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The general political background of the RCN series is that of Europe in the mid-eighteenth century, with admixtures of late-Republican Rome. (There’s a surprising degree of congruence between British and Roman society in those periods.)


Major plot elements in The Way to Glory, however, come from the nineteenth century. Those of you who know some American history may note echoes of the Somers Mutiny, and if you’re really well-versed you’ll understand how greatly I simplified the details of political factions both in Washington (Whigs, Democrats, and the intimates of President Tyler whose own party had repudiated him) and in the U.S. Navy. Real history is a great deal more complex than anything I could make up.


The situation of the British North America and West Indies Squadron, based in Bermuda, would’ve been much as described during the eighteenth and even seventeenth centuries, with one important difference: Haiti didn’t gain its independence till 1804. From that point through the 1880s (from which I’ve drawn several plot incidents) much of the squadron’s work involved interceding in Haiti on behalf of British citizens (many of whom brought no credit upon their status) and refugees in general. One could scarcely ask for a better description of the term “thankless task.” This one came with cockroaches.


In more recent times, the U.S. has taken over the former British role in Haiti. I suspect the roaches are still there; certainly nothing else has changed.


I’ll note again that I don’t invent systems of weights and measures for the background of the RCN series: the practice would neither advance my plot nor make the world a better place. I don’t assume that people thousands of years in the future will still be using the systems in use today. Those who would quarrel with my choice here might usefully ask themselves, however, how long feet and inches have been in use thus far.


—Dave Drake


david-drake.com




Not once or twice in our rough island-story
The path of duty was the way to glory.


—Alfred, Lord Tennyson
“Ode on the Death of the Duke of Wellington”




Chapter One
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XENOS ON CINNABAR


The pair of footmen at the head of the stairs bowed to Daniel; the older one said, “Senator Kearnes will be most pleased that you’re able to attend, Lieutenant Leary.”


“Pleased to be here,” Daniel said. He smiled as he passed into the ballroom which took up most of the second floor of the Kearnes townhouse. Indeed, he was pleased.


The invitation to Lira Kearnes’ fortieth birthday gala specified that officers were to wear full medals rather than ribbons. The request might well have been intended to display Lieutenant Daniel Leary at his most splendid; certainly it had that effect.


The Republic of Cinnabar Navy was the sword of the republic, not a weapon of party politics. High RCN officers couldn’t attend this ball because Bruno Kearnes was the central figure in several political battles of the sort that the RCN kept out of. The unspoken ban on attendance didn’t apply to a twenty-four-year-old lieutenant. The fruit salad on the breast of Daniel’s Dress Whites would’ve been impressive even for an admiral, however.


Daniel, lately commanding the corvette Princess Cecile, had returned with dispatches from Admiral Keith’s squadron just in time to give Senator Kearnes his show. Daniel in turn was getting the kind of adulation that came to those whom the citizens of Cinnabar decided were genuine heroes. It was Lira Kearnes’ gala, but it was Daniel Leary’s night.


Daniel scanned the crowd, checking for anyone he might know among those present. The invitation had been to all four officers from the Princess Cecile: Midshipmen Dorst and Vesey, and First Lieutenant Conn Medorn, who not coincidentally was the nephew of Admiral Keith.


The Princess Cecile’s signals officer, Adele Mundy, had been invited also—but not because she was an RCN warrant officer. Adele was Mundy of Chatsworth, head and sole survivor of one of the most noble families in the Republic. Her father—before his execution for treason—had been leader of the Popular Party. That was the territory if not precisely the title which Bruno Kearnes appeared to have marked for his own.


Daniel didn’t see any of his fellows from the Sissie, but there was plenty of room in this swirling crowd to get lost. Besides, Daniel hadn’t come here to find shipmates. . . .


The small orchestra in the loft above the balcony swung into a polacca. Couples who weren’t up to the lively music left the dance floor in the center of the enormous hall, but others took their place.


A portly banker with investments in shipbuilding remained with the younger couples, however; he danced with an enthusiasm that made up for his limited skills. His partner was probably closer to his granddaughter’s age than that of his daughter. She complemented the banker’s steps perfectly, just as the tiara of sapphires she wore complemented her blue eyes.


And those blue eyes caught Daniel’s across the room as she dipped and spun.


Much of the Republic’s wealth and beauty was here tonight. Daniel Leary could have any share of it he chose, any share, simply by stretching out his hand.


He grinned: which he’d likely do before long. He was a healthy young man, and the voyage back from the Galactic North with Admiral Keith’s dispatches had been a long one.


