galeni instructed me to be perfectly candid, Admiral,” said Venek. “Barrayar has no rights over this ship and claims none. Barrayar has an interest in exactly one hypothesis: that the double phase fan — a technology our own Necklin architects howl with envy over — is on its way to Cetaganda. If the hypothesis is correct, you are chasing a thief and I am chasing a strategic technology leak, and both chases end at the same place. I propose we travel together.”

“And if I have to choose between the ship and your hypothesis?”

“Then we bargain,” said Venek. “I carry authorizations for that too.”

Quinn liked her right there.



II. The Buyer Who Doesn’t Exist

The first discovery was made not by the fleet but by accounting — more precisely by Venek and her team of three, who in four days took “Vetis Industrial Consortium” apart down to the last fictitious bolt.

“The buyer does not exist,” Venek reported to the war council. “That is to say, it exists in juridically impeccable form, which in practice is the same thing. Vetis Industrial is an old acquaintance — the façade through which Clan Soven financed the Obel operation. After Soven’s fall the façade was sold, the way one sells a used glove, and the new hand inside it, by every mark of the handwriting, is Clan Raal. The war party.” She brought up the schematic. “And now the beautiful part. Vetis paid for the ship in advance, in full, with clean money — and insured it with Lloyd-Tau for one hundred and ten percent of value. Have your paid-for, insured ship stolen, and you collect both the money and — through two resales of the ‘stolen goods’ — the ship itself, now stripped of any documentary link to you. This is not a theft, Admiral. This is laundering. The ship was not stolen from the buyer. The ship was stolen for the buyer, by the buyer, so that it could vanish from every registry on its way to Rho Ceta.”

“So we’re chasing not thieves but a delivery,” said Quinn. “Which simplifies the question ‘where to’ and complicates the question ‘how do we catch them.’ Volan?”

Kera Volan, chief pilot of the fleet, with ten years and two months of pay garnishments remaining, had been standing at the navigation display for an hour, silent in a way Quinn had learned not to interrupt.

“First — who’s flying them,” she said at last. “A Fan is not flown from a read manual. There are six pilots in the galaxy who have test-flown this class. Four are on Illyrica, under watch since the theft. The fifth is me.” A pause. “The sixth is Yarno Vek. Second acceptance pilot of the series. Lead on hull 48, as I was lead on 47. Eight months ago he left the company — ‘family reasons.’ I checked: no family. There is a mortgage, a gambling history, and eighteen years of watching everything go to me first.”

“Do you know how he flies?”

“Better than he knows it himself. We flew wing to wing for ten years.” Volan pointed at the chart, and her finger traced a chain of three nodes off every trade corridor, a route with a reputation so bad that spacers had given it a name like a tavern legend. “And I know where he’ll go. The Drunken God’s Road: three high-variance throats, in sequence, no bypass. No convoy enters there; no patrol frigate can follow. A standard ship runs the Drunken God at fifty percent odds per throat. A Fan runs it at ninety-eight. Vek will take 48 through exactly there — because it is the route that shakes everything in the universe off your tail.” She looked up. “Everything except one thing.”

“Except his sister,” said Quinn. “Course, Pilot. Let’s go bait the Drunken God.”



III. The Drunken God’s Road

The three throats of the Drunken God lived up to their reputation and exceeded expectations, and the crew of the Tuning Fork, veterans of one closing throat, ran them with clenched teeth and a growing, uncomfortable respect for the man ahead of them — because Yarno Vek flew magnificently.

The wake of hull 48 in the five-space interface read like handwriting, and Volan read it aloud, throat by throat, in an intonation where professional appraisal and private bitterness blended past distinguishing: “He entered at rating plus eight — sparing the machine, so he’s thinking of the sale price. Here he waited out a full cycle for a wide window — polite, clean, expensive flying. Vek always flew expensively. On trials, that’s a virtue.” At the third throat the wake showed something else: an entry into a narrow window, daring, on the edge — and Volan fell silent, then said only: “He’s sensed someone coming through behind him. He’s starting to spend the ship. Good. A frightened pilot makes mistakes.” A pause. “I didn’t.”

They gained hours at every throat — not because Volan flew better in the pure sense, but because she flew cheaper: where Vek husbanded the buyer’s machine, she spent her own with the precision of someone who knows personally which seam lies by how much. At the exit of the Drunken God the deficit had melted from sixty hours to nineteen.

And after the Drunken God the road forked only once, and both tines of the fork were known to everyone on the bridge: to the left — long, clean corridors toward the Hegen Hub and the Cetagandan direction; to the right — Jackson’s Whole.

“Right,” said Quinn and Venek simultaneously, looked at each other, and Venek yielded with a gesture.

“The ship is only half laundered,” Quinn explained. “The money is washed, but the hull still carries Illyrican serial numbers in every second casting. Raal will not accept a delivery that the first ordnance inspector could identify. They need a yard that changes ships’ identities, asks zero questions, and is big enough not to fear consequences.” She smiled without humor. “There is exactly one such yard in the galaxy, and we are flying straight at it.”



IV. Fell’s Yard

Fell Station hung over Jackson’s Whole as it always had — armed to the teeth, lit like a fairground, and open to anyone whose money asked no questions. House Fell kept in its enclosed docks a reputation no other yard in the galaxy dared offer: here hulls changed identity casting by casting, serial numbers vanished under the cutters, and ships came out with clean biographies.

The Dendarii Fleet could not storm Fell Station — everyone knew that, including House Fell, which made negotiations possible. Quinn and Venek went up under a trade flag and were received by the Baron himself — not old Georish, long deceased, but the heir: young, smooth, and armed with the family smile — in an office overlooking the slowly turning globe of Jackson’s Whole below.

“Admiral Quinn. A legend among legends.” The Baron spread his hands. “I’ll spare you the overture: House Fell has accepted a commission for the cosmetic processing of a vessel. The commission is paid, lawful under our laws, and protected by commercial confidentiality. My sympathies are with you; my deal is with the client. Unless…” the smile widened by a millimeter, “…you’ve brought a better deal.”

“I’ve brought you accounting,” said Venek, and laid the tablet on the desk. “Your fee was paid from the escrow of Vetis Industrial. That same escrow is currently the subject of an insurance-fraud investigation in the amount of one hundred and ten percent of the value of the ship you were working on. You know what Lloyd-Tau does with payments made from fraudulent funds, Baron: it claws them back. Through the courts, through every jurisdiction, with interest, forever. House Fell will work three months on that hull and then spend ten years repaying the fee in installments — publicly, which is the worse part.” She sat back. “Or.”

“Or?” asked the Baron, without the smile now.

“Or you void the contract under your compromised-client clause — it exists, I checked — retain the advance lawfully, sell us your client’s schedule for a modest consulting fee, and when the whole affair blows up in a month, House Fell turns out to be the House that smelled the fraud first and refused complicity. Reputation, Baron. The one commodity your House has never managed to manufacture for itself.”

The Baron looked at the tablet a long time. Then he laughed — genuinely, which on Jackson’s Whole happened once a decade.

“My grandfather used to say: beware of Barrayarans offering favorable terms.” He pushed a crystal with the schedule across to them. “Your client is nervous, ladies. He pulled the ship out this morning, unfinished, with half the numbers erased — paying the penalty without blinking. Handover point: the Keros system, a dead dwarf two jumps from here, in eighty hours. The buyer arrives in an armed ‘collector’s’ vessel, Cetagandan build, no flag.” The Baron rose, and for a moment the family smile became almost human. “One thing for free, Admiral: whoever is flying that hull — flies it terrifyingly. He left my dock through a window my own pilot wouldn’t have put a shuttle through. Catch him if you can. Fell’s yard does love a good chase.”

“Eighty hours, two jumps, and he left six ago,” said Quinn on the shuttle back. “By the direct route we don’t catch him. Volan?”

The chief pilot’s voice on the channel had that level, dangerous tone Quinn remembered from one closing throat:

“There is a crooked route, Admiral. One throat, off to the side, with variance worse than the Drunken God. Vek knows it and won’t enter it with…” static, then the voice came back, “…with someone else’s goods aboard. No sane pilot would enter it.”

“And you?”

“Ours has been through worse.” A pause. “We arrive at Keros twelve hours ahead of him. At his exit point.”



V. The Exit Point

The Keros system had been a graveyard from birth: a dead brown dwarf, three cinder planets, zero traffic — the perfect place to hand over a ship that doesn’t exist to a buyer who doesn’t exist, for money that has already vanished. The “collector’s” vessel arrived first — two hundred meters of Cetagandan elegance without a single identification mark, armed in a way that made “collector” the funniest word in the sector — and took up a distant orbit, patient.

The Tuning Fork hung in the shadow of the second cinder planet, dark, cold, drives a hand’s breadth above zero — on the very exit point of the passage from which, in eleven hours, her sister would emerge.

“Textbook classic,” Quinn told the hushed bridge. “The one place where even the fastest ship in the galaxy is blind, deaf, and slow is the first seconds after a jump. That is why exit points are defended, and that is why they are ambushed. Vek will come out with an overheated implant after a bad throat, an unfinished ship, and a buyer before his eyes. We will give him three seconds to realize whose shadow is hanging over him. Out of respect.”

“And the Cetagandan?” asked Venek.

“The Cetagandan will watch. Then he will listen. I’ve prepared him a program.”

Hull 48 rose out of the passage fourteen minutes ahead of schedule — Vek had driven like a devil — and the three gifted seconds ran out in silence. On the fourth, the Tuning Fork lit everything at once: drives, targeting radars, and the hull floodlights, illuminating her sister at point-blank range like a police torch in the face.

“Yarno Vek,” said Quinn on an open channel. “This is the Tuning Fork. You know the silhouette. You know what it can do. Reactor to minimum, fan to zero, and nobody touches the ship you have guarded so carefully the whole way.”

Vek did not answer. Vek did what magnificent pilots do when cornered: the impossible. Hull 48 rolled through its own axis, ducked under the tractor lock, and dove for the dwarf, seeking the gravity well as a hare seeks the brush, and for the next eight minutes the two identical machines inscribed around the dead star a duel that the Cetagandan vessel’s sensor logs, as later became known, preserved to the last frame — because even enemies recognize art.

The ships flying were identical. The difference was the hands. Vek flew by the rating plate — brilliantly, at the edge of every permitted figure, but by the plate. And Kera Volan knew the plate lied, knew by how much and where, and in the eighth minute, when Vek staked everything on a crossing pass computed to half a second, she performed the maneuver that existed in no manual: the asynchronous fans, port and starboard in different phase, the sideways slide of a sheet of paper under a guillotine — and the Tuning Fork was suddenly not where any mathematics placed her, but three hundred meters off her sister’s stern, her targeting locked on the one point that interested Volan.

“I know her seams,” she said quietly, and fired once.

The beam opened the casing of 48’s starboard fan precisely along the mounting seam — surgery, not violence. The ship tumbled on inertia, blind to five-space, whole, alive, and helpless. The chase was over.

“And now the program for the audience,” said Quinn, and turned the transmitter toward the “collector.” “Unidentified vessel, this is Admiral Quinn, Dendarii Free Mercenary Fleet, operating under contract to the Illyrica shipyards and the Lloyd-Tau insurance syndicate. The cargo you are waiting for is material evidence in an insurance-fraud case. The payment you owe was confiscated this morning — the escrow accounts of Vetis Industrial are frozen in four jurisdictions; the lieutenant colonel beside me collects jurisdictions. And the full evidentiary package — ownership, payments, routes, names — is on its way to the interested capitals. All of them, ghem-lord. Including yours.” A pause. “Keros is a beautiful system for reflection. I recommend a brief one.”

The silence from the Cetagandan vessel lasted fourteen minutes. Then it lit its drives and left — without a shot, without a word, without the goods: an empty hand returning to an empire that did not forgive empty hands. Venek watched it go and said thoughtfully:

“Alive, ruined, and compromised. Galeni will say we saved him work: a living receipt is more useful than a dead adversary. Receipts talk.”



VI. The Mirror

Yarno Vek sat in the Tuning Fork’s brig upright, with the dignity of a man who has nothing else left, and when the door opened he did not ask who was coming. He knew.

“Kera.”

“Yarno.”

They were silent a long time — the two best pairs of hands of a generation, wing to wing for ten years, on opposite sides of one grille.

“Say it,” he said at last. “You’ve come to say it. That you stole a ship too. That the difference between us is one suspended sentence.”

“No.” Volan sat down across from him. “I’ve come because for ten years I wondered why they always ranked you second, with equal hands. Today, at Keros, I understood. You fly by the rating plate, Yarno. You have always flown by the plate — brilliantly, immaculately, to the last permitted figure. But the plate is someone else’s word about the machine. And you never wanted to know her beyond other people’s words.” A pause. “And it’s the same with the thefts. I stole a ship against my whole life, signed before a lawyer, for forty-one people I could not not save. You stole a ship against a fee. Both are theft, you’re right. But one has people in its ledger, and the other only numbers. That is why I fly and you sit. Not because of the court. Because of the ledger.”

She rose. At the door he asked after all, and for the first time his voice was only human:

“The throat to Keros. The side one. Did you really run it?”

“Really.”

“How far over the plate?”

“Yarno,” said Kera Volan, almost gently, “the plate lies. That was the whole lesson, all eighteen years of it. A pity you heard it through a grille.”



VII. Echo

The settlement took two months and ended with the strangest distribution of trophies in Quinn’s career.

Yarno Vek went to Illyrica under escort and received eleven years from the court — a figure whose symmetry Volan declined to comment on. Lloyd-Tau escaped a payout of one hundred and ten percent and, in a fit of unheard-of gratitude, paid the Dendarii Fleet a recovery fee that wiped, to the mark, both mortgages on the Triumph — the old flagship greeted the news, in the engineering crew’s words, “with suspiciously cheerful creaking.” Clan Raal, left without an army behind one door and without a fan behind the other, sank into its Cetagandan affairs with a silence the intelligence digests described as “pre-sepulchral.” And hull 48 — half de-identified, with an opened seam and no lawful owner in this universe — was put up by the syndicate for auction.

The auction was won, through three layers of discretion that Venek never officially acknowledged, by the Imperial Service of Barrayar.

The christening took place in Barrayaran orbit, in a small circle, and Quinn attended by an invitation of the kind one does not decline. Hull 48, repaired, renamed, and entered in the registry as the fastest courier of the Imperium, received its name from the Emperor personally — but the suggestion, as Quinn learned afterward, had come with a note from a certain Auditor: since the first of the class was called Tuning Fork, the second, having answered its pitch forever, could bear only one name.

Echo.

“Two ships, one song,” said Miles Vorkosigan at the reception after the ceremony, glass in hand, wearing the expression of a man to whom symmetries give almost indecent pleasure. “Yours sets the pitch; ours answers. If that is not a model of relations between Barrayar and the Dendarii Fleet these past thirty-five years, I don’t know what is.”

“The model is different,” said Quinn. “Yours was bought with the adversary’s confiscated money, and mine with two mortgages and a theft. As ever: the Imperium pays with other people’s, the mercenaries with their own.”

“Which is why the song is yours,” said Miles, “and we only sing along.” He raised his glass. “To sisters, Quinn. Ships’ and otherwise.”

The fleet left Barrayaran orbit the next day. On the bridge of the Tuning Fork, Kera Volan laid in the course for the node and, for a moment, held her hand above the console — a gesture the whole bridge knew by now and no one interrupted: the chief pilot listening to her ship the way one listens to a tuning fork before beginning to sing.

“Clean tone,” she said. “Let’s go.”

And the Tuning Fork set out for the next contract, while far behind her, in the Barrayaran registry, her echo was standing its first watch.





Betan Holiday


An adventure of two families and one old suitcase



I. Customs

The Barrayaran Imperium had survived wars, pretenderships, and Cetagandan occupation, but nothing in its history had prepared it for Betan customs.

“Weapons?” asked the courteous official with the turquoise hair.

“Ceremonial,” said Armsman Roic, with the dignity of a man who knows he is losing. “By the code of House Vorkosigan I accompany—”

“Of course. Here is your receipt for the two needlers, the stunner, the ceremonial knife, and” — the official peered into the tray — “the nail scissors with a blade over regulation. You’ll have them back at departure. Welcome to Beta, citizen! Your psych-hygiene declaration has been approved, by the way — we rarely see such low suppressed-aggression indices in a Barrayaran security detail. Your therapist has been good.”

“I don’t have a therapist,” said Roic grimly.

“A natural gift, then!” beamed the official. “Next!”

Next was Lord Ivan Xav Vorpatril, consul on leave, who passed impeccably — until, at the neighboring booth, his wife declared in her most innocent voice “previous employment history on planet,” and the clerk lit up: “Oh, you worked at the Orb of Unearthly Delights! Which troupe?” The rest of the family column — four Vorkosigan children aged ten to seventeen, one twenty-two-year-old Helen Natalia with the expression of an anthropologist at the height of fieldwork, Alys and Padma Vorpatril, Lady Ekaterin, and one Imperial Auditor in civilian clothes — covered the last meters of the customs hall to the sound of Ivan explaining to the children, in a level voice, that the Orb was “a cultural institution which we will discuss when you turn thirty.”

The official reason for the trip was simple and was named Cordelia. The Vicereine, finally (for the fourth time) retired and up to her ears in grandchildren on Sergyar, had handed her son at their last meeting an old mechanical key and an even older request: “Storage unit seventeen twenty-three, Arcadia Deep Storage, Silica dome. The rent is prepaid by my mother a hundred years ahead — she was Betan, she planned. Inside is her whole life, Miles, and I am not going to get there anymore. Go, clear it out, keep what’s worth keeping. And take the children — it’s high time they saw their other half-planet.”

The unofficial reasons, everyone knew their own. Ekaterin wanted to see the famous terraced gardens of Quartz dome. Helen was writing a thesis on the Betan electoral system and intended to interrogate strangers in the street. Lizzie, seventeen, had submitted — secretly, as she believed, and with the knowledge of the entire family, as was the fact — an application to the summer program of the Betan Astronomical Survey. Taurie, fifteen, wanted the beaches. Selig and Simone, twelve and ten, wanted the toy shops of which cousin Padma had told legends. Ivan wanted two weeks in which nobody thanked him officially for anything. And Tej…

“Tej,” Ivan asked on the escalator to the hotel, looking at his wife with sudden suspicion, “why did the customs woman take your autograph?”

“Old glory, love of my life,” said Tej brightly. “I told you this planet owes me three months’ wages. I intend to collect it in memories.”



II. Silica Dome

The first four days passed the way family holidays pass: on a schedule that disintegrated by noon.

Ekaterin vanished into the gardens of Quartz for whole mornings and came back with sketches and shining eyes. Helen interviewed two neighborhood coordinators, one professional voting consultant, and — through a misunderstanding she refused to explain — a street troupe of mimes. Taurie discovered the beaches under the dome’s artificial sun and declared Beta the greatest planet in the history of terraforming. Selig and Simone, escorted by Padma and by Roic’s inexhaustible patience, purchased: a set of “quantum” walkie-talkies with encryption (“real encryption, Uncle Roic, it says so on the box!”), a camera drone that Padma immediately began re-rigging, and — after forty minutes of negotiation conducted by Simone with a talent inherited in a direct line from her grandfather — a stuffed sand scorpion in a glass cube.

Ivan lay by the hotel pool with a hat over his face and the feeling that the universe had finally grasped his purpose, and even the earring incident did not shake his bliss for long. (He had bought a souvenir Betan earring from a street stall and worn it all day before Tej, choking with laughter, translated the code for him: “available, preference for experienced partners, group inquiries welcome.” Three Betan women and one herm had left Ivan their cards. Ivan kept them like combat decorations and refused to surrender them to his wife.)

And Miles walked the streets of his mother’s homeworld — a citizen by birth, with a Betan identification number issued half a century ago — and felt the strange double vision of a man to whom everything here is at once foreign and written into the blood. He had come here at seventeen, with his grandfather’s bodyguard and a mad idea out of which an entire mercenary fleet had been born. Here, somewhere in these levels, had lived Grandmother Naismith — a dry, iron, deeply loving old woman who used to serve her frail Barrayaran grandson double portions and opinions.

On the fifth day they went to the storage.



III. Vault 1723

Arcadia Deep Storage turned out to be exactly what the name promised: eight underground levels of climate-controlled corridors beneath Silica’s industrial sector, thousands of identical doors, and the silence of an archive. Unit 1723 was at the end of level six — a double cell packed tight with boxes labeled in the hand of a woman who had believed in order more than in declarations about it.

The clearing-out turned into archaeology. “Kitchen — serious.” “Kitchen — non-serious.” “Clothes Cordelia refused to take (she was right).” “Neighbor disputes 2978–2989, documentation.” A box marked “Survey — Mark I” revealed the young service uniforms of Grandmother Naismith — yes, she too had flown for the Astronomical Survey, before her daughter; the dynasty was older than the children suspected. Ekaterin sorted with the tenderness of someone arranging another person’s life; Helen catalogued aloud; Taurie tried on hats.

The box was found by Selig — a perfectly ordinary, medium-sized box, unlabeled, sealed with industrial tape and tucked behind everything else, against the very wall. Inside, under a layer of protective film, lay: a gray beret; a folded uniform in gray and white, with an admiral’s insignia and an emblem — a stylized bird of prey; a folder of news printouts in three languages; and a holocube, which Selig, naturally, switched on before anyone could say anything at all.

Above the box blossomed a news broadcast from thirty years ago. An anchor with a concerned face spoke of a crisis at the Hegen Hub, of a halted Cetagandan invasion, of a mercenary fleet that had turned the course of the war — and in the frame behind him, on the bridge of a warship, stood a small man in a gray uniform, with a face that six children in the storage cell knew better than their own: only younger, thinner, and crowned with a smile none of them had ever seen on it — the smile of a man who has just been told that something is impossible.

“…the commander of the Dendarii Free Mercenary Fleet, known only as Admiral Miles Naismith, origins unknown, citizenship — presumed Betan…”

It became very, very quiet in the storage cell. Six pairs of children’s eyes — and two adult ones; Ivan was studying the ceiling with the expression of a man who has waited thirty years for this moment and has, metaphorically, brought popcorn — turned toward the small man in civilian clothes by the box trolley.

“Dad,” said Lizzie, in the voice of an investigating magistrate presenting material evidence, “this is you.”

“Formally,” said Lord Auditor Miles Vorkosigan, after a pause in which he visibly weighed and discarded four escape routes, “this is classified information under a forty-year seal. Informally…” He looked at his wife. Ekaterin, who had known everything for a quarter of a century, was smiling the smile of a woman about to enjoy the best performance of the holiday. “Informally: yes. Your Grandmother Cordelia is Betan, I hold Betan citizenship by birth, and Admiral Naismith was… my second job. An ImpSec cover. Long story.”

“How long?” asked Taurie.

“Ten years and three wars,” said Ivan helpfully. “Tell them about Dagoola, coz. No? About Jahros, then? Or about that time you died?”

“You DIED?!” said four children in chorus.

“Temporarily,” said Miles with dignity. “And that is precisely what I was about to—”

At exactly that moment, down every corridor of Arcadia Deep Storage, a siren sounded; a soft Betan contralto announced: “Attention. Surface sandstorm, class four. Per protocol, the complex is sealing. Estimated isolation time: eleven hours. Remain calm and enjoy your stay” — and every door to the surface locked.



IV. The Sealing

The first twenty minutes of the lockdown passed merrily: the Betan protocols were well-oiled, guidance lights came on in the corridors pointing to a waiting lounge with food dispensers, and Selig declared this the best holiday of his life. Then Padma — who had sent his drone off to fly the corridors “for mapping” (Roic officially saw nothing) — came back at a run with the control tablet in his hand and a face grown very much older.

“Uncle Miles. On level four there are people cutting doors.”

The recording was short and unambiguous: six people in the storage facility’s work coveralls, but with movements no storage staff ever trains, were methodically opening cell after cell in the collectors’ vault gallery with a plasma cutter, carrying flat containers toward the cargo lift. A seventh, at the lift, with a stunner on his hip, was ticking off a list. The level’s uniformed guard lay beside his booth, bound and unconscious.

“The storm,” said Miles quietly. His mind had already shifted with that noiseless, total gear-change Ekaterin called “changing gears,” and the old Dendarii had once called other things. “Eleven hours of guaranteed isolation: nobody in, nobody out, surface comms degraded to emergency channels, staff at skeleton levels and neutralized. They are not robbing the storage despite the storm. They are robbing it on the storm’s schedule. They waited for it.” He surveyed his own: a wife, seven children from ten to twenty-two, one cousin in swim trunks under a robe, one Jacksonian sister-in-law, and one armsman disarmed down to nail scissors. “Ladies and gentlemen, the bad news: we are locked in one complex with an organized group that is not expecting witnesses. The good news—”

“There’s good news?” asked Ivan with longing.

“The good news is that they are also locked in one complex. With us.”



V. The Campaign

Headquarters was established in cell 1723, between the boxes “kitchen — serious” and the life of Grandmother Naismith, and Miles distributed assignments with the economy of a man who has done this under fire.

Reconnaissance: Padma’s drone, its camera hooded with a sock “so it won’t glint” (Simone’s contribution), took the galleries. Communications: Selig’s “quantum” walkie-talkies — which, to universal astonishment, really did carry decent encryption; “it says so on the box” entered family folklore on the spot. Cartography: Ekaterin, armed with the evacuation plans off the walls and a designer’s eye, mapped the complex in forty minutes and found what engineers call service galleries and mothers call “we do not go that way unless we must.” Analysis: Tej, having watched the recording three times, said briefly:

“The list at the lift belongs to a fence. They’re ticking items off to order — this is theft by catalog, so there’s an end buyer and a broker, and the jargon of the one with the stunner…” — she mimed two soundless syllables off his lips from the recording — “…is Jacksonian. House Sarlo or one of its satellites. They’re lifting Betan founding-era antiques — on the black market those go for the price of a small yacht apiece.”

“Which means they shoot stunners and run from noise,” Miles finished. “Thieves, not soldiers. The plan is simple: we don’t defeat them. We delay them. The storm is their ally for eleven hours; if we make them late with the loading, Beta herself will collect them at the exit. We need three things: time, noise at the right moment, and a link to the surface. The time we’ll steal from them — Ekaterin, do your service galleries reach the cargo lift? Excellent: the lift is about to develop a technical fault. The noise comes at the end. And the link…” He looked at the plan. “The complex’s emergency storm beacon is on the technical level, above the ventilation node. Manual activation. The crawlway there is seventy meters, and it is… narrow.”

Silence fell. Every gaze, by the force of some cruel family telepathy, converged on Ivan — the only one with shoulders narrow enough for a service crawl, and with a biography containing one cement mixer that was not spoken of aloud in the family.

“I hate every one of you,” said Lord Ivan Xav Vorpatril. “Give me the beacon.”

He crawled the seventy meters in twenty-one minutes, teeth clenched, an earbud in his ear through which Tej talked to him the entire way — quietly, evenly, without one wasted word, the way you talk to a man who is counting centimeters in the dark and remembers what a lid over his head feels like. When the beacon went green, and on the surface, through the howl of the storm, the automatic signal “forcible intrusion, Arcadia Deep Storage” reached Betan Public Safety, Ivan stayed motionless in the narrow crawlway one more minute, breathing, and then said into the earbud only:

“Tell Miles the popcorn’s on me this time.”

The lift failed at the same moment — Roic and Helen, via the service gallery, extracted the main breaker with domestic elegance — and through the corridors of level four, for the first time, an alarm sounded that belonged not to the guards but to the thieves.



VI. Naismith

The plan worked flawlessly for exactly eleven minutes — until the fence’s crew, hunting the cause of the fault, stumbled in the service gallery upon Roic and Helen and drove them ahead of itself toward the level’s central hall: two hostages, one very angry Jacksonian broker, and a schedule suddenly in ruins.

“Whoever touched the lift, come out!” The fence’s voice boomed down the corridors through the guard booth’s amplifier. “The storm ends in seven hours; the goods leave with us either way! Come out and nobody gets hurt — I’m counting to—”

He got no further, because from the depths of the gallery, out of the shadow between the columns, there stepped — alone, unhurried, hands well away from his body — a small man of fifty-three, dressed in a gray uniform with white trim, with an admiral’s insignia, a beret tilted precisely per regulation, and a smile his children had seen only on one holocube from thirty years ago. The uniform fit him. It always fit him — that was one of the things no tailor had ever been able to explain.

“I’ll come out,” said Admiral Miles Naismith. The voice was different: lighter, quicker, with Betan vowels. “Good evening. A fine operation so far — scheduled to the storm, catalog order, clean work. One mistake only: you didn’t check who else was in the building.” He took another step into the light. “Look at me carefully. You’re in the trade; you’ve heard. Small. Gray. Betan citizenship. A fleet that appears out of nowhere.”

The fence stared at him — and stared — and his face slowly performed the journey that faces from certain circles had been performing before that uniform for thirty years: from irritation through disbelief to that particular blanching with which a superstitious man establishes that the legend they use to frighten recruits in the dens of Jackson’s Whole is standing in front of him in a Betan basement, smiling.

“Naismith is dead,” he said, without conviction.

“People keep saying that,” the admiral agreed cordially. “Now think, professionally: the storage you picked — was it by chance that it turned out to be my family’s storage? The storm you waited for — did it come on schedule, or on my schedule? Did your lift break itself? Why is your comm silent?” Each sentence dropped like a stone into a pool, and with each one the circles in the fence’s eyes spread wider. “My people have been in the building since morning. My fleet has been in orbit since Tuesday. You are not robbing a warehouse, boy. You are standing in the middle of an exercise of the Dendarii Free Mercenary Fleet, and the only exit where nobody gets hurt today is yours: stunners on the floor, faces to the wall, and when Betan Public Safety breaches the doors — and it is breaching them right now, listen up top — you will surrender to them, with enormous relief, because the alternative was me.”

Above, through eleven levels of concrete, a growing mechanical howl could indeed be heard — Beta’s rescue crews, raised by Ivan’s beacon, were cutting the storm lock at a speed even the thieves’ plasma cutter could only envy. The fence listened to the howl for four seconds. Then, very slowly, he laid his stunner on the floor.

Later, in the family retellings, only one point would ever be disputed: whether his six people followed his example because of the howl above, because of the legend in front — or because of the moment when, at the admiral’s signal, the rest of the “exercise participants” stepped out from behind the columns in a row: one tall lady with the expression of a commander of gardens, one Jacksonian with the smile of a fence from a higher league, one armsman with his — entirely regulation — nail scissors drawn, and five children with walkie-talkies, lined up by height.



VII. Souvenirs

Betan Public Safety handled the arrest in eleven minutes and the paperwork in five hours, four of which went to the duty inspector’s attempts to reconcile the statements with the database.

“Sir,” he said at last, with the patience of a man whose planet invented psychotherapy out of necessity, “the recordings show an individual identifying himself as Admiral Naismith. Citizen Naismith appears in the registry: Betan citizenship, issued fifty-three years ago… with not a single official use in the last thirty. If we assume you are he, you owe three decades of unfiled psych-hygiene declarations.”

“Send the forms to my office address,” said Miles. “Vorbarr Sultana, Vorkosigan House. I shall fill them out with pleasure. Under ‘suppressed aggression,’ write ‘sublimated into administration.’”

The remaining days of the holiday passed as befits a holiday after an adventure: in retellings with growing detail. Lizzie received — the day before departure, with Betan punctuality — an acceptance letter from the Astronomical Survey’s summer program, and informed the family with a shriek audible, according to Taurie, “all the way to the Orb.” Selig and Simone were interviewed by a local children’s news feed as “witnesses to the robbery” and comported themselves with a dignity marred only by Selig’s attempt to sell the reporter exclusive drone footage. Tej discovered on the list of the stolen — recovered to the last item — three antiques that had once passed through her grandmother’s hands, and declined to specify in what capacity. And Ivan, two mornings running, received at breakfast from the assembled clan one serving of popcorn apiece, and accepted the honors with wounded dignity, leaving no kernel behind.

The unlabeled box traveled to Barrayar in the luggage, lighter by one item: the gray beret stayed with Simone, by an agreement reached through negotiations of which Miles said only that at her age he had sold worse. The uniform Ekaterin folded personally, film and all, and to her husband’s “why are we even keeping it,” she answered with a look over her glasses:

“Because it fits you. And because the children know now. Legends keep best declassified, my lord — that way they stop being landmines and become inheritance.”

On the last evening, the two of them stood on the hotel terrace under Silica’s artificial sky, which was just then rehearsing a sunset in impossible colors, and watched, down by the pool, four Vorkosigan children and two Vorpatrils re-enact “the exercise” for the seventh time, the role of the fence rotating on a fixed schedule, and the line “Naismith is dead” being delivered in an ever less successful attempt at gravity.

“You know what’s funny?” said Miles. “Thirty years I kept Naismith under lock and key. Classification, protocols, a whole life in a safe. And it turns out his best use all along was to wait in Grandmother’s box, so he could frighten thieves in front of my children.”

“That’s not the funny part,” said Ekaterin, and took his arm. “The funny part is that tomorrow, at customs, under ‘valuables acquired on Beta,’ we are going to have to declare one admiral.”

They declared him. The official with the turquoise hair read the form twice, looked at the small traveler, at his family, at the beret on the head of the ten-year-old girl — and stamped it without a single question, because he was Betan, and Beta had learned long ago that some things pass through customs only unsupervised.





Chorale


An adventure of Lord Auditor Miles Vorkosigan in quaddiespace



I. The Flare

The quaddies’ sun went mad at the start of the work shift, and the first thing the Union of Free Habitats did was dim the lights — not out of necessity, but by old spacer reflex: when your star is screaming, you speak softly.

The flare was of the kind astronomers record once a century and give small names to, so as not to be afraid of them. The plasma tongue washed the outer stations with radiation, which the shelters handled; the magnetic wave scrambled communications for three days, from which the networks recovered. But the third effect — the one for which no manual had a ready page — reached the system’s single great wormhole, the door to the entire rest of the galaxy, and began to shake it.

At first only the jump pilots felt it: “it scratches,” they said, “it echoes,” “it sings off-key.” Then the trade insurers raised their rates. Then the Union’s Navigation Board put limits on tonnage. And on the eleventh day, when the throat’s variance left the yellow zone and pressed against the orange, the official bulletin pronounced, with quaddie matter-of-factness, the sentence that two million people in free fall read twice over: “Should the trend continue, the passage may become impassable within forty to sixty days.”

And then, through the habitats, on the public channels, in the park spheres and the shafts of the docks, the singing began to be heard.

The Choir of the Severance was an old sect — as old as the Union itself, small, patient, harmless. Its doctrine fit in one sentence: the downsiders created the quaddies as property, and every door between the two peoples is a chain that Creation will sooner or later break. For decades the Choir had sung its hymns in rented halls before half-empty rows. Now, under the mad sun, it sang to full spheres — in many voices, in free fall, in that inhuman, four-handed choral architecture no downsider could imitate — and in the songs there was ecstasy, and in the ecstasy there was a word, repeated like a bell stroke:

Jubilee. Jubilee. Jubilee.

Because to the Choir, the closing door was not a disaster. It was a wedding.



II. The Needle

The ship slipped through the sick passage on the thirty-ninth day — through the place where, for a week, no one had dared to go — and the duty controller of Graf Station, a young quaddie on her first solo watch, first did not believe her screens, then did not believe the transponder, and then stared a long time at the silhouette: one hundred and sixty meters, double phase fan, Imperial registry of Barrayar.

The Echo, the fastest courier of a distant empire, requested docking under the quietest possible protocol.

Aboard her, besides the crew, were: eleven technicians with identical cases and the unmilitary bearing of military men; one middle-aged armsman named Roic, who regarded the docks of Graf with the expression of a man returning to a place where, once, things had been very interesting; one small, very old Komarran lady who, at the sight of the throat data, rubbed her hands together as before a festive table; one sealed cargo the size of a shuttle, listed on the manifest as “navigational equipment”; and one Imperial Auditor, who had come to quaddiespace twenty-five years earlier, on business about which both governments were unanimous that it had officially never happened.

They were received, in a secure room without windows, by the Union’s own leadership — the Speaker, the head of the Navigation Board, and the chief of the militia — plus one unofficial seventh chair, in which sat a seventy-odd-year-old Betan it with the expression of someone for whom the title “retired harbormaster” has long served as a cover.

“Bel,” said Miles. “Why am I even surprised.”

“Don’t be,” Bel Thorne advised. “It’s bad for the complexion. Talk, Miles. The whole Union is counting days.”

Miles talked for seven minutes, without notes. About a machine existing in a single exemplar, born of the century’s worst mathematics; a machine that had twice been aimed at wormholes and had twice won. About Professor Emerita Judith Riva, who knew it better than its makers and who maintained — with equations appended to the proposal — that the resonance that cracks bells can be inverted: the same song, sung in anti-phase, does not destroy but damps the oscillation. A damper. A stabilizer. A hand laid upon a ringing rim.

“The condition is one, and it is absolute,” he finished. “The machine does not exist. It has never existed. My team will install it, tune it, and run it until the crisis ends; your people will assist; and all that any of us will remember afterward is that the flare passed off by itself. The Imperium asks nothing in return…” — he made an Auditor’s pause — “…except a universe in which the quaddies’ door stands open. Closed doors have rather gone out of fashion with us lately.”

The Speaker of the Union, a white-haired quaddie with four impeccably calm hands, exchanged one long look and three short gestures of dock-sign with her colleagues.

“The Union accepts the offered hand, Lord Auditor,” she said. “And asks only one thing: how much time do you need?”

“Twenty-six days,” said Riva, before Miles could open his mouth. “If nobody gets in our way.”

No one in the room yet knew how much that “if” was going to cost.



III. The Incidents

The installation barge took station at the throat of the passage on the forty-second day — officially a “navigation buoy, reinforced class,” unofficially eleven gigawatts of inverted physics — and the work went off at a pace that made even Riva praise someone out loud: the quaddie riggers, the finest zero-gee workers in the galaxy, did in a shift what the Barrayaran team had planned for two.

Chief rigger Opal Six, a forty-year-old quaddie with a surgeon’s hands and a docker’s vocabulary, took the external assembly; the young engineer Miro Two — quiet, conscientious, with the cleanest protocols Riva had ever seen in a person under thirty — took sensor integration. The schedule pulled two days ahead.

The lead died on the fifth day, when the barge’s positioning crane, inspected that same morning, dropped a waveguide section and bent it into a parabola no manual provided for. The inquiry found material fatigue. On the ninth day a batch of coolant proved contaminated with assembly grease — an accident during transfer, said the report. On the thirteenth, a false radiation alarm evacuated the barge for eleven hours in the middle of a critical foundation pour. On the seventeenth — and this made Riva stop swearing and start thinking — the calibration array from the night shift turned out to be unusable: not erased, not damaged, but quietly detuned, with errors below the alarm thresholds, which would have poisoned the tuning a week later if one elderly Komarran eye had not been comparing raw data against its own intuition every morning.

“Four incidents, zero casualties, zero traces,” reported Roic, who with two ImpSec men had turned over everything. “The crane, the coolant, the alarm — each one explains itself. Together they don’t, m’lord. Together they look like a man who doesn’t want to break things. He wants to delay.”

“To delay,” Miles repeated, and looked at the big schedule on the wall, where the green line of the installation and the red curve of the destabilization crawled toward each other like jaws. The two-day reserve had become minus three. Riva’s forecast, recomputed with the night data, no longer said “forty to sixty days.” It said “eighteen.” “Somebody has understood that he doesn’t need to defeat us. It’s enough to make us late. The door will do the rest.”

That same evening the captain of the Echo, a man of Imperial discipline and simple arithmetic, requested a private word and laid it out unadorned: on the current curve, the ship could guarantee a return transit no later than day thirteen. After that, even the double fan would not thread anyone through the dying throat. If my Lord Auditor remained to the end of the installation, and the installation ran late…

“I know,” said Miles.

“My lord, it is my duty to say it: you risk staying with the quaddies forever.”

“I know,” Miles repeated. He thought of Ekaterin, of the children, of the garden under the autumn sky of Vorbarr Sultana; he took from his case a sheet of real paper and wrote for twenty minutes a letter, which he sealed and handed to the captain with the words “in case,” and then went back to the operations room, where a saboteur without a face and a door with a clock were waiting. “The Auditor leaves last, Captain. That’s the trade. Now excuse me — I have to go to church.”



IV. The Choir

The Choir’s sphere in Minchenko habitat held a thousand, and that evening it was full: a thousand quaddies arranged in free fall along invisible concentric shells, faces to the center, where there hung — no pulpit, no dais, alone in the middle of his own acoustics — the preacher who twenty years earlier had taken the name Cantor One.

Miles listened from the outer shell, a registered guest, known to no one, and admitted two things to himself. First: this was the most beautiful singing he had heard in his life — a four-voiced architecture impossible for fractional downsider choirs, circular waves of sound in which a thousand bodies breathed as one. Second: it was excellent propaganda.

“They made us,” Cantor was saying between hymns, in a voice that was itself an instrument. “They made us as a thing, brothers. With a contract, with an inventory, with a depreciation schedule. Our forebears fled — but did they take freedom? No. They took distance. And now Creation, in its mercy, offers us what no revolt ever won: a door that closes from the outside. Not by war. Not by blood. By the breath of our own sun. I ask you, brothers — when the key turns by itself, is it a sin to sing?”

“Jubilee!” the sphere answered with a thousand throats, and at the beauty of that answer Miles felt cold run down his spine.

Afterward, by the community’s custom — the Choir prided itself on turning no one away — the guest was invited to put a question, and the small downsider from the outer shell pushed off toward the center with the skills of a man who had learned free fall from mercenaries, and asked politely:

“One question, Reverend. You sing of a door that closes from the outside. But two million people did not sing with you tonight. The traders whose children study on Escobar. The doctors whose patients wait for organs from Beta. The musicians with tours on twelve worlds. For them the door is not closing from the outside, Reverend. It is being slammed — and the key is being turned by you, from the inside, with a song. Tell me, theologian to theologian: is that manumission… or merely a bigger cage with a better choir?”

The sphere rustled. Cantor One studied the small guest for a long time — and Miles saw in his eyes not fanaticism, but something more dangerous: an intelligence that had counted him to the last button.

“The guest speaks of keys,” the preacher said gently. “Guests always speak of keys. Because guests carry them.” A pause, perfectly measured. “And do you know, brothers, the surest proof that Creation is with us? That no key will turn in time.”

He knows about the installation, Miles thought with absolute clarity, as the hymn rose again around him. He knows about the schedule. He knows we are losing. He is not praying for the door to close. He is closing it — with other people’s hands.



V. The Rhythm

The answer to the question “whose hands” was hidden, as it turned out, in the music itself — and it was found not by ImpSec, not by Riva, but by one very old quaddie with a double-handed dulcimer.

Miles had gone to Nicol — the legend of quaddie music, silver-haired, with four hands that remembered half a century of scores — on Bel’s advice and on an intuition he could not explain: he brought her the record of the detuned calibration array, converted into sound. The errors below the alarm thresholds, played as a pulse. He asked her to listen to the noise.

Nicol listened for forty seconds. Then she stopped the playback, ran it back, beat out a measure in the air with her upper right hand, and said:

“That is not noise, Lord Vorkosigan. That is a hymn. The Threshold Hymn — here, listen to the rests: long, long, short, long. A strophe of eleven, an antiphon of seven. Whoever introduced these errors introduced them in time.” She smiled sadly with the corner of her mouth. “He could not have done otherwise. We are like that, my lord. A quaddie who does a thing with passion does it in rhythm. Even a crime.”

The rest was craft. ImpSec disassembled the Choir’s public broadcasts from the past month and found, in Cantor’s new verses — only the new ones, added “by revelation” before each shift on the barge — a second layer: numerical motifs woven into the melody, readable by one who knows where to listen. Dates. Sections. Systems. The preacher had been conducting his sabotage from the pulpit, on the air, before two million witnesses, and it was at once brilliant and — Miles noted it for his report — typical: fanatics always sign.

They laid the trap with a false schedule — “the critical pour moves to Thursday’s night shift” went out on a channel accessible only to the installation team — and on Wednesday night Roic’s sensors recorded a figure with four hands and the cleanest protocols on the barge, quietly and in rhythm, re-setting the valve of the emergency nitrogen.

Miro Two denied nothing. He sat in the detention cabin upright, pale and calm, and when Miles came in, he spoke first, quietly:

“No one was going to be hurt. I checked everything three times. No one — ever — was going to be hurt. Only time. We only needed time.”

“I know,” said Miles. And he did know: in the whole sabotage there was not one sacrificed victim — only stolen hours; a thief of days, not of lives. “One question, Miro. Cantor told you Creation was with you. That the closing was foretold. When did he foretell it to you the first time?”

“Three days before the flare,” said Miro, and the old faith lit in his eyes. “Three days before, my lord! Before the whole Choir! How else do you explain it, unless—”

“With a receipt,” said Miles.



VI. The Pilgrims

Because there was a receipt — ImpSec found it inside a day, digging not in the theology but in the data traffic. Three days and eleven hours before Cantor One’s “revelation,” the Union’s solar observatory had registered the prominence precursors of the great flare — raw data, readable only by a specialist, an internal bulletin with restricted access. Eleven minutes after the bulletin, one copy was downloaded from the terminal of a senior astronomer, a long-standing member of the Choir. And forty hours later the preacher had come before his flock with burning eyes and a prophecy whose accuracy ten thousand people afterward called a miracle.

The timing of the disclosure they did not choose — Cantor chose it. On the eleventh day, with the installation at seventy-nine percent and the throat in the dark-red zone, the Choir proclaimed a Pilgrimage: three thousand believers in personal pods and work platforms set out for the passage, to surround the barge with their bodies and sing until the door closed — a living, gentle, impenetrable blockade, against which the Union militia had not one acceptable move.

Miles had no acceptable move either. So he made the unacceptable one: he went onto an open frequency, against the background of the approaching choir of three thousand voices, and put out on the air — on every channel of the Union simultaneously, with the Speaker’s consent and with an edit polished by ImpSec’s techs to perfection — three documents side by side. The observatory bulletin, with date and hour. The download log, with a name. And the recording of the “revelation,” with date and hour — forty hours later.

“People of the Union,” he said then, and only this: “It is not for me to tell you what to think about doors. You are a people born behind a locked door, and you opened it yourselves — you need no lessons from a downsider. I will only tell you what I think about prophets. A prophet who receives his revelations by office terminal is not conversing with Creation. He is conversing with your trust. Check the receipts. We will wait here and do our work — and the door, whatever you decide, we will hold open while you are deciding. Because that is what one does with the doors of free people.”

The outer arc of the pilgrims fell silent first — where the signal reached earliest. Then the silence moved inward through the cloud of pods like the shadow of a cloud over wheat. And then, from Graf Station behind them, from the park spheres and the dock shafts where two million people had been listening, another song rose on the air — an old one, older than the Choir, older than the Union itself: the work song of the first generation, the one with which the fugitive forebears had kept up their courage aboard the ships they had stolen from their owners. Nicol took it up from the concert sphere with her dulcimer and her whole orchestra; habitat after habitat joined it; and three thousand pilgrims in their pods heard it from both sides at once — ahead of them the machine, which kept silence; behind them the people, who sang — and began, pod by pod, to turn back.

Cantor One was detained by the Union militia that same evening, without resistance, on charges in which the word “faith” did not figure once: misappropriation of official data, conspiracy to damage critical infrastructure, endangerment of the community. He said nothing. Only on the threshold of the cell did he turn and look at Miles — long, intelligent, without hatred — and Miles, who had won many arguments, understood that this one he would never win: there are people for whom a closed door is home, and no receipt opens a home.

The installation was completed on the twenty-sixth day, at twenty-two hours forty minutes — ninety minutes ahead of Riva’s threshold and fourteen hours ahead of the Echo’s last window. The machine from Tarn Crater, three times aimed at wormholes, sang for the first time in anti-phase: a quiet, patient, damping song, laid over the ringing throat like a palm on the rim of a glass. The red curve on the screens trembled, bent… and began to descend.

In the operations room of the barge, Professor Emerita Judith Riva, eighty-nine years old, watched the descending curve for a full ten minutes without a word — a record, noted by all present — and then said, in a stranger’s young voice:

“Three times I have fired this monster. Twice at bells, to silence them.” She touched the screen with two fingers, the way one touches the forehead of a convalescent. “This time I taught it to heal. It was worth not dying, to get this far.”



VII. The Communiqué

The Navigation Board’s official announcement came out a week later and consisted of forty-one words, polished by three governments: solar activity had passed its peak; the passage’s variance had returned to the green zone; tonnage restrictions were lifted; the Union thanked its citizens for their patience and the work crews for their professionalism. About one barge with a reinforced navigation buoy, left on station at the throat “for long-term monitoring,” the announcement said nothing; and the joint protocol for its security — signed in a room without windows by two people and countersigned by a third with turquoise eyes — existed on no medium at all.

The Union’s sentences were quaddie ones: precise, quiet, and without one gram of vengeance. Cantor One received six years of supervised labor and a lifetime prohibition on access to broadcast infrastructure; his Choir — inviolable in its right to sing — was sung now by others, more softly and to emptier spheres, because the receipts had been read by everyone. The astronomer lost his access and his post. And Miro Two — the thief of days, who had checked everything three times so that no one would be hurt — was sentenced to three years’ work on the maintenance crew of the stabilizer itself: to guard, with all four hands, the door he had tried to close; and Miles, who had suggested the wording to the court, entered it afterward in his private notebook as one of his few judgments without remainder.

On the last evening Nicol played in the Minchenko memorial sphere — for the crew of the Echo, for the riggers, for half of Graf Station — and at the end, unannounced, she took up the work song of the first generation, and the whole sphere sang it standing, insofar as that concept meant anything in free fall. Bel Thorne, beside Miles on the guest shell, listened with closed eyes, and at the end said only:

“Twenty-five years I’ve watched you come here, Miles. Every time you bring some catastrophe and take away some miracle. I hope your bookkeeping holds.”

“My bookkeeping,” said Miles, “has been kept in another currency for a long time now.”

The Echo passed through the wormhole the next morning — smoothly, soundlessly, through a throat calm as a lake at dawn — and Miles Vorkosigan stood on the observation deck while the quaddies’ system shrank astern: the sun, subsided into yellow; the necklace of habitats; the invisible barge at the door, singing its quiet, eternal, damping song. He thought of the letter marked “in case,” which the captain had returned to him unopened, and which he would burn at home, in the fireplace, with Ekaterin beside him, by old family custom for letters of that kind. He thought of a thousand voices in a sphere, of receipts and revelations, of doors.

“The doors of Barrayar are opened and shut by us,” he had said once, over another wormhole, in another crisis, and he still thought it. But now, watching the stars of the quaddies give way to the stars of the road home, he added in his mind the second line as well — the one you arrive at only with years, and only by way of other people’s skies:

And the measure of a people is not the doors it can close. The measure is the ones it holds open — for others.





The Formula


An adventure of the Vorkosigan District Guard



I. Hassadar

Lieutenant Tamas Kozlov of the Vorkosigan District Guard had served in three places over his career and liked to say that each was a different kind of quiet. Vorbarr Sultana was the quiet of power — dense, official, expensive. The Dendarii Mountains were the quiet of stone — old, indifferent, honest. And Hassadar, the district center, was the third kind: the quiet of a place that is trying. A town that had pulled itself up in two generations from a dusty county seat into a real district capital, with a university, a hospital, a shuttleport field, and that touching, defensive pride of a province proving that it, too, can.

That was why the first bodies offended him personally.

“Third this month,” said the medical examiner, Dr. Venta, a small woman with eyes that had seen too much and refused to get used to it, which Kozlov respected. “Same again. Young, healthy, no history. The heart simply stops — not arrhythmia, not infarct, but like a switch turned off. In the blood: traces of a compound my toxicology doesn’t recognize. It’s new, Tamas. And it’s clean — synthetic, lab-made, not some mountain brew of mushrooms.”

“Name?”

“The girl called it ‘quiet,’ before she died.” Venta drew back the sheet. “The street calls it ‘silver.’ It gives you peace, Tamas — one perfect, serene hour, for the first time in the life of a kid who never had a single such minute. And then, on the third dose or the fifth, the switch just…” she snapped her fingers. “Off.”

Kozlov looked at the boy’s face — eighteen, nineteen at most, with calluses on his hands from work in the new greenhouses up north — and felt the quiet of Hassadar, the quiet of a place that is trying, crack under something foreign.

“Who’s selling it?”

“That’s your part, Lieutenant,” said Venta. “I only count.”

The trouble was that Kozlov had been trying to count for a month too, and the sums did not come out. The street dealers were small, replaceable, frightened — and all of them told the same useless story: the goods come “from above,” from people who aren’t local, who pay in cash and talk with a lowland accent, and sometimes aren’t from Barrayar at all. Nobody knew of a warehouse, a lab, a name. “Silver” appeared on the streets of Hassadar like dew — out of nowhere, overnight, everywhere.



II. Sergeant Deu

Sergeant Rosa Deu was twenty-nine, born in Hassadar, the daughter of a rebar man from the old construction sites, and she possessed the one quality Kozlov valued above experience: she could not leave a thing un-computed. She came into his office at seven in the morning without knocking, a tablet in hand and that expression he had learned to read as “I’ve found a thread and I won’t sleep until I’ve pulled the whole thing out.”

“Logistics,” she said, instead of a greeting. “Everyone’s chasing dealers. I went in from the back — from the money and the boxes. Silver is sold as powder, in identical little bags. The bags are industrial, one lot, imported. I traced the lot: purchased by a firm called Til Agro, which officially imports food preservatives for the northern greenhouses.” She set the tablet in front of him. “Til Agro imports thirty times more preservative than there are greenhouses to use it. And it pays for storage space that appears at no address of theirs.”

“Where’s the space?”

“An old building-materials warehouse, southern industrial zone, by the dry riverbed. Abandoned for eight years — a bankruptcy from back when the construction boom collapsed. Officially empty.” Deu hesitated, which was not like her. “Lieutenant, I went past it last night, from outside. The warehouse is dark. But the chimneys of the old drying shed are smoking. And the cooling fans are running. An empty warehouse doesn’t breathe.”

Kozlov felt a month of helplessness condense into something hard and useful.

“Surveillance. Discreet. I don’t want to spook—”

“Already did it,” Deu admitted. “Two days. They come and go after dark, cargo cars with no markings, a work shift of six or seven who don’t sleep in town — they arrive and leave together, like a crew. And, Lieutenant…” she produced a second tablet, “…one of them isn’t a nobody. I recognized him. Jonas Merk.”

The name dropped into the office like a stone. Jonas Merk was local — a Hassadar boy Kozlov remembered from petty thefts ten years back, gone off the radar to reappear, as the story went, “on the plains, in bad company.” Merk, who knew every alley of the town. Merk, who would know which officer passed when, and which door creaked when.

“So we have a local leading them by the hand,” said Kozlov. “And outsiders bringing the goods. Deu, this is no longer street dope. This is a channel.”



III. The Warehouse

They raided the warehouse Thursday at dawn, by the book: two teams, back and front doors, stunners, no needless noise — the Vorkosigan District Guard was not large, but Kozlov had trained it to work clean, because in the provinces every mistake is remembered for two generations.

They took six on the spot, including Jonas Merk, who tried to flee across the riverbed and was brought down by Sergeant Deu with a hold about which she said only, “My father taught me to set formwork, and a running man isn’t much different from a warped board.” And they found the laboratory — not a field brew but a real synthesis installation, compact, expensive, professional, hidden in the warehouse’s former drying shed, with reactors processing precursors into white powder with the methodical patience of a brewery.

And they found the thing that turned the whole case on its head.

“Lieutenant.” The technician disassembling the installation’s control console sounded strange. “There’s no recipe here. No recorded procedure, no chemical log, nothing a chemist would leave behind. There’s only… a receiver. The installation doesn’t run on its own program. It receives instructions. An encrypted stream, from outside, batch by batch. Someone somewhere sends the formula — the exact parameters, temperatures, times — for each brew separately, and wipes up after themselves. The locals aren’t chemists, Lieutenant. They’re just… hands. Fingers on a keyboard someone else is playing.”

Kozlov stood among the reactors and felt the case widen beyond his jurisdiction, beyond Hassadar, beyond the district, up and out, as far as cold reached.

Jonas Merk, questioned that same afternoon, proved both talkative and useless — a combination Kozlov knew: a man who wants to help but knows nothing of substance, because he was hired for exactly that.

“I only provided,” said Merk. “A place, people, quiet. Which officer when, which door, which palm to grease. The formula came from above. They paid from above. The goods went up — not all of it stayed here, Lieutenant, Hassadar was a trial, you understand? A test market. They were watching whether it would take, before they put it on the…” Merk stopped, suddenly frightened of his own words.

“On the what, Jonas?”

“On the ship,” Merk whispered. “I heard it once. One of the plains men, on the comm. He said: ‘if the district trial passes, we put the synthesis into orbit and flood half a continent by harvest.’ They aren’t selling dope, Lieutenant. They’re testing distribution. Hassadar was only… the sample.”



IV. The Count

Count Miles Vorkosigan arrived in Hassadar forty hours later, which for a man who had set out from Vorbarr Sultana on receiving the report was at the edge of decency and a little beyond it.

He came not as an Auditor — the case had not yet reached Imperial level — but as Count of the district, which on Barrayar was something older and, in a sense, more dangerous. The district was his. The dead boys were his subjects. And the channel that was killing them had come in through his door.

“Lieutenant Kozlov.” The Count shook hands, brief and firm, and sat down in the cramped office without surveying the furnishings the way capital visitors usually surveyed them. “I’ve read your report three times. It’s clean. Do you know how many district-guard reports survive three readings from an Auditor? This is the first. Especially the part by Sergeant… Deu, is it? She went in from the boxes, not the bodies. That’s the right end from which to catch someone else’s tangle.”

Deu, standing at attention by the wall, blushed to the roots of her hair and said nothing, for which Kozlov silently commended her.

“My lord,” said Kozlov. “We took the warehouse, the installation, and six men. But—”

“But you took the hands, not the head,” Miles finished. “And you know that if you stop here, the channel will open a new warehouse in another district in a month, change the lot of little bags, and carry on, while your six men serve a few years for something they didn’t even understand. You’ve caught the dealers of an interplanetary channel, Lieutenant. I congratulate you — that’s more than most planetary services manage. Now we must decide whether we want to catch the channel too, or merely to warn it that we’re here.”

“The installation receives the formula from outside,” said Deu, breaching protocol because she could not hold it in. “On an encrypted stream, my lord. If we could trace the stream back—”

“We can’t,” said Miles. “Or rather: we mustn’t. The stream is encrypted and runs through relays; tracing it would take months and would warn them. But you’ve missed something, because you think like honest people. The installation doesn’t receive a formula, Lieutenant. It answers. Every batch of powder has slightly different parameters — your technician recorded it: temperatures, times, each time a little different. Why?”

A silence fell, in which Kozlov felt he was about to learn something about his own case.

“Because they’re tuning it,” said Deu slowly. “Optimizing the recipe. Batch by batch. A test market… they’re not testing whether it’ll sell. They’re testing the formula. Hassadar is a laboratory, my lord. We are the experiment.”

“Exactly so,” said Miles quietly. “And an experiment sends data back to the experimenter. Every time the installation pulls a new formula, it first uploads the results of the previous one — how much pure powder, how much waste, how many…” he did not finish, but everyone in the room heard how many corpses. “There’s your thread, Sergeant. We don’t trace the incoming formula. We send an outgoing report the experimenter is waiting for — and make him answer us in person.”



V. The Plan

The plan Miles built over the next two days in Kozlov’s cramped office — with tea, with maps of the continent, and with a growing, reluctant admiration on the part of the entire district guard — rested on one thing: the channel did not know the warehouse had fallen.

The raid had gone quietly; the six had been detained without publicity; and most important — Jonas Merk, the only one with access to the channel’s communication rituals, had broken fast and agreed to cooperate in exchange for what Miles promised him personally, briefly, and without illusions: “Not a pardon. A difference in sentence between a man who carried quiet to my children and a man who helped stop it. That much I can do. Is it enough?” Merk had decided that it was.

And so the installation in the drying shed went on “working” — under the control of the guard’s technicians and one quiet specialist who had come with the Count and was introduced only as “Mr. Vorsu, consultant.” (Kozlov, who was not born yesterday, recognized ImpSec by the bearing and asked no questions.) The installation pulled the next formula on schedule. And then, for the first time, it uploaded a false report — drawn up by Vorsu and Deu together, with data measured to the last digit: the batch is exceptionally pure, the yield a record, the “side effects” below all expectation. In other words: the test market is a success. The formula is ready to scale.

The answer came in nineteen hours, and it was not a new formula. It was a message the channel had never sent before: a request for a personal inspection before “moving to the next phase.” The experimenter was coming to see his triumph with his own eyes — and to collect the optimized recipe in person, because such a thing is not entrusted to an encrypted stream flowing to hired hands.

“Of course he comes in person,” said Miles, with grim satisfaction. “The formula is the only real asset in the whole scheme. Warehouses are built anywhere, hands are hired anywhere, precursors are imported under a thousand names. But a synthesis recipe optimized to perfection, tested on a living market — that is the commodity you load onto a ship and flood a continent with. He won’t leave it in other people’s heads. He’s coming to take it.” The Count stood. “Lieutenant Kozlov, Sergeant Deu — this is your case and your district. I am here as a Count who covers your back and takes the interplanetary part when it comes to that. The arrest is yours. Only…” he smiled, for the first time genuinely, “don’t let him slip. This one won’t come through our door a second time.”



VI. The Inspection

It came on a rainy night, with a private shuttle set down on one of the outer fields of the Hassadar shuttleport, and a groundcar without markings that headed for the southern industrial zone by a route Jonas Merk had betrayed down to the last turn.

Kozlov had closed the zone like a fist — quietly, from the outside in, with the patience of a man who had waited more than a month for exactly this night. Deu was in the drying shed, beside the “working” installation, in a shift worker’s coveralls, a stunner under the apron and that calm Kozlov had seen in her only when something was finally coming out to a whole number.

The experimenter entered accompanied by two guards, and proved not to be what they expected. Not a plains boss, not a Jacksonian broker. A thin, middle-aged woman with glasses, an instrument bag, and the precise, economical movements of someone who has spent her life in laboratories — an appearance Kozlov would have passed on the street a thousand times. She surveyed the installation with professional approval, nodded to the “workers,” opened her bag — and when she took out the data reader to collect the optimized recipe from the console’s memory, Sergeant Rosa Deu said quietly, behind her back, in a pure Hassadar dialect:

“You’re a chemist. That’s why the boys died on exactly the third dose, not the second and not the fifth. You calculated the threshold. You optimized it — the closer to death, the ‘purer’ the peace. You counted the corpses like waste in production.” Deu stepped forward, and the stunner in her hand was already drawn, though pointed down, by regulation. “I’m telling you so that you know someone understood it. You’re under arrest.”

The woman — they later established she was a former pharmacologist from a large Escobaran company, laid off and embittered, who had sold her talent to an interplanetary syndicate for which Hassadar really had been only a spreadsheet — offered no resistance. Her guards tried; but the zone was a fist, and the Vorkosigan District Guard, though small, had been trained by a man who remembered that every mistake is remembered for two generations. In eleven minutes it was all over, without a single shot from a real weapon, without a single dead — which Kozlov, remembering Dr. Venta’s corpses, counted as the one statistic that weighed on him correctly.

Miles appeared only when it was all finished — deliberately, as Kozlov understood afterward. The Count came into the drying shed, looked at the arrested chemist, looked at the data reader in Deu’s hands — with the optimized formula, the channel’s one real asset, already in the hands of the law — and nodded slowly.

“Now my part begins,” he said quietly. “The formula will not see a court, Lieutenant. It will vanish into a very deep drawer in Vorbarr Sultana, together with everything this woman knows about the syndicate up above. And I will spend the next months pulling the thread you handed me, upward — through the relays, to the ship, to the people who meant to flood continents. It is ugly, slow, invisible work, and no one will ever write about it.” He turned to the whole room. “But I want it clear who did the important thing. You stopped the channel. I only clear up after you.”



VII. The Quiet of Hassadar

The case dragged on for months upward and weeks downward, and the two halves rarely met, as is proper.

Downward: the six from the warehouse received sentences measured by guilt — Jonas Merk the lightest, per the Count’s promise, honestly kept. The chemist vanished from the public registries into that deep drawer from which people do not come out, but from which sometimes comes information that saves other districts. The channel up above — Miles worked at it quietly all autumn, and though he never told the details, somewhere in midwinter a cargo ship was detained at Komarran customs on a tip with no sender, and a syndicate for which Hassadar had been a spreadsheet discovered that the spreadsheet had turned against it.

Upward, Hassadar learned almost nothing. But downward, in the town itself, the quiet returned — the third kind of quiet, the quiet of a place that is trying. Dr. Venta stopped counting young, healthy people with switched-off hearts. The northern greenhouses brought in their harvest. And one evening, in the station, Lieutenant Kozlov found on his desk a short note in a hand he now recognized by its vertical pressure:

Lieutenant Kozlov. I gave your report two more readings — five now. It holds. Tell Sergeant Deu that her line in the drying shed (“someone understood it”) went into my private notebook, and I admit few things there. The district is in good hands — better than the Count deserves and exactly as good as his subjects deserve. If the provinces ever bore her, ImpSec will fight over her; in your place I wouldn’t tell her. — M.V.

Kozlov read the note twice, smiled, and did not show it to Deu — partly on the Count’s advice, partly because he knew that Rosa Deu, daughter of a rebar man, born in Hassadar, had no intention whatever of going anywhere. She was already investigating the next thing — a small seed-smuggling matter, nothing special — with that expression he had learned to read as “I’ve found a thread.”

He folded the note, put it away in the drawer with the other things worth more than a view, and went back to his work — district, provincial, invisible, important. Outside, over Hassadar, it was raining quietly, on a town that was trying, and this time nothing foreign was breathing in the dark.





Cargo with a Pulse


An adventure of Admiral Elli Quinn and the Dendarii Free Mercenary Fleet



I. The Gray Ship

The dismantling of the barge at the quaddies’ wormhole took three weeks and passed under the dullest cover imaginable: “scheduled replacement of a navigation buoy.” Professor Emerita Judith Riva signed the finding personally — the throat, soothed for eight months by the quiet song of Item O-1, had “hardened,” as she put it in the intonation of a physician discharging a recovered patient: the young passage had come through its crisis and now rang clean on its own. The machine, three times aimed at wormholes and once taught to heal, was broken down into four sections, packed into industrial containers labeled “capacitor module, industrial,” and loaded — by all the rules of a craft ImpSec had mastered to perfection — onto the least remarkable ship that could be found.

The Marisa K. was a thirty-year-old medium hauler with a battered hull, an honest manifest, and a crew of eleven, plus two “escort technicians” whose military bearing had been carefully dismantled by six weeks of trained sloth. The logic was iron, and old as the trade: a convoy of warships screams “treasure” across three sectors; a rusty tramp says nothing to anyone. Grayness is the cheapest armor.

Grayness has only one flaw: it does not work on people who rob everything.

They were hit on the fourth jump, in the dead stretch between two secondary nodes — three fast hulls rising out of the shadow of an ice field with the practiced geometry of a pack that had been doing the same thing in the same places for two years. The Breakers: a name known to every insurance company in the sector and to not one court. They did not choose their victims and took no interest in manifests. Board, clear, strip everything with market value — containers, fuel, spare parts, medicines — and vanish before the patrols could drag their mass to the scene.

The crew of the Marisa K. surrendered per instructions: against thirty armed boarders, eleven civilians and two covert bodyguards had no move, and ImpSec’s instruction for such a case was unambiguous — the cargo is not worth anyone’s life. The pirates stripped the ship in four hours, methodically, with cargo exoskeletons. The four “capacitor modules” went into their flagship’s hold along with everything else.

And then, instead of leaving the crew on the drifting hull as they usually did, the pirates did something they had been doing more and more often for half a year, because the market had opened: they herded off the people as well.

“Cargo with a pulse,” said their bosun, locking the thirteen into an empty container with an air recycler. “Don’t crowd. Whoever breathes evenly travels comfortably.”



II. The Contract

The message caught the Tuning Fork on contract in the Polian League, through the four blind relays, under a classification Quinn had not seen in years: not “secret,” not “personal,” but that third thing which, between her and Miles Vorkosigan, meant drop everything.

Quinn. They’ve stolen my machine. That machine. The transport was hit nine days ago in sector Far-4; the handwriting is the Breakers’ — see the attachment, two years of exploits, zero captured. The pirates don’t know what they’re carrying: to them it’s an industrial capacitor. But if anyone with a laboratory and an imagination opens those containers… I won’t explain it to you. Officially the Imperium cannot move — any fleet operation in that region announces to the whole galaxy that there was something in the rusty tramp worth raising a fleet for. So I am raising you. The contract runs through three foundations, the fee is shameless, and the conditions are two: recover or destroy the machine, and — Quinn, this one is from me, not from the Imperium — there were thirteen people aboard. The crew was not found with the ship. Bring them back too. In the long list of things I cannot do from here, the most unbearable is that I cannot count the people as item two. You can not-do it for me. — M.

“Us again,” said Captain Herald, finishing the read. “And with a passenger again, I’ll wager.”

The passenger came aboard the next day off an Escobaran liner, with one travel bag and a folder of classification stamps: Lieutenant Colonel Elin Venek, ImpSec, galactic operations, wearing the expression of someone no longer impressed by coincidences.

“Don’t ask,” she said instead of a greeting. “Galeni pulled me out of my leave. I bring two things, Admiral: the full signature of the containers — and the ‘Grief’ codes. The item’s anti-tamper system. If the machine cannot be recovered, the codes, delivered at close range by tight-beam, slag the core in eleven seconds. Clean, no blast, no trace of what it was.”

“The range?”

“Two hundred kilometers, Admiral. Whoever sends the code has to be close. Usually unpleasantly close.”

“Of course it’s two hundred kilometers,” said Quinn. “It was designed by an engineer, not by the person who’d have to cross them. Volan! Course for Far-4. We’re going to read some handwriting.”



III. Klin Station

They found the Marisa K. where the pack had left her — gutted, cold, drifting with torn cargo cradles and a ship’s log cut off in mid-sentence. There were no people aboard — neither living nor dead, which Quinn noted aloud as the only good news in the entire sector: dead cargo doesn’t travel.

The trail led, as all trails in that arm led, to Klin Station — a free port at the crossing of three secondary nodes, small, loud, and organized on the single principle that keeps such places standing: everything is sold, nothing is remembered. The Dendarii went down onto it as a crew on leave, and in two days did what Quinn called “archaeology of a fresh dig”: they bought drinks, lost at cards, and listened.

The station remembered more than it admitted. The Breakers had passed through eleven days earlier, had sold off the bulk haul — fuel, parts; the Marisa K.’s medicines surfaced in three station pharmacies — and had left suspiciously fast, without the customary bender. Why, a broker with a flexible conscience explained for a decent sum: because this time there had been something special in the haul.

“Four industrial containers with a Barrayaran customs signature that Vesh refused to sell here,” said the broker. “Rago Vesh, their ataman. They call him the Raven — wears a mechanical bird on his shoulder, an old ship’s talisman. He’s no fool, Vesh. He smelled that if Barrayar hauls something that gray, it’s black inside. He put a word out on the channels: ‘Imperial classified equipment, bidding on delivery.’ And a big fish bit, Admiral — a procurement clerk from the court of the governor-general of Sigma Ceta. A ghem-captain, name of Hast. He’s buying blind — doesn’t know what it is, but ‘Barrayaran and classified’ is enough for him: for a catch like that, the Celestial Garden hands out feathers. Vesh is running the four containers to the border node at Dran. Handover in…” the broker glanced at his chrono, “…sixty-odd hours.”

“And the people?” asked Quinn, very evenly. “Thirteen from the Barrayaran transport.”

“Not thirteen. Thirty-four.” The broker shrugged under her stare and hastened to add: “The pack’s been collecting for half a year — crews, miners from a broken settlement, two doctors. Vesh keeps them in a habitation container on the flagship. He was going to sell them here, but once the ghem deal came up, he decided not to get distracted. He calls them ‘the train.’ Cargo with a pulse, as the saying goes — it travels on its own and doesn’t wear out the packaging.”

Quinn left the second sum on the table, for the route and everything else, and walked out of the bar with a face that made two strangers step aside.

“Sixty hours; Dran is fifty-five for us by the straight route,” Volan reported on the bridge. “We beat them there, Admiral. Narrowly, but we beat them.”

“Then we lie in wait,” said Quinn. “At the exit point off Dran, before their last jump to the border. Venek — you’ll have your two hundred kilometers. Herald — boarding parties on standby: aboard that flagship are thirty-four people who are party to nobody’s deal. The order of priorities for the entire fleet — log it: first the train, then the machine, then Vesh. Anyone who scrambles that answers to me.”



IV. The Choice

The Breakers rose out of the passage at Dran forty minutes behind schedule and in a formation that betrayed an experienced animal: the three hulls emerged dispersed, the flagship Raven deep, behind the two escorts. Vesh had lived two years at large not because he was lucky, but because he always came out of a jump expecting an ambush.

Expecting — but not the Tuning Fork.

The Dendarii struck by Quinn’s textbook: the first three minutes belonged to them. One escort lost its drives in the opening exchange — surgically, through the stern, no breach of habitation sections; the second, trying to wedge in, met Volan’s asynchronous maneuver and a point-blank salvo, after which its crew sensibly declared neutrality. The Raven, bigger and better armored, swung for the border, squeezing everything out of her drives — and then Rago Vesh showed why no one had caught him in two years.

From the flagship’s stern cradles a container separated. A habitation module, standard, with an autonomous recycler — and thirty-four heat signatures inside. It separated not into orbit but on a parting burn computed with vicious precision: down and outward, toward the radiation belts of the gas giant around which Dran node gravitated. Free drift, forty minutes to the outer belt. The recycler would hold. The people inside would not.

“Message from the Raven, Admiral,” said the comm officer, white-faced. “Voice. Playing it.”

“Mercenary.” Vesh’s voice was calm, businesslike, almost courteous. “You see the arithmetic, don’t you? The train is falling toward the belt. I’m carrying the capacitors to Dran. You’re fast, but you’re not two. Choose: the cargo with a pulse or the cargo with an inventory. And for what it’s worth — I’d take the inventory. A pulse replaces itself cheap.”

On the bridge of the Tuning Fork it became perfectly quiet. All the numbers hung on the tactical table and everyone could see them: intercepting the Raven before the passage — possible, at full burn, immediately. Intercepting the falling container — possible, at full burn, immediately. Both at once — impossible. The fleet’s escorts were too far, tied up with the two pirate hulls; no one else would reach the container before the belt.

“For the record,” said Captain Herald, performing her duty in a level voice: “interception of the mission objective is achievable only by abandoning the rescue operation. The commander’s decision?”

Elli Quinn looked at the board one more second — not because she hesitated, but because she wanted the numbers to remember her.

“The decision was made thirty-five years ago,” she said. “Volan, course for the container, full burn. Boarding parties — to the locks, configuration for hard dock with a tumbling object. Venek…” she turned to the lieutenant colonel, “…your two hundred kilometers are off. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” said Elin Venek. “I have a protocol for this case too. It’s called ‘we’ll think later.’”

The interception of the container entered the Dendarii curricula under the dry name “the Dran maneuver,” and the eyewitness accounts under other words. The module was tumbling about two axes, already licked by the outer tongues of the belt; Volan matched the Tuning Fork’s rotation to its own — one hundred and sixty meters of ship waltzing with a falling container — and held the hard dock for fourteen minutes in mounting radiation while the boarding parties cut, opened, and carried. Thirty-four, to the last soul: the eleven of the Marisa K. with their two bodyguards, sixteen miners, two doctors, and three children whom the broker on Klin had not mentioned, because children spoiled the price of the story. The last Dendarii came back through the lock ninety seconds before the point at which the ship’s surgeon declined to guarantee anything at all.

When the Tuning Fork tore free of the gravity well and lay back on course, the Raven was a dot at the edge of range, sinking into the passage toward Dran and the border.

“We’re losing him,” said Volan. Not as a question.

“No,” said Quinn. She was watching the screen, and there was nothing in her voice the crew had not heard before her great insanities. “We’re losing his appointment. Which, ladies and gentlemen, is an entirely different operation. Vesh gave me a choice between two cargoes and I chose. Now I am going to show him why the second choice was never cargo at all.”



V. The Border

The plan Quinn laid out to the war council, while the Tuning Fork devoured the distance to Dran, rested on three things: on one delay, on one vanity, and on two hundred kilometers.

“First: Vesh is now late for his own deal — because of us. Ghem-Captain Hast is waiting off Dran, on the Cetagandan side, with an escort and the bidding in his pocket. The buyer is nervous: he’s buying something ‘Barrayaran and classified’ blind, and every minute of delay smells like a trap to him. Second: Vesh is vain. The raven on the shoulder, the bidding, the message to me — he loves the stage. Such a man does not hand over goods by shuttle at a neutral point. Such a man will want to deliver in person, deck to deck, with a speech. And third…” Quinn nodded to Venek, “…we need only two hundred kilometers and eleven seconds. We do not need to get the machine back, ladies and gentlemen. We need Vesh to have nothing to sell, and Hast nothing to buy. We are walking into their wedding as the relative nobody invited but everyone is obliged to admit.”

“We are walking into Cetagandan border space,” Herald specified with professional gloom.

“We are walking into a disputed border zone with unsettled navigation rights,” Venek corrected her, producing from her folder a chart with so many stamps it nearly glowed. “ImpSec’s lawyers know how to read hundred-year-old treaties. The Dran-South corridor is formally under joint control, exercised by no one for three decades. Twenty minutes inside — and no one will manage to decide exactly whose border we are violating before we’ve left.”

The handover took place twelve hours later, in the dead zone of the Dran-South corridor: the Raven, battered and hurried, and the Cetagandan border cruiser Primrose at Dawn — elegant, armed, condescending — docked side by side while cargo exoskeletons carried four industrial containers from one deck to the other, and ghem-Captain Soren Hast, in the formal face paint of procurement, inspected the purchase for which he expected to receive feathers in the Celestial Garden.

The Tuning Fork rose out of the corridor’s shadow at one hundred and eighty kilometers — not with an attack, but with an open frequency and a voice that two decks heard simultaneously:

“This is Admiral Quinn, Dendarii Free Mercenary Fleet, under contract for the recovery of stolen property. Ghem-Captain Hast — I don’t know you, but you have my sympathy: I was going to tell you that you are buying stolen goods, but I see you have already paid. Rago Vesh — you I know. Twelve hours ago you explained to me that a pulse replaces itself cheap and an inventory dear. I have come to show you the bill.”

“Venek,” she said, cutting the transmitter. “Now.”

The tight-beam crossed one hundred and eighty kilometers in a fraction of a second. The Grief codes — delivered at close range, accepted by four anti-tamper nodes, confirmed — did their work in eleven seconds, quietly, without blast, without light: deep inside the four industrial containers on the deck of the Primrose at Dawn, the core of Item O-1 — the machine that cracked bells and healed wormholes — melted into eleven tons of shapeless, dead, absolutely unreadable slag.

Ghem-Captain Hast opened the first container seven minutes later, before the eyes of his own crew, of the pirate ataman, and of the one open frequency nobody had thought to close. The silence that followed transmitted beautifully.

“What…” Hast’s voice lost its condescension on the first syllable, “…what is this?”

“That,” said Quinn courteously, “is former Imperial classified equipment. I stress ‘former.’ And now the arithmetic, gentlemen: Ghem-Captain, you have paid a winning bid for eleven tons of slag, and the explanation before the governor-general’s court is entirely yours. Vesh — you have just sold a Cetagandan official deliberately devalued goods represented as sound. On Sigma Ceta that is called defrauding the crown. I am leaving now. I leave you to finish clarifying your deal. I suspect one of you has a brig.”



VI. The Getaway

Leaving proved harder than arriving, because ghem-Captain Soren Hast — having lost, on one frequency, the feathers, the bid, and his face — decided to save at least one of the three by detaining all witnesses; and the Primrose at Dawn, abandoning its dock with the Raven, lay onto an intercept course with weapons ports open, while from the border station at Dran two more hulls rose on alert.

“Three against one, the corridor is closing, eleven minutes to the node at a burn we don’t have,” Herald summarized. “Volan?”

Kera Volan was studying the tactical table with her head tilted — a gesture the entire bridge knew, and at which some people wanted to tighten their straps and others to pray.

“The queue at the node,” she said. “Dran is a trade node, Admiral: eleven civilian ships hang before the passage, lined up to jump on schedule. Hast won’t fire through the queue — half of them are Cetagandan traders, and the other half are insured with people even the Celestial Garden doesn’t quarrel with. The queue is our wall. We only have to reach it before the intercept… and jump the line.”

“Eleven ships will object.”

“They won’t have time,” said Volan. “Because I’m going through out of turn. The passage admits one at a time, at ninety-second intervals — that’s how long the throat needs to settle after each transit. But our fan doesn’t wait for the throat to settle. We can enter on another ship’s wave.” She turned to Quinn, and for the first time since Keros there was that gleam in her eyes. “I jump in the lead ship’s wake, Admiral. Inside his ninety seconds. Nobody has ever done it with a full hull, because nobody ever needed to and nobody has our machine. The rating plate forbids it explicitly.”

“And the rating plate—”

“—lies,” said Volan, Herald, and half the bridge in unison, and Quinn understood that her fleet had long been ready.

The getaway at Dran lasted nine minutes and is told to this day in three languages, less accurately every time. The Tuning Fork cut into the trade queue along its long axis — inside the corridor, where no interceptor dared fire — overtook eleven outraged civilian ships at distances from which their lifeboat names were legible, drew level with the fat Polian grain hauler at the head of the queue exactly as it sank into the passage… and jumped after it, in its wake, inside its ninety seconds, through a throat still ringing from another ship’s transit. The double fan sang one long, high, impossible note through the whole hull. Then — stars on the other side, a placid queue of arrivals, and one Polian captain who told to the end of his days how a mercenary cruiser had risen out of his own wake, blinked its running lights at him, and vanished.

The interceptors of Sigma Ceta remained before the passage, before eleven witnesses, and before ninety seconds that none of them knew how to jump.



VII. The Bill

The settling took a month and was conducted in that quiet register in which one settles things that officially never happened.

Rago Vesh, the ataman with the mechanical raven, never emerged from the Cetagandan brig into the free universe: Sigma Ceta tried him for defrauding the crown with provincial ruthlessness, and his two surviving crews, picked up by the Dendarii at Dran, went down the pipelines of four jurisdictions, each of which had been waiting for the Breakers for two years. Sector Far-4 was pirate-free for the first time in two years — a circumstance the insurance companies marked with a reduction in rates and not one word of thanks, which Quinn found perfectly normal.

The thirty-four went home at the contract’s expense: the crew of the Marisa K. to Barrayar, the miners to their rebuilt settlement, the two doctors back to their clinics, and the three children, who turned out to be orphans of the broken settlement, left with the mining families who, in the container, according to the boarding party, “had already quarreled over who gets them.” Quinn sent Miles the list of names before any other document, because she knew which he would read first.

His answer came late — the Auditor was busy explaining to an Imperial commission why eleven tons of slag was an excellent outcome — and it was longer than usual:

Quinn. The commission has accepted the report: the machine neutralized, the secret kept, Cetaganda in possession of a heap of vitrified mass and a provincial scandal which Benin, I suspect, reads aloud for pleasure. Riva is already at the drafting board — she says O-2 will be “better, lighter, and this time with my corrections, not a committee’s.” The Imperium will pay. Empires know how to pay for iron.

And now the real bill, for your archive. The machine: eight years of development, eleven gigawatts, reproducible — demonstrably; we are already reproducing it. Thirty-four people: irreproducible. Not one of them, on any budget, ever. You made the choice in a second, I know — but I want it recorded somewhere outside our heads, because times are coming when such calculations will be made more and more often and from higher and higher up: iron is counted in marks, people are counted in people, and the currencies do not convert. Anyone who claims otherwise is selling something.

P.S. The Polian grain hauler has filed a complaint for “hazardous maneuvering in wake.” I paid the fine personally, with pleasure, and requested a framed copy.

Quinn read the letter twice, smiled at the postscript, and carried the list of thirty-four names to her cabin, where she put it in the drawer with the other such lists — thirty-five years of such lists, some long, some short, all in one currency. Then she went up to the bridge, where Kera Volan was just taking the watch and where the next contract was already waiting on the tactical table.

“Where to, Admiral?” asked Volan.

Quinn looked at the star chart — the nodes, the corridors, the queues of patient ships before patient doors, the whole vast, imperfect, people-teeming blueprint.

“Wherever the pulse costs more than the inventory,” she said. “As always. Full ahead.”





The Gray Garden


A love story with an adventure — for Lieutenant Aral Alexander Vorkosigan



I. The Posting

Lieutenant Aral Alexander Vorkosigan received his posting to the survey vessel Wanderer with the customary mixture of joy and suspicion with which he received everything good in his career: joy, because deep space was his element, and suspicion, because at twenty-four he already knew that around his family name good things rarely happened by accident.

The mission was joint civil-military, of the new kind: the “Pediatrics” program — Professor Emerita Judith Riva had named it that personally, and no committee had dared object — was cataloguing the young and unstable wormholes of the Nexus before they got up to any mischief. The Wanderer carried twenty scientists, a crew of twelve, and one military sensor-and-communications officer seconded from the Service: the best young sensor specialist in the Imperium, as the orders said, which Aral Alexander read twice and believed neither time.

The scientific leader of the field group met him at the docking tube with a tablet in her hand, without raising her eyes from it.

“Are you the military sensor?”

“Lieutenant Vorkosigan, sensor officer. And you are—”

“Dr. Dana Izar, wormhole physics, Solstice University.” She looked up — Komarran cheekbones, dark hair tied with the carelessness of a person for whom mirrors are a waste of time, and eyes that measured him head to foot in half a second and were done with measuring. “Vorkosigan. Of course. Tell me, Lieutenant, purely statistically: what is the chance that of all the sensor officers in the Service, my ship gets exactly the son of the Auditor, grandson of the Vicereine, and great-grandson of the general with the mountain? Because I calculated it. The chance is zero point nonsense.”

“It’s smaller,” said Aral Alexander. “You forgot that on my mother’s side I am also nephew-by-marriage to the Empress. With that correction, the chance falls below all decency.” He let the silence weigh exactly as long as it needed to. “And now the real statistics, Doctor: seven years first in sensor interferometry in my class, deep-reconnaissance training, the only living officer to have mapped a wormhole collapse from the inside of the chain. If you find a better-qualified sensor, I’ll give him my cabin with pleasure. Until then I am at your disposal — for work, not for genealogy.”

Dr. Izar looked at him for three seconds. Then something at the corner of her mouth twitched — not a smile, but an acknowledgment that a smile had been considered and rejected on procedural grounds.

“Your cabin is on deck two,” she said. “Briefing at eight. Don’t be late, Lieutenant Statistics.”

And at the other end of the Nexus, in an office in Solstice, Professor Emerita Judith Riva, eighty-nine years old, read the confirmation of the Wanderer’s departure with the full crew roster, made herself tea, and smiled at the cup with an expression her doctoral students knew and feared more than her reviews.

“I am an old woman,” she informed the cup. “I am entitled to hobbies.”



II. The Gray Garden

World RG-7 hung at the edge of the habitable zone of a boring orange sun and represented what the textbooks called “partially successful terraforming,” and the crew of the Wanderer called the Gray Garden. A hundred and twenty years earlier some consortium had poured billions and microorganisms into it, and then gone bankrupt; the terraforming had stopped halfway, and the planet had remained a mongrel: Earth lichens and grasses dug into the equator, native silvery moss claiming everything else, an atmosphere breathable with reservations, and a sky with the famous “singing storms” — electromagnetic fronts that sang across the whole radio spectrum and turned any orbital mechanics into a gamble.

The Wanderer had come for the system’s wormhole — young, limping, exactly a patient for Pediatrics — but Dr. Izar needed ground gravimetric stations, and the ground stations needed a shuttle, and the shuttle, by the schedule of malicious irony, needed exactly two people: the physicist and the sensor officer.

“The window is six hours,” said the Wanderer’s captain. “Storm season is early. You go down, plant the stations, come back. No improvising.”

It was not the humans who improvised, but the planet. The storm that by every model should have passed four hundred kilometers south turned at one hundred and eighty, without warning, the way young storms turn on half-terraformed worlds, and caught the shuttle on ascent. Aral Alexander, at the controls, did everything by the book and three more things outside it; the last of the three brought them down alive — in a long, ugly, controlled-uncontrolled slide across the equatorial steppe that plowed a kilometer of silver moss and stopped the shuttle at the lip of a ravine, without drives, without long-range comms, and with exactly one survival system still working: the two passengers.

For a while it was very quiet in the cabin, if you didn’t count the storm singing overhead in seven octaves.

“Are you alive?” he asked.

“Empirically — yes.” Dr. Izar wiggled her fingers in front of her eyes, counted them, and was satisfied with the result. “Message to the ship?”

“I transmitted the emergency packet the instant before the front hit. They received the coordinates — I saw the acknowledgment.” He pointed upward, where the singing was thickening. “But that up there is the first front of the season, Doctor. Your own forecast from this morning: once the season starts, orbit becomes untenable for ten to fourteen days. The Wanderer has broken orbit — she was obliged to. They’ll come back when the sky allows.”

“And until then?”

“Until then—” he was already pulling out the survival kit with the drilled-in method of instructors whose names appeared in no civilian registry, “—we have a shuttle without power, which in two days will be a refrigerator; a rainy season coming after the storm season, per the same forecast of yours; and an old terraforming station two hundred and eighty kilometers north-northwest, with an autonomous beacon and shelter, if we trust a hundred-year-old map. Food for twenty days on sensible rations. Two pairs of sound legs.” He looked at her. “My proposal is a march, Doctor. Counterproposals accepted.”

Dana Izar looked at the cracked viewport, beyond which the Gray Garden stretched to the horizon — moss, wind, and a singing sky — then at the folded map, then at him.

“Counterproposal: a march, but I carry the gravimeter. It’s eight kilograms, and the data from a foot transit across the anomaly will save my doctoral students half a dissertation.” She was already tightening the straps. “And, Lieutenant… that was good flying. Up there. Statistically speaking, we ought to be dead.”

“Thank you. My grandfather is said to have told my grandmother the same thing, under similar circumstances.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Later,” said Aral Alexander. “It’s a long story, and we have two hundred and eighty kilometers. It’ll just about fit.”



III. The March

The first three days they walked in silence, thirty kilometers a day, in the rhythm their bodies found relative to each other surprisingly fast — she wiry and tireless on the flat, he stronger on the climbs — and their silence passed through all its phases: hostile, awkward, businesslike, and finally that fourth one, which happens between people whose strides have fallen into step.

The conversations began on the fourth day, at the first real rain, under the awning of shuttle foil, and they began, as was to be expected, from the worst possible place.

“My grandfather on my mother’s side was in Solstice,” she said, watching the rain. “During the occupation. His uncle died on the Square.” A pause the length of an entire political curriculum. “You know what they call your great-grandfather where I come from, don’t you? Not the general with the mountain.”

“I know what they call him.” Aral Alexander did not look away from the same rain. “The Butcher of Komarr. I also know what he did, and what he did not do, and which part of the byname is earned — because my father told it to me at twelve, uncut, at my grandmother’s insistence; she held that family histories with the cuts left in are more dangerous than enemies.” He was silent a moment. “I won’t tell you ‘it was long ago,’ Doctor. I’ll only tell you what my generation does with that inheritance: the Empress is Komarran, my Service is half Komarran, and the best wormhole physicist I know calls me ‘Lieutenant Statistics,’ and I intend to wear the name with honor. Doors are kept open by walking through them. Every day. In both directions.”

“Is that from your father?”

“It’s from a notebook of his, which he passed on to me.” Aral Alexander smiled at the rain. “In our family, notebooks are a hereditary condition.”

From that day the conversations did not stop. She explained the planet to him — how the singing storms were born of the imperfect magnetosphere, how you could predict a front by the pitch of the singing (“listen to the bass, Lieutenant: if it drops below eighty hertz, we’re looking for a hole within the hour”), how the gravimeter on her back read, beneath the moss, the bones of a world stopped in the middle of being remade. He told her the Nexus — ambushes at exit points, throats that lie, mantises in vac suits she first refused to believe and then interrogated him about for two hours, eyes shining, on the subject of their neural leashes. They laughed. They quarreled about Komarr — three times, thoroughly, with arguments — and not one of the quarrels left a scar, which both of them noted silently, each alone, as a more dangerous sign than any harmony.

On the seventh day she said, without preamble, in the middle of a leg:

“You were telling about your grandfather. ‘The same thing, under similar circumstances.’ Finish it.”

“My grandmother was a captain of the Betan Astronomical Survey. My grandfather — a Barrayaran officer from a wrecked expedition. They met on an unsurveyed planet — more precisely, she woke up after an attack to a wrecked camp, a dead colleague, and one enemy officer with a broken… actually, with his boot on her. They walked several hundred kilometers together to a supply cache, carrying a wounded man. Along the way she decided he was not the monster from the propaganda, and he decided she was the most formidable opponent he had ever met, and after two wars they married.” He resettled the strap on his shoulder. “The planet was later named Sergyar. And the march, in the family, is called ‘the Walk.’ With the definite article.”

Dana Izar walked fifty meters in silence.

“So at this moment,” she said at last, with unusual attention to every word, “you and I are executing a family precedent.”

“At this moment,” said Aral Alexander, “you and I are walking on moss. Everything else is interpretation of the data, Doctor. You taught me that.”

But that same evening, by the light of the chemical lantern, he caught her looking at him with the expression she used on anomalies in the gravimeter: something that does not fit the model, and for whose sake the model is worth rewriting.



IV. The Ravine

The accident happened on the ninth day, forty kilometers from the station, and was entirely his fault, on which he insisted at every retelling afterward, and she objected at every retelling, and this became their first family tradition.

The rainy season had flooded a deep ravine straight across the route. The bridge — a hundred-and-twenty-year-old terraforming trestle — bore her fifty-four kilograms plus gravimeter, and gave way under his eighty-nine: the old truss cracked, sagged, and Aral Alexander did the only possible thing — threw himself forward, not back — reached the far bank with his chest, and hung there, and the falling beam caught him across the left thigh with all of its hundred-year authority.

She pulled him out. Later he never could explain how — fifty-four kilograms hauling eighty-nine up a muddy slope contradicted all mechanics — and she explained it briefly: “Adrenaline and a correct fulcrum. Archimedes, Lieutenant. Learn physics.”

The leg was not broken, but it was torn badly, and by evening he could no longer put weight on it. Dana Izar reassessed the situation with that iron matter-of-factness he had begun to recognize as her form of fear: dressed the wound by the manual, disassembled the gravimeter — eight kilograms, half a dissertation — without one second’s hesitation, and from its frame and the shuttle foil built a travois.

“Your data,” he said. They had moved to first names somewhere in the mud of the ravine, without ceremony.

“Recorded to the last kilometer. The frame is just iron.” She tightened the final knot and looked down at him — wet, muddy, one cheek scraped raw, beautiful in a way that had nothing to do with mirrors. “Iron is counted in marks, Vorkosigan. People are counted in people. Get on the travois.”

“That’s… I’ve heard that phrase.”

“The whole Nexus has heard it. Admiral Quinn said it to a pirate, shortly before slagging his goods on the buyer’s own deck.” She harnessed herself into the straps. “In physics we cite only verified sources.”

She hauled him for two days. At night the leg burned and he was delirious in patches, and in the delirium he talked — about his brother and his sisters, about his father, whom he loved with frighteningly open eyes, about eight hundred mantises walking toward a forest with no commands in their heads — and she sat beside him, changed the compresses and listened, and in the morning did not tell him what she had heard, only that the bass of the storms was climbing and the sky would open soon.

On the eleventh day, on the last ridge, he insisted on covering the final three kilometers on his own leg, with her shoulder under his arm — “I will enter that station upright; it’s a matter of… all right, of vanity” — and she did not object, only adjusted her stride to his, which she now did better than anyone in the universe.

The old station received them with a rusted airlock, a beacon running at one-third — and, miracle of miracles, a functioning rainwater tank. When the beacon, brought back to life over four hours by his sensor hands and her field circuits, began pulsing on the emergency frequency toward a sky that was just clearing, the two of them stood side by side in the narrow control room, filthy, exhausted, victorious — and turned to each other at the same instant, with the precision of two bodies whose strides have long since fallen into step.