“Leary!” called a saturnine man in a red velvet suit; his waistcoat flashed with metallic gold. Mawhire of Rondolet, recalled a rarely visited portion of Daniel’s mind; an acquaintance of Daniel’s father. Mawhire’s clothing had made an impression on a child who even at seven was more comfortable hunting on the family estate than he was with the much crueler games that politicians got up to. “Daniel Leary! Come over here, boy, and let me introduce you to some friends of mine. My but you’ve grown since I last saw you!”


Which would’ve been about seventeen years ago, when Speaker Corder Leary broke the Three Circles Conspiracy and drowned it in blood. Daniel vaguely recalled that Mawhire had lost a cousin in the Proscriptions. . . .


“Daniel Leary, may I present Senator Russell—that’s Russell of Walsingham, you know . . .” Mawhire said. Daniel bowed—nodded deeply—to a man with vacant eyes and more facets glittering on his fingers than there were in the crystal chandeliers above.


“. . . and Tomas Bayard of Bayard and Sons.” Daniel bowed again, this time to an ancient man—he supposed Bayard was male—supporting himself in a walker. Stone-faced servants stood at either elbow just in case they were needed.


“Surprised to see you here, Leary,” Bayard said in a cracked voice. “Given how your father and Bruno Kearnes get along. Don’t get along.”


He turned his head toward Mawhire, a quick motion that reminded Daniel of an ancient, poisonous, lizard casting for prey. “You know that story, Mawhire?” he demanded.


“I recall rumors,” Senator Mawhire said, having the decency to look uncomfortable. “But it’s not really a matter—”


“Speaker Leary and young Kearnes there don’t get along because Leary and Lira Kearnes got along too well!” Bayard continued in glee. “Far too well!”


He broke into cackling laughter; it ended abruptly in a paroxysm of coughing. One of Bayard’s attendants held his shoulders while the other slipped a large handkerchief over his mouth.


Daniel smiled pleasantly. I hope you bring your lungs up, you nasty little bastard, he thought. Aloud he said, “That would’ve been before my time, sir. And of course it’s not the sort of thing a gentleman talks about.”


“Gentlemen!” Bayard sneered. “All a gentleman’s good for is feeding the worms!”


“That’s the common lot of mankind, my dear Tomas,” said a woman suddenly standing at Daniel’s right elbow. Her voice was cultured and as smoothly cutting as a scalpel. “However the lieutenant here has already accomplished things that will keep his name alive after the worms have devoured what the doctors have left. Not so?”


“Faugh, glory!” Bayard said. “Women and fools set great store by it, I understand.”


He started to turn away, but stiffness and the walker prevented him from doing so quickly enough. The woman added sweetly, “I suppose women you’ve had to learn about second hand, haven’t you, you poor dear?”


Daniel allowed himself a satisfied smile toward the magnate’s back. He wouldn’t have responded to Bayard directly, out of courtesy toward a sick old man—however nasty—and from the sense of propriety ingrained by living within the rigid order of the RCN. He certainly wasn’t displeased to watch somebody else kick the old bastard in the balls, though—and then put the boot in as he writhed on the floor.


He turned to the woman. She looked to be in her thirties, but that was probably as much a medical marvel as the fact Tomas Bayard was alive at all. She was undeniably handsome, but even “the thirties” was far too old for Daniel’s taste.


“Mistress Jacopus,” said Mawhire to the lady, “allow me to present the Lieutenant Daniel Leary of whom we’ve heard so much. I’d say Daniel was an old family friend, but in fact I can’t claim to be any closer to Speaker Leary today than Kearnes is—or you are yourself, boy, from what I hear? Had quite a falling out with your father when you joined the navy, I heard?”


“I haven’t spoken to my father in some years, that’s true,” Daniel said, letting his eyes rise as if to view the frescos of the high ceiling. Cherubs were teasing lions in various fashions in each panel, while between the paintings were stucco moldings of furious giants straining to burst through the frames they supported. He supposed the scenes were allegorical; another way of saying they were without interest to him. “I wonder if there’s something to dr—”


“Do let me be your guide, Lieutenant,” Mistress Jacopus said, taking his right arm in both hands; gently, but in a proprietary fashion nonetheless. “I have so many questions to ask you about your medals!”


The Jacopus family was famous for wealth and a determined neutrality in the Republic’s rough-and-tumble—sometimes very rough—politics. Daniel had heard that one member of the family was the most famous hostess in Xenos; he didn’t doubt that he’d just met her.


The orchestra was playing a hornpipe, but it was a restrained thing compared to what went by the same name in the spacers’ bars around Harbor Three—or any other RCN liberty port. Daniel had spent his time in those bars when he was a midshipman, an officer by courtesy but not yet commissioned. Since fame had brought him invitations to dos like this one, he’d found little to regret about no longer being poor and obscure. The liquor was better and the women were much prettier. He’d never had much interest in dancing anyway.