“For the record,” said Dana Izar, very quietly. “What I am about to do has nothing to do with adrenaline, isolation, or your family precedents. I have been testing the hypothesis for nine days. The result is reproducible.”

“For the record,” said Aral Alexander, “my sole objection is to the word ‘hypothesis.’”

The kiss — their later independent depositions diverged only in the details — lasted either four seconds or considerably longer, and was interrupted by the beacon, which chose exactly that moment to announce in a solemn machine voice: “Link established. Wanderer confirms. Estimated time of arrival: six hours.”

“Six hours,” she said, not drawing back.

“An eternity,” he agreed. “In our family, dynasties have been started on less.”



V. The Drawing Rooms

The rescue went on schedule; the consequences did not.

The news outran the Wanderer to Barrayar along the channels by which only bad news and betrothals travel: the heir of a Vorkosigan house, crashed on an unsurveyed planet with a Komarran scientist, eleven days’ survival march, miraculous rescue. Half the society of Vorbarr Sultana fainted with delight, the other half with horror, and one very old lady on Sergyar, on reading the report, laughed — according to witnesses — for four minutes, and then ordered a holo-link prepared.

The dinner at Vorkosigan House three weeks later was conceived by Ekaterin as “quiet, family,” and failed on every front of the conception, because quiet the Vorkosigan family could not manage even under threat of audit. Helen Natalia subjected Dana to a cross-examination on Komarran electoral sociology and pronounced her “finally somebody sensible at this table.” The younger girls fought over who would show her the greenhouse. Miles — small, white-haired, and terrifying in the role of father — was charming all evening in a manner Dana later described as “an interrogation with tea cakes: he learned more about me than my dissertation committee did in six years,” and only at the door, on the steps, said the single sentence of substance, quietly, to her alone: “He came back from that planet more whole than he left. Whatever the two of you decide — thank you for that.”

And then Ekaterin found her — in the winter garden, where Dana had hidden from the family with a glass in her hand and with the expression Ekaterin recognized at first sight, because a quarter century earlier she had worn it before the mirror.

“It suffocates, doesn’t it?” she said, sitting down beside her. “Not him. The name.”

Dana did not deny it. With this woman it wasn’t worth it.

“I have work, Lady Vorkosigan. I love it. Wormhole physics, expeditions, papers — mine. And that name is… a gravity well. Everything that enters its orbit becomes its satellite. I will be ‘Vorkosigan’s Komarran.’ The wife of. The daughter-in-law of. The great-granddaughter-by-marriage of the Butcher, what an irony, the press has already written it.” She turned the glass. “He is… He is the best equation I have ever met. But I do not want to be a term in someone else’s equation. Even his.”

Ekaterin was silent a moment, looking at the garden — her garden, designed and built with her own hands, bearing her name in three textbooks of design.

“When I met his father, I was a widow with a wrecked sense of myself and one single dream: to be my own. Name, work, signature — mine. And he appeared, with that name, like a sun: next to it, everything either burns up or starts going in circles.” She smiled. “Do you know what I understood, before I said yes? That the question is not whether the sun is large. The question is whether it lets you grow toward it, or only orbit it. These people in this house, Dana — they are terrible, loud, impossible. But never, not once in twenty-five years, have they asked me to be smaller. The garden is mine. The name on the plaque is mine.” She rose, and straightened a branch on her way, out of habit. “I’m not telling you ‘yes.’ I’m only telling you: measure the right quantity. Not the brightness of the name. The direction of the growth.”

Dana Izar flew back to Komarr two days later — “I have a term, I have data, I need to think on my own planet” — and Aral Alexander saw her to the shuttle without asking her to stay, which she entered on his ledger as a plus, with the kind of pain that pluses do not usually cause.



VI. The Holo-Link

He got through three weeks of duty, training, and expressive silence, which his family bore heroically for a full six days before beginning to offer help. He declined his father’s help (“no, Father, we are not sending ImpSec to analyze her moods; that is the exact opposite of the point”), his sister’s (“no, Helen, I am not writing her a letter from your outline”), and Ivan’s (“Uncle Ivan, with all respect for your results, your methods are from another century”).

The help he did not decline came on its own, by holo-link from Sergyar, at eleven at night, unannounced, as it always came.

Vicereine-retired Cordelia Vorkosigan, eighty-seven, heard him out without interrupting — the whole story, from “Lieutenant Statistics” to the winter garden — and then was silent a long while, with that Betan smile which three generations of Vorkosigans knew as the herald of truth without anesthetic.

“So: a crash on an unsurveyed planet, a march, the carrying of a wounded man, and a woman who hauled you out of a ravine.” She shook her head. “Boy, you and your grandfather have no imagination whatsoever. You might at least have picked a different planet… All right. Now hear Grandmother’s lecture; it will be short. When your grandfather and I walked across Sergyar, I did not fall in love with him because he was strong, noble, and tragic, though he was all three to the point of tedium. I fell in love because next to him my road grew wider, not narrower. He did not offer me Barrayar, Aral. He offered me himself — and Barrayar came with the package, like a bad wedding bonus, which we then spent thirty years fixing together.” Cordelia leaned toward the camera. “Your physicist is not running from you, silly boy. She is running from the bonus. So don’t offer her a name. Names are flowerpots — she has her own, and she grew it herself. Offer her a route. One that is wider for two than for one. If you can’t devise such a route, you don’t deserve her; if you can — go at once, before her term starts; women in love grade examinations with terrifying vigor and regret it afterward.”

“Grandmother,” said Aral Alexander, “I love you.”

“I know,” said Cordelia. “It’s hereditary. Go.”



VII. The Route

He landed in Solstice nine days later — that was how long the documents took to prepare, and not one day more — and found her where he knew he would find her: at the institute, in Riva’s laboratory, before a wall of wormhole spectra, her hair tied with a carelessness that defeated mirrors.

“Lieutenant Statistics,” she said without turning; she had seen him in the screen’s reflection. “You’re a long way from garrison.”

“I’ve brought you documents.” He laid the folder on her desk. A paper folder: in his family, important things were carried on paper. “The Young Wormholes Commission is opening a permanent two-person field position. A two-seat scout, a five-year program, thirty-one young wormholes on the list, priority access to the data, publications in the name of the lead scientist. Required: a wormhole physicist with field experience, and a certified sensor officer with reconnaissance training. Crews are approved only as a set.” He drew a breath. “I submitted us. Your curriculum vitae I assembled from your public papers and eleven days of personal observation; Riva certified it before I asked her, which leads me to thoughts about this whole arrangement, but we’ll think those later. The position is yours, if you want it. I… come with the package.”

Dana Izar turned. Took the folder. Read it — all of it, page by page, with the attention to data with which she read the universe — while he stood and waited, the way one waits at an exit point, and did not move.

“Terms,” she said at last, in the voice of a person negotiating because if she does not negotiate she will do something unprofessional. “First: the scientific lead is mine. You are the sensor; I am the theory.”

“Accepted.”

“Second: the name on the publications is Izar. Izar-Vorkosigan only where your data leads, and I decide where that is.”

“Accepted.”

“Third.” Her voice wavered for the first time. “If in five years I decide I want a chair in Solstice, not an estate on Barrayar—”

“Then we live in Solstice and torment Riva in her old age. Dana.” He came around the desk and took her hands, both, in his. “I am a third son in the order of succession, behind my brother and a whole queue of cousins, glory to all my grandfather’s demons. No throne is waiting for me anywhere. What is waiting for me is a Nexus full of young wormholes and a scout with two chairs. I ask you one thing only, and it is the same thing my grandfather asked my grandmother on another planet, in other words: will you walk with me? The route is long. I promise only that for two it is wider.”

She looked at him one more second — the anomaly for whose sake the model is worth rewriting.

“The hypothesis has been independently confirmed,” said Dana Izar. “Yes, Vorkosigan. Yes.”

They were betrothed twice — once Komarran-style, with signatures in the Solstice registry and Riva for a witness, beaming with the shamelessness of a person whose hobby has borne fruit (“there were twenty-eight qualified two-person crews on those lists, children; I merely… arranged the alphabetical order”), and once Barrayaran-style, quietly, in the garden at Vorbarr Sultana, where Ekaterin planted a new tree for them and Miles delivered the shortest toast of his career: “To walks. With the definite article.”

And in the spring, the two-seat scout Walk — the name passed through three committees, because no one dared stop it — cast off from the orbital station at Komarr and set out for the first of thirty-one young wormholes: the sensor and the theory, shoulder to shoulder, strides in step, on a route exactly as wide as it needed to be.

The bass of the Nexus, Dana would have said, was above eighty hertz. The sky was clear. They walked.





Fortissimo


An adventure of Admiral Elli Quinn — on holiday



I. The Retirement

The retirement of Admiral Elli Quinn took effect on Friday at noon, galactic standard time, after thirty-nine years of service, and lasted — as was later documented to the minute — forty-nine hours.

The ceremony aboard the Tuning Fork was brief at her explicit insistence: the ranks, the colors, the handing of command to Admiral Herald — “the fleet is yours, Lisbet; break it and I come back from the grave, and from a pension one comes back even more easily” — and one single tear, shed by Chief Pilot Kera Volan and denied by her to the end of time. The letter from Barrayar arrived an hour before the liner’s departure and consisted of three sentences, which Quinn read aloud to the officers’ mess, because a thing like that is not kept to oneself:

Quinn. The galaxy owes you more than it admits, and I owe you more than fits in a letter, so I will say only the main thing: retirement is an operation with an uncertain outcome and a high recurrence rate — ask my mother, she has retired four times. I bet you a case of Sergyaran red that your retirement doesn’t last a week. — M.

“It will,” Quinn informed the mess. “Out of spite.”

The destination had been chosen a year before, at a dinner on neutral ground, when Consul Lord Ivan Xav Vorpatril, flushed with homemade wine and pride, had described to her the water world where he served: the archipelagoes under the two moons, the consular residence on stilts over the lagoon, and — voice lowered, eyes gleaming — the monsters. The uplifted leviathans of Ylla: eighty-ton singers, once the whim of a ghem aesthete, today a protected community that was learning the human world with the speed of a child and the patience of an ocean.

“Come hear them,” Ivan had said. “Telling you about it is one thing. Standing on the boat while something the size of a frigate sings you a serenade from below is another.”

The serenade took place at hour forty-six of the retirement, on the first outing of the consular boat. The leviathan surfaced at two hundred meters — a back like an undersea ridge, an eye the size of a dinner plate, looking straight at her with an attention that had nothing animal about it — and began to sing. A deep, layered sound Quinn felt first with her breastbone and only then with her ears; and by the third measure she went still, because she knew the melody.

The Dendarii march. The parade march of her own fleet, sung by eighty tons underwater on a foreign world — slow, solemn, and absolutely true.

“That’s Octava,” said Padma Vorpatril, fifteen, from the stern, where he was calibrating his hydrophone. “The matriarch. She greets guests with a song from their homeworld — she dug up your march on the net last night when she heard you were coming. They collect songs, Admiral. The way humans collect faces.”

“And they know who I am?”

“They know what you are.” Padma grinned. “Octava named you — hold on, let me translate exactly… ‘she around whom the water falls into order.’ I don’t know what it means. They always know before we do.”



II. The Pearl

At hour forty-nine of the retirement, Elli Quinn lay in a bathrobe in the underwater resort habitat Pearl, at forty meters’ depth, watching through the panoramic viewport as a school of silver fish dissolved into the blue, and practicing her new principal occupation: doing nothing. The practice was going badly.

The Pearl was the pride of tourist Ylla: a nacre bubble of eight linked domes, anchored on four tether-pylons above the edge of the continental shelf, exactly where the shallows dropped into the Great Deep — a colossal undersea canyon whose floor the brochures called “unexplored” with unconcealed delight. Two hundred and eleven guests, forty staff, a spa (the booking was a gift from Tej, presented with the words “this, or a formal dinner with the governor — choose”), a panoramic restaurant, and a neighborhood no other hotel in the galaxy could boast: the protected lagoon to the north, where the leviathans brought their school pod — six calves and two adult teachers — and where Dr. Von Sarto’s station translated between the two species with the patience of a border service.

Friday evening’s forecast promised a seasonal cyclone, category three, passing a hundred and twenty kilometers to the east. The Pearl was certified for category five. The manager mentioned it at dinner in the tone in which one announces that the dessert features local fruit.

Typhoon Fortissimo — Ylla’s meteorological service had named its storms after musical terms ever since the year of the Leviathan Suite, a tradition considered charming until Saturday morning — changed category overnight. A warm deep current, anomalous, unforecast, fed it like a furnace; by dawn it was category five and turning; at eight ten it was five-plus and no longer turning anywhere, because its center was headed straight for the shelf.

At nine forty-one the first anchor line parted with a sound that went through all eight domes like a stroke on a bell.



III. Fortissimo

For the next eleven minutes the Pearl held as designed, and the design held against almost everything. The second line parted at nine fifty; the third at two minutes to ten; the fourth, the southern one, did not part — it ripped its entire anchor block out of the shelf, and the habitat, suddenly free, heavy-graceful as a torn-loose balloon, went with the storm current: south, along the shelf edge, trailing beneath it four hundred meters of cable with a fifty-ton anchor at the end, and with a slow, sinister trim toward the deep, because in the wrenching the ballast system of dome three had swallowed water and refused to give it back.

Inside, what happens happened: two hundred and eleven civilians, a tilting floor, flickering lights, and panoramic viewports showing the familiar bottom receding. The first three minutes — bewilderment; the next three — panic in the stalls.

In the seventh minute, onto the bar of the panoramic restaurant — the highest point of the central dome — climbed, in a bathrobe over a swimsuit and with a voice trained for thirty-nine years to cut through shipboard alarms, a woman of sixty-two.

“Ladies and gentlemen, attention!” The voice settled over the hall like a calm hand. “My name is Elli Quinn. Admiral, Dendarii Free Mercenary Fleet, retired.” A pause, measured to the milligram. “As of two days ago. I hereby declare my retirement temporarily suspended. The situation: the habitat has broken loose and is adrift, but it is airtight, and your air will last for days — the structure guarantees that; I checked the certificate at dinner, because I am a boring person. The danger is not here and now; the danger is later and deeper, which means we have the most precious thing in the trade: time. We are going to use it. Staff — to me for assignments. Guests with medical, engineering, or maritime training — to the right of the bar. Parents with children — to dome five; it rides highest. Everyone else: sit down, breathe, and remember this morning well, because it will be the story of your lives, and the stories of lives are best told by the living. Move.”

Later the manager of the Pearl would swear that at exactly that moment the floor stopped rolling. The floor had not stopped. The hall had.

The inventory took an hour and produced a picture Quinn classified mentally as “bad, with material to work with.” Communications: dead — the surface antenna buoy had gone with the first line, and through fifty meters of water and a typhoon nothing in the emergency locker could punch. Propulsion: none — the Pearl had maneuvering thrusters for precise positioning, laughable against a storm current. Ballast: dome three unmanageable; the rest held, but the depth gauge crept: fifty-one meters, fifty-three. Course: south-southeast along the rim of the Deep, which meant the question was not whether the habitat would reach the canyon, but when — and how many meters past its certified depth.

And in dome one, at the wet dock for the tourist submersibles, waited the problem Quinn refused to call a problem: two leviathan calves from the school pod, scattered by the storm, had followed the only large familiar object in the maddened water — the habitat — and were now pressing against the dock, keening on frequencies that made the glass resonate. One was bleeding from a long gash along its flank — the anchor cable had lashed it at the breakaway.

“Open the wet dock,” Quinn ordered. “Bring the injured one inside; the dock is wide enough for a submersible, it will take a baby monster too. The other won’t fit — but it won’t leave its brother either, so it will follow us.” She watched, through the dock glass, the little one — “little,” eight meters and ten tons — trembling and singing. “And get me someone who understands the songs. Because those two are now singing at full power, and their mothers hear them at three hundred kilometers. Ladies and gentlemen, our distress signal is already out. On the oldest channel this world has.”



IV. The Network

Ashore, in the consular residence on stilts, whose shutters rattled under Fortissimo, Consul Lord Ivan Xav Vorpatril was living through the worst morning of his career, and living through it — to his own vast irritation — competently.

Ylla’s rescue service was drowning: a hundred and forty emergencies at once, half an archipelago without power, all aircraft pinned down. The Pearl — with Admiral Quinn aboard, with two hundred souls, adrift, silent — hung in the operational summary as a line without a continuation: “contact lost, position unknown, assistance impossible until frontal passage.” Meaning two days. Meaning too late.

“It is not unknown,” said Dr. Von Sarto. She had arrived at the residence soaked to the skin, translation terminal under her arm, without invitation and without wasted words — the woman who had once uplifted leviathans for another man’s vanity and had spent five years redeeming it, translating for them eighteen hours a day. “Octava knows where the Pearl is. To the meter. The calves are singing; the pod hears them; the pod sings to my buoys. Consul — the leviathans are offering us a network. Theirs. Their song goes through a typhoon the way your radio cannot: to them water is a conductor, not an obstacle. If we lay hydrophone repeaters along the line between shore and habitat, Octava will carry our words there and back. A living link.”

“Deploy buoys. In this.” Ivan looked at the window, where horizontal rain was testing the glass. “With what? Everything that flies is—” He stopped, because he was a father and because he already knew the answer, and the answer tasted like seawater. “Alys!”

His daughter appeared in the doorway in four seconds, already in a flight suit, with the expression of a person who has been eavesdropping from the next room and has agreed to everything in advance. Behind her, Padma held three hydrophone repeaters and his drone in an armful.

“The consular shuttle is storm-rated,” said Alys Vorpatril, eighteen, holding the flight certificate her father had signed with trembling and pride. “Not for five-plus, but I won’t be flying through the front — I’ll fly under it, on the wave deck. The drops follow Padma’s route; he releases them by drone from the cargo hatch; I only drive. Father. Two hundred people. Say ‘yes’ before Mother says ‘I’m coming too.’”

“I’m coming too,” said Tej from the corridor.

The flight of the consular shuttle under Fortissimo’s belly entered the family chronicles under a title Ivan never approved (“my children and my wife out for a drive”) and lasted two hours and eleven minutes. Three repeaters settled along the line with a precision Padma credited to the drone, and the drone, had it been able, would have credited to Padma. And at fourteen oh three, in the Pearl’s wet dock, where Quinn stood beside the injured calf, the enormous shadow of Octava rose out of the blue beyond the glass, laid her head against the dome — and the habitat filled with a voice: layered, deep, patiently pronouncing human words through the translation buoy with a whale’s solemnity.

“She-around-whom-the-water-falls-into-order. The shore hears you. The little one with you — does he breathe?”

“He breathes,” said Quinn into the hydrophone. Her throat, unexpectedly, was tight. “The wound is sutured. He is asleep in our dock. You guard us; we guard him. Tell the shore: we have until the rim of the Deep and not one hour more. And tell them, Octava… tell them the admiral is assuming command of the rescue operation. If the shore has no objection.”

A pause — as long as it took the song to go and return through three hundred kilometers of water.

“The shore says,” sang Octava: “‘Glory to all the demons — proceed.’ The shore says one more word the buoy does not translate. The consul is laughing and crying at once. Among humans, is that one feeling or two?”

“One,” said Quinn. “It’s called ‘family.’”



V. The Flotilla

The flotilla Elli Quinn assembled over the next ten hours, by living link through eighty tons of matriarch, was — every participant would swear to it afterward — the most motley rescue force in the history of civilized seafaring.

Five deep-water trawlers from the southern fishing grounds, with winches that had hauled everything in their lives except a hotel. The harbor tugs of Port Yasen, two of them, out in open water against regulations and with the blessing of a harbormaster who ruled that “a regulation that doesn’t save people is ballast.” The Pearl’s own supply submarine, caught ashore by the storm and loaded now with cable instead of croissants. The yacht Selena of an Escobaran magnate — sixty meters of vanity with, as it turned out, superb heavy winches and an owner who, to Quinn’s question “your ship, or a cabin in the front row of history?” answered within a second and a half. And ten adult leviathans of Octava’s pod, stationed along the drift line like living lighthouses, singing courses to the flotilla through waves in which no radar saw anything at all.

The plan Quinn dictated through Octava to everyone at once, with sung clarity:

“Nobody lifts the Pearl — she weighs as much as all of us together. Nobody needs to. The task is one: stop her before the rim and hold her over the shelf until Fortissimo passes. We do it with lines. Trawlers and tugs — galley oars: we hook on, we haul across the current, we shift the drift degree by degree toward the shallows. The submarine carries the final lines to the habitat. And there where no submarine can maneuver in this current — at the attachment points themselves, against the hull — the work goes to those who were born in water like this.” A pause. “Octava. Can yours carry a line?”

The answer came after a long, many-voiced underwater conference, which Von Sarto ashore listened to with tears in her eyes and declined to translate in full.

“We carried the nets of the storms before humans came,” sang Octava. “A line is a thin net. We will carry it. But hear me, She-around-whom-the-water-falls-into-order: hauling in water like this is not done by numbers. It is done in time. Your machines pull when they please — that way the lines will part. You will pull when the wave allows, all as one. And the beat…” — into the song, impossibly, came something like a smile — “…the beat I will give. Humans once wrote us a suite. We return the gesture.”

Thus came about the thing that the black boxes of five trawlers preserved for history and no recording ever truly conveyed: the work song of Ylla. Octava sang the beat — deep, four-count, passing through the hulls like a pulse; the ten leviathans took it up along the line; and on every fourth stroke, exactly in the phase of the wave, seven ill-assorted vessels and eighty tons of living patience heaved on the lines together, shifting twenty-two thousand tons of hotel by half a meter per measure. Half a meter per measure. Hour after hour. Through a night in which the ocean tried to tear everything out of everyone.

In the Pearl’s wet dock, beside the sleeping calf, two hundred and eleven people listened to the pulse of their own rescue passing through the hull, and the teacher of the school excursion from dome five — twenty-six children, not one of them crying anymore — began to sing with them, in time, the oldest song she knew. Octava heard it through the hull. And wove it into the work song.



VI. The Rim

The rim of the Great Deep came at four eleven in the morning, an hour ahead of the estimate, because Fortissimo, dying, flung its last storm current like a whip.

The drift leapt. Two lines parted with a sound like guns — the trawler Swallow broached and survived only because Octava put her back under its keel, which its captain told afterward in the taverns of three archipelagoes with nobody believing him. The Pearl, heavy with the water in her ballast, sagged her southern end out over the canyon — twenty-two thousand tons on the rim of four kilometers of blackness, held by five lines, six vessels, and one song.

“Depth sixty-eight,” the habitat’s engineer reported, in a voice flatter than it had any right to be. “The certificate ends at eighty. The southern ballast is flooding cell two. We’re sagging, Admiral. The lines hold the drift, but they do not hold the weight.”

Quinn stood in the wet dock, palm on the glass, beyond which the enormous eye of Octava hung in the dark water, and ran the sum that did not come out: the winches — at limit; the tugs — at limit; time until the storm current passed — forty minutes; time until eighty meters — twenty-five.

“Octava. We need a shoulder. Not pull — support. Fifteen minutes of something holding the southern end from sinking while the current dies. I know what I am asking. I know what it weighs. Tell me it’s impossible and I’ll look for another way.”

Silence in the dark water. Then Octava’s song changed — dropped into a register the hydrophones no longer rendered as speech but as decision — and out of the blue beneath the Pearl’s southern end there rose, one by one, ten backs like ten undersea ridges. The leviathans of Ylla took station beneath the keel of the human hotel — a living scaffold, a row of shoulders, eighty tons each — and took the sagging end upon themselves, thrusting with their flukes, rhythmically, in time, against all the remaining weight of the ocean.

For fifteen minutes ten monsters held two hundred and eleven people above the abyss. In the sixteenth, the storm current broke. In the eighteenth, the lines, suddenly light, drew the habitat north, toward the shallows, toward life; in the forty-fifth, the Pearl settled in the lee of Nacre Atoll, onto a sand plateau at thirty meters, and touched bottom with a sigh that passed through every dome.

In the wet dock the calf woke at the silence, asked something in three notes, and received its answer from outside — from its mother, from Octava, from the whole pod: a long, unfolding, many-voiced chord which Von Sarto ashore, after hesitating, entered in the operations log as one word, because no more were needed.

Alive.



VII. The Name

Fortissimo died over the northern latitudes two days later, spent and inglorious. The Pearl’s reckoning read: two hundred and eleven guests and forty staff — alive to the last; nineteen injuries, none grave; one leviathan calf with a sutured flank and a lifetime right, decreed by the hotel’s management in a legal document of unusual emotion, “to berth in the wet dock of the Pearl, for himself and his descendants, forever.” The habitat would be repaired by the season. The work song of Ylla, recovered from five black boxes, was performed within the month by three planetary orchestras, and not one performance, by the unanimous opinion of the eyewitnesses, was worth anything.

The ceremony ashore Quinn tried to avoid and failed, because on Ylla gratitude was a natural disaster of its own class. She received it on the quay of Port Yasen, in a bathrobe — she insisted on the bathrobe — and there, before the flotilla, the governor conferred on her the strangest post of her career: honorary admiral of the rescue flotilla of the archipelagoes, without salary, without staff, with a single obligation: “to be findable at need.” Quinn signed. She observed aloud that it was the first contract of her life whose fee was the expression on Ivan Vorpatril’s face at that moment.

And after the ceremony, when the quay had emptied, Octava surfaced by the pilings — alone — and sang. A short song, four phrases, and Von Sarto, listening at the terminal, raised to Quinn a gaze in which professional translator’s impassivity had failed once and for all.

“They are giving you a name, Admiral. A true one, their own — not a description but a name, the kind they give their own. It doesn’t translate exactly, but…” she swallowed. “Your name is a measure. Four beats, even, strong, that do not stop. A beat others can haul to. That is what you are in their language. Forever.”

Elli Quinn — sixty-two years old, thirty-nine years of service, forty-nine hours of retirement, and one rescue operation in a bathrobe — stood a long time on the quay, listening to her own name sung by eighty tons of gratitude, and said nothing, because there are moments for which even her voice had not been trained.

In the evening, on the residence terrace, she wrote two replies. The first — to Admiral Herald, on the query “when are you coming back”: I’m not. The fleet is in the best hands I ever trained. And I have accepted a new post: I command ten leviathans, one retiree’s armchair, and an unlimited supply of sunsets. The fee is a song. Kiss the Tuning Fork on the bridge for me.

The second — to Barrayar, through the four relays, brief: Miles. You owe me a case of Sergyaran red: the retirement held. Technically. The interruption was temporary and duly declared; witnesses — two hundred and eleven. P.S. An eighty-ton being here sang me a name that means “a beat others can haul to.” Thirty-nine years I’ve hunted for a definition of our trade. A whale found it. I don’t know why I’m not surprised.

The answer arrived in sixteen hours: The case is on its way. The name is exact — whales evidently read people better than Imperial honors commissions. Rest, Quinn. You held the beat long enough; let the others do the hauling now. And when the water gets stirred up again somewhere — because it will — I know whom it will fall into order around.

Quinn set down the tablet, took her glass, and looked out at the lagoon, where under Ylla’s first moon Octava’s pod was performing its evening song — and woven deep inside it, for those who knew how to listen, sounded a parade march from a distant world, slowed to a lullaby.

The water was falling into order. The beat was being given by someone else. It was, the retired admiral established with some astonishment, entirely enough.





Borrowed Memory


An adventure of Lord Auditor Miles Vorkosigan at the Imperial palace



I. The Leak

The East Chamber of the Imperial Residence was the most secure room on Barrayar and the surrounding sixteen worlds: windowless, with active acoustic armor, swept for listening devices twice daily by two independent teams who checked each other, with controlled air, controlled light, and a controlled list of participants, certified personally by the chief of ImpSec. In the East Chamber, Emperor Gregor Vorbarra held the sessions of the Council for Interstellar Infrastructure — the body that decided where the Imperium would build jump stations, which wormholes it would develop, and which billion-mark contracts it would sign over the coming decade.

And the East Chamber leaked.

“Three cases in eleven months,” reported General Duv Galeni, chief of ImpSec, with the face of a man who had been sleeping badly for eleven months. “First: the Cetagandan trade delegation at the Komarr-South corridor negotiations arrives with a position matching our fallback strategy word for word — a strategy discussed only in the East Chamber. Second: a Jacksonian consortium preempts the tender for Station Zero with a bid tailored to our ceiling within half a percent. Third, a month ago: the route of the border-buoy inspection, approved in the East Chamber on Wednesday, is known to a smuggling network by Friday.” Galeni set down the tablet. “Sire, my Lord Auditor: the room is clean. I swear it on my career — clean. There is no device, no emission, no recording. We checked the participants under fast-penta — all of them, down to the last stenographer, voluntarily, twice. All clean. Nobody is lying. And nevertheless every word walks out.”

“So we have a room that doesn’t leak, and people who don’t lie,” said Gregor. The Emperor at fifty-eight was grayer and quieter than Miles remembered from their youth, and far more frightening in his quiet. “And the information leaks. That, gentlemen, is not a contradiction. That is a wrongly posed question.” He turned to Miles. “Which is why I called you. You have fed on wrongly posed questions all your life. Find the right one.”

Miles sat late over the transcripts that night, in his study at Vorkosigan House, with tea cooling on its established schedule and with the sensation — old, familiar, tickling at the back of his neck — that he was watching a conjuring trick whose mechanism stood in plain sight. A room that doesn’t leak. People who don’t lie. Fast-penta that clears everyone.

“Nobody is lying,” he wrote in his notebook, on paper, in the family way. And beneath it, slowly: “But fast-penta doesn’t ask what you know. It asks what you hide. And if someone is carrying it out without hiding anything? If the leak… doesn’t know it’s leaking?”

He looked at what he had written and felt, across thirty years of service, across half a lifetime, another investigation looking back at him — another man, and another chip — and he put down the pen, because his hand was not entirely steady.



II. The Intersection

The method was as old as the trade, and Miles applied it with the patience of a man who has been told not to hurry, which always made him hurry twice as fast.

First: the intersection. The three leaked topics had been discussed at sessions with different, rotating attendance; the intersection of the three lists gave seven people — four ministerial, two military, one permanent secretary. Second: the marking. With Gregor’s blessing, the next session included a false annex — “preliminary coordinates of Station Delta,” a nonexistent project — and each of the seven received his own version, with microscopically different figures. A classic, called in the textbooks a canary trap: whichever version sings its way out points to the man.

The canary sang within nineteen days. A Jacksonian info-broker offered a Cetagandan middleman “the Delta coordinates” — and the figures in the offer matched, to the last digit, the version handed to Lord Cassian Vorin, permanent secretary of the Council, forty-nine years old, twenty-six years of blameless service.

“Have we detained him?” asked Galeni.

“We have tested him,” said Miles. “A third time under fast-penta, this morning, under the pretext of routine recertification. Galeni, I stood behind the glass. The man is clean. No evasion, no block, no conditioning — your technicians swore to it, and I believe them, because I was watching his face. We asked him, under a full dose: ‘Have you ever passed information from the sessions?’ He said ‘no’ — and the fast-penta said he was telling the truth.” Miles paced the office, three steps out, three back, an old habit from small bridges. “So, General, we possess a paradox fit for a textbook: a man who leaks — proven; the canary does not lie — and who is not lying when he says he does not leak. Both at once. Which leaves exactly one possibility, and I don’t like it, because I know it personally.” He stopped. “The information does not pass through his knowledge. It passes through him. Lord Vorin is not a traitor, Galeni. Lord Vorin is a carrier.”



III. The Interview

Miles arranged a conversation with Vorin under the most natural pretext in the world — an Auditorial review of the Council’s archival practice — and spent two hours with him in his office: a bright room lined with folders in pedantic order, with holos of two daughters on the desk, and with a teapot from which the permanent secretary poured two cups of a golden, mountain-scented tea before they began.

Lord Cassian Vorin proved to be one of those officials on whom empires rest and about whom no songs are written: precise, modest, in love with his work with the quiet, deep love of a man who has found his place. And with a memory that, twenty minutes into the conversation, made the hair on the back of Miles’s neck stand up.

“The session of the eighth, last month?” Vorin did not even reach for a folder. “Of course. Item three, remarks by Minister Vorloupulous, I quote: ‘The Komarr-South corridor is not an infrastructure project but’ — here he paused and tapped the table twice — ‘a political one, and whoever claims otherwise has not read his own budget.’ General Metz objected in the words…” and Vorin recited the objection — forty seconds of speech, with the pauses, with one of the general’s ’um’s in the middle, with the footnote.

“Impressive,” said Miles, perfectly casual. “A stenographer’s memory. Innate?”

“Oh no, my lord, if only!” Vorin laughed, openly, with the pride of a man sharing a small private victory. “Until forty-five I remembered like everyone — that is, badly. Then, four years ago, I had my back operated on Escobar — a disc correction, the Callisto Institute; it was recommended to me, an excellent clinic. And there, during recovery, one of the doctors prescribed me this.” He raised the cup of golden tea. “Vardia. A mountain herb, Escobaran, drunk as tea, two cups a day. ‘Supports memory consolidation,’ the doctor said, and I confess I smirked. And half a year later I caught myself remembering sessions verbatim. Verbatim, my lord! My wife jokes that I have drunk an entire meadow. I have ordered it regularly ever since — there is a teahouse here in Vorbarr Sultana that imports it, the Green Stone, by the south gate. Without it, frankly, I’d be afraid — at my post, memory is half the service.”

“And your dreams?” Miles asked. The question came out on its own, ahead of thought, from a place he would recognize only that evening.

Vorin blinked.

“Strange that you should ask. I don’t dream. That is — surely I dream, everyone dreams, but I haven’t remembered a single dream since…” he considered, and for the first time a shadow of puzzlement crossed his face, “…since the operation, in fact. Funny. A man with my memory — and my dreams slip away, every one. My wife says I’ve sold my dreams for meeting minutes.” He smiled and finished his tea. “I sold them cheap, my lord, between us. Nobody misses the minutes.”

Miles took his leave with all available charm, descended the ministry stairs at an even pace, got into the groundcar — and only there, behind the tinted glass, allowed himself to close his eyes. A verbatim memory, appearing at forty-five. After a procedure on another planet. With a convenient, beloved, everyday explanation supplied by the operators themselves. And vanished dreams.

He had seen a memory like that. For thirty years, every day, across one desk at ImpSec: the memory of Simon Illyan, the man with the chip. And he knew — from the most personal, worst case of his career — what happens when such a memory turns out to be somebody else’s property.

“Drive,” he said to the driver. “Not home. To Uncle Simon’s.”



IV. Simon

Simon Illyan, retired for a quarter of a century, lived with Lady Alys in a house with a garden in the old southern suburb, where the afternoons were long and the past was arranged on shelves nobody reached for without need. At eighty-four the former chief of ImpSec had grown thin and translucent; his memory of the chip years was in rags — the organic brain, having relied for decades on the crystal, had archived almost nothing of its own — but the mind in the gaps was the same: quiet, sharp, terrifying.

He heard Miles out to the end without interrupting, a cup of tea cooling in his hand by the old habit of a man for whom tea had always been a prop.

“A passive variant,” he said at last. “My chip was interfaced: I knew; I called up the data consciously; I lived with a second archive in my head. This is something else, simpler and viler: a recording implant without an interface, hung on the hippocampus. The carrier knows nothing — but the side effect is unavoidable: his memory consolidation is reinforced, because the chip doubles the recording. Hence the ‘photographic memory.’ And the herb…” Illyan smiled with a quarter of his mouth. “The herb is beautiful work, Miles. Professional. A man with a suddenly perfect memory asks questions. A man with a miracle tea does not. They gave him an explanation he loves, maintains, and defends himself. The best cover story is the one the agent tells himself with pleasure.”

“And the dreams?”

“Dreams are consolidation. The chip steals it — intercepts the stream before the brain can dream it out.” Illyan set down the cup, and his hand, Miles noticed, was quite steady; only his voice had dropped half a tone. “I did not dream for thirty years. Nobody warned me that was the price. Your Lord Vorin at least has slept peacefully — he doesn’t know what he’s missing.” A pause. “The extraction, Miles. When you get there. The surgery is different now, the risks are small, but his memory afterward will be human again — that is, bad; that is, his own. He will grieve. People think we grieve for what we’ve lost; the truth is we grieve for what we believed was ours. I want to be there when they tell him. I am the only living man on this world who knows what that silence sounds like from the inside.”

From the doorway Lady Alys, ninety years old and straight as protocol, saw them off with a single sentence, addressed to Miles with the familiar cool tenderness:

“Bring his life back to him whole, boy. Simon’s, in his day, you returned to him in parts — and I counted the parts.”



V. The Confirmation

They confirmed quietly, because the operators of a four-year asset must sense nothing until the final hour.

The chip was found at a scheduled preventive checkup, in which the neurological scanner had been “calibrated” by an ImpSec technician: a thread of crystal, thin as a hair and long as a fingernail, laid beside the brainstem with a surgery that made the Imperial physicians fall silent with professional envy. A miniaturized descendant of the eidetic chips of Illyan’s era — no interface, no emissions, pure recording, a buffer good for months.

The exfiltration channel they found in a week of surveillance, and it possessed the elegance of the good traps — hidden inside the cover story itself. The Green Stone teahouse by the south gate: a quiet establishment, fifteen years at the same address, with a steady clientele and one steady customer who came every first Friday of the month for a packet of vardia and stayed for a cup of “the new harvest” — always at the same table, by the wall, in the most comfortable armchair. In the chair’s backrest, under the upholstery, Galeni’s technicians found an induction plate: forty minutes of tasting — and the chip’s buffer poured itself into the receiver to the last second of recording. Lord Vorin had been delivering the Imperium’s state secrets every first Friday, over a cup of his favorite tea, with a clean conscience and a loyalty card.

The thread upward Venek and her team unwound in nine days: the teahouse was a node of a network trading under the name that the reports began to capitalize — the Archive. Jacksonian in financing, Escobaran in surgery, galactic in ambition: the Callisto Institute had for years been implanting “passive archives” in carefully selected patients — promising mid-career officials, the kind who five years later sit down at the important tables — and then patiently waiting for the assets to ripen. The list, extracted from one poorly defended accounting base, held thirty-one names from eleven polities. The buyers of the recordings included three intelligence services, two syndicates, and one ghem faction whose name made Galeni pour himself a second cup.

“Thirty-one people,” said Gregor very quietly, when Miles reported. “Thirty-one innocents, each with a favorite herb.” The Emperor studied the map of the Nexus for a while, then said: “First, our man. Then, the same day — the list goes to Escobar, Komarr, Pol, and every polity affected, through the channels of good will: a thing like this is not hoarded for leverage, Miles; a thing like this is extinguished everywhere at once, or it has not been extinguished. As for the clinic and the Archive…” Gregor rarely finished such sentences, and did not finish this one. “Galeni knows the procedure. Go to Vorin. And, Miles — take Illyan. Imperial grace has limits of competence; what awaits that man lies beyond them.”



VI. The Conversation

They told him at Vorkosigan House, in the library, because Miles refused to let it happen in an office with a protocol: Lord Cassian Vorin, summoned “for consultation,” found waiting there the Auditor, the chief of ImpSec, one very old gentleman whom he recognized with a gasp — and the Emperor, which brought him to attention and buckled his knees at the same time.

Miles told it — slowly, in order, without one softening, because his mother had taught him that stories with the cuts left in are more dangerous than enemies. The operation. The chip. The leak. The canary. The armchair at the Green Stone. Vorin listened standing, whitening in layers, and when Miles finished, he asked only one question, in a voice that made Illyan look away:

“The three leaked sessions… the border-buoy coordinates… The smuggling network knew the route. Is there… did anyone die because of what went out through me?”

“No,” said Galeni. “It has been verified. Financial damage, diplomatic — yes. No blood.”

“No blood,” Vorin repeated. His legs gave way after all, and he sat, and for a while he looked at his hands. “Twenty-six years I have served. I have sworn twice — to the old Emperor and to you, Sire. And all that time… I was the device. They swept the chamber twice a day, and they should have swept me.” He raised his head. “Sire. Whatever is required. Extraction, resignation, trial — whatever is required, only tell me what.”

“Trial — no, because your innocence is proven in the hardest currency of the Imperium: three rounds of fast-penta and one Auditorial investigation,” said Gregor. “Resignation — no, because the Imperium does not throw away servants like you; that is final. As for what is required — I will tell you, but I have no right to order it, so I will only ask. The chip in you is still recording, Lord Vorin. The operators do not know that we know. One last first Friday. One cup of tea. And one recording, composed by us — with a bait the Archive will reach for, and burn with all its buyers at once. Afterward — extraction, by my best surgeons.” Gregor paused. “I can send a double. I can end all of it today. But the trap is surest with the true carrier, and the true carrier is you — and so is the choice.”

Lord Cassian Vorin, permanent secretary, one of the men on whom empires rest, was silent exactly long enough to draw one breath.

“The first Friday is in eleven days,” he said. “I shall order from the new harvest.”

The last first Friday went off flawlessly: forty minutes of tasting, one buffer full of carefully prepared poison — a “preliminary protocol” for a nonexistent Imperial tender, cut so that any buyer who moved on it described himself — and one network that over the following three weeks burned from Vorbarr Sultana to Escobar: the teahouse, the couriers, the nodes, the Callisto Institute (closed by the Escobaran authorities with a formulation in which the word “medicine” did not appear), thirty-one carriers on eleven worlds — found, informed, freed, each from his own beloved cover story. The ghem faction on the buyers’ list sank into a silence that the ImpSec digests described with the by-now-traditional term.



VII. The Herb

The extraction was performed at the Imperial Military Hospital, in forty minutes, with a surgery about which Illyan, watching from the gallery, said only: “You’re a quarter of a century late with this technique, colleagues. But who’s counting.”

He was at the bedside when Vorin woke — at Vorin’s own request, made before the operation in the words Illyan carried with him afterward: “You are the only one who has been where I am coming back from.” And he stayed through the following weeks — an elderly gentleman with a tattered memory and a whole heart, coming for tea — while Lord Cassian Vorin learned anew to live with a human memory: that is, a bad one; that is, his own. Vorin grieved, exactly as Illyan had foretold — quietly, with an apologetic smile, reaching for recollections that no longer came verbatim — and Illyan told him, again and again, patiently, with the weight of a man who had paid everything for the knowledge:

“Memory is not what makes you you, Cassian. I lost thirty years of recordings and remained — furrowed, but myself. You are losing the transcript, but you keep the main thing, and the main thing was never in the chip: it is that for twenty-six years nobody ever had to check your word. Even when someone else’s will ran through you — yours did not move. The Imperium remembers that.” A pause, and a quarter of a smile. “And the Imperium, take it from an old archivist, remembers worse than you do even now.”

His first day back at work, Lord Vorin began with a cup of vardia — genuine, bought from a new importer vetted by ImpSec to the seventh generation. The herb, the Imperial laboratory established, did in fact have a mildly beneficial effect on memory: “within statistical error, but with a superb flavor.” Vorin no longer drank it for his memory. He drank it because he loved it, and because a man has the right to keep at least one of his cover stories — on his own side of the table, with his eyes open.

And Miles, a week later, finished his report to the Emperor in the study at Vorkosigan House, in the late hour when the house grew still, and by old habit added to the private notebook — the new one, begun after he had passed the old one to his son — the line with which the case closed for him:

Chambers can be armored, channels encrypted, devices found. People are not devices — and precisely for that reason they are at once the most vulnerable node and the only one worth defending. Sweep the rooms. But guard the people: their memory is borrowed only when someone steals it; returned, it becomes the one thing no chip ever records — trust.

He set down the pen, drank off the cooled tea — ordinary, Vorbarran, no miracles — and turned out the lamp. In the dark, somewhere across the Nexus, thirty-one people on eleven worlds were dreaming again that night. Miles did not know what they dreamed. He knew only that the dreams were their own — and that this, in the end, was the entire sentence handed down in the case.





In Another’s Wake


An adventure of Imperial pilot Nikolai Vorsoisson



I. The Pilot of the Echo

Imperial jump pilot first class Nikolai Vorsoisson had flown the Echo for five years — since her commissioning day, when the assignments board reviewed the files of forty-one candidates for the fastest hull in the Imperium and settled on the thirty-year-old Komarran with a spotless log and the dullest reputation in the entire pilot corps.

“Dull,” in the mouths of jump pilots, was a complicated word. Vorsoisson did not fly spectacularly. Vorsoisson flew clean: entry into the throat on the axis line to the centimeter, neurotransmitter expenditure below norm, zero deviations from flight plan in fifteen years of service — and logs kept with an honesty the young pilots found old-fashioned and the old ones found inconvenient. Once, in his third year, he had reported his own violation — a three-second delay on a maneuver, noticed by no one, with consequences for no one — and to his commander’s question “why, devil take it, man, who would ever have known?” he had answered with a sentence that followed him through the corps ever after:

“I would have known, sir. And I fly with that man in every cockpit.”

No one in the corps knew the whole story behind the sentence. They knew the outline: his father, a Komarran administrator, killed in an accident when the boy was nine; his mother remarried — remarkably well, to Lord Auditor Vorkosigan himself; the boy raised in Vorkosigan House, but keeping his father’s name, which on Barrayar read as a gesture. Few knew more, because the full file on the death of Tien Vorsoisson lay under Auditorial seal: the embezzlement, the concealed Vorzohn’s Dystrophy, the complicity in a theft that led to the worst catastrophe in the history of Komarran terraforming, and the end — chained to a railing in the middle of the wasteland, breath mask empty, by his own co-conspirators.

Nikki knew all of it. He had demanded it — at eleven, with a child’s insistence that reached the Emperor himself; and Gregor, then, had told him the truth to his face, all of it, uncut, because in the house that was raising the boy they believed that stories with the cuts left in are more dangerous than enemies. Since then Nikolai Vorsoisson had lived with a two-line inheritance: one dream — the jumps, his own since age nine — and one family name his father had left with a stain on it.

The dream he had fulfilled. And for the name, he flew clean. Every day. Fifteen years.

The Echo waited for him in Barrayar orbit that morning, as always — one hundred and sixty meters of Illyrican poetry with a double phase fan, the fastest thing under the Imperial flag — and Nikki walked the docking tube with that quiet, complete, everyday happiness that had not worn off once in five years. Today was a simple day: the annual recertification, then a courier run to Komarr. Routine.

The routine ended at ten past eleven, in the neurology suite of Imperial flight medicine.



II. The Certificate

“Here.” The doctor rotated the hologram of the implant and pointed his stylus at a grayish shadow in the tissue by the third contact node. “A microstructural anomaly. It’s small — at the edge of resolution. It might be a scanner artifact. It might be scar tissue. It might be the beginning of something. The protocol in such cases offers two paths, pilot. The first: I enter ‘finding within norms, follow-up in one year’ — I have grounds; the finding really is borderline. You fly tomorrow. The second: full workup, three weeks, a board. If it’s a scar — you fly in a month. If it’s something else…” The doctor did not finish. He did not need to; every pilot knew the end of that sentence: the ground. Forever. “The choice, frankly, is yours. Nobody but the two of us has seen this scan.”

The room went quiet. Nikki looked at the grayish shadow — three millimeters of unknown in his own head, between him and the throats of the wormholes — and in the quiet, very clearly, he heard the echo of another story: a man who hides a diagnosis because admission costs a career; a man who lies on declarations year after year; a man whose small hidden things grow in the dark until they become a railing in the middle of a wasteland.

“Pilot?” the doctor prompted.

“The second path,” said Nikolai Vorsoisson. “The full workup. And, Doctor — enter in the record that the finding was reported by me, at my own request, with full understanding of the consequences.” He stood and took his jacket, and only at the door added, more quietly, mostly to himself: “In my family the other way has already been tried. It doesn’t work.”

The self-grounding of the best pilot in the corps thundered through the service by evening. His commander called him in and spent half an hour trying to talk him out of “rushing the formalities”; Nikki heard everything out politely and yielded nothing. That evening his mother called by holo from Vorbarr Sultana and talked him out of nothing — only looked at him for a long time, with those eyes, and said at last: “Your father would—” she rarely began sentences that way, and Nikki went still, “—your father would not have understood it. But I understand it, Nikki. And if it means anything: I am proud of you exactly as much as I am afraid for you. The two grow from one root.”

And his stepfather, the Lord Auditor, did not call at all. He sent only a note, on paper, by courier, by his old habit for the important things — one line:

The right decisions rarely look like flying. Usually they look like a waiting room. Hold on. — M.

Nikki taped it to the inside of his locker and waited. The waiting lasted nine days.

On the tenth came the alarm.



III. The Call

Wormhole XT-4 was young, weakly, and until that week — harmless: a side entrance to the Odera system, where around a pale sun there orbited three habitats and one ore station — eleven thousand six hundred souls, a thirty-year-old colony, connected to the Nexus through a single throat. On the night of the tenth day, the monitoring station at XT-4 registered the thing the whole galaxy had learned to read with a chill since the quaddie crisis: terminal arrhythmia. The young wormhole was dying — fast, in days — and behind it eleven thousand six hundred people would be sealed in. Not dead: abandoned. Forever, with no road out and no road in, until the oxygen of their civilization ran out.

The medicine existed and was called O-2: Professor Riva’s second machine, lighter, smarter, and — in Riva’s own words — “better brought up,” built from zero after the death of the first, with the single purpose of singing to sick bells. O-2 stood in Riva’s laboratory on Komarr, ready and untested. From Komarr to XT-4 were eleven jumps by the standard corridors — nine days’ travel. The forecast gave the wormhole six.

There existed another route: five jumps, of which two ran through throats with a variance forbidden to everything except one class of ship. Four days. For the Echo — three and a half.

And the pilot of the Echo was sitting in a waiting room.

The board convened extraordinarily, at two in the morning, under pressure descending from so high that no one dared name it. The results of the full workup — completed the previous day, its report stuck in someone’s inbox — were retrieved, read, and announced in the presence of the pilot himself, to whom nobody had said anything for nine days:

“The finding is scar tissue,” the chairman read. “Old. Stable. Non-progressing. Origin…” he looked up from the page, “…a trace of gene therapy in childhood. Retrogene correction of Vorzohn’s Dystrophy, performed at age eight. The treatment was successful and complete; the scar is cosmetic, flight-irrelevant. Conclusion: fit without restriction.” A pause. “Pilot Vorsoisson. The board notes in the record, by exception, the following: you reported a borderline finding voluntarily, in full awareness of the risk. The board has seen all kinds of pilots. This kind it sees rarely. You are dismissed — that is, on the contrary: your flight orders are waiting at the door.”

Nikki took the orders with a hand steadier than it had any right to be, and only in the corridor, alone, stopped for a moment by the window. A scar from childhood. A trace of the treatment paid for, back then, with all of his mother’s terror and all of his father’s lies — Tien’s disease, the hidden one, the shameful one, written into his own head as three millimeters of quiet tissue that interfered with nothing and would never go away.

You carry a scar from your father, he thought, without bitterness, for the first time in his life without any bitterness at all. It does not interfere with the flying.

“Well then,” said Nikolai Vorsoisson to the window, to the orders, and to three millimeters of family history. “Let’s fly.”



IV. The Cargo

O-2 was loaded on Komarr in six hours — four sections in shock cradles, eleven technicians from the arsenal team — and together with the machine there came aboard, waving off three offered arms with her cane, Professor Emerita Judith Riva herself, ninety-one, with the expression of a person being talked out of something already decided.

“Don’t argue,” she informed the Echo’s captain before he could open his mouth. “The machine is mine, the patient is urgent, and I am at an age when any journey may be my last, so I choose to make them interesting. My cabin is to be near the cargo bay. And introduce me to the pilot — I want to see the man to whom I’m entrusting my old age across two bad throats.”

The introduction took place in the navigation room, over the unrolled route, and lasted three minutes on the substance and one pause off it — when Riva read the name on the pilot’s tablet and raised to Nikki a gaze suddenly very old and very attentive.

“Vorsoisson. Komarran.” It was not a question. “How old were you in the year of the soletta, pilot?”

“Nine, Professor.” Nikki held her gaze. “My father was Tien Vorsoisson. The administrator from the terraforming project. I see you remember the case.”

“I remember the case,” said Riva slowly, “because I was one of the consultants on it. I did the five-space mathematics of the thing that was stolen, and that killed an engineer of your acquaintance.” She was silent a moment. “So you know what that is in my hold. You know whose mathematics lies at the bottom of it.”

“I know, Professor. Soudha’s mathematics, through Soven’s machine, through O-1, to your O-2.” Nikki squared the route charts, with even hands. “An equation that began as theft and murder, and today flies to hold a door open for eleven thousand people. If you’re asking whether I can carry it…” he raised his eyes, “…Professor, I have been waiting for this cargo for twenty-six years. I just didn’t know until now what it looked like.”

Riva studied him a while longer. Then she nodded — once, like a seal.

“Fly, pilot,” she said. “You and I, it appears, are hauling the same baggage. Mine is heavier, but yours is from further back. At XT-4 we unload both.”

The run became a legend in the corps before it was over. Five jumps in eighty-one hours: two standard throats taken on the axis to the centimeter; one overloaded trade throat at Tau node, where the Echo — with a clearance extracted by Riva on the emergency band with the words “young lady, get me the dispatcher, and tell the dispatcher he is wanted by an old woman with eleven gigawatts” — went through out of turn, in the wake of an outbound liner, inside its ninety seconds, by the maneuver the whole corps studied from Kera Volan’s telemetry and which Nikki executed so smoothly that Riva, watching from navigation, said only: “Well, well. So it’s taught now.”

“It isn’t taught, Professor,” said Nikki, without taking his hands from the board. “It’s studied. You fly in another’s wake only until you learn to leave your own.”



V. The Patient

XT-4 met them in terminal phase: a throat contracted to two-thirds of its catalog diameter, a pulse ragged to ugliness, and a monitoring station whose duty crew had not slept in five days. On the far side, over the last living relay link, the Odera system kept a disciplined silence — eleven thousand six hundred people who knew the numbers and had chosen, with a dignity that put half the Echo’s crew in tears, not to clog the channel with pleas.

Riva deployed O-2 on the installation barge in thirty hours, directing from a chair, cane for a pointer, and at hour thirty-one gathered the staff with a face Nikki had already learned to read.

“Bad news and worse. The bad: the arrhythmia is outrunning my model — we have forty hours, not eighty. The worse is structural.” She rotated the hologram of the throat. “A young wormhole in terminal phase cannot be damped from one side. O-2 will hold this shore of the bell. But the far mouth is disintegrating in anti-phase — and unless someone carries a mirror resonator to it, into the mouth itself, precisely during the tuning, the damping will crack the passage instead of healing it. The resonator is ready — there it is, two hundred kilos, in that crate. The question is who carries it. A transit through this throat, now, is a task for one class of ship and very few hands. And holding position in the far mouth, inside the ringing bell, for forty minutes while I sing from here…” Riva let the sentence drop. “And to be honest to the end: if the tuning does not take, the passage closes with the resonator and its carrier on the far side. Forever. Among eleven thousand six hundred hosts.”

The staff room went silent. And in the silence Nikolai Vorsoisson heard — as he always heard in such moments — the echo: a man chained to a railing, who had chosen none of what brought him there; a man who all his life had chosen the small hidden exits, until they ran out. And he heard the other thing, the stronger one: his own voice at nine years old, over a table on Komarr, before a small Imperial Auditor: I’m going to be a jump pilot.

“The Echo carries the resonator,” he said. “I fly.”

“Pilot—” the captain began.

“Sir, with all respect: the arithmetic is simple and I have been doing it all my life.” Nikki turned to the staff, calm in that way which, in his family, was passed down not by blood but by dinner table. “Beyond the throat are eleven thousand people who chose nothing. On this side is one pilot who chooses with open eyes, with the best ship in the Imperium, and with forty minutes of work he has trained fifteen years to do. If the tuning doesn’t take — I remain with people who will need a pilot, a mechanic, and a geometry teacher, and I qualify for two of the three. If it takes…” he looked at Riva, “…Professor, if it takes, I’ll ask you for a copy of the score. As a keepsake.”

Before the jump he wrote two letters — on paper, by the custom of the house that had raised him. One to his mother, short, because between them words had long been unnecessary. The other to his second father — shorter still:

Dad. (I’ve been calling you that in my head for years; it’s proper at least once on paper.) If you are reading this, the door closed with me on the right side of it. Regret nothing: you gave me the route, Mother gave me the compass, and the heading was always mine. Tell Gregor the debt from my eleventh year is repaid with interest. — N.

He sealed them, handed them to the captain with the word “in case,” and went to put on his ship.



VI. The Mouth

The transit through the dying throat of XT-4 lasted eight minutes, and Nikolai Vorsoisson did not remember it as fear. He remembered it as hearing: the bell was striking all around him, ragged, vicious, and he walked between the strokes — by Riva’s score, then by her corrections, then, in the last thirty seconds, by a third thing that was neither computation nor instinct, but fifteen years of clean logs gathered into two hands.

Beyond waited strange stars, three habitats glowing like cities at night — and a silence on the air that broke the instant his transponder identified itself: eleven thousand six hundred people who had kept disciplined silence for five days stopped keeping it, all at once. Nikki let them shout for forty-five seconds — he judged that much humanly necessary — then asked for a clean channel and an anchoring position.

The station-keeping in the far mouth entered the piloting textbooks under the dry name “the Odera stationary regime,” with the note that it has been performed once. For forty minutes the Echo hung in the very jaws of the ringing bell, the mirror resonator unfolded from her hull like a silver flower, and Nikki held position against the pulse of the dying five-space — not with thrust but with phase, the left and right fans separately, compensating every stroke with a counterstroke, forty minutes of continuous asynchronous maneuvering, about which Kera Volan, having reviewed the telemetry, later said in public one sentence worth more than a medal: “I invented it out of desperation. He played it from the sheet music.”

At the thirty-eighth minute the bell began to quiet. O-2 sang from the other shore — patient, coaxing, in anti-phase — the resonator returned the song in mirror, and between the two the throat of XT-4, a young wormhole sick with its own youth, shivered, evened its pulse… and breathed.

Riva’s voice came over the restored relay link, ninety-one years old and shamelessly triumphant:

“The pulse is sinus, the variance is falling, the patient will live. Pilot Vorsoisson — come home through the door. It is now merely a door.”

Nikki came home through a mere door — smooth, placid, boring, the most beautiful throat he had ever transited — and only at the exit, with Odera falling astern, did he grasp what exactly he had left there: the first colony in history saved by a machine with a criminal pedigree, delivered by a pilot with a family name of shame.

The circle, he thought, had not closed. Circles do not close. But the wake — the wake was different now.



VII. The Wake

The colonists of Odera requested permission to name the wormhole, and it went through the channels in record time, because nobody dared stand in the way of eleven thousand six hundred grateful signatures. The proposal read: “the Nikolai Vorsoisson Passage.” The pilot asked for one amendment, a single one, and formulated it in writing, with his customary precision:

Without the first name. Only the family name. My father bore that name too — a Komarran administrator, a man of complicated fate, who did not live to see what could come of it. Let the name work a while longer. Names, like wormholes, are healed by passage.

The Vorsoisson Passage entered the registries the following spring. Ekaterin Vorkosigan, reading the official notice in the garden at Vorbarr Sultana, wept — once, briefly, facing the beds — and then planted by the south wall a new tree, of which, to her husband’s question, she said only: “Komarran. Endures everything. You’ll see when it grows.”

And the letters marked “in case” came back to their sender unopened and were burned in the fireplace of Vorkosigan House by the old family custom, in a small circle, glass in hand. Miles watched the fire a long time, then said — to Nikki, and not only to him:

“Do you know the strangest thing about the fatherhood trade? You spend years preparing to pass something on — experience, a name, a route. And then one day you discover that the most important thing your son took himself, from a place you never showed him: from the worst room of his own history. You made a cockpit out of that room, Nikki. I know no higher piloting.”

“I had a good wake to study,” said Nikolai Vorsoisson. “Several wakes. And then I just… started leaving my own.”

The Echo lifted on a scheduled run three days later — routine, boring, perfect — and somewhere across the Nexus, in the simulator halls of the pilot corps, the new intake was already studying telemetry stamped “Odera, stationary regime,” frame by frame, stroke by stroke, the way one studies another’s wake: carefully, with gratitude, and with the secret intention of one day outflying it.

The pilot of the Echo had no objection. That is what wakes are left for.





The Survivors


An adventure of Lady Ekaterin Vorkosigan on Cetaganda



I. The Invitation

The invitation arrived at Vorkosigan House through the Cetagandan embassy, on a sheet of living paper that shifted its hue with the angle of the light, and was addressed — this was the first thing everyone noticed — not to the Lord Auditor and his wife, but to “Lady Ekaterin Vorkosigan, author of gardens,” personally, independently, and solely.

The Celestial Garden of Eta Ceta — the palace complex of the Cetagandan emperor, the most perfect cultivated space in human history, a place whose name was a synonym for haut aesthetics itself — was inviting a Barrayaran to design a garden within it.

“It’s a trap,” said Miles, reading the invitation for the third time. “Or an honor. With them, the two are one discipline.”

“It is a plot of eighteen decares in the southeast quadrant, authority to select species without restriction, and a formulation I want to read to you aloud,” said Ekaterin, who was reading the annex. “‘The Celestial Garden contains twelve thousand years of edited beauty. The commission wishes to add to the collection one space it does not possess: a garden of unedited life, arranged by a hand that respects it. The choice of author was unanimous.’” She looked up. “Miles. They want wild species. Unimproved. In the heart of the Celestial Garden. It’s as if… as if the Council of Counts commissioned a Cetagandan genetic sculpture for the chamber of Vorhartung Castle.”

“Which is exactly why it’s a trap,” said Miles. “Half the ghem court will take the invitation as an insult to haut art. The other half will take it as a move in a game we can’t see. And the whole weight of it will land on one Barrayaran woman with a trowel, alone, thirty jumps from home, in a court where even the flowers have factions.” He put down the sheet. “When do we leave?”

“We don’t,” said Ekaterin, gently and finally. “I leave. The invitation is to me, Miles. The first in my life in which nowhere, in not one line, does ‘Vorkosigan’ appear in any sense other than my signature. If an Imperial Auditor with two of their emperor’s medals stands beside me on that plot, the garden becomes diplomacy. And it must be a garden.” She smiled at his expression with twenty-five years of tenderness. “I will write every evening. And I’m taking Grandmother Vorvayne’s shears — if the court of the Celestial Garden means to test a Barrayaran, let it know that Barrayarans arrive with tools.”

The shears — heavy, hand-forged, inherited through four generations of South Continent women, their handles polished by palms — provoked at Cetagandan customs a fourteen-minute consultation on three levels, at the end of which the senior inspector returned them to their case with a bow and the formulation Ekaterin entered in her journal as the first local victory: “A tool of the craft, of sentimental value. The Empire welcomes the master.”



II. The Celestial Garden

The Celestial Garden could not be described, which had prevented no one from trying for twelve centuries. Ekaterin, led through it on her second day, gave up on descriptions by the third hectare and moved on to what she knew how to do: reading.

She read perfection. Trees whose crowns repeated mathematical series; flowers changing color in chord with the sun’s movement; lawns on which not one blade grew off the score; ponds with fish whose schools swam in calligraphy. Everything alive here had been edited, polished, signed — generations of ghem artists and haut geneticists had rewritten every genome the way one rewrites a draft — and all of it was beautiful in a way that made her eyes ache after the third hour, the way one aches from a text without a single pause.

Her plot was in the southeast quadrant, behind a wall of coral oaks: eighteen decares, leveled, sterile, the soil replaced to three meters’ depth — “a clean page,” as ghem-Lady Miara Soren, the young horticulturist assigned as her liaison, put it with a bow. No clean page, of course: Ekaterin knelt, took a handful of the delivered soil, rubbed it between her fingers, and asked how many generations of microflora had been exterminated in the sterilization. Ghem-Lady Soren blinked her painted eyelids and admitted she did not know. By evening she knew. By week’s end she carried soil under her manicure and took notes with a fervor she carefully hid from the rest of the court.

The court watched. Ekaterin felt the watching constantly — polite, layered, patient: ghem lords strolling “by chance” past the plot; a formal dinner at the house of the curator of living collections, ghem-Lord Saren Ketu, whose courtesy was so perfect it cut (“Unedited life, Lady Vorkosigan. What a… brave concept. Though a weed is also a concept, provided one has no neighbors”); and every morning, exactly at dawn, one white haut-bubble — an impenetrable sphere of force field, such as the haut ladies rode — which floated soundlessly to the edge of the plot, stood there for half an hour, and departed without a word, day after day.

“Who is she?” Ekaterin asked on the fifth morning.

“One does not ask,” whispered ghem-Lady Soren, pale under her face paint. “A bubble in the Celestial Garden can only be… one does not ask, my lady. Ever.”

Ekaterin nodded, turned to the bubble, and bowed — exactly as much as a gardener bows to a guest who has come before opening hours. The bubble stood a while. Then, just perceptibly, it inclined in reply.



III. The Survivors

Her concept Ekaterin presented to the commission on the tenth day, without holograms, with one pot in her hands.

“One hundred and ten years ago,” she said, “this planet governed mine for twenty years. I will not speak of the people; I am not a historian. I will speak of the plants. The terraforming bombardments, the burned zone around Vorbarr Sultana, the defoliants in the Dendarii Mountains — Barrayaran flora survived all of it, as it has survived everything for five hundred years: without anyone’s help. The species I will plant here are the survivors. Snag-bush, which roots in ash fields. Iron fern, which overwintered under burned forest. Crater knapweed from the shell-hole plains. Not one of them is beautiful by your standards. Not one is edited — except by hunger, cold, fire, and time, the oldest editors, who work unsigned.” She set the pot on the table. “And this is the center of the garden. A skellytum, a Barrayaran succulent. This particular plant is eighty-one years old. It was raised by my great-great-aunt, inherited through five generations of women of my family, carried to Komarr, where… where it was shattered. To pieces. Under bad circumstances.” Her voice did not waver; she had trained it. “It was rooted anew from one fragment. Everything you see grew from the piece. The garden, honored members of the commission, will be called ‘The Survivors,’ and it will assert one single thing: that there is a beauty which is not designed but earned — and that respect for life begins where the desire to correct it ends.”

A long Cetagandan silence fell — one of those in which positions are redistributed.

“The commission accepts the concept,” said the presiding haut at last, whose face expressed nothing in a way that expressed a great deal. “With one note, Lady Vorkosigan: in this garden, for twelve centuries, no one has spoken the word ‘bombardments’ in public. We observe that the sky did not fall. Proceed.”

The work flowed. The shipments from Barrayar arrived weekly — seeds, cuttings, microflora in cryo-containers, South Continent soil, over which Ekaterin fought a four-day battle with phytosanitary control and won it with paragraphs; the plot turned from clean page into draft, from draft into text. In the evenings she wrote to Miles. His replies began calm (“Proud of you. The house is boring. The cook’s cabbage is conspiring against me”) and gathered the familiar frequency with every week (“Benin owes me a favor, just say the word,” “I can be there in nine days,” “EKATERIN, ARE YOU WELL, THE FULL STOP AT THE END OF YOUR LAST LETTER STRUCK ME AS TENSE”), until she answered with one sentence that becalmed them for a month: “Darling, if you send one more encrypted offer of an evacuation plan, I will plant in your garden a full-length statue of Admiral Naismith, commissioned from a ghem sculptor.”

And on the forty-third day, Ekaterin discovered that another author was working in her garden.



IV. The Improvements

She discovered it the way she discovered everything in plants: with eyes that for twenty-five years had watched how life grows when no one corrects it.

A leaf of iron fern — perfectly symmetrical. A small thing; iron fern does not make perfect leaves, it makes enduring leaves, and endurance is asymmetrical by nature. Then the crater knapweed in the east bed bloomed — four weeks ahead of its season, in a color half a tone richer than possible. Then the snag-bush at the entrance stopped shedding its autumn bark and gleamed, smooth as a parlor plant. One by one, quietly, carefully: someone was editing her wild species. Not to kill them. To improve them.

Ekaterin sat over the seedlings half the night, until the scheme assembled itself in all its elegance, and when it assembled, her hands went cold. Nobody wanted to ruin her garden. They wanted to perfect it — secretly, gradually, irreversibly — so that on opening day, before the entire court, before the genetic analyzers the haut aesthetes carried the way Barrayarans carry knives, the “garden of unedited life” would prove edited to the last leaf. The author: a fraud or an ignoramus, at the audience’s choice. The concept: a farce. The insult to haut art: avenged — with haut art. No one would even raise a voice. Here they did not kill gardens. Here they made them perfect, which for hers was the same thing.

She told no one — not yet. She told the beds. For three days she walked the plot on her knees in the soil, leaf by leaf, stem by stem, mapping the tampering with the precision of a forensic botanist: eighteen interventions, all recent, all executed in a hand that grew more recognizable the longer she looked — confident, exquisite, incapable of restraint. On the fourth day she laid the trap: she announced to ghem-Lady Soren (and therefore, she calculated, to the entire court by evening) that the west bed of mountain lichens was “the heart of the composition, the most fragile and the most important,” and left it demonstratively unwatched.

On the sixth night a garden drone with dimmed lights settled over the west bed and set to work. On the seventh morning Ekaterin examined the lichens under the field microscope, found what she expected — and one thing more, which she did not expect, and at which she slowly, broadly smiled.

A signature. In the edited genome, woven into the non-coding regions, stood the artist’s personal marker — the vanity no ghem aesthete could overcome, because to them art without a signature was theft from oneself. Three stylized ideographs. Ekaterin copied them out carefully and went to find a man of whom her husband said he was the only person on this planet to whom he would trust his back.



V. The Signature

Ghem-General Dag Benin, chief of Imperial internal security, received Lady Vorkosigan in a windowless office, heard her out without interrupting, examined the genetic analysis, the copied signature, and her three weeks’ cartography of the interventions — and at the end did something she later described to Miles as “the most Cetagandan thing I have ever seen”: he bowed to the documentation.

“Eighteen interventions, documented with dates, samples, and chain of custody. Lady Vorkosigan, half my investigators do not work this cleanly.” He squared the sheets. “The signature belongs to ghem-Lord Saren Ketu, curator of the living collections. Which you knew, I suspect, before you came.”

“I suspected whose the style was. The signature confirmed it.” Ekaterin was silent a moment. “He is good, General. The work is loathsome in intent and superb in execution. Had he finished, no analysis in the universe would have proven the edits were not mine.”

“Yes. Ketu is perhaps the finest living editor of plant genomes outside the Star Crèche — and for eight years he has curated a collection to which he is not permitted to add a single stroke of his own, because the Celestial Garden is complete and he was born too late. Then a Barrayaran arrives, and they give her eighteen decares and full freedom.” Benin set down the documents. “The motive is clear, the evidence sufficient. The question, Lady Vorkosigan, is procedural, and by the court’s protocol it is put to the injured party: how do you wish his career to die? Quietly, before the opening — an arrest, a scandal behind curtains, your garden opening with a shadow over it. Or loudly — a charge before the court, a trial in which your garden becomes material evidence and is sealed for years. Both roads are open to you.”

“And the third?” asked Ekaterin.

“I was not aware there was a third.”

“There is.” She rose. “Touch nothing until the opening, General. Only come. And stand somewhere from which ghem-Lord Ketu can see you well.”

That evening — at dawn the next day — the white haut-bubble floated up to the plot as always, and for the first time in fifty days it spoke. The voice, filtered through the field, was female, elderly, and amused.

“Do you know,” said the bubble, “that in fifty mornings you are the first person here to bow to me as to a guest, and not as to an institution? Haut Pel Navarr. Yes, that Pel. Do not ask how a Consort slips out at dawn; the answer is unworthy of my rank.” The bubble drew nearer. “I have watched your survivors grow, Lady Vorkosigan. And I have watched what is being done to them. I know that you know — it shows in your traps. Therefore one question, before tomorrow’s theater, from a woman who has spent her life in the most edited building in the universe: your garden asserts that correction is a form of fear. Tell me — do you believe it to the end? For people too?”

Ekaterin thought — truly, at length, as the question deserved.

“Not to the end,” she said finally. “My son is alive because geneticists corrected the thing that was killing him: a disease, not a character. The difference, haut Pel, is not between correcting and not correcting. The difference is between correcting from love and correcting from fear. Love asks what hurts. Fear asks what sticks out.” She wiped the soil from her hands. “Tomorrow, in my garden, that is exactly what will be spoken of. Come, if protocol permits.”

“Protocol,” said haut Pel Navarr, “will survive one exception. It has survived me.”



VI. The Shears

The opening of the garden called The Survivors gathered in the southeast quadrant more of the court than any opening had gathered in a generation: curiosity, malice, and a presentiment of theater, mixed in a proportion Ekaterin — receiving her guests in a plain Barrayaran dress with garden shears at her belt — found to be an excellent working climate.

The garden lay before them — unfinished by haut standards and alive by hers: snag-bushes rooted into imported crater stones; iron fern under coral oaks; a meadow of crater knapweed, uneven as a real meadow; and at the center, on a low hill, an old skellytum with a crooked trunk and a plaque that read only: “Shattered 2977. Rooted anew.”

“Your excellencies,” Ekaterin began without amplification; she had learned from her mother-in-law that a quiet voice makes the hall lean in. “This garden asserts something simple: that life no one has corrected deserves to be looked at with respect, not with condescension. I know that here this is a disputed thesis. I know it,” she made a pause of a precision Miles would have been proud of, “because for the last seven weeks someone has been disputing it on site. Eighteen times.”

The silence dropped like a curtain. Ekaterin set off down the path, unhurried, and the court flowed after her.

“Here.” She stopped at the iron fern and lifted the perfectly symmetrical leaf. “Corrected. Here — the knapweed, bloomed before its season in an impossible color. Corrected. Here — the lichens of the west bed. Corrected last week, at night, by drone, with a mastery to which I take off my hat, and with a signature in the genome, because a true artist cannot do without a signature.” She looked at no one in particular. It was not necessary: ghem-General Benin stood in the third row, exactly where he ought, looking exactly at whom he ought, and the face of ghem-Lord Saren Ketu beneath its impeccable paint was slowly acquiring the color of soil before sterilization. “I will not name the author. In this garden, editors are not named — that is its entire idea. I will do something else.”

She drew Grandmother Vorvayne’s shears — heavy, forged, polished by four generations of palms — and before the eyes of the flower of the Cetagandan court, methodically, with clean professional movements, she cut out the corrected: the perfect leaf, the impossible bloom, the edited lichens, eighteen interventions, stem by stem, in a total silence broken only by a sound haut aesthetics had never once heard in its history — the sound of Barrayaran shears cutting improvements. Then she knelt, opened a canvas bag, and in every bared place planted new: living, wild, uneven, from the seed bank of the survivors.

“The garden restores itself,” she said, rising and brushing the soil from her knees with a gesture that apologized for nothing. “That is what it knows how to do. That is why it is here. I declare it open.”

In the silence that followed occurred the thing Eta Ceta speaks of to this day: the white bubble in the first row went out. The field contracted and vanished, and haut Pel Navarr — with an open face on which twelve centuries of genetics had written beauty, and eighty years of life, which is rarer, an expression — stepped onto the uneven meadow of The Survivors with bare feet, laughed aloud at the touch of it, and set off down the path: the first haut in living memory to enter a garden with no wall between herself and the growing.

After her, because precedent is the strongest force in any court, went everyone.



VII. The Cutting

The reckoning settled itself in the Cetagandan manner: noiselessly and finally. Ghem-Lord Saren Ketu resigned “for reasons of health” three days after the opening and accepted an appointment as terraforming inspector on Rho Ceta — a post whose irony the court chewed for a whole season: to the end of his career, the finest editor of his generation would be checking how unimproved lichen grows on other people’s rocks. Benin sent Ekaterin an official commendation and an unofficial note: “Your husband once resolved a case here by talking for fourteen hours. You resolved yours with eighteen cuts and two sentences. Tell him the court votes for your method.”

The garden called The Survivors was declared a permanent exhibit of the Celestial Garden — the first whose charter expressly forbade any genetic intervention — and the Star Crèche addressed to Lady Vorkosigan a request she recognized as the true price of the whole adventure: a complete collection of seed from unedited Barrayaran species, for the haut archive. The wild, entering the most ordered gene bank of humanity, through the front door, with an inventory.

Ekaterin agreed — for a fee she formulated in writing, and at which the embassy went silent: not money, not a title, but the return of the herbarium of Vorbarr Sultana University — fourteen thousand specimens of Barrayaran flora, carried off during the occupation and lying for a century in the Imperial repositories. The herbarium arrived on Barrayar two months after her, in forty-one sealed containers, and when the rector, at a loss for words, asked how she had ever obtained such a thing, Ekaterin answered with the sentence that afterward hung framed in the botany faculty:

“I asked for it in gardeners’ language, Rector. I told them the survivors were coming home. On Cetaganda they understand composition — no one dared spoil the finale.”

At home autumn waited for her, and her garden — hers, with the plaque with her name — and Miles at the gate, who embraced her silently and long, and then surveyed her luggage and observed that from eighteen decares in the Celestial Garden his wife was returning with one travel bag and one pair of shears.

“The garden stayed there,” said Ekaterin. “That is how it is with gardens, love: they are the only art you cannot take with you. You can only leave it to grow among strangers and hope they will look after it.” She hung the shears on their hook in the shed, where they had hung between the trowels for twenty years. “And the skellytum put out a cutting. I left it there, in their soil. Let the Celestial Garden have one thing no one will ever correct.”

In the evening, in the study, Miles found a gift on his desk: a small pot with a still smaller commemoration — a cutting of the cutting, third generation from the shattered one — and a note in the hand he knew better than his own:

To the most corrected man I know — from his most incorrigible wife. It grows slowly. It endures everything. It is ours. — E.





The Season


A spy comedy of manners — with Byerly Vorrutyer and Rish



I. The Relic

Byerly Vorrutyer understood that he had grown old at the moment when, at the Vorsmythe reception, a twenty-three-year-old lord with a hairstyle resembling a crash landing introduced him to his friends with the words “and this is By Vorrutyer — a legend, man, he was gossiping about our fathers.”

“About your grandfathers, actually,” Byerly corrected him with his sweetest smile. “About your fathers, gossip was superfluous. They managed by themselves.”

The young men laughed and moved on, and Byerly remained by the column with a glass of undrunk wine — prop number one of the trade for thirty-five years — and with the unpleasant sensation that the column was supporting him more than he it. Fifty-three. Three and a half decades as the most despised idler of Vorbarr Sultana, professional parasite, society mocker — and all that time, under the covers of the most useless life in the capital, a domestic informer for ImpSec with a file whose classification would have whitened the hair of everyone who had ever looked down on him. Nobody suspected. That was the whole art of it: in thirty-five years, nobody suspected that to be so consistently useless, one must work without rest.

The summons came the next morning, by the channel used three times a decade, and the office to which he was taken belonged to the chief of ImpSec himself.

“Vorrutyer.” General Galeni indicated the chair and the tablet simultaneously. “Five betrothals. One law. Look.”

Byerly looked. Five betrothals announced for the current season — five heirs of Counts’ houses, all houses with old names and empty coffers, engaged within seven weeks to five brides with enormous dowries of an origin marked on the tablet with the delicate phrase “being clarified.” And below: a list of the Counts holding key votes on the Orbital Shipyards Act — the vote that would decide which district received the Imperial contract of the decade. The houses of the five bridegrooms. Five out of five.

“Someone is buying the Council of Counts,” said Byerly. “Through the marriage market. Elegant. Bribery is a crime; a dowry is sacred custom; no prosecutor in the Imperium can touch a bride-gift without half the Council dying of apoplexy in its defense.” He set down the tablet. “And I presume you’re calling me because your departments can trace money through eight banks, but not through one ballroom.”

“I am calling you,” said Galeni, “because this is an investigation that must not exist: zero documents, zero arrests before the full picture, and zero — I underline — zero wounded Vor pride until we know who holds the purse. I need the man for whom the ballroom is native terrain.” A pause, of the kind with which Galeni delivered the unpleasant parts. “And one thing more, Vorrutyer. You are fifty-three. I am obliged to think about succession. You will take a trainee.”

“A trainee.” Byerly pronounced the word the way one pronounces a diagnosis. “General, my trade is not taught. It is lived badly over decades.”

“Which is why I am giving you the best analyst of the last intake.” Galeni pressed the intercom with an expression in which Byerly belatedly recognized revenge for all the reports submitted by him over the years in the form of gossip. “Lieutenant, come in.”

Lieutenant Sofia Vorkaner was twenty-five, with distinction in cryptanalysis, with a straight back, with a uniform pressed to the point of menace, and with the expression of a person who had never in her life been late, lied, or laughed without cause.

“Lieutenant Vorkaner reporting as ordered,” she said. “I am ready to master frivolity, sir.”

Byerly Vorrutyer looked at the general. The general did not blink.

“Good God,” said Byerly. “She just called frivolity ‘it.’ Galeni, this will take the entire season.”



II. The Debutante

The training began in Rish’s atelier — the most fashionable establishment in Vorbarr Sultana for eight years running: a movement studio where the wives and daughters of the flower of the Vor stretched, danced, and — under the direction of a blue-skinned galactic legend with the grace of river water — confessed, without knowing it, everything their husbands considered secret. Rish had long ago discovered the thing ImpSec never did enter in its manuals: a person holding a difficult pose does not know how to lie.

“So this is the girl.” Rish circled Lieutenant Vorkaner once, the way a sculptor circles marble. “Parade-ground posture. A gunsight gaze. Hands ready to file a report. My dear, you are perfectly legible — everyone in every hall will know what you are within three seconds.”

“Meaning failure,” said the lieutenant, and noted something in her notebook.

“Meaning material,” said Rish. “Byerly was worse. Byerly is by nature an honest man — can you imagine what he had to overcome?”

The plan, approved by Galeni with a sigh, was called in the working notes “the Debutante”: into society is launched a new heiress — Miss Sofia Vorkaner, step-niece of a Komarran shipping magnate, with an upbringing “regrettably galactic,” and with a dowry of whose size the three most irrepressible gossips of the capital were confidentially informed, each with a different figure, for verisimilitude. If someone was buying Counts’ votes through betrothals, the five would not be the end of the list. An heiress with money and no lineage was exactly the commodity for which the network would come of its own accord.

There remained the small detail of making the lieutenant resemble an heiress.

“Lesson one,” said Byerly, pacing along the atelier mirrors while Rish adjusted the trainee’s shoulders with two fingers. “Gossip is a cipher with a public key. Everyone hears the same thing; the initiated reads another. When Lady Vorfoni tells you ‘darling, that gown is so daring,’ she is transmitting to the hall a message in three layers, not one of which concerns the gown. Your task is not to speak truth or falsehood. Your task is to radiate noise, in which only I read the signal. Lesson two: the best cover is not to appear harmless. It is to appear occupied with yourself. Vain people arouse no suspicion — they arouse condescension, and condescension is a cloak of invisibility. Lesson three, the most important—”

“Recording.”

“Do not record; that is the lesson: nothing is recorded. Lesson three: laugh. Not per regulation — genuinely. Find one thing at every reception that genuinely amuses you — material, I promise, there will be — and laugh at it. People forgive a woman who mocks them everything except the notebook.”

Three weeks later, at the Vorgarin ball, Miss Vorkaner made her debut — in a gown of Rish’s, with a fan, with a smile mastered before a mirror over eighty hours, and with a single line released in exactly the right place (“they say my uncle counts his ships more often than his relations — no doubt because ships grow”). By midnight the three gossips had tripled her dowry. By week’s end the invitations were pouring. And on the eleventh day arrived the one they had been waiting for: afternoon tea with Lady Danaya Vorsonel — widow, hostess of the most refined salon in the capital and, per the data of four informers, the woman who had arranged all five betrothals of the season.

“She bites,” said Byerly to Rish that evening, over a glass of genuine, drunk wine. “The matchmaker in person. Now the season begins, my dear. The real one.”



III. The Matchmaker

Lady Vorsonel’s salon worked like a clockwork mechanism disguised as a garden: tea, music, informality choreographed to the last pause — and at its core Lady Danaya herself, sixty, with a jeweler’s eyes and a card-index in her head before which, Byerly was ready to swear, the archive of ImpSec looked untidy.

Miss Vorkaner was received, appraised, weighed — and on the third visit, over the teacup, the machinery showed itself: “a wonderful boy, my dear, of the very best family; their house has… temporary difficulties, but the name, ah, the name; and in your circumstances — you have everything except a name, he has everything except everything — one meeting obliges no one.” The candidate proved to be the heir of House Vorlesco: a sixth Count’s house, whose vote on the Shipyards Act had until recently been listed as “wavering.”

“A sixth betrothal on the conveyor,” Byerly reported to Galeni. “The scheme is confirmed: Vorsonel arranges, the dowries finance, the votes line up. But Vorsonel is not the purse — she is too visible and too proud of her work; she believes she does good deeds at a commission. The money comes from above, through her, and here is the beautiful part: we traced all five dowries. Five different banks, five different trustees — and one common thread which your accountants missed, because they do not frequent florists.”

“Florists,” repeated Galeni, with the patience of a man accustomed to Vorrutyer’s reports passing through botany, fashion, or opera.

“The bouquets, General. Every courtship in this society runs on protocol: flowers from the suitor, flowers for the viewing, flowers for the signing. All six courtships — the five accomplished and my current one — are serviced by one and the same florist’s: the Winter Rose, Vorhartung Street. And the orders placed with it — look at the timeline — precede the events. A bouquet ‘for a betrothal’ is ordered for House Vorlesco before Lady Vorsonel so much as mentions the wonderful boy to me. The florist’s does not fill orders, General. The florist’s is a letter-box: someone communicates the next move to Vorsonel in a language no audit reads, because on Barrayar a bouquet is innocent by presumption. The language of flowers. Antique, drawing-room, a perfect one-time pad — the key is in the old handbooks of good breeding, which no one in ImpSec has opened in three generations.”

Galeni studied the timeline for a long moment.

“And who orders the bouquets?”

“Paid in cash, ordered by note. But the hand of the notes—” Byerly smiled the smile for which half the capital thought him malicious and the other half charming, both with cause, “—the hand is trained, old-fashioned, with a pen pressure given only by the governesses of sixty years ago. The purse, General, is a lady. A lady of years, with a classical education, with money enough to buy five dowries, and with a motive to rearrange the largest Imperial contract of the decade. Give me two weeks and one boring archival search: who lost the shipyards tender at its previous letting. Forty-one years ago.”



IV. The Fifth Bride

The search came back in three days and contained one name that silenced even Galeni: the dowager Countess Vorlesco. Eighty-eight years old. Grandmother of the “wonderful boy” being offered to Miss Vorkaner. Forty-one years ago her late husband had lost the same tender — under circumstances which the press of the day called “a lobbying triumph of the northern districts,” and which the Countess, according to contemporaries, had called in words unrecorded out of decency. Since then House Vorlesco had grown poor with dignity, and the Countess had waited. Forty-one years. And when the tender returned to the agenda, the old lady went to market — not with the house’s money, of which there was none, but with someone else’s: the trail of the five dowries, unwound to its end, terminated in a Komarran trusteeship, and behind the trusteeship, through three layers, stood a Jacksonian investment consortium that had bought up, in advance, land and subcontracts in the district that would win if the five votes fell where they should.

“The Jacksonians think they are using an old provincial countess as a side door into the Council,” Byerly summarized for Rish and the lieutenant in the atelier, after closing. “The Countess thinks she is using Jacksonian money for her forty-year revenge. A beautiful symmetry: each holds the other for an instrument. And between the two millstones — five girls and five boys, exchanged like proxies.” He turned the glass. “Four of the couples, let us admit, are indistinguishable from ordinary Vor marriages — that is, from transactions with bridesmaids. But the fifth…”

The fifth bride was called Elena Vorkeres, was twenty years old, loved — this Lieutenant Vorkaner had established across three conversations in the ladies’ retiring room, because the trainee was learning fast — a poor cousin in the cadet corps, and at every reception stood beside her betrothed with the straight back and dead eyes of a person to whom it has been explained what she owes her house. Her betrothal sealed the fifth vote.

“We are getting her out,” said Byerly.

“The operation does not provide for—” Lieutenant Vorkaner began, and stopped, because she was learning fast. “How?”

“The way one extracts a piece from another player’s game, Lieutenant: with a move the opponent is obliged to accept as his own.” Byerly set down the glass. “Galeni wants zero arrests and zero documents, and he is right: convict dowries today, and tomorrow half the Council is in the dock. This game is not won with a prosecutor. It is won where it was begun — in the hall. At the ball of the season, at the Vorbarras’, in nine days, where all five couples will be present, and the matchmaker, and — at my invitation, which she will accept, because her sixth betrothal is there — the dowager Countess herself.” He smiled slowly. “Do you know the one thing Vor society does not forgive, Lieutenant? Not deceit — deceit is a sport. Not greed — greed is a tradition. It does not forgive the ridiculous. A bought bridegroom is a scandal for one winter. A ridiculous bridegroom is a sentence unto the grave. I am going to detonate the oldest weapon of this civilization: the arranged truth, released in the right second, into the right ear, with the right smile.”



V. The Ball

The Vorbarras’ ball gathered eight hundred people, fourteen gossip orbits, and five betrothals in various phases of decomposition, of which only the faces of the initiated bore witness: Byerly Vorrutyer had spent the preceding nine days in a series of visits, each of which looked empty, and at the end of which the capital’s information field was charged like a thundercloud — with a single lightning bolt awaiting the command.

The bolt was simple. No documents, no accusations: only arithmetic, served as a curiosity. “Darling, have you heard a more amusing coincidence — the five dowries of the season, converted into Imperial marks at the rate of the day of signing, stand to one another in exactly the proportion of the voting weights of the five districts on the shipyards committee? To the third decimal. Now tell me God is not an accountant.” The sentence, released at a quarter past ten to three ladies and one colonel, circled the hall in forty minutes, because it was true, checkable with a pocket calculator, and murderously funny. By eleven o’clock the bridegrooms of the five couples were being called, in the corners, “the tariff boys.” By half past eleven two of the five Count-fathers, white with fury at the thought that all Vorbarr Sultana was laughing at the price of their sons, announced — loudly, with dignity, irreparably — that “no betrothal has been finally discussed.” The third followed by midnight on the inertia of panic. The fourth waited until morning, so as to appear independent.

And the fifth betrothal was dissolved by Elena Vorkeres herself — on the dance floor, before witnesses, with a sentence delivered to her that afternoon in an unsigned envelope and which she pronounced with suddenly living eyes: “My lord, I return you your word: I learned today that my dowry is another’s stake, and I do not gamble with other people’s money — I am a Vorkeres.” (The draft was Byerly’s. The ending — “I am a Vorkeres” — was her own, and he said afterward that it was by that correction he knew: the girl would be all right.)

At ten to twelve Byerly Vorrutyer bowed before the dowager Countess Vorlesco and invited her to the slow quadrille — the only dance that permits a private conversation in the middle of eight hundred witnesses.

“Young man,” said the Countess, laying on his sleeve a palm light as a dried leaf and firm as a Count’s seal, “you have cost me forty-one years of patience and an indecent quantity of Jacksonian money. Congratulations. For thirty years nobody in this hall has played against me, and I, fool that I am, thought it was because I was good.”

“You are good, my lady,” said Byerly sincerely. “Five betrothals, not one law broken, a motive buried four decades deep. I found you by your governess’s penmanship and a botanical timetable. That is not a defeat, my lady; that is bad postal service.”

The old lady laughed — dryly, genuinely, in public for the first time in an era no one present could remember.

“The Jacksonians will want their money,” she said then, in a businesslike tone. “They will not get it: the contracts with the trusteeship were drafted by me, and I have been drafting contracts since your instructors were cadets. They will burn to the last mark and swallow it, because the court in which they might sue me has not been built.” She examined him sidelong, appraisingly. “My district is dying, young man. That is what all of it was for. The shipyards were the last train.”

“I know,” said Byerly. “Which is why tomorrow your grandson — who is, incidentally, a decent boy and deserves a bride purchased by himself — will receive an offer from the consortium for the repair docks: the second contract under the Act, smaller, duller, and perfectly sufficient for one district. The offer is genuine. I merely… arranged certain people’s priorities.”

The Countess stopped in mid-figure, whereupon half the quadrille stopped too.

“Why?”

“Because you played forty-one years without spilling a drop of blood, my lady, and in my trade that is a rarity bordering on elegance. And because—” Byerly bowed with all his old, useless, perfect polish, “—the season was magnificent, and I have always held that a good partner is owed a flower.”



VI. The Successor

The debrief with Galeni lasted eleven minutes and entered the oral folklore of ImpSec by its closing line.

“To summarize,” said the general, regarding a folder that contained almost nothing, because such was the agreement. “Five betrothals dissolved. One Jacksonian consortium with burned investments and no legal standing to squeak. A law passed in the Council on its merits, with the votes falling where they would. One dowager countess — neutralized by means of…” he peered closer, “…repair docks. One Vorkeres girl, betrothed last week to some cadet, if I believe the society pages, and I do believe them, because half your agents write them. Zero arrests. Zero documents. Zero wounded Vor pride, except five bridegrooms’, which does not count.” Galeni closed the folder. “Vorrutyer, accounting asks under which heading to enter this season for you. I proposed ‘natural disasters.’”

“I am flattered. And the trainee?”

“The trainee,” said Galeni, and into his voice for the first time crept something resembling pleasure, “was heard last week to say, at the Vorgarin reception, I quote from the report: ‘Darling, that gown is so daring it deserves counsel of its own.’ The subject laughed for a quarter of an hour and told her everything about her husband’s shipping shares. The mentor’s assessment?”

“Excellent,” said Byerly Vorrutyer, and added nothing, because there were moments when even his tongue knew how to be silent.



VII. A Quadrille for Two

He came home to the apartment above the atelier at dawn, by the habit of thirty-five years, and found Rish awake, by the habit of eighteen: she sat on the windowsill in her blue skin and his old dressing gown, watching Vorbarr Sultana change its guard — the night windows going dark, the kitchen ones lighting up.

“Well?” she asked.

“Five betrothals dead, one alive, one consortium bankrupt, one countess with docks, and one lieutenant with a future.” Byerly sank onto the sill beside her and for a moment permitted himself his entire fifty-three-year-old back. “Do you know what old Vorlesco said to me at parting? ‘Young man, you are the last person in this capital who plays the game for the game’s sake. Take care — the likes of us end up in museums.’”

“She’s right,” said Rish. “I’ve watched you for eighteen years, By. You dissolve other people’s betrothals with grace, you arrange other people’s marriages with unsigned notes, you marry whole districts to shipyards.” She turned to him, and in her yellow eyes was that gleam which, in the old days on Jackson’s Whole, had bankrupted negotiators. “And for yourself — nothing. Eighteen years, the sharpest tongue on the planet, and not one sentence on the subject.”

Byerly Vorrutyer, the man who had a ready line for every hall in the Imperium, was silent a moment. Then he reached into the inner pocket of his evening coat and produced a small box which he had been carrying — this he admitted only later, under pressure — for eleven days.

“The sentence I have had for a long time,” he said. “I was waiting for the end of the season. It is indecent to become betrothed during working hours.” He opened the box. The ring was antique, a Vorrutyer piece, with a stone of dubious reputation, exactly like the family. “Rish. Of all the games I have ever played, you are the only one in which I have not lied once, which by my standards is the marriage of the century. Marry me. Fair warning: I have no dowry, my name comes with stains, and the society pages will print nonsense about us to the end of our days.”

Rish took the box, examined the ring in the sunrise light with the eye of a woman raised among jewels and hostages, and smiled the smile of river water.

“Nonsense to the end of our days,” she repeated. “By, that is the most honest proposal ever made on this planet. Yes. On one condition: the wedding will be small, secret, and perfect.”

“My dear,” said Byerly Vorrutyer, “whom do you take me for. By noon, exactly three people will know of it.” A pause. “By evening, of course, the entire city — but in five contradictory versions, not one of them true. One must protect one’s reputation.”

The society pages of Vorbarr Sultana reported the news a month later, having confused the date, the venue, and the number of witnesses, and were correct in only one particular: that at the ceremony the bride wore blue. The ImpSec report on the matter — a single card, submitted by an anonymous source and filed by the duty officer with a smile — was more accurate, and consisted of one line, in a hand the archive had by now learned to recognize:

The Season is closed. The next opens in spring. — B.





The Shift


An adventure of Emperor Gregor Vorbarra — incognito



I. The Heir

Prince Xav Vorbarra, heir to the thrones of Barrayar, Komarr, and Sergyar, twenty-two years old, vanished from the Solstice residence on the night before Thursday, in the middle of the Imperial family’s state visit to Komarr.

The disappearance was discovered at six in the morning, established beyond doubt at eleven minutes past, and classified to seven levels of access at twelve past. By seven o’clock the residence was sealed, the dome under silent surveillance, and in the third-floor conference room the chief of ImpSec, General Duv Galeni, was unrolling before the Emperor a search plan with a code name, three phases, and one essential property: within twelve hours, half of Komarr would guess at the disappearance, and within twenty-four, half the galaxy.

Emperor Gregor Vorbarra heard the plan out to the end, silently, standing at the window overlooking the dome as it woke for its working day. Then he said:

“No.”

“Sire—”

“No phases, Duv. No nets.” Gregor did not turn from the window. “Do you know what happened at the palace five weeks ago? Xav turned twenty-two, and per the heir’s protocol he received the full briefing: the archives without abridgment. The ceremony of majority access.” A pause. “His grandfather’s file. All of it. Crown Prince Serg, unedited — as he was, not as the textbooks write him. The boy read for four hours, thanked the archivist — politely; he is always polite — and for five weeks since, I have watched my son grow quieter and quieter. I know that silence, Duv. I have worn it. At his age, give or take four years, after learning the same thing, in the same way.” Gregor turned at last. “And I know what I did then.”

Galeni, who knew the story — it was taught at the ImpSec academy as “the Hegen incident,” the greatest failure of the protection service in a century — went silent in the way that, with him, substituted for turning pale.

“Check the balcony of the east wing,” said Gregor. “Third floor, where the service gantry passes two meters below the rail. Then check whether a supply platform left the residence’s cargo approach last night. Then — the labor exchange on level four, the morning hiring. And send no one to fetch him.”

“Sire, with all respect — how—”

“Because, Duv, the route is mine.” The Emperor’s voice was perfectly level, and that was the worst of it. “The balcony, the platform, the exchange. I told him the story when he was fourteen — how his grandfather by fosterage tracked me down at the far end of the Nexus, how I nearly cost the Imperium a civil war by wanting one week of not being myself. I told it to him as a warning.” Gregor took his jacket from the chair back. “Warnings, General, are maps. Merely with the sign reversed. Now find me work clothes, a Komarran identity of middle age, and forty-eight hours of silence. I am going to collect my son. Personally.”

“Out of the question,” said Galeni.

“Duv,” said the emperor of three worlds, putting on the jacket, “in thirty years you have refused me everything you were required to refuse me, and I am grateful for every time. This is not one of them. The boy has run from the crown. If I send the crown after him — agents, drones, a net — I confirm everything he is running from. His father goes, or no one goes.”

There was a long silence. Then General Duv Galeni, chief of the Imperial Security Service, Komarran by birth and realist by profession, said the only thing he could say:

“Then the father takes along one old Komarran acquaintance. I grew up four levels below this residence, Sire. If we are going down into the domes — we go down by my streets.”



II. The Balcony

The Empress saw them off from the residence’s inner door, without retinue, in a dressing gown, with a face on which thirty years of public life had built serenity and this night had knocked it down.

“Do you know what is most Komarran about our son?” said Laisa. “Not my blood. The bookkeeping. For five weeks he has been working an equation in his head — what he owes, to whom, and whether anyone ever asked him if he wanted the loan. Don’t bring him back before he has closed the account, Gregor. Bring me back both of you — and don’t hurry.”

The east wing balcony told the story of the escape in a language Gregor read fluently: one folding service ladder, not quite stowed; the print of a boot sole on the gantry rail; and — this made him smile for the first time in six hours — a neatly tied rope with a double seaman’s knot, left “so nobody wonders how.” The boy was polite even in flight.

“Cargo platform eleven, night delivery of kitchen consumables, departed at two forty,” Galeni reported from his tablet. “One extra trainee loader aboard, per the driver: ‘young fellow, said he was from the agency, worked well and kept quiet.’ Got off at the distribution hub on level four. And at five thirty in the morning, at the level-four labor exchange, a new worker registered.” Galeni looked up. “Name: Sav Kerin. Twenty-two. The documents are amateur, but they pass — the boy listened carefully in his intelligence classes. Hired at ten to six. A crew maintaining exterior seals, Solstice dome, south sector. Foreman — one Kos. A two-week contract.”

“Seals.” Gregor nodded slowly. “Work at the rim of the dome, between the city and the poison. The lowest, most honest, best-paid rough labor on Komarr.” He looked at Galeni. “He is not hiding, Duv. He is testing himself.”

They went down into the domes after midday, transformed by ImpSec’s wardrobe department: two secondhand coveralls, two middle-aged biographies — a Komarran accountant laid off in a merger, and his brother-in-law, seeking two weeks’ work “wherever they’re hiring” — and no weapon but experience. At the threshold Galeni handed the Emperor the identification card and stared at the name Gregor had requested personally.

“‘Greg Bleakman.’” Galeni closed his eyes for a second. “Sire. That alias is in the textbooks. In my textbooks. An entire chapter.”

“Precisely,” said Gregor Vorbarra, pocketing the card of the man he had been for nine days, thirty-six years earlier, at the other end of the Nexus, in the freest and most dangerous week of his life. “No one in the universe would believe anyone would dare use it again. Hiding in plain sight, Duv, is a Barrayaran art. We are a people who hid a whole emperor in plain sight for three centuries. Lead me to your streets.”



III. The Domes

Level four of Solstice smelled of machine oil, frying, and ozone — the smell Galeni inhaled with the expression of a man entering his childhood room after fifty years — and lived in a rhythm no residence knew: shifts, sirens, queues, haggling, children with school satchels weaving between workers’ legs.

Greg Bleakman walked through it with wide-open eyes under his cap brim, and absorbed. For thirty years he had looked at Komarr through reports, delegations, and armored glass; now Komarr jostled his shoulders, swore in front of him in the queue for air-share adjusters, sold him from a stall a warm flatbread of profoundly uncertain provenance and superb flavor — and did not know him. Nobody knew him. The sensation was physical, like removing a pressure suit: thirty-odd years of weight, hung on his face, left upstairs at the residence with the parade tunics.

“You are breathing loudly, Sire,” Galeni observed in an undertone.

“I am breathing unsymbolically, Duv. Try it yourself.” Gregor finished the flatbread. “Listen to them.”

They listened. In the queues, in the lifts, at the exchange itself, people talked about everything — tariffs, dome taxes, last night’s match — and, inevitably, about the state visit whose banners hung two kilometers overhead. The Imperium, in the mouths of level four, was distant meteorology: sometimes it rains, sometimes it shines, nobody consults it. Of the Emperor they spoke with a tired, impersonal correctness. But of the prince…

“Half ours, that one,” said the woman at the work-gloves counter, unprompted, nodding at the news screen where footage ran from the official ceremony two days before: Xav, upright, impeccable, absent. “His mother’s a Toscane, of the old ones. And look how he stands — like he swallowed a meter rule, poor boy. Two worlds on his back and not even twenty-five.” She thumped her stamp. “Hope they feed him properly, at least. Next!”

Gregor took his gloves and said nothing, but Galeni, who had known him thirty years, noted silently that the Emperor stowed that remark somewhere very deep, with the few things he kept.

Kos’s crew took them on the following morning — their luck came through at the exchange, as the broker put it, “on account of Kos had two men go on medical, and the seals don’t wait.” Foreman Sander Kos proved to be a fifty-year-old Komarran with hands like seal flanges and a pedagogy of two sentences: “The rules are simple. The dome breathes — you don’t sleep.” He accepted the “accountant” Bleakman with half a glance (“inventory’s yours, granddad, and see the numbers come out, because my last inventory clerk is presently counting his own teeth”) and pointed the newcomers to the tool corner.

And by the tools, in an orange coverall, sealant gun in hand, with two weeks of blond stubble that suited him outrageously, stood — instructing two even newer newcomers in how one tests a seam: patiently, clearly, with hands already scuffed the proper way — the worker Sav Kerin, twenty-two years old, of whom the crew had already concluded that he was “a decent kid, only eats like he’s escaped from a siege.”

His father watched him for forty seconds from behind the inventory rack. Then he bent over the manifest and began counting flanges, because the boy’s account, Laisa had said, was not yet closed — and in their family, Gregor decided, at least one person ought finally to learn to wait.



IV. The Crew

For three days Emperor Gregor Vorbarra counted flanges, sealant cartridges, and meters of seam tape in the south sector of Solstice dome, slept in a workers’ hostel on a bunk whose springs remembered three generations of backs, ate from the crew pot, and learned more about his Imperium than from the last ten annual reports taken together.

He learned that the air-share adjusters were running eleven days behind on processing, and nobody upstairs knew, because the statistics were kept from filing, not from payment. He learned that Foreman Kos kept in his locker a picture of his daughter in Imperial fleet uniform and showed it with a pride he himself called “stupid, but mine.” He learned that on level four the emperor was called “him,” the Imperium “them,” and Komarr “us” — but when the news screen showed the soletta, the whole canteen fell silent and watched to the end of the clip, because the soletta was “ours” in an older and deeper sense, beyond all pronouns. And he learned — from the best possible position, behind the manifest, invisible — what his son was like among strangers.

His son was good. Not by lineage — by substance: he worked without grumbling, taught the slower men, ate last from the pot without anyone having taught him (or, Gregor thought with sudden warmth, without remembering who had), and on the third day, when two seasoned local specimens waylaid the shift’s newcomers outside the hostel for an “initiation fee” — an old ritual of all workers’ levels on all worlds — Sav Kerin reached neither for his fist nor for the rank hidden in his boot. He stepped in front of the two smaller newcomers, surveyed the collectors, and began to talk: quietly, reasonably, in that precise, patient intonation that looks for the person in the man opposite rather than the opponent — and found him, because four minutes later the “initiation fee” had been renegotiated to “a round of beer for everyone on Friday, and no nonsense, because the foreman knows your mothers.” The collectors left almost content.

“Kid talks like a tax lawyer,” the worker beside Gregor observed with respect.

“Like his father,” said Greg Bleakman, before he could stop himself.

“You know his father?”

“Slightly,” said Gregor. “They say he’s a heavy sort. Keeps quiet all the time.”



V. The Two Teas

He found him on the evening of the fourth day, in the canteen after second shift, when the crew had cleared out and the boy sat alone in the corner over a cold tea, with that gaze through the wall that Gregor knew from mirrors thirty-six years old.

He drew two teas from the dispenser, crossed the canteen, and sat down opposite him.

“Your mother sends her regards,” said Emperor Gregor Vorbarra.

His son raised his eyes. It must be granted him — and Gregor granted it to him, later, officially — that he did not start, did not pale, and did not glance around for the security detail. Xav Vorbarra looked at his father for five long seconds: the work coverall, the three-day stubble, the card reading “G. Bleakman” on the pocket — and on the fifth second there kindled in his eyes an understanding that passed through horror, through admiration, and settled on something between the two.

“Bleakman,” he said. “You did not dare.”

“I dared. Galeni is at the hostel; he is too old for second shift and is counting my protocol violations instead of flanges.” Gregor pushed the tea toward him. “Drink. And before you start apologizing — don’t. I have come to finish a story I told you at fourteen with roughly one-third of the truth, because at fourteen no more is owed. Now you are owed all of it. Afterward you will decide for yourself what comes next — that is your mother’s condition, and with your mother, you will learn, one does not negotiate.”

And in the workers’ canteen of level four, over two dispenser teas, the emperor of three worlds told his heir the whole story: of the boy who at twenty-two read his father’s file — Crown Prince Serg, the sadist, the monster, the pus at the heart of the dynasty — and for three months studied the mirror, searching for the features; of the balcony on Komarr, of the cargo ship, of the nine days as Greg Bleakman — hunger, freedom, one beating, one foreign porridge tastier than every palace menu; of the station in the Hegen Hub, of the small mad lieutenant who found him at the bottom of the Nexus and handed him back the crown with both hands, because he lacked the strength for anything else; and of the conversation afterward, with Cordelia Vorkosigan, who told him the single sentence that did the work:

“She said: ‘Gregor, blood is not a prophecy. Blood is a lexicon — from it you write whatever you choose. Serg is one of the words in yours. So is Ezar. So is my father, and your mother, and Aral. The sentence is your own.’” Gregor turned his cup. “For thirty-six years I have been writing the sentence, Xav. There are days when the word ‘Serg’ presses forward — I feel it, in anger, in exhaustion, in one cold place I know the address of. On those days I write more slowly. That is the entire secret of the trade: there are no clean lexicons. There are careful authors.”

Xav was silent a long time. When he spoke, his voice was a grown man’s — perhaps for the first time all the way through:

“I didn’t run only from the file. I ran from the arithmetic. On Barrayar I am ‘the Komarran kid.’ Here I am ‘the boot.’ I am a living bridge, Father — and a bridge is not a place to live; it is only a thing to be crossed. I wanted… I wanted one week of being a shore. Any shore. My own.” He looked at his scuffed hands. “And do you know what I found? The crew doesn’t know who I am — and it accepts me. Not by halves. Whole. For the first time in my life somebody counts me as one person.”

“I know,” said Gregor. “Which is why I did not come to fetch you.” He drank off his tea and rose, and in the level-four canteen there stood for a moment not the worker Bleakman but the other man — but only a moment, and only for his son. “Your contract runs to the end of the week. So does mine. Kos says Thursday we change the seals on lock twelve — two men on the lines, one on the manifest. I shall want a rest afterward, incidentally: I am taking annual leave for the first time in eleven years, if Galeni survives that long.” He turned for the door, then added, over his shoulder, in the most ordinary voice: “You are your own, Xav. Nobody’s bridge. Your own door — and doors, a mutual relation of ours will tell you, are kept open by walking through them. Good night. Shift’s at six.”



VI. The Lock

The failure at lock twelve came on Thursday, at ten past eleven, and had nothing to do with politics, plots, or fate: a forty-year-old seal, three days past its replacement date, blew out under a cargo lock in the middle of a scheduled changeover — eight meters from where Kos’s crew was working on the lines.

The whistle of escaping air is a sound every Komarran knows from the cradle and the drill, and for the next eleven minutes the south sector worked as dome people have worked for five generations: without panic, without heroes, by procedure. Kos commanded from the platform in a voice like a flange. The emergency membrane settled over the breach in ninety seconds. And behind it, for the permanent seam — a job for two men on lines in the narrow service cut, fast, precise, awkward — the first down was the newcomer Kerin, who was nearest, and after him, before the foreman could assign anyone, the accountant Bleakman, who had no business whatsoever on the lines and who, to Kos’s “where d’you think you’re going, granddad?!” replied with a sentence that afterward gave the foreman much to think about:

“I’m holding his safety line. I have always held it.”

They worked below for fourteen minutes — the boy on the seam, the father on the lines and the feed — and in the narrow gap between the dome and Komarr’s poison sky, the emperor of three worlds executed his son’s short, precise commands (“tape,” “cutter,” “tension,” “hold there”) with an exactness no protocol had ever trained in him, and which gave him — he admitted it to himself right there — the purest professional pleasure he had known in years. The seam laid clean. The sensors went green. Above, the crew hauled them up and thumped their backs with heavy gauntlets, and Kos declared a sector lunch break with the addendum that “the new fellows count as people,” which on level four was a decoration.

On Friday the contracts ran out. On Saturday morning Foreman Sander Kos walked the two temporary men to the cargo approach, shook their hands, and presented each with a sheet of paper — real paper, run off the crew printer, with the subcontractor’s stamp:

“References. I write them for every man who earns one, and you two earned them.” He surveyed the pair, the old one and the young one, with suddenly narrowed eyes. “Father and son, aren’t you? Shows in the line work. Hear it from a foreman: wherever you go — hold on to each other. The market’s bad, the times are crooked, but two men who hold each other’s safety lines get by anywhere. Off you go. And if you’re ever out of work again — Kos takes good workers back any time.”



VII. The Reference

They returned to the residence on Saturday evening, through the cargo approach, exactly as they had left, and the Imperium never learned a thing: the official bulletin noted that “the Emperor and the Heir conducted a one-week working program in closed format,” which was, Galeni observed with exhausted satisfaction, the truest communiqué of his career.

Laisa met them at the inner door, surveyed the two of them — stubbled, scuffed, with a smell of machine oil that no hostel shower removes on the first pass — and said only:

“Did the account come out?”

“It came out,” said her son. “With a remainder in my favor.”

The rest settled itself quietly, in the Vorbarra way. Prince Xav returned to the heir’s program with one added clause, negotiated personally and entered — Gregor insisted — into his official status: two weeks annually of “service in closed format,” without retinue, without cameras, under a name ImpSec would know and keep. The Komarran air-share adjusters received a sudden Imperial audit that cut the eleven-day backlog to zero, on a memorandum signed by an Auditor who never did learn how the Emperor knew about the problem down to the counter number. And Foreman Kos’s daughter, an ensign in her second year with the Imperial fleet, was transferred — through routine channels, with a perfectly clean file, with no visible hand anywhere — to the crew of the fleet’s best training ship, where the able rose fast.

And in the private study of Emperor Gregor Vorbarra — the room almost no one entered, and in which the personal effects amounted to a holo of Laisa with the children, an old portrait of Prince Xav the First, and one faded photograph of a man and a woman in Viceroy’s uniforms — there appeared on the wall, in a plain frame, a new exhibit. A sheet of paper with a Komarran subcontractor’s stamp and a text set on a crew printer:

REFERENCE. The undersigned foreman S. Kos certifies that G. Bleakman (inventory, safety lines) and S. Kerin (seals, exterior work), father and son, worked in the crew entrusted to me for one week: conscientiously, without injuries, and without being asked twice. Good workers. I take them back any time.

Galeni, the only outsider ever to see the frame, once asked — with the caution of a man putting a personal question to an emperor — why this, of all things, among all the decorations, treaties, and capitulations signed in that same study.

“Because everything else in this room was given to me, Duv,” said Gregor Vorbarra. “By inheritance, by protocol, by blood, out of pity, or out of fear. But this—” he nodded at the frame, “—this is the only document of my life that I earned. With two hands, in one week, on general terms.” He smiled, rarely and truly. “And the only one bearing the highest title I have managed to attain in fifty-eight years: ‘father and son, good workers.’ They take us back any time, Duv. Do you know how many emperors can say the same?”





By Name


An adventure of Elena Bothari-Jesek



I. The Contract

The joint communiqué of two governments that had fought each other sixty years earlier arrived at the office of “Jesek Line — Transport and Salvage Operations” on Escobar Orbital Station with two seals, one courier, and a history that had begun long before its addressee was born.

A survey ship of the Pediatrics program, mapping the side branches of the old war corridor, had found, in a distant orbit around a brown dwarf half a light-hour off the former route of the retreat, a dead ship. The Barrayaran troop transport Vortalon, lost during the Escobaran debacle with two hundred and twelve souls aboard — one hundred and ninety-eight Barrayarans and, per the manifest from her last port, fourteen Escobaran prisoners of war being carried to the collection camp. Sixty years on the lists of the missing. Sixty years of two hundred and twelve families on two worlds without a grave to visit.

Both governments wanted their dead home. Both governments did not want — this was not written in the communiqué, but it could be read between the seals — foreign warships in the disputed historical corridor, foreign hands on their dead, and foreign journalists around any of it. They needed a contractor: civilian, experienced, of impeccable reputation in deep salvage, acceptable to both capitals.

“Read the last paragraph,” said Baz Jesek, handing the tablet to his wife across a desk heaped with drive specifications. Thirty-five years of marriage had taught him when to deliver bad news in person. “Aloud, if you can.”

“‘The commission notes that the candidacy of the Jesek Line enjoys the exceptional support of both parties,’” read Elena Bothari-Jesek, “‘in view of the company’s professional record, and in view of the circumstance that its managing director was born of citizens of both belligerent parties and enjoys the confidence—’” She set the tablet down. Her hands were perfectly steady; she had paid for that steadiness for forty years. “Born of citizens of both belligerent parties. What a formulation. Six words, and in them my entire biography, ironed flat for the protocol.”

Baz said nothing. He waited, as only he knew how to wait.

“My father was in that war,” said Elena. “A ranker in the ground assault. You know what he did there; we both know it, I told you before the wedding, because you had the right to know what family you were marrying into. My mother was an Escobaran military technician. Their meeting was not a meeting. I am… I am the accounting remainder of the ugliest page of that war, Baz. And now two governments ask me — me, by name — to go and collect their dead for them.” She laughed, briefly and without mirth. “Do you know the most terrible part? That they are right. There is no more suitable person in the Nexus. And no less suitable one. It is the same face.”

“Will you refuse?”

Elena Bothari-Jesek, former captain of the Dendarii Free Mercenary Fleet, a woman who had left war behind thirty years ago by a decision she had not once reviewed, looked out the viewport at Escobar — her mother’s planet, beautiful and blue, on which she had never learned to feel at home, any more than on her father’s.

“No,” she said. “And I’m taking Cordelia. It is time my daughter saw where the family grows from. All of it. Uncut.”



II. The Vortalon

The Vortalon hung in the dark beside the brown dwarf like a drowned man in deep water — two hundred and forty meters of military transport from another era, dark, cold, her hull scored by sixty years of micrometeorites, and with a breach in engineering that told the whole story in one wound: an emergency jump during the retreat, a Necklin rod failure midway, emergence into nowhere, half a light-hour off the route, with no drives, no comms, and no hope that anyone would search for one transport in the panic of a routed armada.

The Jesek Line salvage ship took up parallel orbit and for three days only scanned, mapped, and kept silence — per the protocol Elena had written personally: one does not enter a dead ship until one has learned its story from the outside.

“Pressure zero in engineering and the stern sections,” reported Second Officer Cordelia Jesek, twenty-six, with her father’s engineer hands and her mother’s eyes, which at the moment were very focused and very quiet. “But the forward third held, Mother… Captain. The habitation decks, sickbay, the bridge. Airtight to this day. If the crew withdrew forward at the accident—”

“They withdrew,” said Elena. She was studying the thermal map: zero everywhere, sixty years of zero. “The question that will tell us everything about this ship is a different one. The transport carried fourteen prisoners, Cordelia. In the stern detention block. Which is decompressed.” A pause. “Check the hatches between the stern and the bow. Open or locked?”

Cordelia checked. She looked up from the console, and in her eyes was the beginning of an understanding her mother both wanted and did not want to be right about.

“Open. All of them. Unlocked with the captain’s code, fourteen minutes after the accident.”

“So someone on that bridge,” said Elena Bothari-Jesek slowly, “in the first quarter hour of his own death, went down or sent a man through five decks of chaos to unlock the cells of his enemies.” She straightened. “Suit up. This ship deserves to be read from cover to cover.”



III. The Scavengers

Before the covers, however, came the vultures.

The Jacksonian salvage vessel Kosser appeared on the twelfth day, with documents for a “priority find” dated — falsely, but carefully — before the official discovery, and with a captain whose smile Elena classified from the first sentence: a broker, not a bruiser, come to sell, not to fight.

“Madam Captain.” The voice on the link was oily as bilge water. “It appears we have overlapping claims. But House Sarlo is a reasonable house. The find is yours, the story is yours; we are merely… first visitors. We took a small souvenir from the stern sections before you arrived — clean salvage practice, nothing personal. Two hundred and twelve identification tags, madam. The personal markers of the crew and passengers. You can imagine what they’re worth — not on the market; there is no market for such things. To the two commissions. To the families. To you. Shall we discuss a price?”

On the bridge of the salvage ship it became very quiet. Cordelia Jesek looked at her mother — and saw for the first time in her life the thing about which the old Dendarii, guests at the house over the years, had lowered their voices: Captain Bothari-Jesek in working mode. Nothing changed in her face. What changed was the temperature of the room.

“Captain of the Kosser,” said Elena. “We will discuss a price. But first I will read you three facts, slowly, for the record, which I have been making since this conversation began. Fact one: you are holding remains and personal markers from a war grave under the joint jurisdiction of two governments — under the Tau Verde convention that is a felony on eleven worlds, including three where House Sarlo holds assets. Fact two: I am a former captain of the Dendarii Free Mercenary Fleet; I served with Admiral Quinn and Admiral Naismith, and with one message I can arrange for the name Kosser to be read aloud in every port where House Sarlo ever wants to refuel. Fact three — and listen to this one carefully, because it is the only one offering an exit: my commission has voted me a fund for ‘unforeseen operational expenses.’ I can spend it on lawyers who will disassemble you over two years. Or I can spend it on a ‘consulting fee for assistance with a localized find’ — today, against the tags, to the last one, with an inventory. The choice is yours. You have ten minutes; on the eleventh I begin with fact two.”

The tags arrived on the eighth minute, in a sealed container, with an inventory.

“Mother,” said Cordelia afterward, when the Kosser was already a dot at the edge of range, “were you bluffing at all?”

“I don’t know,” said Elena honestly. “That is the strength of a good bluff, daughter: that you don’t know either. Your grandfather on my side—” she paused; the word came out more easily than she had expected, “—your grandfather was the most frightening man I have ever known. From him I learned one thing: the frightening part is not what you do. The frightening part is what the other man believes you would do. I have spent my whole life taking care to use that lesson only on the side he never stood on. Come. Two hundred and twelve people are waiting for us, by name.”



IV. The Log

The ship’s log of the Vortalon survived in the bridge capsule, and when the technicians revived it — sixty-year-old military electronics, built, in Baz’s words, “by people who believed everything must outlive everyone” — Elena read it alone, first, through one night, because there are things a captain owes a captain.

The final entries of Captain-Lieutenant Voren Malk, thirty-one years old, commander of the troop transport Vortalon, covered eleven days. The accident. The diagnosis — final by the second day: no rods, no comms, off all routes. The inventory: air and water for seventy days under full discipline, food for less. And then — the decisions, day by day, in the hand of a man who knows he is writing for the archive of a death: the withdrawal of everyone to the forward third; the rationing; and on the fourth day, entered without explanation, fact only: “14:11. Unlocked the detention block. Ordered the prisoners moved forward, on common rations and common duties. Grounds: paragraph I don’t remember which. Real grounds: there are no longer two armies here. There is one crew.”

The following entries Elena read with cold hands. The Escobaran prisoners — nine surviving of the fourteen after the accident — had worked alongside the Barrayaran crew: a life-support technician who held the recyclers together for two extra weeks; a military physician, Dr. Ines Mora, who ran the sickbay to the end and was entered by Malk with the words “I take my hat off to her; if we live, I am putting her in for a decoration, if anyone exists to give it.” The attempt to rebuild the emergency transmitter. The failure. And the final pages, in an even hand to the last line: “Day 68. The air is ending on schedule. I have ordered the last ampoules of somnolent distributed to those who wish them — Dr. Mora insisted they be kept for the youngest; I lost the argument; she is a harder officer than I am. The crew is holding. The two flags in the mess have stood side by side since day 40 — I don’t remember who hung them that way, and I am glad I don’t remember, because it means it was natural. To whoever finds this log: it was not victors and vanquished who died here. It was one crew that died here, two hundred and twelve souls, by name — the list is appended, verified by me and by Dr. Mora, every name under two signatures. Bury them as you see fit, but read them together. That is how they ended. Capt.-Lt. V. Malk, commanding.”

In the morning Elena assembled both crews — her own and, by holo-link, the sensor team returned from the dwarf — and read them the last page aloud, to the end, without her voice breaking, because she had paid for that for forty years and it finally served a purpose.

“We work to Malk’s list,” she said then. “Two hundred and twelve people, every name under two signatures, Barrayaran and Escobaran. We will bring them out, identify them, and return them — together, as they ended. I expect no objections. Questions?”

There were no questions. There was work — forty days of quiet, careful, heavy work, the kind that is not shown on the news channels, and which the two crews of the Jesek Line performed in such a way that when the last sealed capsule was laid in the hold, the senior officer of the Barrayaran observer group — a colonel of years, silent through the whole operation — requested permission to shake the hand of every member of the salvage team. By name.



V. The Two Elenas

The ceremony on Escobar took place in the memorial park above the capital, under the two flags — hung, at the express insistence of the managing director of the Jesek Line, accepted by both commissions after a short silence, side by side, as in the mess of the Vortalon from day forty.

Elena Visconti came to the ceremony alone. Eighty-eight years old, spare, upright, with the eyes Elena remembered from a single meeting thirty-five years before — a meeting that had ended with a sentence her daughter had carried ever since like a piece of shrapnel too near the heart to be extracted: every time I look at you, I see him.

Now the old woman stood before the wall with the two hundred and twelve names, looking at one of them: Dr. Ines Mora. Elena took her place beside her, one pace off, without speaking first. That, too, she had learned from the trade: one does not step first into a minefield.

“We served together,” said Visconti at last, without turning. “Ines and I. One intake, one war. She was taken prisoner in the assault; she was carried as missing from then on. Sixty years.” A pause. “You brought her out. You brought them all out.”

“My crew did. I only commanded.”

“Commanding is that.” The old woman was silent a while. Then, still to the wall: “I read the log. They published it yesterday, all of it. The Barrayaran captain who unlocks the cells. Ines, returning the somnolent for the young ones.” Her voice, dry as paper, moved for the first time. “For sixty years I hated that war with everything in it. It turns out there was also this in it. I did not know. I did not want to know — it is easier when everything is one color.” She turned at last. She looked at her daughter — long, openly, for the first time in both their lives without barriers. “How old are you now?”

“Sixty.”

“Sixty.” Visconti nodded slowly. “Older than he ever lived to be.” She did not say the name; she never said it. But she went on, and every word cost her visibly, and she paid them all: “I said a cruel thing to you once. True — and cruel; the two do not exclude each other, unfortunately. I will not take it back — I don’t know how; I am old. I will say only what I have been looking at for an hour: you brought out of the dark two hundred and twelve people from both sides of the ugliest war of my life, and returned them to their families together, under two flags. Whatever I see when I look at you, girl — it is the lesser thing. The greater thing is this.” She held out her hand — dry, old, firm. “Elena Visconti.”

“Elena Bothari-Jesek,” said her daughter, and took the hand. The two Elenas stood so for one long moment, under the two flags, before the two hundred and twelve names.

“Bothari-Jesek,” the old woman repeated. And, with an effort that was an entire disarmament: “You carry it. The name.”

“I carry it,” said Elena. “He was a monster, Mother. And he guarded me with his life, every day, until he died. Both are true at once. It took me forty years to be able to say that in one sentence — and twenty more to understand that the sentence is not about him. It is about me. I am alive because, in a war made only of ugliness, two ugly fates crossed — and out of the crossing, by no one’s merit, came me. I owe that war nothing. But I owe myself not to carry it in one color. Today—” she looked at the wall, “—today I finished paying.”

“Grandmother?” said a voice behind them, young and careful. Cordelia Jesek, in the dress uniform of the Jesek Line, stood two paces off with the expression of a person who has rehearsed one word all morning and is still surprised to have pronounced it.

Elena Visconti looked at her granddaughter — twenty-six years old, with her father’s hands, her mother’s eyes, and nothing, absolutely nothing, of that other one — and something in the old face gave way, quietly and finally, like ice in spring.

“Come,” she said. “Come, child. Tell me about the ship. Tell me everything. We have…” she calculated, with Escobaran precision, “…we have sixty years to make up, and by my reckoning no more than ten at our disposal. We shall have to talk fast.”



VI. The Letter

The letter from Barrayar arrived a week later, through the usual channels of Vorkosigan House, in a hand Elena would have known at any distance.

Elena. I watched the ceremony on the relay recording — all of it, twice. Then I read Malk’s log, also twice, and both times I stopped at the same place: “there are no longer two armies here; there is one crew.” I want to tell you something I have owed you for many years, and since in person we never manage it, it will be in writing.

You left the fleet thirty years ago, and I — forgive me — did not fully understand at the time. I saw the captain I was losing and did not see the woman saving her life from a war that had begun for her before her birth. Today I look at what you have built: a line that brings the dead out of the dark and returns them by name; a daughter who calls you “Captain” with pride; and a bridge between the two halves of your biography, built with your own hands, with no one’s help — least of all mine. And I understand, three decades late: you did not desert our war, Elena. You were the only one of us who finished it. The rest of us are still turning over its accounts.

Your father — I know we say that name rarely and carefully — once saved my life at the price of everything he had. Today his daughter has brought two hundred and twelve people home. I do not know what redemption is, or whether it exists; my mother says that in its place there is only work done in the right direction. If she is right — and she is always right; it is our family curse — then no one in this story has done more right work than you.

Come visit us. Ekaterin asks after you, the children know the legends, and I am growing old and sentimental, which Ivan calls “your most terrifying phase yet.” Your brother in everything but blood — Miles.

Elena read the letter twice, then folded it and put it away in her desk drawer — with the picture of Baz from the wedding, with Cordelia’s first pilot certificate, and with one very old, very faded holo of a big ugly man in the livery of House Vorkosigan, who in the picture stood at attention and looked aside, because he did not like lenses.

“We’ll go,” she said to the drawer. “In the spring. The whole crew.”



VII. By Name

After the Vortalon operation, the Jesek Line received eleven more inquiries about the recovery of ships missing from old wars — from four governments and seven family foundations — and Elena accepted six of them, establishing for the purpose a separate division with a charter of one paragraph: “The company locates and returns lost crews regardless of flag, party, or lapse of time. Remains are delivered together; the lists are read together. Indivisible.”

Cordelia Jesek proposed that the division be named “Malk and Mora,” and the proposal passed unanimously.

And in the managing director’s office, on the wall facing the desk — so that she would see it every day, at every decision — there hung, framed, not the contract with the two commissions, not the letters of thanks of two governments, and not the press cuttings from eleven worlds. There hung a photocopy of one page of a ship’s log, in the even hand of a young dead captain, with the sentence Elena Bothari-Jesek — daughter of both sides of one war, captain retired, mother, director, and a woman who had at last finished all her accounts — had chosen for the motto of the remainder of her life:

Bury them as you see fit, but read them together. That is how they ended.





The Guest List


A quiet mystery for Lady Alys and Simon Illyan



I. The Letter

The letter arrived three days after the funeral of Lady Margo Vorsell, delivered by a law office with the instruction “to be handed personally to Lady Alys Vorpatril after my death, unopened,” and Lady Alys read it alone, in the morning salon, while her tea went cold untouched — a thing that had not happened in that house for years.

Then she went out to the garden, where Simon Illyan was pruning the roses with the patience of a man for whom time has long been an ally, and handed it to him without a word.

The handwriting was that of a very old woman, writing slowly and with resolve:

Alys. If you are reading this, I have died without gathering the courage, and I owe you the last thing. For sixty years I have watched you at the receptions — how you enter, how everyone makes way, how you wear your widowhood like a decoration — and for sixty years I have known something you do not. On the night the capital fell, Vordarian’s men found Padma’s hiding place not by chance, not by tracking, and not by the betrayal of that hired driver they afterward shot for it. They found it because someone told them the address. Someone who knew it because you yourself had trusted him. Ask who brought the wine to the refuge on Willow Street that evening — the wine you did not order, and yet it came. More I cannot do. And this was more than I could do, for sixty years. Forgive a dead woman at least the haste with which she writes to you. — Margo.

Illyan read the letter twice. The roses waited.

“Willow Street,” he said at last. “The second refuge. The one you and Padma set out from on the night when—” He stopped, as he always stopped at that threshold, forty years now.

“When they shot him in the street, and I gave birth to Ivan in a doorway three hundred meters away,” Lady Alys finished. Her voice was perfectly level: she pronounced that sentence once a year, on the anniversary, before the memorial stone, and it had long since been polished like the stone itself. “The investigation concluded: the driver. The hired driver sold us for money, was caught, confessed under fast-penta, was shot by Vordarian’s people in his turn so he would talk no further. Case closed. I closed it inside myself forty years ago, Simon.” She looked at the letter. “And now a dead woman tells me I closed the wrong page.”

“I ran that investigation,” said Simon Illyan quietly. “Personally. Every document passed through me. Every thread.” He drew off his gardening gloves, slowly, finger by finger. “And I remember none of it, Alys. Not one day of it. All of it was on the chip, and the chip…” He made the gesture he made in place of the whole sentence: a light touch to the temple, where once had been the archive of three decades. “I remember only the conclusion, because I have reread it since, like a stranger’s report. The driver. Case closed.”

The two old people stood in the garden among the roses — she at ninety, straight as protocol; he at eighty-four, his memory in rags and his mind whole in the gaps — and the silence between them weighed a letter from the grave.

“Well,” said Lady Alys Vorpatril at last, in the tone with which for sixty years she had opened seasons, buried emperors, and imposed order on unruly ballrooms. “Then we shall investigate it anew. You will read the reports of young Illyan. And I shall do the thing I do better than anyone living and most of the dead.” She smoothed the letter with two fingers. “I shall reconstruct the guest list.”



II. The Archive

The authorization for access to the archives of the Pretendership Galeni signed without a single question — he only looked at the two visitors over the folder and said: “The office at the end is yours for as long as you need. If you need anything more than an office — that too,” which, from the chief of ImpSec, was the equivalent of an embrace.

For three days Simon Illyan read his own reports from sixty years before.

It was the strangest occupation of his life, and his life had contained a remarkable collection of strange occupations. The handwriting was his — the young hand, taut, from before the chip made handwriting unnecessary. The logic was his: he recognized it the way one recognizes one’s own gait on a recording. But the memory behind every page was missing — smoothly, painlessly, finally — and Simon Illyan taught himself to interrogate the least accessible witness of his career: himself, at twenty-eight, through paper.

“The young me was good,” he reported to Alys that evening, in the morning salon, converted into an operations room with a card file such as had not been assembled there since the years of Gregor’s matchmaking. “Pedantic to the point of nausea. The driver confesses under fast-penta, yes — but look at what he confesses: ‘I told the address to a man who sought me out.’ He did not sell the information on his own initiative. They came looking for him. Which means someone already knew that this particular driver drove this particular family — and that knowledge, Alys, is not bought on the street. The young me noted it — here, in the margin, a question mark, ‘who pointed them to the driver?’ — and then the case was closed from above, with the resolution ‘in view of the military situation.’ The Pretendership was burning, the capital was falling, no one had resources for the second layer.” He set down the folder. “Young Illyan’s question mark has stood in the archive for sixty years. Margo Vorsell knew its answer.”

“And the wine?” asked Alys.

“In the protocols for the Willow Street refuge, wine does not figure. Anywhere. The inventory of the premises was made after the storming, in haste.” Illyan looked at her. “Which means the wine is remembered by you alone.”

“I remember it,” said Lady Alys Vorpatril slowly. Her eyes looked through the wall, sixty years back, into a room with drawn curtains, with Padma pacing by the window, and with herself, enormous, in the ninth month, counting the contractions and the hours. “A basket. Three bottles of southern red and an unsigned note: ‘For courage. From friends.’ Padma laughed and said our friends knew his taste. I wanted to throw it out — I was frightened to the bone of everything that came through that door. He opened one of the bottles.” She was silent. “Three hours later they came.”



III. The List

What Lady Alys Vorpatril did over the following two weeks, Simon Illyan later described to Galeni — for the record, because he was an old archivist and believed in records — as “the most impressive intelligence operation ever conducted without a single document.”

She reconstructed the night. Not from the archive — from herself: from the memory that sixty years of society life had trained into an instrument beside which the Imperial card files looked disheveled. Who knew of the first refuge. Who knew of the move to the second. Who brought food, who brought medicine, who brought news. She wrote out by hand, in her protocol-invitation script, a list of every living soul who had passed through the two hiding places or known of them during those eleven days — twenty-nine names, each with date, hour, and source of knowledge — and then began striking them out, name by name, with a logic Illyan followed with professional reverence: this one died before the capital fell; this one knew of the first refuge, not the second; this one was checked by Vordarian’s people and arrested — therefore he was not their source; this one is my mother-in-law by marriage, Simon, don’t be absurd.

Four names remained. Three of them were long in their graves, with biographies excluding the motive. The fourth was Lord Nikis Vorsell — Margo’s husband. A clerk of the supply ministry, who had survived the Pretendership without a scratch, made afterward a long, quiet, blameless career, and died twenty-two years ago with a half-page obituary and a state decoration for “faithful service through the troubled times.”

“The wine,” said Alys, and her voice had gone very quiet and very precise. “Nikis Vorsell was responsible for provisioning the loyal houses during the siege. Provision baskets, Simon. He carried provision baskets — legally, with a pass, across half the capital. No one checks the man with the baskets. Margo told me where to look with the precision of a wife who had packed those baskets with her own hands sixty years before. ‘Ask who brought the wine.’ She could not pronounce the name even from the grave. So she sent me his address.”

“Motive?” Illyan asked, by the reflex of half a century.

“We will find it in your archive,” said Lady Alys. “Look for what Vordarian held over Nikis Vorsell that month. He held something. Margo writes ‘I did not gather the courage for sixty years’ — that is not complicity out of greed, Simon; that is shame born of coercion. Greed hides more easily.”

They found it in two days, in a side fond of the archive, in the detention lists of Vordarian’s counterintelligence: Stefan Vorsell, nineteen, a cadet, Nikis’s younger brother — arrested by the Pretender’s men in the first week, held as a “guest” in the barracks of the capital garrison. Released alive — the only one of his group — two days after the night of Willow Street. Emigrated after the war to Komarr, lived quietly, died old.

“A brother for the Emperor’s cousin,” said Illyan into the silence of the archive office. “Vordarian traded a nineteen-year-old boy for the address of Padma Vorpatril. And Nikis paid. And lived with it another forty years, with the decoration for faithful service on his lapel.” He closed the folder with hands that were not entirely steady. “The case is solved, Alys. Sixty years late, by two pensioners and one dead widow. The question is what we do with it now.”



IV. The Sentence

Lady Alys Vorpatril considered the question for three days, during which the house was very quiet and Simon Illyan pruned roses and waited, because after so many years he knew when a decision must not be touched from outside.

On the fourth day she dressed formally — not ceremonially: formally, as for an audience — and ordered the car.

“Vorsell?” was all Illyan asked.

“The grandson,” she said. “Lord Danis Vorsell. Fifty-two, inherited the title and the house. A judge of civil cases, three children, a reputation as a dull and honest man — in that combination, in my experience, the second is usually true. He knows nothing, Simon. He was born a decade after that night.” She drew on her gloves. “And that is exactly why I shall tell him personally. Are you coming?”

The conversation in the study of Lord Danis Vorsell lasted an hour, and Illyan never retold its contents to anyone, because there are conversations that belong only to their participants. But its end he heard, standing by the window: the judge — a graying man with an honest and, at that moment, devastated face — asked with effort: “My lady. Whatever you ask of my house — reparation, public acknowledgment, anything — it is yours. What do you want?”, and Lady Alys Vorpatril, ninety years old, a widow of sixty, answered in the voice with which seasons are closed:

“I want three things, my lord, and not one of them is from you. The first I wanted from your grandfather, and it is beyond reach: one night in the winter of the Pretendership, given back. The second I wanted from your grandmother, and she gave it to me with her last letter: the truth. And the third I shall give myself, and it is the reason I am here: I want this story to end with me, and not with your children. Vordarian took from my family one life and sixty years of questions. I will not permit him, forty years after he burned, to take also the house of an honest judge. Your grandfather was coerced, and paid with forty years of silence; your grandmother paid with sixty; and the account in this case is closed by those who had the right to close it.” She rose. “I will ask you only this: the next time you vote on petitions for clemency, remember what guilt is sometimes made of. Good day, my lord. Give my regards to the children.”

In the car on the way back they were silent a long while. Then Illyan said, watching the capital go by:

“You know that by regulation it should have gone otherwise. A report, a reopening of the case, a historical commission. I was the regulation of this Imperium for thirty years, Alys. And for thirty years I watched what it does with sixty-year-old truths: digs them up, floodlights them, and leaves the living lying in the excavation.” He found her hand on the seat without looking. “You judged better. For the record — verbal, sole, mine: I concur in the sentence.”

“Of course you concur,” said Lady Alys. “I chose you twenty-five years ago by the same criterion by which I choose wine, Simon: an excellent past and a soft finish.” A pause, precisely measured. “Besides, there remains the third part of the sentence, and for it I need you whole. Ivan has a right to know. All of Ivan — not the summary.”



V. Ivan

The holo-link to Ylla was established that evening, from the morning salon, and Consul Lord Ivan Xav Vorpatril heard his mother out from the other end of an entire Nexus — thirty minutes, without interrupting once, which was in itself an event of historical significance.

Alys told him everything: the letter, the wine, the list of twenty-nine names, the provisioner’s baskets, the nineteen-year-old cadet traded for his father, and the sentence pronounced in a judge’s study. She told it in order, with dates, without cuts, by the rule this extended family had earned the hard way on three planets: stories with the parts cut out are more dangerous than enemies.

Ivan was silent a long time after the end as well. His face — sixty-three years old, browned by a foreign sun, with his father’s features coming out more clearly with age, like watermarks — worked in a way his mother allowed to work itself all the way through.

“Do you know what’s strange?” he said at last. “All my life I hated a shadow. A hired driver without a face — that’s all I was told, that’s all I hated: a nothing that sold my father for money. And now you give me a man. A blackmailed man with a brother in Vordarian’s barracks. And I find that…” he reached for the word with his hand, an old gesture, “…that I can’t hate him the way I hated the shadow. I can only be sorry. For all of us at once. Is that normal, Mother?”

“That is growing up, dear,” said Lady Alys. “At sixty-three it is a little on the late side, but in our family the men have always been slow in that discipline. Your father was the exception.” Her voice softened for a moment into the register she kept for two occasions a year. “He would have liked what you became, Ivan. I tell you this with the authority of the sole living witness.”

“Mother—”

“And come for the anniversary,” she finished briskly, because there were depths in which one did not linger even at her age. “This year it is a round one; we shall all be at the stone. Bring Tej and the children. Tell Padma to bring his drone — his great-grandfather by his great-uncle’s line loved machinery; let him film.”



VI. The Stone

The anniversary fell on a clear winter day, and at the memorial stone of Padma Vorpatril — gray granite in a side alley of the capital’s memorial park, with a name, dates, and nothing more, to the widow’s taste of a woman who detested superfluous words — the whole family gathered this time: Ivan and Tej, arrived from Ylla; Alys and young Padma with the drone circling discreetly at a respectful height; half a dozen Vorkosigans, because the boundary between the two families had long been an administrative formality; and two very old people, standing at the front.

Lady Alys laid down the offering — southern red grapes instead of flowers, this year and hereafter: a detail understood by exactly two of those present — and stood before the stone with a straight back while the family behind her kept silence.

“For sixty years I promised him the same thing,” she said afterward to Illyan, as the family drifted ahead down the alley and the two of them walked last, arm in arm, at the pace of people in no hurry to be anywhere. “Every anniversary, silently: ‘I will find out, Padma. Someday I will find out the whole of it.’ A widow’s promise — the kind one makes in order to get through the day, with no one believing in its fulfillment.” She looked straight ahead, toward the grandchildren at the end of the alley. “This year, for the first time, there was nothing to promise. I stood before the stone empty. Do you know what that feeling is, Simon?”

“I know,” said Simon Illyan. “It is called peace. We fail to recognize it because all our lives we have mistaken it for emptiness.” He walked a few paces in silence. “I lost thirty years of memories and thought I had lost myself. Then a lady with an impeccable guest list taught me that memory is not a warehouse, Alys. Memory is a sentence we pronounce upon the past — and the good news of old age is that sentences can be reviewed. You reviewed a sixty-year-old one today. In favor of all the living and most of the dead.”

“Of most,” Lady Alys agreed. “Margo Vorsell, wherever she is, will excuse the lateness of my reply: I accept the apology. And Vordarian can spin.” She stopped for a moment and looked back at the stone, lit by the low winter sun. “Strange, Simon. For sixty years this was the place I came to ask. From today it is the place I come to tell. Next year I shall tell him about Byerly’s wedding — Padma would have laughed for a week.”

“Next year,” said Illyan, “we shall tell him together. I remember details you are protocol-bound to pretend you never saw.”

“That is why I keep you, dear,” said Lady Alys Vorpatril, and took his arm more comfortably. “An archive with a soft finish. Come along. The grandchildren are freezing, and at home there is tea and sixty years of catching up, which — by the reckoning of a new acquaintance of mine from Escobar — is only ever done quickly.”

And the two old people set off down the alley after their family — slowly, upright, arm in arm — past the stones of all their dead, toward the tea, the grandchildren, and the remainder of the afternoon, which, like all afternoons of late, they intended to live by name.





Coda


An adventure on Jackson’s Whole — a singer, an agent, and a Deal



I. The Bar

The bar called Low Orbit hung on the twelfth level of the free port of Hal, between the docks for independent haulers and the office of a customs man who had not looked at a manifest in years, and it was exactly as respectable as the planet allowed: not at all, but with good acoustics.

Koda sang there six nights a week, under a contract between House Veyl and the owner in which she figured under the heading “equipment, audio.” She was twenty-six years old, not one of which belonged to her: the Coda series, unit seven, designed by the House’s geneticists for the luxury entertainment market — four and a half octaves of range, a doubled vocal apparatus, hearing from eight hertz to seventy kilohertz, and absolute audio recall, all of it packaged in a small dark-haired woman with a serial stamp behind her left ear and a buy-out contract whose final figure grew every year with “maintenance costs,” the way such figures grow on Jackson’s Whole: forever.

Her name had been chosen by the marketing department. Coda — the close of the musical piece, the final measures, the beautiful ending. “The client likes to think his evening ends with something exquisite,” the House steward had explained — the steward who accompanied her everywhere, counted her smiles, and entered them in the reports.

She sang whatever was ordered. And between the orders — and this was the only thing of her own in her entire inventory — she sang the songs she collected from the customers: spacers from forty worlds, leaving a verse of home on the bar the way one leaves a tip. Betan lullabies, Komarran dome ballads, one Barrayaran mountain lament that had once reduced a corner full of mercenaries to tears. Koda took them all into her perfect memory — a collection of other people’s skies, catalogued to the quarter-tone — and at night, in her cell on the House barge, she sang them in her head, soundlessly, because the walls had sensors, and the dreams of equipment were not subject to depreciation.

The man who would overturn her inventory appeared on a Tuesday and was distinguished by nothing — which was what she noticed. Middle height, middle age, the clothes of a middling broker, verbal signature “Verek, route consulting.” He always sat at the third table on the left, ordered one drink, listened to the whole program, and left. He did not stare. He did not order “something special” through the steward. He listened — really listened, with an attention she recognized unerringly, because she had been designed to measure it.

On the ninth evening, in the break, he left a glass of water on the bar for her — on Jackson’s Whole a safer gift than a diamond — and said quietly, without looking at her:

“The Barrayaran lament you close with. You take the second verse a quarter-tone lower than the original. On purpose?”

“On purpose,” said Koda. “The original is for a dead father. My version is for a living one. Lower hurts longer.” She took the water. “You are not a route consultant.”

“And you are not equipment,” said Verek. “I see we understood each other from the opening bars.”



II. The Deal

They talked in fragments, in the breaks, over the following two weeks — a sentence, two, under the noise of the bar, which to her hearing was not noise but clear water. He did not hurry, which told her a great deal: amateurs hurry, and clients hurry, and this man was neither.

“Here is the work,” he said at last, at the table in the dead corner of the cameras, which she had pointed out to him with a song (three beats of rest on a particular chord: he learned to read it in one evening). “In eleven days, four men will dine in this bar’s gallery. Brokers of a consortium that exports from this planet a certain commodity toward certain worlds — a commodity that has already killed children in a place I know. They will discuss routes, ships, and dates for the coming season. The gallery will be under a sound screen — one of the expensive ones, military. I cannot hear a thing.” He looked at her. “You can.”

“The screen cuts the whole spoken range.”

“It cuts from eighty hertz to twelve kilohertz.” Verek smiled for the first time, very slightly. “I checked your specifications, Koda of the Coda series. House Veyl advertises them in the catalog: eight hertz to seventy thousand. The voice passes through the screen in the harmonics — under and over the cut, torn, smeared, useless to every ear and every processor in this port. Except one. You will be singing all evening thirty meters from them — and you will hear everything the screen lets slip, and you will reassemble it, because reassembling sound is what you were built for. And then you will sing it to me. Word for word.”

Koda was silent a long time. Then she said the only thing worth saying on that planet:

“Price.”

“Extraction off-planet. A new identity — a real one, with a biography that survives checking, on Escobar or Komarr, your choice. Your contract with House Veyl can sue the walls.” A pause. “And before you ask: yes, I know what I am asking of you. If the House finds out, they will not fine you. They will scrap you. So I will say it in all its words, for the record between the two of us: the risk is yours, the profit is mine, and no new biography levels those scales all the way. If you refuse, I stand up and never again sit at the third table on the left.”

She looked at him through the pause that in music is called a general pause: the whole orchestra falls silent, and that is exactly why everyone listens.

“Do you know the most Jacksonian thing about you, broker?” she said at last. “That you told me the truth about the scales. Here, only people who actually intend to pay do that.” She extended her hand across the table, openly, in front of every camera except the dead one: the gesture of a singer to an admirer, innocent as a glass of water. “The Deal is the Deal.”

“The Deal is the Deal,” said Captain Mirko Zarov, ImpSec, galactic operations, seven years under other names on other planets, and shook the hand of the woman who had just become his most important asset and — though he did not know it yet — his most expensive debt.



III. The Performance

On the evening of the eleventh day, the gallery of Low Orbit was reserved under a false name, guarded by six men in identical jackets, and wrapped in a sound screen whose field Koda felt from the stage as pressure in her sinuses — a military model, expensive, in perfect order.

She sang for four hours. She sang the standard program, then the requests, then — “by popular demand,” which was her own request, placed through an intermediary — the long cycle of dome ballads, the ones with the drawn-out quiet passages in which the bar hushed and her hearing was left almost alone with the harmonics weeping out from under the screen’s edge: torn syllables below eighty hertz, ghost consonants above twelve thousand, tremors of the table carrying bass through the floor. No ear and no processor in the port could have assembled speech out of that.

Koda assembled it. Measure by measure, between her own phrases, with both her memories — the audio one taking in the raw material, and the musical one sorting it by rhythm and timbre into four distinct voices — while she sang about domes she had never seen, before an audience that did not suspect that a concert for one listener was running in the room.

She delivered it to him the following night, in the dead corner, by the method she herself proposed and which struck Zarov dumb for seconds: she sang it to him. The entire conversation, the four brokers, word for word, voice by voice — she imitated the timbres with her doubled vocal apparatus, so that who said what would not be lost — forty minutes of routes, ship names, dates, docks, percentages. Zarov recorded it on a device the size of a button and twice stopped writing, because his hand was falling behind the significance.

“Marisa-Vega, freighter, Escobaran registry under lease,” he repeated at the end, soundlessly. “Departs in a month, goods in the false bottom of the refrigeration hold, destination Komarr. Koda. Do you know what you have just given me?”

“I know what you have given me,” she said. “A way out. When?”

“Thursday. Dock eleven-lower, the independent hauler Stella Maris, a cabin in the name of Vela Kree. Twenty-two hundred.” He looked at her, and for the first time since their acquaintance began, something in his middling face was not middling. “Thursday, Koda. Three days. Change nothing in your schedule. Sing as you always do.”

“I always sing as I always do,” said Koda. “That is why I am alive so far.”



IV. The Failure

On Thursday at twenty-two hundred, at dock eleven-lower, Captain Mirko Zarov stood by the cargo lock of the Stella Maris with two tickets, two identities, and a schedule that was coming apart by the minute.

Koda did not come.

At twenty-two thirty his contact in the port — a paid dispatcher with a flexible conscience — confirmed the bad news in three sentences: that afternoon, the House Veyl barge had raised its security status; a unit of the Coda series had been pulled from the Low Orbit program “for technical reasons”; and a courier with an escort had left the consortium’s office for the barge. The arithmetic was simple, and Zarov did it in two seconds: the consortium’s counterintelligence had raked through the evening of the meeting — cameras, rosters, staff — and had asked the only question that mattered: who in that room could have heard through the screen? The answer stood in House Veyl’s advertising catalog, its range printed with pride: eight hertz — seventy kilohertz.

They had not tracked her. They had computed her.

The protocol for such a case Zarov knew by heart, because he had trained others in it himself: the asset is blown, the information is on you, the mission is the information. You extract yourself. The Stella Maris departed in forty minutes; the data in the button on his collar was worth more than everything ImpSec had pulled out of this sector in a decade; and one singer, the property of a third-rank House of the second line, was — by every manual, by every calculation, by the cold arithmetic of the trade — an acceptable loss.

Zarov stood by the lock for ninety seconds. Then he said aloud, alone, to the dock — the words that later went into his report verbatim, because he refused to rephrase them:

“The risk was hers. The profit was mine. On this planet, a deal like that is called theft.” He took the button with the recording off his collar, sealed it in an express capsule, and consigned it to the Stella Maris, bound for the Komarran station: the mission departed without him. “And Barrayar does not steal from people who have sung it the truth. The Deal is the Deal — on both sides of the table.”

Then he turned and walked back toward the levels — a man with a middling face, without backup, without an extraction window, and with fourteen hours, if he was lucky, before House Veyl finished with the “technical reasons.”



V. The Return

The plan Zarov assembled by dawn rested on the three things Jackson’s Whole respected unconditionally: another man’s fear, another man’s greed, and impeccable documents.

The documents he made himself, with the field kit: the credentials of an operative of the consortium, from the department that on this planet everyone called by the same name — Collections. The fear and the greed were supplied by the very haul from the gallery: in the forty minutes of recording, between the routes and the dates, the four brokers had devoted two minutes to a topic that had seemed at the time a side bonus and now became the entire plan. House Veyl owed them from the previous season; the consortium intended not to renew the barge’s contract and — a quotation, sung to him by Koda with an impeccably rendered contemptuous timbre — “to let Veyl sing for himself, like his products.”

Baron Veyl did not know this. Baron Veyl believed that by presenting the consortium with the head of the leak — publicly, instructively, with ceremony — he would win the contract back.

Zarov presented himself on the House Veyl barge at eleven in the morning, consortium time, with the credentials, with the gait of a man whose time costs other people fingers, and with a sentence rehearsed before the mirror of a rented room in the small hours:

“Collections. I am here for the unit, before you spoil it. The interrogation is ours — the leak ran through our operation, the damage is ours, the order of the questions is ours. The Baron may be glad we are not counting him into the damage. For now.”

They led him inward with that mixture of servility and hatred with which one serves a powerful creditor, and along the corridors of the barge — plush, gilt, and sensors — Zarov walked with the even pulse of a man who has nothing left to lose except everything, and counted the turns toward the stage on the lower deck where, in the escorting steward’s words, “the Baron was just concluding the formalities.”

The formalities turned out to be theater — on Jackson’s Whole, punishment without an audience was wasted expense. On the barge’s small stage, before some fifty of the staff drawn up for edification, stood Baron Veyl — large, face-painted, with the voice of a man savoring the acoustics — and beside him, on her knees, her hands in soft medical restraints, Koda: pale, with a split lip, and with eyes that found Zarov at the back of the hall and did not widen by a millimeter, because she had been designed to govern her expression and because — he understood it in that same second — she had already decided he had come in his role, to be finished by him rather than by the House, and she did not give him away even then.

That half-second Zarov remembered for the rest of his life.

“…and since the voice is the instrument of the betrayal,” the Baron was declaiming to the ranks, “the House will begin with the instrument. The surgeon is ready. Watch, all of you, and remember: a unit that sings for strangers—”

“The unit is confiscated,” said Zarov from the back of the hall, loudly, in the timbre of a collector of receivables, and started down the aisle, brandishing the credentials like an axe. “Read the warrant, Baron, line three: ‘pending conclusion of the investigation, all carriers of the leaked information are to be surrendered to the consortium undamaged.’ Un-dam-aged. Her voice is material evidence — in it is the record of everything she heard and of everyone she passed it to. Spoil it, and you spoil our investigation, and then the damage, Baron, is recalculated. With your House in the expenses column.”

The hall went still. Baron Veyl stared at the warrant, and Zarov could see, working behind the face paint, the only two real gods of the planet: fear of the consortium, and hope for the contract.

“I will call for confirmation,” said the Baron.

“Call,” said Zarov, who knew that at this hour there was no one in the consortium’s office but a night operator, because he had chosen the hour himself. “You have the department’s number. And I have a schedule. The unit, the restraints off, and her file — at the dock in ten minutes, or I leave and report refusal of cooperation. You know what follows that phrase.”

The ten minutes Zarov lived through with a pulse that declined to be counted. The Baron called. The night operator — sleepy, underpaid, and trained solely never to assume responsibility — pronounced word for word the sentence on which Zarov had bet everything: “I can neither confirm nor deny a Collections operation; inquire during business hours.”

On Jackson’s Whole, that was the most credible sentence in the universe. No self-respecting Collections department ever confirmed anything.

“Take her,” said Baron Veyl. “And tell the consortium that House Veyl cooperates. Fully. Always.”



VI. The Wake

The reckoning caught them at the dock, exactly as Zarov expected: the barges of the Houses cooperate always — right up until they check a second time.

They were three hundred meters from the rented skimmer when his credentials died in the system — someone at the consortium had woken early — and the dock portals began closing one by one, while up on the gallery the identical jackets of the House came drumming. Zarov cut the restraints from her wrists on the move, with the cutter from his belt buckle.

“Plan?” asked Koda. Her voice, split lip notwithstanding, was perfectly governed: four and a half octaves of discipline.

“The plan ran out back there. From here it’s improvisation.” He nodded at the closing cargo portal, beyond which the skimmer waited. “The portal is on a sonic lock — the old models, resonance code. I don’t have the code.”

“I have it,” said Koda. “I have listened to it open six nights a week for four years.” She took the breath she took before the difficult arias, and sang the lock its own code: seven tones in a frequency order inaccessible to a human throat and written into hers by catalog. The portal, trained to trust sound, opened with dignity.

They ran. Behind them the first stunner shrieked; Koda, without stopping, turned once over her shoulder toward the pursuers and sang something else — a short, terrible, two-voiced sound in the infra-low register that turned Zarov’s stomach from thirty meters to the side, while the three identical jackets of the front rank folded to their knees with their hands over their ears. She never sang any such thing again in her life, and when he asked her later what it had been, she answered only: “The option marketing doesn’t put in the catalog. I was built for entertainment, Captain. On this planet the word is broad.”

The skimmer tore free of the dock under stunner fire, harmless at that distance, and climbed toward the orbital station of House Fell, where, by a berth bought the previous night with the last of the operational funds, an Escobaran passenger liner was waiting. There remained the final arithmetic: House Veyl’s fast cutter, lifted from the barge, closing the distance by the minute, due to overtake them forty minutes short of the station.

“Will he fire?” asked Koda.

“At an unflagged skimmer — yes. At Fell’s dock — never: Veyl owes Fell fuel credits for three seasons. We only need forty minutes we don’t have.” Zarov looked at the console, then at her, and took out the backup transmitter. “Unless we give him a reason to stop on his own. Koda. Those two minutes of the recording — about Veyl and the contract the consortium doesn’t mean to renew. Do you remember them?”

“I remember everything. That is my catalog defect.”

“Sing them. On an open frequency, at the cutter, with the timbres. Word for word.”

And Koda, unit seven of the Coda series, standing in a stolen skimmer between two fires, sang to her former owner — in the impeccably rendered voices of the four brokers — exactly what the consortium intended to do with House Veyl next season, and how the senior of the four laughed when he said “let him sing for himself, like his products.”

The cutter coasted another thousand kilometers on momentum. Then it lay to in a drift — motionless, eloquent, like a man who has sat down in the middle of the street to reconsider his life — and did not resume the pursuit. Baron Veyl had received goods more valuable than one runaway: the truth about his own creditor, forty minutes before it was too late to use it. On Jackson’s Whole, that counted as a bill paid.

“The Deal is the Deal,” said Zarov to the drifting dot on the screen, and turned the skimmer toward Fell’s dock, where, patient and inevitable as a sunrise, the Escobaran liner shone.



VII. Volna

Three months later, in a small club on the Komarran station Klein — thirty tables, live music, an audience of dockers, students, and two people from ImpSec in civilian clothes, present on entirely personal business — a new singer came out onto the stage, and the room, hearing her for the first time, went quiet by the third bar in the way rooms go quiet once in a generation.

Her documents, impeccable and already twice tested, read: Volna Kree, born on Escobar, freelance. The name she had chosen herself, from a Barrayaran word heard in a mercenary’s lament: volna — free. The serial stamp behind her left ear was gone; in its place was a thin scar, which the surgeon had offered to erase completely and which she had asked him to leave. “I carried it for twenty-six years,” she had said. “Let it remember me now, instead of me remembering it.”

The recording from the gallery of Low Orbit had meanwhile done its work: the Marisa-Vega was detained at Komarran customs on a tip with no sender, the consortium’s channel burned from the false bottom to the top, and in a provincial town on Barrayar that Volna Kree had never heard of, a lieutenant of the district guard read the digest and said to his sergeant: “Well, look at that. They got to the ship.”

Captain Mirko Zarov received for the operation, in the following order: a reprimand in his personal file for “unauthorized return to a compromised zone,” sealed the next day under classification; a medal in the safe, of the kind that is not worn; and one remark from Lieutenant Colonel Venek, delivered without witnesses: “The manual says the asset is an acceptable loss, Captain. The manual, however, is written by people, and afterward it is read by people, and the second lot always know which sentences are shameful. Dismissed. And — Zarov? You were right to go back.”

Now he sat at the table by the wall, in civilian clothes, with his middling face, and listened to the woman on the stage singing her collection of other people’s skies — Betan lullabies, dome ballads, the mountain lament with the second verse a quarter-tone low — until at last, before the final song, she said into the microphone, looking somewhere above the audience, in a voice into which four and a half octaves fit inside one simple sentence:

“The last one is for a route consultant. Who came back for his equipment, because he had given his word. The song is old, Barrayaran, and it is called… actually, it doesn’t matter what it is called. What matters is that I sing it out loud now.”

And she sang — freely, at full voice, with no sensors in the walls and no steward counting her smiles — while at the back of the room an agent with a middling face listened with an attention she recognized unerringly even from the stage, because she had been designed to measure it, and had then chosen, freely, to treasure it.

A coda, in the end, is only the final measures of the piece. Then comes the silence, the room draws breath — and the next song begins, the one no marketing department ever approved, and which for exactly that reason, alone among all of them, is worth singing.





Morning Formation


A Cetagandan story — an investigation by ghem-General Dag Benin



I. The Quarantine

The report reached the Celestial Garden through the agricultural statistics channel, which was in itself the first anomaly: the agricultural statistics of Mu Ceta had not woken anyone in the middle of the night for forty years.

Agrarian district Still Reach, southern continent: a quarantine declared by the local military command “on sanitary grounds,” three settlements evacuated, civilian communications cut — and one word leaked through the quarantine cordon with the refugees before the cordon sealed completely. The word was “mantises.”

Ghem-General Dag Benin, chief of Imperial internal security, read the report twice, ordered tea he did not drink, and requested an audience under the urgent protocol. The Celestial Lord received him in the garden of the early hours, between two rows of cherry trees blossoming in counter-phase, heard him out without interrupting, and asked a single question, with which the case acquired its true rank:

“The archives of Clan Raal. Under whose seal do they stand?”

“Under a triple one, Celestial Lord. The military ministry, the Star Crèche, and my own service.” Benin made a pause the length of an admission. “I checked before the audience. The seals are intact. The registers — impeccable. That is exactly what troubles me: something is walking around on Mu Ceta that exists only behind those seals, and the seals are whole. Which means no one broke into the archive. Someone copied it — from inside, with access, with patience, and with grounds to believe that no one would ever compare the colony in the delta against the catalog genome.”

“The colony,” repeated the Emperor.

“The refugees speak of attacks, Celestial Lord. A burned settlement, casualties, monsters in the night — the military command on site confirms it and requests expanded powers.” Benin bowed exactly as much as was required. “Whereas the satellite survey I ran before coming shows something else: four hundred and eleven large bioforms that left the area of the ‘attacks’ on the first night, crossed eighty kilometers of cultivated land without touching a single farmstead — and established themselves in the delta of the Still River, in the reeds, where no one lives. The monsters, Celestial Lord, are fleeing the scene of their own crime. In my experience, only the innocent and the professionals do that. I request permission to establish which of the two.”

The Emperor watched the cherries for a time, blossoming in their perfect, designed, eternal counter-phase.

“Go, Dag,” he said at last. “And remember: whoever opened this cage wanted us looking that way. Find out where we are not supposed to look while we are looking that way.”



II. The Traces

The burned settlement Benin walked in person, on foot, with two forensic examiners and with the expression on account of which his subordinates had been checking everything twice for thirty years.

The picture was textbook: smashed fences, claw marks on the walls, scorched buildings, three casualties — agricultural workers overtaken, according to the official report, “by feral bioforms.” The district’s military command had cordoned everything off with exemplary speed and was pressing for an immediate liquidation operation against the delta, “before the monsters breed.”

Benin crouched by the claw mark on the barn wall and measured it in silence for a full minute.

“Depth forty millimeters, pressure uniform along the whole arc,” he said then to the examiner. “A Raal-series mantis weighs eight hundred kilograms and cuts armor. If that creature had scraped this wall, there would be no wall. This mark was made with a tool, Captain, by a man standing on a ladder — and there is the print of the third rung, which gave way.” He straightened. “The casualties’ wounds?”

“Lacerations, attributed to mandibles. But my pathologist swears the angle is impossible for a creature over two meters — the blows come from below upward, from human height. And, General… the bodies had been frozen. All three. Death precedes the ‘attack’ by no less than a week.”

“So the settlement is a stage set, the casualties are props, and the scriptwriter wears a uniform,” said Benin. “It remains to see the actors for whom the theater was built.”

He saw them at dawn on the third day, from an observation post on the edge of the delta, through optics at maximum magnification — and the sight entered his private archive, in the section he showed no one, because it was the section for things that change one’s scale.

In the shallows of the Still River, among the reeds, in the first gray light, four hundred and eleven giant mantises were forming up. Without a sound, without commands, without a single human being within ten kilometers — they emerged from their nest trenches, took up ranks at an interval of exactly a meter and a half, dressed their line with a precision that made the old general’s fingers go cold, and stood so, facing east, until the sun rose a palm’s width above the reeds. Then the formation dissolved — softly, from within, like an exhalation — and the creatures dispersed across the delta: to fish, to repair the trenches, to guard the brood on the middle islet.

“Every morning?” Benin asked quietly.

“Every morning, General,” answered the voice beside him. “Sun, formation, half a palm of altitude, dismissal. Nobody orders it. Nobody can order them anything at all — their leashes are dead; I checked spectrally: the neural interfaces are burned out to the last one, and long ago, and from within — not by external means. They are free, General. And free, the only thing they have kept from their entire service is the formation at sunrise. I think it is the only dance they know.”

Benin lowered the optics and looked at the owner of the voice: a small woman in her thirties, in field uniform without insignia, with the face paint of a junior clan applied any old way, and with the eyes of a person who has slept four hours a night for three weeks because the other twenty she has spent watching miracles.

“And you are?”

“Ghem-Lady Aya Ten, ethology of constructs, Institute of Behavioral Sciences.” She bowed half a second late, like people for whom protocol is a foreign language. “Nobody sent me, General. I came on my own, after the first rumors. I have been living in a tent on the edge of the quarantine for eighteen days, and I can tell you everything about this colony. Including the main thing.”

“Which is?”

“That they have attacked no one,” said ghem-Lady Ten. “Ever. The Raal mantis does not attack without a command or without a threat to the brood — that is how it was designed: a soldier, not a beast. And these have no one to command them. Whoever burned that settlement, General, was counting on nobody asking the mantises themselves.” She smiled crookedly. “He did not know there was at least one person in the universe mad enough to ask them.”



III. The Ethologist

The next five days Benin spent at the tent on the edge of the delta — officially “an inspection of the quarantine,” unofficially the most extraordinary course of lectures of his life — and ghem-Lady Aya Ten showed him what eighteen days of patience and one professional madness had uncovered.

She showed him the colony’s hierarchy: the old leader with the scar across her faceted eye — “a veteran, from the first series; she remembers the leash. Watch how the others make way for her.” She showed him the stridulation language — the rubbing wing segments, rhythmic phrases by which the creatures coordinated: “seven basic rhythms, General, and do you know the remarkable thing? Five of them are drill. Drum cadences from the Raal manual, turned into speech. They talk in the language of the parade ground, because no one gave them another.” She showed him the brood — one hundred and twelve eggs on the middle island, guarded in watches — and the guard rotation of those watches, executed with a precision no living sergeant-major would have matched.

And she showed him the contact. On the fifth morning, at the edge of the reeds, ghem-Lady Ten stood in the open — alone, empty-handed, as she had been doing, she admitted, since the second week — and played on a small membrane instrument one of the drill cadences: three long, two short, rest. Stand easy. No threat. The old leader with the scar came out of the reeds at twenty meters, regarded the small woman with both her good eyes for a full minute — eight hundred kilograms of armored soldier facing fifty kilograms of scientist — and answered with her wing segments: three long, two short, rest. The same phrase. Returned.

“They know you are not a threat,” Benin said quietly when the leader withdrew.

“They know far more, General.” The ethologist’s voice wavered for the first time. “I have watched them bury their dead — with ceremony, with an honor guard, in formation. I have watched them teach the cadences to the young of last year’s brood — all seven, including the two non-drill ones they invented themselves. Two words of their own in three years of freedom, General. Do you know how many peoples have started with less?” She turned to him, and the exhaustion in her eyes was burning. “And now you tell me the thing I have no way of knowing from my tent. Who released them here. And what he needed the theater with the burned settlement for.”

“That,” said ghem-General Dag Benin, “I intend to establish by the end of the month. But one thing I will tell you now, ghem-Lady, and I say it as a man who has signed too many liquidation orders in his life: have your report on the colony ready, immaculate, and irrefutable. We are going to need it. Because whoever built this theater has scripted only one final act — and in it, the delta burns.”



IV. The Faction

The thread upward Benin unwound in three weeks, by the methods for which the Celestial Garden had kept him at his post for a fourth decade: no arrests, no noise, by documents, deliveries, and people who over the past year had asked odd questions in the correct archives.

The picture that assembled itself was worse than expected, because it was cleverer. A circle of eleven ghem officers of the high generalty — its core from Clan Rau, with ghem-General Setan Rau at its head: sixty years old, three campaigns, an impeccable record, and the conviction, professed in a narrow circle with a tribune’s eloquence, that the Empire was rotting. That haut aestheticism had drowned the soldierly virtues in gardens and bubbles; that two decades of humiliations — the fall of Soven, the disgrace of Raal, the leviathan affair, the eleven tons of slag purchased by an entire governor-general’s court, even the Barrayaran gardener who had dared to cut improvements in the Celestial Garden itself — were a diagnosis; and that the cure was iron.

Their plan Benin reconstructed from the receipts, because fanatics always sign. First: the quiet copying of the sequestered Raal genome banks — from inside, through an archivist of the military ministry, a member of the circle. Second: the rearing of a new legion in an abandoned terraforming complex in the northern deserts of Mu Ceta — twelve hundred units, with “improved” leashes designed by the circle’s engineers. Third: the release of four hundred “wild” specimens — the first, trial batch, written off as defective — near Still Reach, with decorated attacks and frozen casualties: the monstrous memory of Clan Raal crawling out of its grave. And fourth, the finale: a public demonstration before invited observers from the generalty and the court — the circle’s new, obedient, perfectly leashed legion crushing the “wild menace” in the delta, in one afternoon, on camera. The proof that the future of war was the bio-legion; that only the military party could hold its leash; and that the Empire must return to its soldiers their budget, their command, and their glory.

“The soldier who cannot be interrogated,” Benin summarized before the one man to whom he reported everything. “The soldier who does not desert, does not testify, and does not trade away his master under fast-penta, because he has nothing to say. There is the dream of the Rau circle, Celestial Lord. An army without conscience — not by indiscipline, but by design.”

The Emperor was silent a long time over the evidence.

“Their demonstration — when is it?”

“In eleven days. The invitations have gone out — alas, impeccably legally: ‘trials of defensive bioforms,’ with a permit from the military ministry, signed by the circle’s own people. I could arrest them tomorrow — the archivist will sing without chemistry. But then eleven generals stand before a tribunal with the story ‘we were preserving the Empire,’ half the generalty sympathizes with them quietly, and the delta…” Benin paused. “The delta gets burned ‘as a precaution’ while the pleadings run. And there is worse, Celestial Lord. The Star Crèche has learned of it.”



V. The Crèche

Haut Pel Navarr received the ghem-general in a white room without a single object in it, and without her bubble — at eighty-seven she permitted herself an open face more often than the court dared to comment on — and did not let him finish his first sentence.

“We know, General. We have known for a week, and you are here because we allowed you to get this far. Now hear the position of the Crèche; it is short.” The old haut’s voice was calm as a knife on silk. “The soldier genome has been the prerogative of the Crèche since the founding. Clan Raal committed, years ago, the gravest possible sacrilege — not because it made soldiers, but because it made them without our signature. Every construct line licensed by the Crèche carries the signature within it: the obedience sequence, a key with which we — we alone — can stop any creation of ours with one command. Raal cut the signature out of his line. That is why his creatures could not be stopped then. That is why they cannot be stopped now — neither the wild ones in the delta, nor the circle’s new twelve hundred. Sixteen hundred irreversible organisms walk upon this world, General. The position of the Crèche: total extermination of the line. The legion, the banks, the archives. And the delta.”

“The delta has attacked no one, haut Pel. I possess evidence that—”

“You possess evidence that four hundred military constructs without an off-key have self-organized, built a fortified colony, guard a reproductive brood, and have developed a language.” Pel Navarr regarded him with eyes in which twelve centuries of genetics had left nothing to chance. “Tell me, chief of Imperial security: in which line of that list am I to find reassurance?”

Benin held the gaze — one of the few skills taught nowhere.

“In the last one, haut. In the language.” He produced the tablet with ghem-Lady Ten’s report. “Twenty-eight pages, five hundred hours of observation. They bury their dead with an honor guard. They teach their young words. They have invented two new ones. And every morning, without one command from anywhere, they form up facing the sunrise and stand so until the sun is a palm’s width high — because that is the only beautiful thing they were ever given before being set free.” He laid down the tablet. “The Crèche exterminates the defective, haut Pel; I know the regulation. But I have also read another regulation, a newer one, written in this garden two years ago by a foreign woman with shears: that there is beauty which is not designed but earned. The court applauded then. I ask officially: does the applause hold when the beauty has eight legs and a drill manual?”

There fell a long haut silence — of the kind in which an empire shifts its weight.

“The Rau circle’s demonstration,” said Pel Navarr at last. “When?”

“In nine days.”

“The Crèche will attend,” said the old haut. “Unofficially. See to it, General, that by then my list is one line shorter. Which line — you choose. I give you the Rau circle’s theater; make a trial of it. As for the delta…” — for the first time something crossed her face, quick as a bird’s shadow — “…as for the delta, bring me one thing more, besides the report. Bring me a reason the court can speak aloud without shaming itself. The court, General, never pardons out of mercy. The court pardons out of taste.”



VI. The Demonstration

The Rau circle’s proving ground — a plateau above the delta, stands for two hundred observers, cameras of the military ministry — received its invited guests in perfect order, and ghem-General Setan Rau opened the “trials of defensive bioforms” with a speech about the iron the Empire had forgotten. Five hundred meters below the plateau, in the reeds, the “wild menace” awaited its script; at the northern end, twelve hundred new mantises in transport cages awaited theirs — with the improved leashes glowing green on the consoles.

The script broke at the twelfth minute, when the stand for high guests was joined, unannounced, by ghem-General Dag Benin with six officers of Imperial security — and by one accompanying white sphere, at the sight of which half the stand rose to its feet, and ghem-General Rau went pale beneath his parade paint.

“Carry on, General,” said Benin courteously, into the total silence. “The court is here precisely for the demonstration. Only the program has been expanded. Before the combat portion — a little forensics.”

For the next eleven minutes, on the proving ground’s great screens — switched by Benin’s technicians onto the ministry’s own channels — there ran: the claw mark and the ladder with the sprung rung; the protocols on the frozen bodies; the archivist’s receipts; the genomic assay proving that the “wild menace” and the “new legion” were one and the same stolen line — the line without the Crèche’s signature. The silence on the stands thickened with every page, because two hundred observers from the generalty and the court all calculated equally fast, and all arrived at the same sum: sacrilege, treason, and a theater with corpses, under a single common denominator.

Ghem-General Setan Rau made the only move left to him, and it was a gambler’s: he gave the order to attack. Twelve hundred cages opened at once — “the legion will execute its combat task, and victors are not tried” — and the new mantises started toward the delta in perfect formation, led by the perfect green leashes.

The formation covered four hundred meters. Then the improved leashes of the circle’s engineers — designed in months, tested on closed batches, never on twelve hundred units in open country — began to drown in their own feedback loops, and the green on the consoles slid toward amber, toward red, toward black. Five hundred meters from the delta, twelve hundred military constructs without an off-key were left with no commands at all in their heads — confused, over-primed, with a combat task frozen at half a word — and the Rau circle’s proving ground became, in thirty seconds, exactly what the Crèche had foretold: an irreversible organism to which no one in the universe could say “stop.”

No human being.

From the reeds of the delta, into the spreading panic, there rose a sound — rhythmic, dry, swelling: four hundred and eleven pairs of wing segments stridulating in one measure. The old leader with the scar across her eye came into the open first, followed by the colony’s veterans drawn up in a line abreast — and the “wild menace” began to play to the lost legion a drill cadence from the Raal manual: three long, two short, rest. Stand easy. No threat. Again. And again. Four hundred voices, in time, patiently, the way one speaks to spooked recruits.

And twelve hundred bewildered soldiers, whose heads knew only the parade ground, heard the one language they understood without a leash — and began, rank by rank, to form up. Not for battle: for formation. Line abreast, interval a meter and a half, dress right toward the east. When the sun rose a palm’s width above the reeds, on the plateau below the stands there stood, in morning formation, sixteen hundred giant mantises — motionless, harmless, beautiful in a way that no one on the stands was in a condition to deny — while ghem-Lady Aya Ten, standing between the two formations with her membrane instrument, conducted the silence.

On the stand, haut Pel Navarr rose to her feet. The white sphere went dark, and the old haut regarded the formation for a long time, open-faced, before two hundred witnesses.

“There is your reason, General,” she said to Benin, loudly enough. “The court can speak that one.”



VII. The Formation

The sentences were Cetagandan: precise, quiet, according to taste. Ghem-General Setan Rau received in his cell, by custom, the ceremonial kit, and availed himself of it that same night — the obituary noted “sudden death upon conclusion of his career,” and the court appreciated the phrasing. His ten co-conspirators departed for the garrisons of the farthest satrapies, to posts with long titles and no subordinates. The archivist got a trial — a public one, the only one: someone had to be the lesson.

And the delta of the Still River received a status over which the court’s jurists argued for a month, and which in the end was formulated by the Star Crèche itself, because no one else dared: “living installation Morning Formation, under the joint wardship of the Crèche and Imperial security — a monument to the boundary the Empire does not cross.” The formulation also contained the quiet arithmetic that finally set Pel Navarr at ease: the Raal soldier line had been designed sterile in the second generation — the colony’s brood was the first and the last. In fifty years the delta would empty of itself, by specification, and the line without the signature would be closed the way accounts are closed. Until then — the formation at sunrise, the reeds, and the guard at the brood. The twelve hundred of Rau’s legion merged into the colony over a single autumn; the old leader received them the way veterans receive replacements: with patience and with double watches.

Ghem-Lady Aya Ten was appointed curator of the installation — the first ethologist in the Empire’s history to hold court rank — and accepted the post with a condition written into the decree: “no improvements.” The court, remembering a certain Barrayaran woman with shears, did not object.

And ghem-General Dag Benin came to the delta every year, on the anniversary of the demonstration, took his place at the observation post on the edge of the reeds in the gray pre-dawn hour, and watched. Sixteen hundred soldiers, whom no one would ever again order to do anything, came out of their trenches, formed up at an interval of a meter and a half, dressed east, and met the sun — for nothing, for no one, on no command: because of everything human beings had put into them, this was the only thing worth keeping.

“Do you know what I envy them, ghem-Lady?” he said to the curator on his last visit, retired by then, leaning on the rail with both hands. “All my life I carried out orders and issued orders, and kept waiting to understand which of the two had been my life. They solved the problem in three years. They took from the entire manual one single page — the most beautiful one — and threw away the rest.” He nodded toward the formation, above which the sun of Mu Ceta was rising, exactly one palm’s width. “Empires ought to learn from their soldiers, ghem-Lady. Especially the free ones.”

Below, in the reeds, the formation dissolved — softly, from within, like an exhalation — and the delta set about its day: fish, trenches, the guard at the brood, the young of the new brood spelling out the seven cadences and the two new words, whose number, the curator noted in her annual report with an undocumented smile, had that spring become three.





Fourteen


An adventure in the Dendarii Mountains — for Selig and Simone Vorkosigan



I. The Excursion

The summer excursion of the district schools was a thirty-year tradition: three days over Middlestone Pass, fourteen children from Hassadar and the mountain villages, one guide, and one rule carved out of experience like a trail out of rock — in the mountains, all are equal before the weather.

That was why the group roster read simply “S. Vorkosigan, 14” and “S. Vorkosigan, 12,” without titles, without footnotes, and why Armsman Vitor, whose duty it was to follow the Count’s children everywhere, had been dispatched — after negotiations conducted by their mother with the soft implacability of a woman who designed gardens on top of rock — to wait with the flyer at the base camp on the far side of the pass. “Three days as ordinary children,” Ekaterin had said. “That is also an inheritance, Vitor. Possibly the rarest one in our catalog.”

Selig Vorkosigan, fourteen, walked in the middle of the column with the group’s medical kit in his pack — his first-aid badge was the only one he had ever worked at properly — and with the patience of a boy who has preferred listening since he was small. His sister Simone, twelve, walked at the very rear, by her own choice, with a worn gray beret on her head — the one from Grandmother Naismith’s old suitcase, won two years before in negotiations that had entered the family chronicles — and she counted. Simone always counted: paces, switchbacks, clouds, people. “Twelve, plus us two — fourteen children. And the guide makes fifteen,” she noted at the first rest stop, unasked. “Fourteen,” confirmed the guide, Mila Karal, sixty years old, with a face like the bark of a mountain pine, and for the first time looked at the small girl in the beret two seconds longer than necessary.

The group was motley, as mountain groups are: Mara Csurik of Silvy Vale, fifteen, the teacher’s granddaughter, who had crossed the pass more times than she had been to the cinema; Vlado from Hassadar, fifteen and half a head taller than everyone, who by the second hour had announced that “mountains are easy work”; Peyko from the lower villages, quiet and wiry; little Dona, twelve, above the treeline for the first time, eyes shining. And the mountain received them as it receives everyone: with two days of blue sky, blueberries on the slopes, and a forecast promising rain no earlier than the third evening.

Mountain forecasts, Mila Karal told the commission afterward, are like capital promises: true in substance and wrong in timing.

The storm came on the third day at noon, six hours ahead of schedule, from above, from the direction of the pass — it did not approach; it fell: the sky went from blue to green-black in twenty minutes, the temperature dropped like a stone, and the rain struck horizontally, warm at first, then icy. Mila Karal turned the column back toward the shelter two hours down the trail — along the path that traversed the scree above the swollen stream.

The scree did not wait for them.



II. The Landslide

The sound came before the movement — a deep, wet crunch somewhere up in the fog, like a bone in a giant’s fist — and Mila Karal, who had heard that sound twice in her life and survived it both times, screamed the only command there was time for:

“To the rock! Everyone to the rock, run!”

Then the slope went.

The slide crossed the trail forty meters wide — mud, stone, and uprooted scrub pine descending to the stream with a roar that ate every scream — and when it stopped, and the rain went on falling on the new, earth-steaming wound in the mountain, the account stood as follows: twelve children pressed against the rock face, alive, muddy, deafened. Peyko — flung clear of the stream’s edge with an arm broken in two places by the guide’s effort to haul him out. Dona — with a split brow and eyes that looked through people. And Mila Karal herself — she had managed to throw the boy toward the rock, but not herself: pinned to the waist between two boulders, conscious, with a leg about which she let no one speculate, and a face the color of wet paper.

And the guide’s pack — with the comm unit, the signal beacon, half the food, and the maps — was gone. It had gone with those forty meters of slope, down into the boiling stream, irretrievably, like everything the mountain decides to take for itself.

The first three minutes were chaos — real, ugly, children’s chaos: crying, shouting, Vlado yelling “we have to go back, we have to go back” at a trail that no longer existed, two of the younger ones locked onto each other by the rock. The way back was erased. The way forward vanished into fog and downpour. The adult who was supposed to know what to do lay pinned under a boulder, breathing in catches.

And then, in the middle of the chaos, a small twelve-year-old girl, her gray beret plastered to her head by the rain, climbed onto the highest stone she could find and did not scream, but asked — clearly, loudly, and so matter-of-factly that the question cut through the panic like a knife:

“Who is hurt? Raise your hand. I’m counting.”



III. The Command

Later, before the commission and before the parents, the children described that moment differently, but all of them remembered the same sensation: that the question gave them something to do. Panic is a chasm without a bottom; the question was a step.

“Peyko — the arm. Dona — the head. Madame Karal — the leg. Anyone else?” Simone waited, surveying the raised and unraised hands. “Right. Twelve sound, two hurt — fourteen children. And the guide. Selig! Do you have the kit?”

“I have it.” Her brother was already forcing his way through the mud.

“Peyko and Dona are yours. Mara!” Simone found the mountain girl with her eyes. “You know this mountain. Go to Madame Karal — she will advise, you will decide with her. Vlado!” The tall boy turned, panic still colliding with shame in his eyes. “You’re the strongest one here. We need two long poles from those uprooted pines — for a stretcher and to prop the boulder. Take two helpers. Everyone else — in pairs! Each of you takes one person by the hand and does not let go. Whoever is shivering — move: gather dry branches from under the rock face, the rain doesn’t reach there. We count off at every switchback. We are fourteen. We stay fourteen.”

“Who put you in—” Vlado began, on the momentum of fear.

“No one,” said Simone Vorkosigan. “I simply count better than anyone here. When you count better — you command. Until then: two poles, Vlado. Please.”

The “please” did more work than everything else — Vlado admitted it himself afterward, in front of everyone, which does him credit. And Mila Karal, pinned between her boulders, with a leg she could no longer feel and forty years of mountains behind her, looked at the small girl in the beret for ten more seconds and then did the only thing a good commander does when she is out of the line: she handed over command aloud, formally, so that everyone would hear it.

“Listen to the girl,” she said, as loudly as she could. “She counts right.”

The next hour did the work that saves lives: the work before the heroics. Selig splinted Peyko’s arm with a slat of pine and half a roll of bandage, talking to him quietly and continuously — about silly things, about blueberries, about how on Beta Colony the casts were transparent — until the boy stopped shaking. Dona got a dressing, a warm garment from the common store, and a job: to hold the spare lantern and count aloud at every muster, “because you have the clearest voice, and the counting is the most important work here.” (Her eyes came back to the people somewhere around the third count.) Vlado and his helpers propped the boulder above the guide with the poles — not to lift it, that was impossible, but so it would not shift — and by the time Mara and Simone knelt beside Mila Karal for the war council, the old guide had already appraised everything.

“The leg is broken and pinned, but the boulder isn’t crushing me — it’s holding me. I’ll live for hours, maybe a day. But you don’t have a day.” She pointed with her chin upward, where the fog was seething. “That is the front’s leading edge, children. Night is coming, cold is coming, and here on the bare scree the cold kills more surely than a landslide. You need a roof and a fire. Mara — report.”

“The shepherds’ shelter is that way, beyond the slide — no way through.” Mara Csurik was tracing on the wet stone with a finger, quick and sure. “That leaves the pass. An hour and a half up, and down the other side is Silvy Vale. My village. The school has a radio, a healer, everything. But with a stretcher, in this weather… four hours. Maybe five.”

“Five hours,” Simone repeated. She looked at Mila Karal. “We carry you.”

“You leave me,” the guide said evenly. “Fourteen children move twice as fast as fourteen children with a stretcher. I am under a propped boulder, in a rain cloak, alive. You collect me tomorrow with people and a winch. That is the correct arithmetic, girl, and you know it.”

Simone Vorkosigan, twelve years old, was silent for three seconds — and in those three seconds, Mara said afterward, she did not look twelve at all.

“The arithmetic is correct,” she said. “That is why I am not accepting it. In our family there is a rule for arithmetic like that, Madame Karal: iron is counted in marks; people are counted in people. If we leave you and the front brings down one more tongue of mud… No. We set out fourteen. We arrive fourteen. Vlado — the stretcher. The boulder we do not touch — the poles stay as props to the last: she said it holds her, not crushes her, which means there is a gap, and under the gap is the slide’s own fresh mud. We dig her out from under it, not it off her. It will be slow. It will be heavy. We rotate every two hundred paces — I count the paces.”

“Who taught you that rule?” asked Mila Karal quietly.

“Nobody taught it.” The girl was resettling the beret, by now a sodden sponge. “At our dinner table, that is simply how people talk.”

The extraction took forty minutes and was accomplished without one touch to the boulder. Vlado’s props held; beneath the pinned leg the landslide had left its own material — a fresh, loose mix of mud and gravel — and the children scooped it out in shifts, with hands, with mess tins, with the little spade from the emergency kit, centimeter by centimeter, while Selig splinted the leg where it lay in the gap, before the first movement. When the guide finally came free — pale, stiff, and swearing with forty years’ expertise — she surveyed the hole, the boulder, and the props, and said only: “I am logging this too. With a commendation.”



IV. The Pass

The climb to Middlestone Pass entered the oral history of the district schools under the name “the five hours,” and it is told ever since on every summer excursion, around every fire, with details that grow with the years. The truth needed no growing.

They walked in an order Simone arranged and did not change to the end: Mara in front, reading the slope; behind her, in pairs — each pair answerable for each other, hands joined at every hard stretch; the stretcher in the middle, on six bearers rotating every two hundred paces, counted aloud by Dona (“one hundred eighty… one hundred ninety… change!”); Selig beside the injured, tirelessly chattering nonsense in precisely measured doses; Simone last, where the whole column could be seen, with a muster at every switchback. Fourteen. Fourteen. Fourteen.

The stream below the pass tested them properly: swollen, brown, the footbridge eaten down to two bare beams. Vlado crossed first with the rope from the emergency kit, made it fast to the far rock, and stood beside the beams in the icy water to his knees, giving a shoulder to every child — forty minutes, in unceasing rain, until his hands turned blue; and when the smallest boy slipped and hung screaming from the rope, Vlado caught him by the collar with one hand and set him on the bank, and then stood ten minutes more for the rest, and no one ever again heard from him the sentence “mountains are easy work.” The stretcher crossed last, on eight hands, with Mila Karal clenching her teeth white and letting out not one sound — only on the bank did she say: “There has been no crossing like that in my groups for thirty years. I am logging it.”

At the pass, the worst of it hit them — the wind. The rain up there flew parallel to the ground and cut through soaked clothes to the bone, and exactly at the pass, in the roar and the grayness, little Dona stopped counting, sat down on a stone, and said in a thin, perfectly calm voice that she could not go on and that she wanted to stay here.

Simone crouched in front of her, so that their eyes were level.

“Do you know what I’m wearing on my head?” she asked. “This beret is my grandmother’s. My grandmother commanded ships. Once, they say, she sat in a closet, tied up, among bad people, and it was certain that everything was over. Do you know what she did? She counted. The guard’s footsteps. Eighteen down, eighteen back. Counting holds a person together, Dona — that’s why I asked you to count. Not because your voice is the clearest, but because you are the bravest of us, and the others hear it in your voice.” She pulled off the sodden beret and settled it on the little girl’s head, over the dressing. “Keep it for me to the village. A beret like this must not sit on a person who has sat down. Come on. From here it’s downhill.”

(The beret, Selig noted afterward in his letter to their brother Aral Alexander, was not their grandmother’s but their father’s, and the story of the closet belonged to an entirely different person and an entirely different closet — but Simone told the family legends “in the wartime edition,” and no one in the family, the father included, found anything to object to in the results.)

Dona stood up. The muster at the next switchback came in the clearest voice of the whole day: “Fourteen!”

The descent went easier and more dangerously — wet rock, exhaustion, dusk — and for the last two hours Mara led them by memory and by the smell of smoke, because the fog had eaten everything else. At six forty in the evening, when the first roofs of Silvy Vale swam up out of the gray and the village dogs scented them and flooded the slope with barking, the column halted for the final muster, which Simone performed herself, aloud, with a hand on each shoulder in turn.

“Fourteen,” she said at the fourteenth. Her voice broke precisely on the last syllable, for the first time since the landslide, and no one pretended not to have heard it, and no one ever reminded her of it.



V. The School

Silvy Vale received them the way mountain villages receive disasters: without questions before the work and without silence after it.

The school — a long, bright building with woodcarving over the door and a name inscribed simply “RAINA” — turned within half an hour into infirmary, mess hall, and headquarters: the village healer took charge of Mila Karal’s leg on the very threshold (“broken in two places, dislocated, and alive — that boulder was your friend, madame”), Peyko’s arm went into a proper splint, thirteen children were dried, filled with soup, and tucked into bedrolls between the desks, and the school radio — old, powerful, maintained like an altar — sent down into the valley the message that half the district had been waiting for since afternoon: the group is found; all are alive.

Armsman Vitor arrived on foot at nine in the evening, having halved the roundabout route across the western shoulder in a time no one afterward cared to verify, because it was physiologically dubious — soaked to the bone, with a pack of emergency equipment, and with the face of a man who had aged ten years in ten hours. He found his young lady asleep sitting up against the wall, the duty roster in her lap — water shifts, fire shifts, the boot-drying rotation — and his young lord awake beside the bedrolls of the injured, because “Peyko wakes from the pain every hour, and somebody has to tell him about the transparent casts.” Vitor stood in the classroom doorway for a full minute. Then he went out into the rain, delivered the complete report to Vorkosigan House over the comm in a level voice — and only after the link closed did he permit himself to sit down on the steps of the Raina school and not be level.

The school’s headmistress — a woman in her fifties, white-haired, with eyes that had buried much and preserved more — made the rounds of her sleeping charge before midnight, tucked back two kicked-off blankets, left a thermos beside Selig, and beside Simone, carefully, so as not to wake her, placed a pillow between her shoulder and the wall. Then she stood at the window beside her granddaughter Mara, and the two of them watched the rain for a long time.

“You brought them over,” said Harra Csurik.

“I knew the way,” said Mara. “She knew the order. Grandmother, she is twelve. She counted us at every switchback. Fourteen times fourteen. Do you know what she said at the stream, when Vlado proposed the sound ones cross first? ‘There are no sound and injured here. There is one group.’” The girl was silent a moment. “Which family is she from — do you know?”

Harra Csurik was looking through the rain toward where the village burial ground lay, and the small stone, and the thirty-six years.

“I know,” she said. “I knew by her order before I saw the roster. That family counts people one by one, Mara. It always has. Once it even counted one whom everyone else had written off.”



VI. The Father

The Count’s flyer set down on the school green at ten past five in the morning, in the storm’s first break, and out of it climbed two people who were not running only because they were holding each other back from it.

Miles Vorkosigan entered the Raina school at fifty-six the way he had entered this valley at twenty: quietly. He stopped in the classroom doorway — where everyone had stopped that night — and looked for a long time: thirteen children asleep between the desks under borrowed blankets; a broken arm in a fresh splint; his own son asleep sitting up beside the injured, one hand on a strange boy’s shoulder; and his own daughter against the wall, the duty roster in her lap and her hair matted with sleep, and no beret on her head, because the beret was on another head, over the dressing of a little girl who clutched it in her sleep with both hands.

Ekaterin went past him — she had always known how to pass through doorways he lodged in — and knelt by her children without waking them, only a hand, light as a leaf, on each forehead in turn: the living muster, the mother’s count, oldest of them all.

And Miles found, in the staff room, Harra Csurik awake over tea, and the two old acquaintances looked at each other for a while across thirty-six years.

“My lord,” said Harra.

“Harra.” He sat down opposite her, small, white-haired, suddenly without a single title anywhere on him. “They told me on the way. All of it. The slide, the stream, the pass, the stretcher. Twelve years old. I teach her to count at the dinner table, Harra. At the dinner table. With bread and stories. And then the mountain takes twelve strangers’ children and my two, and cuts the trail, and looks to see what they have learned.”

“They have learned, my lord,” said Harra Csurik. “I have watched for forty years what children carry out of their homes. Yours carried order and counting. My Mara — the way. Vlado from Hassadar — a back. Little Dona — a voice. The mountain only arranged them into one thing.” She sipped her tea. “And their shelter was given them by Raina. Think about that, my lord, when your turn comes not to sleep: you came here thirty-six years ago for the sake of one child whom nobody had counted. The village built a school in her name. And last night fourteen slept in it, counted fourteen times. This world’s accounts do come out sometimes, my lord. Slowly. Across a generation. But they come out.”

Miles Vorkosigan, Imperial Auditor, Count, a man with a vocabulary for every hall in three empires, found nothing to say and did not try. He only nodded — slowly, low, almost a bow — to the teacher, to the school, and to the small stone outside in the rain.

In the morning, before the ambulance and the whole commotion of retrieval, he found his daughter on the veranda — awake first, out of a habit that would stay with her for life — and sat down beside her on the steps, without preamble, the way he sat down for the important conversations.

“Report,” he said simply.

And Simone reported: in order, clearly, with figures — the slide, the assignments, the refusal to leave the guide, the stream, the pass, the beret (here she abridged slightly), the musters. Miles listened without interrupting, with the face of a man who has received a thousand reports and knows this one is going into the top ten.

“How many times did you count?” he asked at the end.

“Fourteen switchbacks times fourteen children. And once, finally.” She raised her eyes. “Father. I was afraid the whole time. The whole time. Does that… spoil it?”

“That makes it real,” said her father. “Now listen to me, because I am going to tell you the entire secret of the trade, and it is one sentence: command is not being unafraid, and it is not shouting loudest. Command is going on counting your people while you are afraid. You counted. Fourteen set out; fourteen arrived.” He was silent a moment, and added, more quietly: “I have an account from this valley, from many years ago, in which the numbers did not come out. Yours came out. You don’t know how much that is, Simone. One day I will tell you, and then you will know.”



VII. The Count

The resolution took a day: an ambulance from Hassadar collected Mila Karal from Silvy Vale, alive and swearing (“forty years of mountains, and now I get carried down like a dowry chest”), Peyko left for Hassadar with his arm in a real cast (opaque, to his disappointment), and the fourteen were returned to fourteen sets of parents, amid scenes about which no reports are written.

The consequences arranged themselves, the way they do after work well done. The district adopted a new excursion regulation — two comm units in two packs, never in one. Vlado of Hassadar applied in the autumn to the junior rescue service and was accepted with a recommendation signed by M. Karal and worded “tested at a stream.” Dona returned the beret with a letter of three lines, in a hand as clear as her voice. And in the Raina school in Silvy Vale, on the wall by the door, there appeared a small woodcarving — fourteen figures in a column, one stretcher, and one girl with a beret at the rear — with an inscription beneath, cut by Mara’s grandfather’s hand: “We count each other. All of us.”

At Vorkosigan House, the reckoning went by family custom: quietly, at dinner, with no heroes at the table. Only after dessert did Miles set a parcel beside his daughter’s plate — and Simone unwrapped a notebook. Paper, bound, new, with blank pages and a single written one: the first, in her father’s small hand.

To Simone. In our family, notebooks are a hereditary condition, and you have already shown the symptoms: you count people, and you do not let go of them. Write things down. One day your notebook will be needed by someone more than you can imagine today — that is how it has gone with all our notebooks so far. P.S. The beret is yours. Officially. Its owner would have approved your edition of the closet story: he himself never let the facts spoil a correct tale — or a correct formation.

Simone read the page twice, closed the notebook, and put it away where she kept the important things. Then, because she was twelve and a half, and because she was of that family, she took a pencil, opened to the second page, and began to write, at the top, in even letters, the first thing a Vorkosigan notebook must contain.

A list. Fourteen names. Counted.





Pearls


An adventure of senior Armsman Roic — one Winterfair at Vorkosigan House



I. The Twentieth

The recruit arrived at Vorkosigan House on the first day of snow, with one canvas bag, a letter of recommendation, and the expression that senior Armsman Roic recognized point-blank, because twenty-seven years earlier it had stood on his own face: the expression of a man certain that at any moment he will be exposed as a misunderstanding and returned by post.

The letter was from Lieutenant Tamas Kozlov, Vorkosigan District Guard, Hassadar, and consisted of four sentences, which by Hassadar standards was an entire ode: “Timo Brezov, seven years’ service, three commendations. Not a hero and doesn’t want to be one, which we value here. He watches. Nothing more to add — that is the whole profession.”

“Brezov,” said Roic, setting the letter down. “Do you know how many armsmen a Count keeps?”

“Twenty, sir. By Vorloupulous’s Law.”

“Twenty. And do you know which number you are, if you last the year?” Roic did not wait for an answer. “The twentieth. Last on the roster, youngest in the mess, the man who carries what nobody wants to carry and stands where nobody wants to stand. I was the twentieth twenty-seven years ago. Now I am the first, which means I carry more and stand longer. If you’ve come for the cloak and the salute at the gate — the gate is where you came in. If you’ve come for the work — the work starts at five in the morning and is called the rounds.”

“I’ve come for the work, sir,” said Timo Brezov. Then, after a brief inner struggle that Roic followed with approval, because the boy lost it honestly: “Sir, permission for a question. You have served with the Lord Auditor on three planets. Explosions, kidnappings, frozen cities — we read about them at the academy, with the cuts left in. And I’m from the Hassadar municipal guard. I’ve watched markets and fairs. Why me?”

Roic looked at him for a second — the big Hassadar boy with the honest hands — and in that second there passed through him, as it passed more and more rarely and more and more gently with the years, one very old memory: another recruit from the municipal guard, standing in this same vestibule among armsmen-veterans of ImpSec, convinced to the marrow of his bones that he had walked through the wrong door of his life.

“Because Kozlov writes ‘he watches,’” said Roic. “And that, Brezov, is the whole profession. The rest is details. Come. I’ll show you the house.”



II. The School

The showing of the house took three weeks, because Roic showed not the rooms but the work, and the work of an armsman, as he taught it, consisted of things no academy teaches.

“You don’t watch guests’ faces — you watch their hands. The face lies professionally; the hands lie only in the very best.” Rounds of the ground floor, ten past five in the morning, their breath steaming in the dark corridors. “Doors get counted. Always. You enter a room — exits first, then windows, then people, furniture last of all. Not because something will happen. Because one day it will, and then you won’t have time to count.”

“And when is the weapon drawn, sir?”

“In the ideal career — never.” Roic stopped by the window onto the snowed-in garden, where at a quarter to six, on schedule, the light came on in the greenhouse: milady was beginning her day. “Listen to me carefully, Brezov, because this is the first real lesson and most men learn it late: an armsman is not a wall. Walls can be bought. An armsman is attention. We are the people who watch this house eighteen hours a day, year after year, until we begin to hear it like our own pulse — and then, on the day something in the pulse skips, we are the only ones who will feel it before the shot, not after. Hence the rounds. Hence the counting. Hence the boredom, boy — boredom is the raw material of the trade. Attention is brewed out of it.”

Timo Brezov nodded and — Roic checked — remembered. After the first week he remembered which third-floor window jammed in the cold, and was already opening it with the exact motion; he remembered that m’lord, when he worked at night in his study, left the door ajar a hand’s width — “not for the air, Brezov: a man who spent his childhood in hospitals doesn’t like closed doors, but you didn’t hear that from me”; he remembered that the small Lady Simone must not be offered help with her pack, and that the twins were to be believed when they said “we’re not doing anything.” The house accepted him, as it accepted everything, patiently and without ceremony, and somewhere in the middle of the third week Roic caught the recruit standing in the great vestibule at six in the morning, simply listening — head tilted, with that expression.

“Do you hear it yet?” asked Roic.

“Beginning to, sir,” said Timo. “The pulse. I understand what you mean.”

“Good. Because in nine days it is Winterfair, the house will take three hundred guests, forty hired waiters, and a mountain of gifts — and its pulse will triple.” Roic looked at the snow beyond the windows. “Winterfair, Brezov, is the favorite holiday of thieves, of spies, and of poisoners, and for one and the same reason: more of the world passes through these doors in that week than in all the rest of the year. I’m putting you on the gift log. Every box, every ribbon, every courier. Dull work.”

“The raw material of the trade, sir,” said the twentieth armsman, and Roic for the first time allowed himself to think that Kozlov might have sent him not a recruit but a successor.



III. The Fair

Winterfair at Vorkosigan House that year was double: besides the customary reception, the house was celebrating the betrothal of Lord Aral Alexander to Dr. Dana Izar — quietly announced in the autumn, now being presented to society — and the guest list read like an excerpt from a future history textbook. Roic laid out the security plan like a campaign: outer perimeter with ImpSec, inner — armsmen only; the hired staff checked through three registries; a gift log with a chemical scanner; and a roster of posts calculated so that in every room at every moment there would be at least one pair of eyes that did not drink, did not dance, and did not rest.

“Three hundred and eighty-one boxes by noon,” Timo reported on the third day of preparations, with wrapping-paper dust on his sleeves. “The scanner flagged two: one turned out to be Komarran cheese of an age beyond reason, the other a mechanical raven that Count Vorbretten is sending m’lord with a note reading ‘you know why.’ I passed the cheese and held the raven for re-inspection, because I don’t know why.”

“Correct on both counts.” Roic signed the log. “The raven is a joke between m’lord and the Count, an old one, from a case. But jokes get checked most carefully of all, Brezov: the easiest way to bring something into a house is to dress it as a jest. People inspect threats. Smiles go through without queueing.”

On the evening of the reception the whole house lit up — window after window, as it lit once a year — and swallowed its guests like a well-commanded ship: cloaks to the cloakrooms, names to the master of ceremonies, three hundred people through the halls, the kitchen at full steam, music from the gallery. Roic took his place — in the corner of the great salon, from which both doors, the staircase, and the mirror showing the third door were visible — and switched on that vision of his which twenty-seven years of service had turned from sense into habit: he did not watch the party. He watched the deviations from the party.

For the first two hours there were no deviations. M’lord circulated through the halls with a glass he never emptied, in his small whirlwind way; milady held the gravity of the evening with that calm which Roic had suspected for years was the most trained thing in the entire house; the betrothed couple was besieged by well-wishers; at the far end Lady Alys Vorpatril received homage, and beside her old Illyan dozed with his eyes open — a trick Roic envied professionally. The hired waiters moved along their rehearsed routes, forty men in identical livery, invisible as good waiters are.

Thirty-nine of them were invisible correctly.



IV. The Small Mistakes

Roic noticed him at twenty past ten, and later, in the report, had difficulty naming the first thing — because the first thing was not a thing, but a sum of nothings.

A waiter, middling height, nondescript, with a tray of glasses. The livery — exact. The documents — Roic knew — clean, passed through three registries. The route — per the agency’s schedule. All in order. Except that his shoes were half a size too wide in the toe — the shoes of a man used to standing long and starting fast, service shoes, which waiters do not wear, because waiters’ feet hurt differently. Except that the tray rode on his left palm with a balance that left the right hand free always, at every passing — not sometimes: always. Except that at every entry into the salon his eyes performed that quick, smooth, professional sweep — doors, windows, people, furniture last — which Roic taught his recruits as high hygiene and which, in a waiter, was like a foreign accent. And except that in two hours this man had not once ended up with his back to m’lord. In a crowded room where everyone turns, that is statistically impossible. Unless it is intent.

“Brezov.” Roic did not move from his corner and did not change his expression. “The waiter by the south table, with the tray of white glasses. Don’t look at him. Tell me where he is.”

A pause of four seconds — the recruit was learning to watch with the corner.

“South table… he’s moved, sir. Now by the column. Eleven meters from m’lord.” Two more seconds. “Sir, he is standing where both m’lord and the great mirror can be seen. That is… that is your position, sir. He stands like us.”

“Yes,” said Roic. “He stands like us. Go down to the agency’s office by the back stairs and ask for the personnel card of man number thirty-four on tonight’s list. Not over the comm — in person. And look at the photograph, not the name. Names lie professionally.”

Timo came back after eleven minutes with a face that was trying to be calm and almost succeeding.

“The photograph in the card is of another man, sir. The resemblance is careful — height, weight, haircut — but the ears don’t match. Ears don’t take makeup. I called the agency from the office, on the wired line: the real waiter number thirty-four has been sick for three days. Reported by comm. By voice.”

“They paid him to be sick or made him sick — the same thing for the moment.” Roic was already calculating: distances, routes, corridors. There must be no alarm: three hundred guests, a betrothal, imperial cousins through the halls — panic in such a room kills more surely than a knife. Extraction — quiet, along the waiter’s own route, into the service corridor behind the kitchen, where the trays are reloaded and where one vanished waiter makes no scene. “Now listen to the order of it, Brezov, and remember it, because this is the second half of the trade — the half after the watching. Nobody runs. Nobody shouts. You will go to old Yanko at the kitchen post and say three words to him: ‘row three, south.’ He knows. Then you stand at the service door and let no one through — with a smile, with an apology, with whatever you like. I will deliver to our man an invitation that is not declined.”

“Sir… he’s a professional. If he’s carrying something—”

“He’s carrying. That is why the order is this one and not another.” Roic straightened his cuffs with the gesture other men use to draw breath. “And, Brezov — good work with the ears. The tray and the shoes I saw myself, but the ears would have escaped me. Two watch better than one. That is why there are twenty of us.”



V. The Pantry

The invitation that is not declined Roic delivered at ten fifty-three, in the service corridor, in his deepest ceremonial voice:

“Colleague. The head chef asks for you personally — the special tray for Lady Alys. This way, if you please.”

The man went — professionals go, because refusal unmasks faster than error — and the three steps across the threshold of the cold pantry were enough for him to understand, and for Roic to act. The scuffle, if it could be called that, lasted four seconds and fitted between two shelves of goose pâté: the professional was fast, trained, and fifteen years younger, but the pantry was narrow, and Roic, besides being large, had spent twenty-seven years studying how people move in narrow spaces, and on top of that — this is what decided it — he made no attempt whatsoever to be elegant. When Timo flew in after them, the senior armsman was already holding the guest packaged in his own jacket, face to the shelving, with a professional gentleness that leaves no marks for the protocol.

“The right glove,” said Roic. “Carefully. Don’t touch it with skin.”

The glove — white, a waiter’s, indistinguishable — proved to have a double layer on the palm, and in the double layer, when it was unpicked under the lamp: a membrane with a contact agent, good for one single handshake or one touch on a bare wrist while presenting a glass. A quiet weapon for a patient man: no shot, no scene — only a Count-Auditor who would be taken ill in his own study an hour later, and a diagnosis that even good toxicology chases for a week.

The guest in the jacket kept a qualified silence, which impressed no one: Roic had seen how Galeni’s people worked, and a man with someone else’s ears in his card and a membrane in his glove was no longer a guest but material evidence with a pulse.

“ImpSec will take him out through the freight entrance at half past eleven, between the second and third course,” Roic told Timo, locking the pantry from outside. “Until then you guard him. Your first solo post, Brezov: one locked pantry and one silent professional. It’s dull. Boredom is the raw material of the trade.”

“Sir.” Timo swallowed. “Who sent him?”

“That the departments will chew for months, and they will find three shell companies and one middleman with amnesia. But if you’re asking the old armsman…” Roic looked toward the salon, from which drifted music and the laughter of three hundred people who would never know anything. “M’lord has lately stepped on several very long tails. Channels, consortiums, archives. Tails like that don’t forgive — they only wait for crowded evenings. Well — tonight the tail stayed stepped on. Stay here. Watch.”



VI. The Dessert

Roic reported to m’lord at ten past midnight, in the library, where the Count had withdrawn for three minutes of silence between toasts — an old habit of his that the armsmen guarded like a state secret.

He reported in his own way: in order, dry, ninety seconds — the waiter, the ears, the pantry, the glove, the quiet handover to Galeni’s people through the freight entrance, completed twenty minutes earlier without one head turned.

Miles Vorkosigan heard the report standing, the glass of unfinished wine in his hand, and at the end was silent a moment.

“A contact agent. At my son’s betrothal. In the house where my children sleep.” His voice was level in that way that made the Auditor’s subordinates check the exits. Then the Count set down the glass and asked only: “When did you spot him?”

“At ten twenty, m’lord. Removed at ten fifty-three.”

“Thirty-three minutes. And I learn of it at ten past midnight.”

“It was necessary not to interrupt the dessert, m’lord,” said Roic. “Panic in a full room is more dangerous than most weapons. And besides… the case was domestic. Domestic cases are our work. Your work is to raise toasts and step on tails — with all respect, m’lord, you do both superbly.”

M’lord looked at him for a long second — from below upward, as he had looked at the whole world for fifty-six years — and in the look was everything that had gone unsaid between the two of them for three decades: Earth, Kibou, the frozen city, the years.

“Roic,” he said at last. “Do you know what date it is today?”

“Winterfair, m’lord.”

“Twenty-four years, Roic. Tonight, twenty-four years ago, another professional brought into this house another poison, wrapped as a gift, and it was caught not by the security, not by ImpSec, and not by me. It was caught by a visiting sergeant — by the smell, because she watched this house with her whole being, though she had been its guest barely a week.” Miles took up the glass again. “I remember, Roic. Every year I remember. And I know that you remember otherwise. So I will say only this, as a Count and as a man: she would have been proud of tonight’s work. Your school is her school. Go. And… happy Winterfair, Armsman.”

“Happy Winterfair, m’lord,” said Roic in a level voice that cost him more than the four seconds in the pantry, bowed, and went out.



VII. The Pearls

The house emptied toward three, went to bed toward four, and by a quarter to five was breathing deep and even — three hundred guests to their homes, the family to their rooms, the dishes to the kitchen, the silence to the corridors — while in the senior armsman’s room, on the table under the lamp, lay open a small wooden box of the kind men in service carry all their lives from garrison to garrison.

In the box, on dark-blue velvet, lay pearls.

Roic did not touch them — he only sat and looked at them, as he looked at them every year on this night, ever since a Dendarii courier had delivered them with a short official letter and one unofficial note from Admiral Quinn: “She said: to him. He knows why.” A strand of pearls that had passed through one wedding, through one assassination attempt, through milady’s hands, and through eight years on the throat of the largest, fastest, gentlest woman the galaxy had ever produced and had not deserved — eight years which, for her hastened metabolism, were one whole long life, lived at full throttle, without one wasted minute, the way people live who know the price of minutes.

There was a knock at the door — quiet, by regulation. Timo Brezov, finished with his first solo post, the report on the prisoner’s handover written across his face together with all the questions his upbringing would not let him ask. Roic, for reasons he did not analyze, did not close the box.

“Come in. The post?”

“Handed over clean, sir. The General’s people signed the log.” The boy stood to attention; his gaze crossed the pearls and returned to the far wall with an effort that deserved a commendation.

“Ask,” said Roic.

“It’s not my business, sir.”

“It is. As of tonight you are an armsman of this house not by oath but by work — and the armsmen of this house are owed this story. Sit.” Roic turned the lamp so the light fell on the strand. “Twenty-four years ago, boy, I was the twentieth — junior, from the municipal guard, certain I had walked through the wrong door. At m’lord’s wedding a parcel of pearls arrived at this house — these — and in the pearls there was death, prepared for the bride. No scanner caught them. I didn’t catch them. They were caught by a guest — a sergeant of m’lord’s mercenary fleet, a soldier out of a genetics program, two and a half meters, claws like a leopard’s, and eyes such as I have not seen since. She caught them by the smell. Because she watched — with her nose, with her skin, with her whole being. She taught me the trade in one week, Brezov. And she taught me one thing more, which this is not the place for, except to say that it was the best week of my life, and that after it there were more, a few, because her measure was cut short and she knew it, and lived double.” He paused. “Her name was Taura. Sergeant Taura. When milady gave her this strand — cleansed, real — she wore it to the end. And then it came back to me, because she had so ordered. Since then, every year on this holiday, I take it out and go over the lesson. The whole lesson.”

“Which is, sir?” asked Timo very quietly.

“Which is: watch now.” Roic closed the box with both hands, carefully, the way one closes something living. “The walls, the doors, the guests’ hands — that is technique; it can be learned. But the lesson is something else: everything we guard is on a term, Brezov. The people, the house, the holidays — everything has its time cut short, only most don’t know it and live at half attention, postponed for later. She had no later, and so she watched truly — every room, every face, every second, all the way down. An armsman guards people. So an armsman watches like her: as if today’s rounds were the only ones. Do you understand me?”

“I understand you, sir,” said the twentieth armsman of House Vorkosigan.

“Then march off to sleep. Rounds are at five.” And when the boy was already at the door, Roic added, without turning, in the voice with which toasts are raised: “Brezov. To Sergeant Taura — the sharpest-hearted guard who ever passed through this house. She served it one week. She has guarded it twenty-four years.”

Outside, over Vorbarr Sultana, snow was falling — slow, fat, festive — piling on the sills of the great quiet house, on milady’s garden, on the roofs of the city, and at ten to five, ten minutes ahead of time, senior Armsman Roic went out into the corridors for the morning rounds: the doors, the windows, the pulse of the house, everything in order, all the way down, as if these rounds were the only ones.

The work was to watch. The rest was details.





The Precedent


A political adventure of Helen Natalia Vorkosigan



I. The Chambers

Helen Natalia Vorkosigan was twenty-four years old, a second-year junior advocate at the chambers of Vorbonn and Sons — the oldest inheritance-law firm in Vorbarr Sultana, serving the Council of Counts since before the Time of Isolation — and up to that Tuesday her career contained exactly one remarkable event: at the entrance interview old Vorbonn had asked whether her surname would be a problem, and she had answered: “My surname has been a problem for nine generations, sir. I am the first who intends to enter it in a court register rather than a military one. Consider me an improvement.”

They took her. They kept her on small cases — wills, boundary disputes, one magnificent lawsuit over a hereditary queen bee — and Helen Natalia worked the small cases the way everything was worked in her family: all the way down, with a card file, and with a patience that among the Vorkosigans passed for an exotic mutation.

The woman came on a Tuesday, without an appointment, at the end of the working day. Thirtyish, with the weathered face of someone who works outdoors, with pinned-back hair and clothes well cut ten years earlier: a provincial Vor to the last button. She walked past the clerk, past the two vacant senior offices, and stopped in the doorway of the smallest room in the chambers.

“Are you Vorkosigan?”

“I am Advocate Vorkosigan, yes. Please come in.”

“Marta Vorail.” The woman sat on the edge of the chair, like a person unused to sitting during working hours. “My father is Count Vorail. He is dying. The doctors give him a month; he gives himself two, out of stubbornness — he does everything out of stubbornness. I am his only child. For twelve years I have run the District in fact — the waters, the forests, the cooperatives, all of it, under his signature and by my hands.” She took from her bag a folder, thick, ordered, with dividers. “When he dies, the title, the District, and three hundred thousand people go to my cousin Sig, whom the District has seen twice, both times with appraisers. Sig has already signed a preliminary contract with a consortium: the water rights of the northern lakes and half the building timber. My District will be butchered inside eight years. I have the accounting projections, if they interest you.”

“They interest me,” said Helen Natalia. “But first tell me what you want from me. To contest the contract?”

“No.” Marta Vorail looked at her straight, with the eyes of a person who made her decision long ago and has come down to the capital only for the instrument. “I want the title. I am Vorail blood, firstborn and only. I want to succeed my father as Countess Vorail — as I am. Without a Betan clinic, without transformation, without becoming ‘Lord Vorail’ to gratify a custom. Dono Vorrutyer proved twenty-five years ago that the Council accepts an heir who has become a man. I want to ask the Council why I should have to become one at all.”

In the small room it grew very quiet. Helen Natalia Vorkosigan — raised at a table where the Dono precedent was told with details from the first hand, daughter of the man who had maneuvered that vote and of a woman who knew what a name-flowerpot was — felt something pass through her that she would later call, quite unscientifically, a summons.

“Lady Vorail,” she said. “Before I accept, three questions. First: do you know that you will lose in the first instance of every opinion — chambers, newspapers, salons? Second: do you know that your cousin will fight dirty, because the consortium has already paid him an advance? And third: why me? Down that corridor sit two senior partners with thirty years each before the Council.”

“First: I have lost hailstorms, droughts, and one cattle epidemic — opinions frighten me less. Second: I know; that is why the folder has dividers. Third…” Marta Vorail smiled for the first time, dryly. “I asked about you. They told me: she is young, she is green, but she digs all the way down and she has something to prove. And I want an advocate who has something to prove. Besides, you grew up at the table where Dono was invented. I decided that in your house precedents are the family trade.”

“The family trade,” said Helen Natalia, drawing the folder toward her, “is reading the statutes to the end. Including the pages nobody has opened for a hundred years. I accept the case, Lady Vorail. Tomorrow at nine we start from the archive.”



II. The Archive

The legal question, formulated clean, fitted into one sentence, and Helen Natalia wrote it on the board in her room that first evening: “Is male succession to a countship law, or custom?”

The answer every jurist on Barrayar gave from memory ran: custom with the force of law, unbroken since the Founding, confirmed by the Council’s silent practice. The Dono precedent had not breached it — it had gone around it: Dono presented himself to the Council as a man and was confirmed as a man. The practice remained virgin: not one woman confirmed as Count in a thousand years.

“Unbroken practice is the strongest fortress in our law,” Helen Natalia explained to her client over the archive charts. “But it has a reverse side: a fortress built of practice falls to a single stone. If ever, anywhere, even once, the Council confirmed a woman — the practice is broken, the custom has a hole in it, and the question turns from ‘may she’ into ‘why did we stop.’ So I will not be writing eloquence about equality, Lady Vorail. Leave the eloquence to my father; he is incomparable, and that is exactly why we will not let him near this case. I will be looking for the stone.”

The search took seven weeks and later entered the textbooks of legal archaeology. Helen Natalia went down into the archives of Vorhartung — the kilometers of shelving beneath the Council chamber, where the protocols of the Time of Isolation lay in leather, dust, and Old Barrayaran orthography — and took them year by year, with the method inherited from her mother and the stubbornness inherited from everyone else. An assistant she found on site: Archivist Pondo, seventy years old, half-blind to people and sharp-eyed to paper, who for the first two weeks observed her in silence, and in the third laid on her table, without comment, a register labeled “Occupation, extraordinary confirmations, 2795–2810.”

“Why this one?” she asked.

“Because you ask about women and titles, young lady, and I am seventy and remember what I bound at thirty.” Pondo wiped the dust off with his sleeve, the gesture of a man stroking a dog. “Look for the widows. War eats the men, and the Districts do not wait. Look for the widows and the daughters of the bad years — and read the seals, not the headings. Headings get rewritten afterward. Seals remain.”

The stone was found on the forty-ninth day, in the register for the year 2802, on a page stuck fast with damp, which Pondo separated with a spatula and his breath: “Confirmation of Viola Vordanitz, daughter of Count Pierre Vordanitz, fallen at Vorbarov Bridge, in the rights and obligations of Count Vordanitz, by decision of the Council in exile, votes eighteen to eleven, given the extremity of the times and the fidelity of the blood. The oath sworn. Seal.”

Helen Natalia sat over the page for ten minutes without moving, the way her father sat over maps.

“Countess,” she said at last, aloud, in the empty archive. “Not regent. Not guardian. Confirmed, with oath and seal, votes eighteen to eleven. Nine years she held the District — here are the continuations: requisitions, judgments, levies — all under her signature, ‘Viola, Count Vordanitz.’” She raised her eyes to Pondo. “Why does nobody know about her? Why didn’t Dono produce her twenty-five years ago? A thing like this doesn’t get lost. A thing like this gets—”

“Hidden,” the old archivist finished. “Read further, young lady. Where there is a burial, there are gravediggers. And paper gravediggers, unlike the real kind, always leave a receipt.”



III. The Pressure

The gravediggers’ receipt Helen Natalia had not yet found when the case came into the light — because such cases do not hide: a petition for confirmation of an heir is entered at the Council’s registry, and the Council’s registry leaked toward the salons with an efficiency ImpSec could only envy.

The first week was laughter. “Vorkosigan’s daughter wants a woman-Count” — the columns competed, the cartoonists drew skirts over Counts’ uniforms, and at the chambers’ club one senior colleague patted her shoulder with the words “youth, youth — I too filed hopeless petitions at your age.” The second week the laughter stopped, because somebody in Lord Sig Vorail’s camp had inquired who the advocate was and what her access request in the archives had found — and the other machinery went to work.

The consortium withdrew from Vorbonn and Sons three corporate cases worth half a million marks in fees, with a courteous letter. Old Vorbonn summoned Helen Natalia to the office with the portraits and spoke at length about responsibility to the collective, about the firm’s traditions, and about how some battles belong to the next generation. Helen Natalia heard him out to the end, with the respect owed to an honorable man under pressure, then laid the key to the small room on his desk.

“The case leaves with me, sir. The client is mine, the risk is mine, and the generation… the generation is me. Thank you for the queen bee — she taught me patience.”

The chambers of “H. Vorkosigan” opened its doors nine days later: one room above a bookshop on Vorbaren Street, one plate, one card file, and one client who, on seeing the premises, said only: “Bigger than my office at the silos. It will work.”

And the pressure changed direction. Marta Vorail received by courier an offer from her cousin: a lifetime annuity, the house on the lakes, and “a place of honor on the District council” in exchange for withdrawing the petition — with a postscript that in case of refusal “it would become necessary to discuss publicly the health of her father and the daughter’s influence over a failing mind.” Marta brought the letter to the new chambers, laid it on the table, and asked in a level voice what the law does with letters like this.

“The law files them,” said Helen Natalia, and filed it. “In our family there is a rule: fanatics always sign, and scoundrels always add postscripts. This is our second receipt, Lady Vorail. We are building a collection.”

The family dinner at Vorkosigan House that week was a trial of a separate kind. Her father — Imperial Auditor, the man who had put Dono into history — vibrated with unexpended competence all through the soup, held out until the roast, and only then said, in the voice of a man giving alms to himself:

“One piece of advice. Just one, free, in the family.”

“No,” said Helen Natalia.

“Helen—”

“Father. If you help me, the case becomes ‘Vorkosigan versus tradition,’ and half the Council votes against you instead of on the question. If I win it alone, the case is ‘Vorail versus Vorail,’ and the Council votes on the question. You taught me that arithmetic when I was nine, over biscuits.” She softened by half a tone. “Besides, I already have an adviser from the family. Grandmother called.”

The table went quiet. Cordelia Vorkosigan, ninety, called from Sergyar rarely and precisely.

“And what did the Vicereine say?” asked Ekaterin, with a smile that suggested she knew.

“She said: ‘About time. I proposed it to this planet sixty years ago, but I was armed at the moment, and they didn’t take me seriously.’ Then she said to read the seals, not the headings — evidently she has been talking to a certain archivist. And at the end she said…” Helen Natalia reproduced the Betan intonation with a precision that made her father choke: “‘If the Council digs in, dear, remember: an institution that cannot survive one countess does not deserve to survive anything.’”



IV. The Erasure

The gravediggers’ receipt was found in the third month — not in the archive but in the library of the Council itself, in the bound protocols of the Commission for the Regularization of Wartime Acts, in session from 2831 to 2834: a dull body with a dull name, of the kind history uses for its dirty work.

Protocol of the eleventh of Southmonth, 2833: “On the motion of Count Vorhalas the Elder, the Commission considered the question of the extraordinary confirmations of the Occupation years. Resolved: the confirmation of Viola Vordanitz (2802) to be reclassified as a regency, in the interest of propriety and of the continuity of custom. The registers to be brought into conformity. Votes: nine to two. Dissenting opinion of Count Vorloupulous the Younger: ‘The Council may rewrite its books, but not the oath sworn in this chamber. I record this for whoever will one day read.’”

Helen Natalia read the dissenting opinion three times, and on the third time — she was not ashamed of it afterward — she bowed to it, to the paper, across two hundred years.

“There is the whole case, Lady Vorail,” she told her client that evening, in the room above the bookshop, under the lamp. “Not one stone — two. The first: the Council confirmed a woman, with oath and seal. The second, the heavier: the Council knew, and lied. A commission of nine men rewrote the registers ‘in the interest of propriety’ — which means the practice your cousin relies on today is not millennial and unbroken. It is two hundred years old and a forgery — a documented forgery, because the gravediggers left a receipt, and one Count with honor recorded a dissent ‘for whoever will one day read.’” She closed the folder. “We are the ones reading it, Lady Vorail. The question before the Council is no longer ‘may a woman be a Count.’ The question is ‘may the Council lie to its own protocol.’ And to that question no Count can answer ‘yes’ aloud, before the chamber, before the banners.”

Erasure attempt number two came nine days later, which spoke of desperation: at night, in the Council’s library, a man with an assistant archivist’s pass reached for the volume of the Commission’s protocols — and found at the shelf Archivist Pondo, seated on a chair with a thermos, and two men of the Vorhartung guard, summoned in advance, because Helen Natalia had filed a memorandum on “risk of interference with historical acts” on the very day of the find, and Pondo had insisted on standing the watch personally: “At thirty I bound them, young lady. At seventy I will keep them. Symmetry matters to an archive.”

The assistant archivist sang before morning: a pass bought from a middleman, a middleman paid by a legal counsel, the legal counsel — the consortium’s. The chain went into the case as exhibit nine, filed, with a divider.



V. Vorhartung

The session of the Council of Counts on the Vorail petition took place on a Thursday, with a full chamber, galleries packed to the rails, and a presiding officer who opened the item in the voice of a man opening a jar of wasps.

Helen Natalia Vorkosigan had no right to speak in that chamber — in it spoke only Counts and heirs — and she sat on the counselors’ bench behind her client, with the folders arranged in the order of battle. Her instruments were three, all prepared over a month: the written brief, distributed to every Count a week in advance — forty pages without a single adjective, only acts, seals, and lines; the client, rehearsed not to speak beautifully but to speak as herself; and two Counts who had come to her on their own, back in the second month, with an identical sentence and different smiles — “in this case I have a personal interest”: Dono Vorrutyer, who a quarter-century earlier had passed through the door that was opening wider today, and René Vorbretten, whose own title had once hung by a thread over one-eighth of blood.

The opposition opened with dignity: Count Vorhalas the current, descendant of the one from the Commission, spoke of the millennial custom, of the bones of order, and of slippery slopes. Then Lord Sig Vorail rose and made the mistake Helen Natalia had waited for and quietly prayed for: he spoke of “the natural order” and of the “failing mind” of the dying Count, governed by “foreign ambitions.”

Marta Vorail rose to answer, without notes, farmer-fashion.

“My lords. My cousin said ‘natural order.’ In my District the natural order is this: whoever plows the field knows the field. Twelve years I have plowed this field — here are the signatures, here are the harvests, here is the flood of ‘53, in which we lost not one soul; ask whomever you please out of three hundred thousand. My cousin has seen the District twice, with appraisers, and has already sold it — here is the preliminary contract, exhibit seven, with your forefathers’ water rights in clause three. I ask nothing natural of you, my lords. I ask something entirely artificial: a law read to the end. The rest is in my advocate’s brief, page eleven. The seal is from the year 2802. This Council has already answered this question — only afterward it hid its own answer, and that too is written down, page thirty-nine, with the votes of those who hid it.”

The chamber rustled over the folders. And then, in the order of inscription, the floor was taken by Count Dono Vorrutyer — gray-haired, elegant, with a quarter-century of a Count’s practice behind him and that gleam in his eyes about which the capital still told stories — and he delivered the speech whose closing sentences were later engraved, without permission, on a plate above a certain bookshop:

“My lords, I am the living proof of how far this Council will go in order not to answer one simple question. Twenty-five years ago you accepted me — because I allowed you not to ask. I traveled to Beta, I paid, I was transformed, and I spared you the question, and you were grateful to me. Today Lady Vorail does you a greater honor: she puts the question to you straight, with documents. And since I know this chamber from the inside in both of its moods, I will tell you what you are actually deciding today. You are not deciding whether a woman may wear a Count’s chain — your forefathers decided that in 2802, votes eighteen to eleven, while Vorbarov Bridge was still burning. You are deciding something else: whether this Council has the courage of its own protocol. Viola Vordanitz swore the oath in this chamber, my lords. Under these banners. A commission of nine erased her ‘for propriety’ — and one of your predecessors, Vorloupulous the Younger, recorded for us: ‘The Council may rewrite its books, but not the oath.’ I vote that we take it back. The oath. It, unlike the propriety, was real.”

The voting lasted forty minutes. Emperor Gregor, present by right and silent by custom, made no speech — only when the scales hung at four votes did he ask for the floor and say one sentence, with which the scales concluded: “The Council will count the votes; I shall remember only whether it has read page thirty-nine.”

The petition was granted: thirty-one to twenty-nine. Marta, Countess Vorail — the first in two hundred years and the second in history — swore the oath before the chamber in the voice with which she announced harvests, and in the gallery a seventy-year-old archivist wept openly and without any propriety whatsoever.



VI. The Plate

The consequences arranged themselves quickly, as they do after a breached wall.

Lord Sig’s preliminary contract with the consortium died a natural death on the day of the oath, and the consortium itself, dug into by a certain memorandum with nine exhibits, received a three-year ban on contracting with District administrations — a detail Helen Natalia filed with particular pleasure. Countess Vorail went home to her District with the same traveling bag she had come down with, and her first comital decree read: the northern lakes — a protected zone, “because I asked the people who plow them.” Viola Vordanitz was restored to the registers by decision of the Council, unanimously — the dead are rehabilitated more easily than the living, Dono observed — and in the chamber of Vorhartung, beside the banners, there appeared a small bronze plaque with two dates and one oath.

The chambers of “H. Vorkosigan” above the bookshop received in a month more inquiries than Vorbonn and Sons received in a season — including, by separate courier, a courteous letter from old Vorbonn containing congratulations, an invitation to cooperate, and a postscript: “The queen bee, incidentally, we won definitively on second instance. I thought you would want to know how the cases you begin turn out. Evidently — like this.”

And the family reckoning went by custom: quietly, at dinner. Her father raised a toast of four words — “To reading to the end” — and said nothing more, which from him was the equal of a decoration. The present came after dessert, unwrapped: a frame, and in the frame — not a diploma and not a newspaper’s front page, but a photostat of one line two hundred years old, in the small hand of Count Vorloupulous the Younger: “I record this for whoever will one day read.”

“He was waiting precisely for you,” said Miles Vorkosigan. “Two hundred years, between the covers, in the dark. That is the trade, Helen, the whole of it: somebody records, somebody reads, and between the two — as much time as it takes. Your brother cuts leashes, your sister counts people, and you… you read to the end. The house is covered on every side.”

The letter from her twin arrived the same week, from the two-seat scout Walk, beyond three wormholes, written in pencil on a flight form: “Helen. News travels slowly out here, so I learned of the vote from Dana, who learned it from Riva, who, I quote, ‘announced to the entire laboratory that from now on the argument from precedent is to be called the Vorkosigan maneuver — the second.’” There followed four lines of equations, crossed out, and at the end: “I am proud of you in a way for which I have no formulation, and you know how it irritates me to have no formulation. Keep opening doors. We will see to it they are wide. — A. A.”



VII. The Door

The plate on the chambers was changed in the spring — the old one, “H. Vorkosigan, Advocate,” gave way to a new one, because the work demanded a second room and a first associate: “Vorkosigan & Pondo Junior, Inheritance Law and Legal Archaeology.” (The archivist’s grandson, finishing law, was hired after an interview of one question: “What do you look at first in an old act?” — “The seal, ma’am. Grandfather will kill me if I say anything else.”)

And one early morning, before the clients, in the doorway of the chambers stood a girl of about sixteen, provincially dressed, with a village bag and with an expression Helen Natalia now recognized from one pace away: the expression of a person who has made a decision and come down to the capital for the instrument.

“Are you the Countess’s advocate?” the girl asked. “I’m from the Vorlakial District. We have a custom about mills passing down the female line, and everybody says it’s been that way from time immemorial and can’t be otherwise, only I think they’re lying, because my great-grandmother used to tell it different. Only I don’t have much money.”

Helen Natalia Vorkosigan looked at the girl, the bag, the decision — and opened the door all the way, with the gesture that in her family was handed down not by blood but by dinner table.

“Come in,” she said. “We’ll think about money later; customs are read free of charge. Sit down and tell it from the great-grandmother onward. And remember one thing from now on, for life, because it is my whole profession in one sentence: ‘from time immemorial’ is not a legal argument. ‘From time immemorial’ is a place where somebody stopped reading.”

The girl came in. The door stayed open — a habit of the chambers, instituted from the first day and later entered, half in jest, in the firm’s charter: doors are kept open by walking through them. In both directions. Every day.

A precedent, in the end, is simply a door that has been opened once before. The rest is walking.





Limitations


An entrepreneurial adventure of Mark Pierre Vorkosigan and Kareen Koudelka



I. The Exposition

The annual exposition of MPVK Enterprises on Escobar drew investors from eleven worlds and opened, by tradition, with the butter bugs — because Mark Vorkosigan had learned, in a quarter-century of business, one truth that no management course teaches: an investor who has laughed during the first ten minutes reads the financial statements a third more charitably.

“…and so, ladies and gentlemen, the glorious bugs of Borgos Enterprises today produce nutritional base for nine planets, a cosmetics line that does not pay me enough to advertise it with my own face, and — the novelty of the season — a biodegradable structural insulation material that our marketing department declined to name ‘Bug Home’ despite my personal insistence.” Laughter in the hall: the right kind, warm. Mark, fifty, round, stable as a safe, waited out the precise beat. “But it is not for the bugs that you have crossed half the Nexus. Ladies and gentlemen: after twenty-six years of work, the Durona Group is ready. The Lily Protocol — the first comprehensive cellular rejuvenation therapy with proven ten-year efficacy — enters registration on Escobar next month. Not immortality. Not for the chosen. Medicine: certified, reproducible, and — this is settled with the Escobaran authorities and is not subject to negotiation — with a price ceiling on all markets. We do not sell youth to the rich, ladies and gentlemen. We are bringing down the price of time. Questions — after coffee.”

The question came before coffee, from the third row, from a man in an impeccable gray suit who was not on the accreditation list and who held in his hand not a tablet but an envelope — paper, with a wax seal, theatrical to the point of nausea.

“Not a question, Mr. Vorkosigan. Service of process.” The voice was courteous and trained. “House Saldo, Jackson’s Whole, department of acquired receivables. The House is the lawful acquirer of the archive and outstanding assets of the former House Ryoval, including” — he raised his voice exactly enough to reach the press microphones — “the rights to all research lines developed by the Durona collective during the period of their contractual relations with Jacksonian Houses. The Lily Protocol is derivative of those lines. House Saldo asserts its claim. The suits were filed this morning on Escobar, Komarr, and Beta. Enjoy the exposition.”

He laid the envelope on the edge of the stage, bowed, and walked out through the stunned hall — and Kareen Koudelka, standing in the wings with the exposition’s operations plan in her hands, saw the shoulders of her partner of twenty-five years make that microscopic movement — down and inward — which no one in the hall recognized, and which for her was a siren at full power.

Because the name Ryoval, in that hall, had been heard not only by Mark.

The others had heard it too.



II. The Paper

The legal review took a week and a team from three law firms, and the conclusion fit into one sentence from the senior counsel: “The claim is garbage, Mr. Vorkosigan — first-class, professionally manufactured garbage, which will cost us three to seven years.”

“Explain the garbage to me,” said Kareen. At meetings it was mostly she who spoke; they had divided things that way long ago, by force of a simple arithmetic the two of them did not discuss aloud: every minute in which Mark did not pronounce the word “Ryoval” was a good minute.

“House Saldo is a vulture of the new school: they buy at auction the archives and receivables of bankrupt and liquidated Houses — whole funds of paper for pennies — and then monetize them across the galaxy: lawsuits, licensing claims, extortion toward out-of-court settlements. The model is repulsive and profitable. Nine years ago, at a liquidation sale, they bought the residual archive of House Ryoval — the physical one, the paper, what survived the House’s dissolution. And in that archive, by their assertion, there figure contracts from the period when the Durona Group worked on Jackson’s Whole: research journals, protocols, intellectual-property agreements. The assertion: the scientific line from which the Lily Protocol grows was begun as the property of a Jacksonian House — therefore the successor House holds a share.” The counsel spread his hands. “Legally it is void on every civilized planet. But it is enough to freeze the registration until judgment. And judgment, with the appeals…”

“Three to seven years,” said Kareen. “During which the therapy reaches no one, the investors scatter, and House Saldo waits for us to pay them to go away. How much do they want?”

“They haven’t said yet. They will let the figure ripen.” The counsel hesitated. “There is one more thing, Madame Koudelka. In the exhibits to the claim, among the contracts… Saldo included other documents from the Ryoval archive. Inventory documents. They have no legal bearing on the case; they were inserted, obviously, for… atmosphere.” He nudged the tablet across the table without looking at it. “I judged it better that you see it first.”

Kareen saw it first. An inventory of House Ryoval from twenty-seven years before, authentic in appearance, pedantic in form: biological assets, acquisitions, items in course of delivery. And on line fourteen, between a ghem deserter and a lot of genetic material: “Clone (Barrayar/Bharaputra), male, object of acquisition in progress — see file ‘Mirror.’”

Line fourteen described Mark.

“I see,” said Kareen Koudelka very calmly. Then she stood, went to the window, counted to ten in Betan — with visualization, as she had been trained — came back, and sat down. “Then it is as follows, gentlemen. The lawsuits are yours: every comma, every instance. The press is mine. And this…” she switched off the tablet, “…this does not reach Mark in this form. Not because he cannot bear it. But because that is exactly what they are counting on — and I do not give extortionists what they are counting on. Firm policy.”

She gave it to him that same evening, at home, with the words they had worked out for such occasions many years before: “Something has arrived from the bad shelf. Do you want it now, later, or paraphrased?” Mark chose “now,” read the inventory twice, set down the tablet, and looked at the wall for a long time — and Kareen sat beside him without touching him, because she knew when touch helps and when it is merely noise.

“Do you know what’s funny?” he said at last. His voice was level: the voice with which one keeps balance. “They don’t even know what they’re doing. For them this is psychological pressure by the textbook: ‘locate the counterparty’s trauma, attach it to the claim.’ Standard Jacksonian procedure, tariff two. They don’t know what they are waking.” A pause. “And it woke, Kareen. It’s loud downstairs.”

“I know,” said Kareen. “I’ve been watching you hold it for a week.” She turned to him, took his hands — now was the moment — and spoke briskly, because briskness was the deepest tenderness the Black Gang would accept: “Which is why I am convening a council. Full complement. You, me — and them. Tomorrow morning, after breakfast, with the whiteboard. If Saldo has invited Ryoval to the table, we shall invite all interested parties. Ours included.”



III. The Council

The council with the whiteboard was their household ritual of twenty years — invented by Kareen after one bad winter, refined by the Durona Group’s therapists, and incomprehensible to any outsider: Mark sat facing the board, Kareen wrote, and the floor was given in turn to everyone.

To Gorge, who at the word “Ryoval” wanted to eat, and who was fed beforehand and copiously, because hungry he did not think. To Howl, who received his twenty minutes and a blanket, and whom no one hurried. To Grouch, who set out in eleven points why all was lost, and whose points Kareen recorded conscientiously, because in point seven (“they have bought all the other funds as well — there are other people in that paper, not only us”) lay, as it turned out later, half the strategy. And to Killer.

Killer said one sentence, as always: “I know where they live.”

“Recorded,” said Kareen Koudelka, without flinching, and recorded it: she alone in the galaxy kept minutes for the Black Gang. “Killer’s motion is accepted in substance and rejected as to method. Nobody dies anywhere — that first. But, Killer…” she underlined the sentence on the board, “…that does not mean you are out of work. On the contrary. This time the task is precisely yours; only the weapon is different. Mark?”

Mark Vorkosigan looked at the board for a long time — the inventory, the lawsuits, Grouch’s eleven points, Killer’s sentence — and when he spoke, his voice was another one: the concentrated, predator-calm voice that his investors knew from his best deals, and of whose existence the Black Gang was not separate, but was the fuel.

“House Saldo bought the Ryoval archive for pennies, on leverage, like everything else in their portfolio — they are a vulture in borrowed feathers; their entire model is loaned capital against future extortions. That is a weakness. Second weakness: their paper is old, and old paper gets examined — and if there are alterations in it, alterations can be proven. Third weakness, the greatest: they think they hold our past. But the Durona Group’s past is not theirs. It was the subject of a Deal — a real one, Jacksonian, sacred by local lights — and the other party to that Deal is still alive.” He turned to Kareen. “The plan is in three moves. One: the lawyers chew the lawsuits and buy time. Two: forensics on the paper — we demand the originals by court order, to the last sheet. Three…” he drew a breath, “…three is Jackson’s Whole. House Fell. In person.”

“We,” said Kareen. Not as a question.

“Kareen, that planet—”

“That planet has seen you alone, and has seen what comes of it.” Her voice rose by nothing at all. “This time it will see you with me. Besides, Mark Pierre, look at it soberly: you are going to negotiate a Deal with a Jacksonian baron. Which of the two of us graduated in Betan business psychology with honors? Precisely. Pack the case. I’ll bring a jar of the new cosmetics line too — gifts open doors, and bug-butter collagen opens vaults.”



IV. The Paper, Second Examination

Moves one and two bore fruit while their ship was still in transit.

The originals, wrung out of House Saldo by court order after three weeks of resistance (the resistance itself — already evidence), arrived at the laboratory of the Escobaran forensic examiners: forty-one folders of Ryoval paper. Thirty-nine were authentic — inventories, contracts, the bookkeeping of a dead hell — and precisely their authenticity was the design: onto a spine of truth had been grafted two folders of lie. The contracts “proving” Ryoval’s rights over the Durona research lines turned out to be executed on genuine period paper, in genuine period ink — House Saldo did not economize on craftsmanship — but with one irreparable error: the format of the registration numbers followed a standard introduced into Jacksonian commercial usage three years after the stated dates. Gravediggers of paper, as a certain old archivist on another planet would have said, always leave a receipt.

“The forgery is provable, but slowly,” the senior counsel reported over the link. “Their experts will argue with ours, the court will appoint a third… We win, Mr. Vorkosigan, but again in years. If you want fast, you don’t need a court. You need a witness with weight, who will pronounce the paper dead at its point of origin. By the Jacksonian rule.”

“I know the rule,” said Mark. “The Deal is the Deal. We go to the other party to the Deal.”

House Fell received them on its orbital station — the place where, twenty-seven years before, a desperate group of clones and one disintegrating clone had played out the escape of the century — and they were received not by the Baron but by his right hand: a woman of about fifty, with a face Mark recognized at first glance, because it was the mirror of faces he loved. A Durona. Lilly Durona the Younger — the girl who had remained with Fell a quarter-century ago as a living clause of that Deal, and today: personal physician to the House, head of its medical empire, and, by report, the second most influential person on the station.

“Mark Vorkosigan,” she said, and in her voice were twenty-seven years gathered into three words. “The family writes that the protocol carries Grandmother’s name. A good name. She lived to see phase two — died at a hundred and three, dissatisfied with the statistical sample.” Her gaze moved to Kareen and softened by a degree. “And you are the bookkeeping of his conscience. The family writes about you too. Come. The Baron is expecting you — and, before we go in: House Fell knows why you are here. House Saldo offered us a share of their claim as well, last year. The Baron heard them out for fourteen minutes.”

“And?” asked Kareen.

“And ordered that they be served tea without sugar,” said Lilly Durona the Younger. “On Jackson’s Whole, that is a diplomatic note. Go in.”



V. The Deal

Baron Fell — the third bearer of the name, having inherited the style along with the station: heavy, courteous, with the eyes of a man who counts everything — heard them out, examined the forensic report on the forgeries, and asked a single question, the real one:

“What do you want from House Fell, Madame Koudelka? Formulate it as a Deal.”

“Three things, Baron.” Kareen was ready: she had been drafting the formulation for eighteen days, with Betan precision and a Jacksonian vocabulary. “First: a certified copy of the original Deal of twenty-seven years ago between House Fell and Lily Durona — proving that the House’s rights in the Group’s work were settled and extinguished, in full, for a price performed. Second: an official declaration by House Fell that House Ryoval never held rights in the Durona collective or its research — you are the sole living authority on the question, and the whole planet knows it. Third: those two documents, deposited simultaneously with the Consortium’s arbitration here and with the court on Escobar. With that, Saldo’s paper dies in a week instead of seven years.”

“A precise formulation.” The Baron nodded slowly. “And the price? A Deal, madame, has two sides; otherwise it is charity, and House Fell does not do charity — it is bad for the reputation and for the digestion.”

“The price is as follows.” Kareen produced the second folder. “The Lily Protocol will be licensed on all markets with a price ceiling — that is public and irreversible. We offer House Fell the status of first certified regional operator for Jacksonian space: your clinics, your distribution, our oversight of quality and prices. Your profit will be respectable and — here is the fine point, Baron — it will be first. On this planet, ‘first’ is worth more than ‘big’: every House that wants the therapy afterward will come through you. We are giving you nothing we would not sell on the open market tomorrow. We are giving you only the place in the queue.”

There fell a long Jacksonian silence — the silence of an abacus.

“Madame Koudelka,” said Baron Fell at last, “if the conscience of Escobar ever wearies you, House Fell will make you an offer of employment of the kind that is not refused.” He turned to Mark, and something in the heavy face shifted. “And to you I will say something free of charge, Vorkosigan, which is not part of the Deal. House Saldo has profaned the trade. The paper of the dead Houses is a graveyard, and they sell the bones with forged labels — today Ryoval against you, tomorrow who knows whom against who knows whom; half the old Houses are already checking their archives with sinking hearts. Nobody here will weep for Saldo. If you intend to do something… commercial… with them” — the Baron smiled by half a millimeter — “House Fell will watch with interest and will see nothing.”

They signed the Deal that evening, by the full ritual, with witnesses from three Houses. And at the leave-taking, at the docking tube, Lilly Durona the Younger held Mark’s hand a second longer.

“I stayed here on a calculation, Vorkosigan, and the calculation came out: the House is mine from the inside, and the family is free on the outside. But every year, on Grandmother’s birthday, I say the same thing to myself, and this year I will say it to you aloud: you carried us out of hell on your back, coming apart as you went. Whatever is written in whosever inventories — here, on this station, there is one entry that is not subject to acquisition. Go finish your protocol. And, Mark…” she glanced toward Kareen, waiting at the hatch, “…Grandmother used to say: clones are made in a tank, but people are made by other people. Your person has made you well.”



VI. Saldo

The blow fell upon House Saldo over the space of eleven days and entered the textbooks of two planets — in law and in corporate finance respectively.

Day one: Fell’s deposited documents killed the claim in the Consortium’s arbitration — publicly, with the formulation “void in origin and a disgrace to the trade,” which the Baron had dictated personally and with visible pleasure. Day four: the Escobaran court, having received the same documents plus the forensic findings on the forgeries, dismissed the suits and referred the matter to the prosecutors. Day five: the registration of the Lily Protocol was unfrozen. Thus far — the defense.

Day eleven belonged to Killer.

Because through all those weeks, quietly, through seven companies untraceable to MPVK, Mark Vorkosigan had been buying not House Saldo’s shares — a vulture’s shares are worth nothing — but its debts: the loans with which Saldo had financed the very purchase of the dead archives, assigned over by their uneasy creditors at a discount that grew with every piece of bad news from Escobar. On the morning of the eleventh day the companies revealed themselves as a single creditor; the creditor called the entire debt for immediate repayment under the material-adverse-change clause; and House Saldo, insolvent by noon, was placed under the administration of its creditor by evening. Without a shot. Without a court. By the bookkeeping method.

“Is Killer satisfied?” Kareen asked that evening, before the whiteboard on which the last column had been filled in.

“Killer is puzzled,” Mark admitted. “He says it is the first time his quarry has sent him a letter of thanks: half of Saldo’s creditors are kissing our hands. But he is satisfied, yes. He says the balance sheet made an acceptable coffin.”

There remained the archive — House Saldo’s entire graveyard of paper, now the property of the creditor: the funds of eleven dead Houses, including the Ryoval fond, including forty-one folders, including one inventory with a line fourteen. The lawyers proposed sale in lots; the historians of Escobar begged for a donation; the intelligence services of three polities inquired delicately about the price.

Mark and Kareen decided in their own way, on site, in the rented depository, the two of them alone among the shelves. The archives of the other dead Houses — to the historians, with an index and with an algorithm for the redaction of living victims: other people’s line fourteens are neither sold nor burned; they are given over to the scholarship that knows how to remember without wounding. And the Ryoval fond — the thirty-nine true folders and the two false ones, the entire paper ghost of the man Mark had killed with his bare hands and who kept trying to purchase him from the grave — the Ryoval fond went into an industrial cellulose converter, fed in personally, sheet by sheet, by two middle-aged people who said not one word during the entire procedure and who walked out holding hands only when the last inventory number had become pulp fit solely for packing material.

“Do you know what that was?” said Kareen on the way out.

“The burning of a leash,” said Mark. “The last one. I checked the inventory before I fed it in: it was only me. His other… objects… are long dead or long free; the cross-references are in the historical fond, with double redaction. Nobody will ever again be found through that paper.” He drew a breath, deep, like a man surfacing. “It’s quiet downstairs, Kareen. It hasn’t been this quiet in years.”



VII. The Lily Protocol

The registration went through in the spring; the first public clinic opened on Escobar in the summer, with the price schedule at the entrance carved in stone — Mark’s idea; he knew the value of write-once media — and at the opening ceremony the Durona Group stood assembled in full, thirty-odd faces with common features and different lives, before the portrait of a stern old woman who had lived to a hundred and three and remained dissatisfied with the sample.

The speech, by general insistence, was delivered by Kareen Koudelka.

“I will be brief, because the queue at the registration desk matters more than the podium. This therapy was made by people who once figured in other men’s inventory books — as line items, as assets, as units with numbers. Today they are giving the galaxy time: years of life, at cost, for everyone. Consider the arithmetic, ladies and gentlemen: the inventories claimed these people were merchandise. The merchandise has answered with the most generous act in the history of medicine. No inventory has ever known what it was holding.” She found Mark with her eyes, standing at the back, with the family. “And to one particular former line item from one particular burned inventory I will say publicly, for the record, this: assets are acquired, my dear. People are chosen. I have been choosing for twenty-five years, every morning, anew — and the sample, unlike Grandmother’s, satisfies me completely.”

They walked home through the Escobaran evening, past the display window of Borgos Enterprises, where the new advertising bug — a meter and a half, animated, glossy — waved a feeler at them, and Mark waved back, because a man who has waved at a giant bug finds it harder to think about dead Houses, and he respected that as a therapeutic instrument.

“Saldo left a precedent, by the way,” he said as they walked. “Three other vulture Houses are quietly selling off their archival funds to the historical institutes. It turns out the model ‘extort with graveyards’ does not survive a public question about the provenance of the paper. Who could have guessed.”

“You,” said Kareen. “You guessed, back at the whiteboard. Grouch’s point seven.”

“Grouch requests that this be entered in the minutes.”

“It is entered.” Kareen took his arm. “Everything gets entered, Mark Pierre. That is the difference between us and their inventories: we keep books too — only in ours, people are counted in people, revenue is counted in the cured, and the past…” she considered the exact formulation, Betan-fashion, “…the past is carried in the column ‘time-barred.’ Do you know when a past becomes time-barred?”

“When?”

“When you stop paying interest on it,” said Kareen Koudelka. “And you stopped. I saw the transfer. Now let us go to dinner — Gorge has earned it, and so, between us, have I.”





David


A personal story of General Duv Galeni, chief of the Imperial Security Service



I. The Cache

The cache was found by construction workers — the way most caches are found — during the renovation of a ventilation node beneath the Solstice-West dome: a niche behind a false partition, dry, carefully bricked, forty-odd years old by the look of it. Inside: three stunners of the period, preserved by regulation; a printing plate for passes of a type withdrawn from circulation a generation ago; and a metal box of documents on paper — because paper leaves no traces in the networks, a thing everyone on Komarr of a certain generation and a certain biography knew.

The report climbed the levels at the usual speed of historical finds — that is, lazily — until it reached an analyst who unfolded the documents, recognized the structure of the cipher texts, and compared it against the training archive. After that the report traveled upward at an entirely different speed, because the structure figured in the training archive under a name taught at ImpSec in the course on the history of the service, in the chapter “Komarran Terrorist Organizations, Galen Wing.”

The chief of the Imperial Security Service, General Duv Galeni, read the report in his office in Vorbarr Sultana at seven in the morning, alone, twice. Then he rose, stood at the window, and looked at the snow for a long time — a sixty-seven-year-old man with a straight back and a face that thirty-five years of service had taught to say nothing — because on the third page of the report, in the photocopy of the accounting sheet from the box, there was a column of dates.

The last date was eleven days old.

His father’s network had not died. His father’s network had gone to sleep — and was continuing, forty years after London, forty years after the death of Ser Galen, to receive money.

The audience with the Emperor Duv Galeni requested that same morning, and he opened it with the sentence he had rehearsed in the car and which still came out harder than he expected:

“Sire, I am obliged to declare a conflict of interest and to offer my recusal from the case. The find at Solstice-West is a cache of my father’s organization. Its accounts are active. And before I continue — one clarification for the record, which I have owed this office for thirty-five years: I know these ciphers from the inside, Sire. Not from the course. My father taught them to me when I was nine years old, instead of bedtime stories.”

Gregor Vorbarra heard him out to the end without moving. Then he said:

“The recusal is denied. For two reasons, Duv, and hear both. The first is practical: you have just explained to me that you are the only living man who reads this hand like a native language. The second matters more. If I assign the case to another and he fails, they will say: the Service couldn’t manage it. If I assign it to another and he succeeds, they will say: they kept the Komarran away from his Komarran affairs. But if you take it — whatever comes of it — they will say the truth: that the chief of my security unraveled his own father’s network, in the light, to the end.” The Emperor paused. “You work alone; you report only to me; your powers are written in the Auditorial regulation. And, Duv… whatever you find in there — it is evidence in a case, not a verdict on you. Remember the difference. You are going to need it.”



II. The Hand

He worked at night, in the small windowless office he had asked for specially — because this work was not to meet the daytime kind — and the first two weeks were an archaeology of his own childhood.

The network’s cipher was Ser Galen’s personal cipher: one-time keys generated from a text that every member knew by heart and no one carried on his person. For forty years the analysts had guessed at the text and had tried everything — the Komarran constitution, Galen’s speeches, the dome registries. Duv Galeni had known the answer since he was nine, because he had grown up with that text in place of a prayer: the list. The two hundred names of the Solstice Massacre — the counselors shot after the capitulation, his aunt Rebecca Galen among them — recited by his father in the evenings, name by name, with the requirement that the boy repeat them. “Memory is a weapon, David. He who remembers by name does not forgive wholesale.”

He sat down before the first cipher text, closed his eyes, summoned the list up from forty years’ depth — it came whole, without effort, the way only things hammered in in childhood come — and began to read.

He read for three weeks. The network’s accounts unrolled before him like a slow, patient, monstrously disciplined fresco: after London, after the rout, the surviving core had not tried to continue the struggle. It had turned itself into a pipe. Money — at first from the movement’s old funds, then from legal revenues: shareholdings, rents, one freight-forwarding firm — had flowed for forty years down a cascade of accounts, patiently, with the interest, without a single operation, without a single expenditure except the maintenance of the pipe itself. A network that does nothing. A seed-network, left in the ground by a man who knew that his generation had lost, and who was building for another.

And at the end of the accounting mass, set apart, sealed in its own cipher layer — Duv recognized it by its density before he ever opened it — stood a document with a classification line at which the chief of the Imperial Security Service, sixty-seven years old, with thirty-five years of service, found for several seconds that his breathing had stopped obeying him.

The classification line read: Protocol “David.”

His father had named it with his birth name.



III. The Protocol

He opened it only the following night — he admitted that interval afterward to the one person to whom he admitted intervals — and read it the way one reads a letter from a grave: with the eyes of a professional and the spine of a son.

Protocol “David,” drawn up by Ser Galen in London, weeks before his death, deposited with the network under the status “to be executed upon condition.” The condition: “if my son David Galen, having taken the name Duv Galeni and the occupier’s uniform, attains in their service a height from which his fall will cost Barrayar more than one career.” The execution: a package. A package of forgeries built patiently over forty years — reports, receipts, photographs, ‘contacts’ — proving that Duv Galeni had been an agent of the movement throughout his service; manufactured in advance, aged with care, extended by the network per instruction with each of his promotions. And the detonator: the package to be delivered to the Barrayaran press and to the Komarran radicals simultaneously, at the moment of maximum publicity — “so that it is not the man who falls, but the bridge: let two generations of Komarrans see what the Empire does with its most loyal Komarran, and let two generations of Barrayarans see what Komarran loyalty is worth.”

His father had not fired at him. His father had built a machine designed to kill not Duv Galeni but the very possibility of Duv Galeni — the idea that between the two worlds there could be a bridge made of flesh — and had loaded it with his son’s life as the ammunition.

Duv Galeni sat over the protocol until dawn. Then, methodically, as he did everything, he separated the final sheet — the one with the signature — and read it through once more, because on the final sheet, beneath the executive clause, in the small, slanted, unmistakably paternal hand, stood a paragraph which the network’s executors, judging by the overlapping cipher layers, had never fully decoded. The paragraph read:

“Revocation clause, not subject to review: the protocol is terminated wholly and forever if the subject presents himself before the keeper of the protocol alone, without escort and without weapons, and recites from memory, without error, the two hundred names. If he still holds them — then he has not forgotten Komarr, but only chosen another road through it, and in that case the dispute between us remains where it belongs: between father and son, not between peoples. The sentence in that case is remitted. The father has no right to remit it himself — he no longer trusts his own mercy. Therefore he entrusts it to the son’s memory.”



IV. The Fund

The daytime half of the investigation meanwhile did its work, because Duv Galeni was before all else a professional, and the personal did not prevent him from reading banking cascades.

The pipe ended, in the present day, at an institution of impeccable reputation: the Two Hundred Memorial Fund, Solstice — a charitable foundation for the memory of the massacre, scholarships for descendants of the fallen, upkeep of the memorial, the annual ceremony. Three-quarters of its activity was genuine and clean. The fourth quarter, hidden inside the upkeep, financed the keepership: the storage of the package, the courier chain, and — for thirteen months, ever since the first Komarran in history had come to head ImpSec and the protocol’s condition had ripened — the preparation of the detonation. The date: the anniversary of the massacre, twenty-nine days away, at the ceremony before the memorial, where this year, for the first time, at the invitation of the Komarran councils, the Emperor himself would attend and kneel before the two hundred names.

Maximum publicity. His father had planned well — across forty years, across his own grave.

The keeper Duv Galeni identified through the courier chain in nine days, and when the file came up on the screen he sat motionless for a long time, because the face in the file was looking at him out of his own childhood. Emil Varga, eighty-six, retired dome engineer, Solstice. In the network’s accounts: “keeper, last of the council of five.” In the memory of nine-year-old David Galen: Uncle Emil — the man who had carried him on his shoulders through the dome galleries, taught him chess with a patience his father did not have, and once, only once, when the boy wept under the weight of the two hundred names, said to Ser Galen in front of him: “He is a child, Galen, not an archive” — and received in reply a silence Duv remembered to this day.

The executive wing was simpler and sadder: three people, all under thirty-five, all descendants of names on the list, raised by the fund on scholarships and on history served in the correct redaction. At their head: Teren Malek, twenty-nine, great-grandson of Counselor Anna Malek, line eighty-seven of the list — intelligent, burning, convinced he was preparing to render justice, and unaware, by Duv’s assessment of the intercepted communications, of the true contents of the package he was to deliver: the young had been told the package was “the truth about the traitor Galen.”

Twenty days remained. Duv Galeni possessed everything necessary for a standard resolution: names, addresses, evidence, powers. One order — and the network would be taken in a single night, quietly, finally, professionally.

He did not sign the order. Instead he went home before midnight — for the first time in weeks — and woke his wife, because there was one conversation that could not wait and could not pass through any office.



V. Delia

Delia Galeni, née Koudelka, heard it all — the protocol, the clause, Uncle Emil, the ceremony — sitting up in bed, in her nightgown, graying hair loose, and asked only one question, but the right one:

“And do you still remember them? The names.”

“All of them,” said Duv. “I tested myself. Forty years I have not said them aloud — and there they stand, every one, in my father’s order. That is his most terrible legacy, Delia: he turned out to be right. Memory is a weapon. He merely failed to specify in whose hands.”

“Then why are you sitting on the edge of the bed like a man before a tribunal, Duv Galeni?” Delia took his hand, Koudelka-fashion: without ceremony. “Say it aloud. What do you want to do?”

“I want to go.” There — it was said. “Alone, without escort, without weapons, exactly per the clause. To Emil Varga. And to recite the list.” He was looking at the floor. “Every analyst in my service, myself included, will say this is madness: the clause is forty years old, the keeper is a fanatic, the executors are ready, and I am the most valuable target in the Empire after the Emperor. The correct move is the arrest. Clean, safe, tomorrow morning.”

“But?”

“But if I arrest them, the protocol wins, Delia. Not the package — the package is a forgery; we will prove it; we would survive even the publication, if it comes to that. The protocol. My father’s verdict remains unanswered forever: a son who sent police against his father’s last question. And the question…” his voice broke for the first time, by a millimeter, “…the question is addressed to me. Personally. With a revocation clause he hid so deep because he did not trust his own mercy — but he wrote it, Delia. He wrote it. It is the single crack of humanity in the whole document, the single time my father, after London, after everything, allowed that he might be wrong about me. If I do not walk through that crack — no one ever will. And the dispute between us stays on the table of peoples, when its place is at another table. Ours.”

Delia Galeni was silent a long time. Then she said — and he would carry the sentence to the end:

“For thirty-five years I have watched you carry your father like shrapnel lodged next to your spine: it doesn’t kill you, but it speaks up every time you bend. Go, Duv. Recite him the list. Only hear your wife on one point: the clause says ‘alone and without weapons.’ It does not say ‘without the Empire at your back.’ Tell Gregor. Let him know where you are going and why. You have spent forty years proving the bridge is possible — do not start creeping across it by night now.”



VI. The Old Man

Gregor heard the plan out in a silence that lasted a full minute past its end, and then said only: “The clause is your father’s, but the life is my security chief’s. You go with a tail at one kilometer and a medical team at two. That is not subject to negotiation — I have revocation clauses too.” And added, more quietly: “Go finish your conversation, Duv. I have watched you postpone it for thirty-five years.”

Emil Varga lived on the twelfth level of Solstice, in an apartment with a view of the dome’s ribs, among chessboards and photographs of the dead. He opened the door himself — and froze: an eighty-six-year-old man looking through the doorway at a ghost of sixty-seven.

“David,” he said. Not “General Galeni.” David.

“Uncle Emil,” said the chief of the Imperial Security Service. “I am alone. Without weapons. I come under the clause.”

The old man’s hands began to tremble — he knew which clause was meant; alone of all the living he had read it before the layers sealed it — and he stepped back from the door with the movement of a man who has waited forty years for exactly this and prayed it would not come.

They talked for three hours. No — the first hour Varga talked: about the massacre, about Rebecca Galen, about the years of fury, about London, about Ser Galen, who “loved you and condemned you in the same sentence, David, and I told him then that a sentence with that construction collapses, and he answered me: that is why I am adding a clause.” About the forty years of keepership: “I never believed in the package, boy. I kept it the way one keeps a grave — not because the dead man is right, but because he is yours.” About the young: “Teren and the others know nothing. They were told a fairy tale. I told it to them, David. That is my sin, not theirs — I wanted the memory to live, and I gave it poison instead of blood.”

Then it grew quiet. And in the quiet, standing in the middle of the room, without paper, without prompting, hands at his sides as his father had taught him, Duv Galeni began:

“Anna Malek, counselor, Solstice. Bran Toscane, counselor, Solstice. Vera Kler, counselor, Hagelin dome…”

He recited for eleven minutes. He did not err once — not a line, not a stress, not a position: the list came out of him whole, as it had gone in fifty-eight years before, evening after evening, in place of a bedtime story — and somewhere around the sixtieth name the old man opposite began to weep, soundlessly, in the way of the old, and at the hundred-and-fortieth he began to recite along with him, and the final names — including “Rebecca Galen, counselor, Solstice” — the two of them pronounced in one voice: the last keeper of the network and the son of its creator, two Komarrans over one list, in a room full of the dead.

“The clause is fulfilled,” said Emil Varga, when he could speak. His voice was that of a man off whom a building has been lifted. “The sentence is remitted. Wholly and forever — so it is written; I have read it with my own eyes.” He went to the wall, opened with a trembling hand a safe behind a chess photograph, and took out the package: forty years of forgeries, aged, extended, perfect. He handed it over with both hands, like something dead. “The dispute returns to the table where it belongs, David. Your father… your father, at the end of that paragraph, allowed that he might have lost you not because you betrayed, but because he had drunk too deep of fury and left nothing else on the table to drink. That is the nearest thing to an apology the man ever wrote in his life. Take it. And…” the old man drew himself up, as far as he could, into a posture half a century old, “…I make full confession, General. The network, the fund, the young ones — everything. One thing only I ask: let Teren and the others be tried for what they knew, not for what they carried. The fairy tale was told to them by me.”

“Your statement will be taken tomorrow, in due order,” said General Duv Galeni. Then, after a pause: “But the chess game we finish today, Uncle Emil. You have owed it to me for fifty-eight years. I was in a winning position.”

“You were in a losing position, David, and you were crying about it in advance.”

“Then our memories differ on one question out of two hundred and one,” said Duv Galeni, and sat down at the board. “An acceptable ratio. Play.”



VII. The Names

The resolution followed the order Duv Galeni had chosen from the first day: in the light, to the end.

The network was taken in a single night, quietly; Emil Varga gave his statement and received, in view of his age, his cooperation, and the clause, house arrest to the end of his days — with permission for chess visits, entered in the ruling at the insistence of the injured party. The three young people stood before a Komarran court, Komarran judges, and the truth: the package was published by ImpSec itself, voluntarily, with the complete forensics of the forgery — every aged sheet, every doctored date — and over the signature of the man against whom it had been built. “The Service will not permit dead hands to write the history of the living,” ran the official statement. The unofficial effect was stronger: two worlds watched the first Komarran at the head of ImpSec bring out himself, first, before everyone, the bomb buried under his own name — and defuse it with transparency. The bridge the protocol was meant to bring down came out of the story wider.

Teren Malek received four years, of which he served two; on his release he asked for a meeting with the General and got it; what they said to each other no one recorded, but three years later Malek defended, on Solstice, a dissertation on the history of the resistance — the true one, with the archives, with their whole weight — and the first copy arrived in Vorbarr Sultana with a dedication: “To the man who gave me the list whole. Including the difficult names.”

The anniversary ceremony took place on schedule. The Emperor of Barrayar knelt before the wall with the two hundred names — the first Barrayaran sovereign to do so — and two paces behind him, by protocol and by right, stood the chief of his security: a Komarran, sixty-seven years old, with a straight back, who, during the reading of the names — this year, for the first time in fifty-eight, they were read aloud, name by name, before the whole dome square — pronounced each one soundlessly, in time with the reader, to the end.

And after the ceremony, in the silence of the emptied memorial, Duv Galeni remained alone before the wall, found with his eyes the line “Rebecca Galen, counselor, Solstice,” and stood before it as long as was needed. Then he said — quietly, in Komarran, to the wall, to the list, to the man who was not inscribed on it and had no wall anywhere:

“I recited them, Father. Without error, in your order. You asked your question with a forty-year fuse — I answered you by name, as you taught me: he who remembers by name does not forgive wholesale. You were right. I do not forgive wholesale. I forgive by name.” A pause. “One name today. Next year, we shall see.”

Then the chief of the Imperial Security Service turned and walked across the square toward the car, toward the report, toward the Service — with the gait of a man who has carried shrapnel next to his spine for long years and today, bending, has for the first time felt nothing.

Circles do not close, a friend of his, an Auditor, had once said. Accounts close. This one had been paid — by name, to the last line.





Winterfair


A closing story — one evening at Vorkosigan House



I. The House

The snow began over Vorbarr Sultana on the eve of Winterfair at noon — large, slow, ceremonial, as though it too had received an invitation — and by dusk Vorkosigan House shone through it window by window, the way it shone once a year, and this year earlier and wider than usual, because the occasion was double: the holiday — and twenty-five years since a certain wedding, celebrated in this same house, in this same snow.

Lady Ekaterin Vorkosigan walked her house at four in the afternoon, alone, by the old habit of a gardener before an opening: the great hall with the long table extended to its last leaf; the library with the fireplace; the winter garden, pruned and lit so that the snow on the glass worked for the composition; and the kitchen, where the cook was conducting operations with the authority of an admiral and drove her out with a ladle. On the staircase she was met by Senior Armsman Roic with the tablet of the security plan and a report consisting of one word: “Ready.”

“How many are we tonight, Roic?”

“Twenty-nine confirmed, my lady, with the children. Plus two on watch — myself and Brezov.” A pause, with the quarter-smile Roic permitted himself twice a year. “Brezov has checked the gifts three times. He is disappointed, my lady. He says that this year nobody is trying to poison us, and that the young generation doesn’t know what it’s missing.”

“Tell Brezov,” said Ekaterin, “that a boring evening is the summit of the trade. He knows whose quotation that is.”

The master of the house meanwhile stood in the library by the window, doing the hardest work of the day: nothing. Miles Vorkosigan at fifty-seven had mastered waiting to the degree that people with his metabolism master it — that is, badly — and he turned in his hands a glass of wine he was not drinking, watching the lights of the first car crawl up the drive through the snow.

“They’re coming,” he said to his wife when she entered. “Ekaterin. Twenty-five years. How did you manage it?”

“Patience, regular watering, and pruning out the deadwood,” said Lady Vorkosigan. “Same as with the roses, except that the roses don’t bring mercenary fleets home. Come along. Your mother arrives first, and she counts who meets her on the steps.”



II. The Gate

Cordelia Vorkosigan, ninety-two, Vicereine retired, got out of the car without anyone’s arm — with a cane she carried plainly as an accessory — surveyed the snow, the house, and the three generations drawn up on the steps, and announced, in the Betan intonation that sixty-eight years of Barrayar had not blunted by one degree:

“Right. Everyone alive, nobody under arrest, the house not on fire. By this family’s standards the evening is already a success.” She kissed her son on the top of his head, her daughter-in-law on both cheeks, inspected the assembled grandchildren, and came to a halt before the smallest. “Simone. That on your head is a beret.”

“Yes, Grandmama.”

“I know that beret,” said Cordelia, and added nothing more, but the look she exchanged with her son over the child’s head contained an entire archive.

Then the rest arrived, in waves, the way families arrive: Mark and Kareen from Escobar, laden with boxes, the largest of which bore the inscription “NOT BUGS (WORD OF HONOR)”; Lady Alys and Simon Illyan — she at ninety-one, straight as protocol; he at eighty-five, with the smile of a man for whom every good evening is pure profit; Helen Natalia with a folder under her arm even here (“one client, Mama, I’ll just leave it in the front hall, I swear”); Aral Alexander and Dana — the newlyweds of the spring, still with that shine on them; the consular family Vorpatril in full strength, straight off the jump ship — Ivan, Tej, the grown Alys and Padma — carrying the scent of another planet and a box that Tej brought in personally and surrendered to no one.

And the last car stopped in front of the gate — and did not move.

Miles went out onto the steps without a coat. Through the snow, by the open door of the car, stood a woman of sixty-three: upright, silver-haired, with the expression of a person who has stormed stations with less hesitation. Elli Quinn, honorary admiral of the rescue flotilla of Ylla, was looking at the house she had refused thirty years before with eight words spoken on another continent, in another life — and was not stepping forward.

Miles came down the steps, through the snow, in his stocking feet — this was retold afterward with variations, but the stocking feet were fact — stood beside her, and looked at the house together with her, from the outside.

“It’s big,” he conceded. “It’s smaller inside. It’s full of people who have wanted to meet you all their lives, and of one table with a place that has been kept for a quarter of a century. Nobody will want anything from you, Quinn. Nobody will expect anything. It’s only dinner.”

“That same sentence lied to me in ’fifty-seven, Vorkosigan, and that time it ended in a boarding action.” Quinn drew a breath, took a box of bottles from the seat — and stepped across. “Fine. I’m going in. But only because you owe me a case of Sergyaran red, and I collect my debts in person. And if your wife doesn’t like me, I’m blaming you.”

At the door Ekaterin was waiting — alone, without retinue, both hands held out.

“Admiral Quinn.” Her voice was a hostess’s, and something more. “For twenty-five years I have heard about you from a man who does not know how to retell people smaller than legends. Come in, and allow me to verify in person.”

“Lady Vorkosigan.” Quinn took her hands and held them. “The same, from this side, word for word. The verification is mutual.”



III. The Table

The table held twenty-nine people, four conversations at once, and one common theme that circled above it like a chandelier: the years.

They raised the toasts in the order that had settled in this house of its own accord. The first — the host, to his wife: brief, because Miles Vorkosigan had learned to say the important things briefly. (“Twenty-five years. She claims the secret is the same as with roses. I claim I am the best-watered plant in the Imperium. We are both right. To Ekaterin.”) The second — Cordelia, to the table: “I look at you and I count. Three generations, five planets by birth, seven by biography, two formerly enemy states, one former clone conspiracy, one former mercenary fleet, and at least four people who at various times have been declared dead. And all of it is eating roast at one table and passing the salt. Do you know what that is called in Betan? It is not called anything. On Beta such a thing does not exist. To Barrayar — the planet that lied to me about everything except the main thing.”

The third was raised by Simon Illyan, rising slowly, with a glass his hand held steady.

“To the absent,” he said simply. “I remember less than anyone at this table, and therefore those I remember, I remember whole. Aral Vorkosigan. Sergeant Bothari. Sergeant Taura. General Piotr, with whom I did not get along, and that was how you could tell we were both right. Madame Hysopi. All those whose chairs tonight are inside us.” He raised the glass. “Memory is not what makes you you. But it is what we owe them. By name.”

They drank standing. Then the table grew loud again — because this house could do that too: carry its dead lightly — and the conversations branched: Ivan telling Mark about the leviathans with gestures that endangered the glassware; Dana and Helen Natalia quarreling lovingly over jurisdictions; Kareen and Tej, having discovered each other on the doorstep, plotting something commercial of which the Imperium would learn after the fact; Aral Alexander explaining the asynchronous maneuver to Padma with the salt cellar and two forks; and Quinn, seated — by the hostess’s arrangement — at her right hand, observing all of it with the expression of a commander inspecting a superb ship not her own.

“Confess, Admiral,” said Ekaterin quietly, under the noise. “You are counting the exits.”

“I counted them on the way in, my lady. Six, not including windows.” Quinn sipped. “Now I am counting something else. Him.” She nodded across the table at Miles, who at that moment was conducting three conversations and one passed dish simultaneously. “For thirty years I remember him as a shell in flight. I look at him tonight and I can’t get used to it: the shell has landed. And it hasn’t gone out, mind you — it has landed still burning, and it burns like that, in place, for a quarter of a century. I didn’t know that was physically possible.” She set down the glass. “You are a good engineer, Lady Vorkosigan.”

“I didn’t land him,” said Ekaterin. “He landed himself. I only… saw to it that the runway was the length he needs. A little longer than it looks from outside.”

Quinn looked at her for two seconds. Then she nodded — once, like a seal, with the gesture with which she accepted good reports.

“Verified word for word,” she said. “The legend is accurate.”



IV. The Library

After dinner the house spread out through its rooms, the way good evenings spread, and in the library, by the fire, there gathered the circle that had always gathered there: the old, the young, and the notebooks.

The shelf of notebooks stood to the left of the fireplace — the family shelf, which the guests knew about and outsiders never suspected: the journals of three generations, bound, labeled, in order. Miles took one down, then a second, telling the children sprawled on the carpet — Ivan’s grandchildren and his own younger ones — the story of the shelf: here were their grandfather Aral’s field notebooks, in the handwriting that deteriorates through the wars and recovers through the peaces; here was his own old notebook — “the original is with your brother Aral Alexander; this is a copy, because an archive is an archive”; here were the new ones.

“And mine is here,” said Simone, and produced hers from a pocket: worn by now, soft at the corners, one year old. “The first page is Father’s. The second is a list. May I…” she hesitated for the first time that evening, “…may I read it? The list. Mr. Illyan said he wanted to hear it.”

“I did say so,” Simon Illyan confirmed from his armchair, “and I stand by my word. Read, young lady. Slowly.”

And Simone Vorkosigan, thirteen, standing by the fire with a beret on her head and a notebook in her hands, read aloud the list from Middlestone Pass: fourteen names, with surnames, in the order of the count. The room listened quietly. Quinn, standing by the door, watched the beret and did not move.

“Remarkable,” said Illyan at the end. “Do you know what this room has just heard, child? The best archive in the universe: a person who remembers people. For thirty years I carried in my head a machine that remembered everything — and the most important thing I learned only when I lost it: the archive is not the thing that holds the data. The archive is the one who knows what is dear. You know. Keep your notebook — and remember that it is only the backup copy. The original is you.”

“And the beret,” came Quinn’s voice from the doorway, half a tone lower than usual, “the beret, young lady, I have known since before you were born. It was worn by a certain small admiral with a weakness for impossible plans. The gray felt is Dendarii, the cut is ours, and the stain on the inside of the band — don’t look for it now — is coffee, spilled at Dagoola, and I was two meters away when it spilled.” She crossed the room and adjusted the beret on the child’s head with two fingers, precisely, by regulation. “It is worn tilted a touch to the left. Like so. The admiral would have approved of her kit, Vorkosigan,” she tossed over her shoulder. “It suits her better than it suited you.”

“Everything suits everyone better than it suits me,” said Miles benignly. “I compensate with content.”



V. The Garden

The winter garden took them in later, by twos and threes, the way winter gardens take in good evenings — for the quiet conversations the big rooms cannot hold.

Mark and Miles stood a while between the skellytum and the glass — the two brothers, the round one and the small one, fifty-one and fifty-seven — and their conversation was brief, brother-fashion: “How is it downstairs?” — “Quiet. For a year now — quiet. Kareen says I’ve stopped paying interest.” — “She was always the better accountant of the two of us.” — “Of the three of us, brother. We count the deceased.” — and both of them laughed in a way that would have puzzled any onlooker, and that closed between them the annual inspection: alive, whole, their own.

Cordelia and Quinn crossed paths by the roses — ninety-two and sixty-three, the two admiral-women of this family — and what exactly they said to each other nobody heard, but when they came out of the garden they were walking arm in arm, Cordelia declaiming: “…and so I told him: Captain, either you put down that weapon or I relieve you of duty, and he, poor dear…” — and Quinn was laughing in a voice she had not laughed in for years.

And Ekaterin found Quinn once more, later, for a minute, by the terrace door, where the admiral stood alone, watching the snow.

“He proposed to me once,” said Quinn, without preamble, because between these two women the preambles had ended at the front door. “Long ago, before you. That I become Lady Vorkosigan. I refused in three seconds, and then spent thirty years checking whether I had been right.” She turned. “Tonight I closed the file, my lady. I am not a coastline. I am the open water — that is where I belong, and Ylla sang it to me with eighty tons of bass. But he… he needed exactly a shore. This kind: with a long runway, a garden, and a shelf for notebooks. The two of you chose each other correctly. I wanted to say it aloud, once, before a witness — snow counts as a witness — and never return to the subject.”

“Received and filed,” said Ekaterin quietly, family-fashion. “And from me, for the same record, one thing: half of what I love in him was built by the open water. I only maintain the structure. Thank you, Admiral. For the building.”

The two women stood shoulder to shoulder, watching the snow. Then Quinn said, “Well. That’s enough feelings for one decade,” — and they went back inside, where Ivan had just knocked over something made of glass to general applause.



VI. The Song

The late guests arrived at a quarter to eleven, on foot, from the lower end of the drive, stamping off the snow like men accustomed to arriving without cars and without announcement: two of them, one older, one young, in plain winter coats. Roic met them at the door, looked at them — and bowed a millimeter deeper than plain coats warranted.

“Good evening,” said the older one. “We were told good workers are received here. We carry a reference.”

“Your reference hangs framed in a certain study, sir,” said Roic with a face of stone. “Come in. My lord is expecting you by the window.”

Greg and Sav — under those names they were presented to the younger children, and the younger children, raised in this house, asked nothing, while the older ones rose to their feet without a command — stayed an hour: one glass, one toast (“To the shift — in every sense of the word,” said the older one, and half the room understood, and the other half guessed), one game of salt-cellar-and-forks with Padma on the asynchronous maneuver, and ten minutes by the window with the host, quietly, shoulder to shoulder, about things that are not written down. On leaving, the older one paused before Simone, looked at the beret and the list in her lap, and said:

“Keep counting, young lady. It is the rarest profession in the Imperium. I know what I’m talking about — I spend all day counting other things.”

And after the snow had taken them back down the drive, Tej at last brought in the box she had surrendered to no one since the doorstep, and announced that Ylla’s present was to be listened to, not unwrapped. The box proved to be a projector with a recording — and the great hall went dark, its walls filled with an ocean under two moons, and out of the depth of the recording rose a sound that stopped every conversation in the middle of a word: the song of the leviathans. The work song of Ylla — the four-count one, with which ten giants and seven chance-met ships had hauled a hotel back from the edge of an abyss — and woven deep inside it, slowed to a lullaby, for those who knew how to listen: the Dendarii march.

Quinn stood in the middle of the hall, in the dark, amid the ocean, listening to her own name sung by eighty tons of gratitude — four beats, even, strong, that do not stop — and around her stood, not breathing, the entire motley, impossible, living household of the man with whom she had shared the open water, and listened with her.

When the recording ended and the lights returned, no one spoke at once. Then Cordelia Vorkosigan said into the silence, in a voice that held ninety-two years and not one to spare:

“Well. Now I have seen everything. The rest is repetition.”



VII. The Count

They dispersed after midnight, Barrayaran-slow — with returns from the threshold, with sentences finished on the steps, with boxes of leftover roast pressed by the cook upon everyone below a certain rank — and the house emptied room by room, returning to its winter pulse.

Nikolai Vorsoisson arrived at ten past twelve — straight from orbit, on a courier run delayed by the storm over the northern continent, frost still on his collar and an apology prepared three wormholes back — and was met at the door by his mother, who said nothing, only held him by the shoulders for one long second: the living muster, the mother’s count, the last line filled in. Then they fed him in the kitchen, family-fashion, and he talked about Odera and the new throats with his mouth full, while Miles sat across from him and listened with a face no Auditorial report ever received.

And the youngest made her round of the house at half past twelve — by her own route, with her own notebook — counted the guests in the rooms of leave-taking, the household on the stairs, the armsmen at their posts, Ivan’s sleeping children on the sofa (two), the cook’s cat (one, evading protocol) — and presented herself in the library, where her father was putting out the lamps, with the final report:

“Twenty-nine came, twenty-nine seen off or bedded down. Plus Nikki — thirty. Plus the posts, the household, and the cat. Everyone is counted, Father. Everyone comes out even.”

“Everyone comes out even,” repeated Miles Vorkosigan. He looked at his daughter — the beret, the notebook, the serious eyes — then at the empty great hall, where the table had already been taken down and the last log was burning low in the fireplace, and said: “You know, that is the best report I have ever received. Not tonight. Ever. Go to bed, Simone. Tomorrow is the holiday.”

Left alone, he stood a while longer in the library, by the shelf. Then — by a habit he had no intention of curing — he took down his own new notebook, sat by the dying fire, and wrote, in the small hand, the line with which the evening closed for him, and the year, and something longer than a year:

Winterfair. The house full, the table long, the snow on schedule. Quinn came through the gate — thirty years late, exactly on time. Mother saw everything and declared the rest repetition; she is wrong in one thing only: this does not repeat — this continues. I learned the difference late, and I record it for whoever shall one day read: cargoes are inventoried, legacies are counted, and people — people are loved by name. Everyone is counted. Everyone comes out even. The door stays open — by our method: by walking through it.

He closed the notebook, returned it to the shelf — between his father’s journals and the empty space left for the next ones — put out the last lamp, and went up to his wife, in the house that slept beneath the snow: full, counted, their own.

Outside, over Vorbarr Sultana, it went on snowing — large, slow, ceremonial. The snow was in no hurry. It had a whole city to tuck in, and the night was long, and warm in the way that only the coldest nights are warm: from inside.





A Note at the End
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