Mistress Jacopus led him toward the refreshment table which was set in a corner, in front of double doors onto a parterre. Servants passed in and out, exchanging full trays and bottles to replace the those that had been browsed and drunk empty.


Jacopus was taking him by the long route, however, and at each step she nodded graciously and smiled to another guest. Occasionally she murmured a first name—“Dear Janni . . .”—or title—“Senator, how nice,”—as they passed, savoring the looks of respect and—from some of the women—fury.


“I hope you don’t mind me showing off my trophy, Lieutenant,” she said in his ear as though murmuring endearments. “Because you are quite a trophy, you know.”


“Ah, mistress—” Daniel said.


“Christine, please,” she said. “And you needn’t worry that I’ll embarrass you later. I know quite a lot about your tastes, including the sort of young friends you prefer for recreation. I’d offer to help you there, but I’m sure a handsome hero like yourself is capable of making his own arrangements.”


“That’s generally been the case in the past, ah, Christine,” Daniel said. “And I do appreciate you, ah, helping me out of an awkwardness.”


Daniel didn’t like to talk about his father for a number of reasons, not least that he didn’t have anything to say about Corder Leary. They’d had little contact even before the break—which was over Corder’s remarriage, not Daniel’s career. He’d joined the RCN in reaction to that blazing row, not as the cause of it.


Daniel had spent his childhood on the family estate of Bantry, learning a little about decorum from his mother—a saint, as everybody agreed—and a great deal about hunting, fishing and manhood from Hogg, a family retainer. There’d been Hoggs poaching on Bantry from the days of the first human settlement, long before the Hiatus in star travel drew a thousand-year line through history.


In the eight years since the row, Daniel and Corder Leary’d had no contact whatever. Words had been said that would’ve meant pistols at dawn if those speaking hadn’t been father and son, but even beyond that . . .


Corder Leary was a stiff-necked, stubborn man who’d never backed down in a fight. Daniel wasn’t his father and wouldn’t have wanted to be him; but much as Daniel revered his late mother, he knew very well that his temper and his backbone hadn’t come from her side of the family.


There was a crush at the refreshments table. Daniel hadn’t really been thirsty, just uncomfortable at the direction Mawhire had taken the conversation, and Christine Jacopus simply wanted to be seen with the lion of the evening. Instead of forcing his way through, he paused to look around again.


By the etiquette of upper-class Xenos, the only regular servants on the floor were those behind the refreshments table. The guests’ personal attendants were in the balcony above. They could be summoned to meet their employer in a hallway if required or even escorted onto the floor by a member of the Kearnes household in event of an outside emergency.


Many of the guests—perhaps a quarter of the total, Daniel guessed, smiling faintly—were accompanied by silent men and women in simple dress. If you didn’t know who they were, they could pass for poor relations of the glittering guests they stayed close to.


In fact they were . . . well, calling them guards would be harsh but not inaccurate. They were employed by various couturiers, jewelers, and pawn brokers. They accompanied not the guests but rather the clothing and accouterments which the guests wore and hadn’t paid for; that they very probably couldn’t pay for. By convention, nobody “noticed” them.


“What is this one, Daniel?” Christine said, touching the spray of gold feathers dusted with real rubies waving from the peak of his dress hat. She leaned against him a little more closely than she need to have done.


“Oh, the aigrette?” said Daniel, squinting sideways. “That’s the Kostroma Star, a, ah, foreign decoration. From an allied foreign power, of course, or I wouldn’t be permitted to wear it.”


Though in truth the fourragere of gold and silver cords across his left breast was the Order of Strymon in Diamonds; the stones on the clasp at his epaulette were the size of a child’s teeth. In theory it entitled the wearer to the freedom of Strymon, a planet Daniel didn’t expect ever to visit again as an RCN officer.


It was stretching the point a good deal to describe President Delos Vaughn as an ally of Cinnabar, as the events that put him in power had been not only unauthorized by Cinnabar’s Ministry of External Affairs but actively hindered by those well-meaning diplomats. Still, the award was too striking for Daniel not to wear it unless he were flatly forbidden.


Foreigners had vulgar taste, far inferior to that of Cinnabar, of course. But Daniel had learned that girls—the girls he found attractive—didn’t object to a bit of vulgarity; and truth to tell, the taste of rural districts like Bantry wasn’t nearly as muted as that here in Xenos, the capital.


Christine touched one medal after another, her lips working silently. A circle of guests was forming about them like mother-of-pearl coating a sand grain in the mantle of a shellfish; not pressing, but rapt in anticipation of what they might hear. Powerful nobles and very beautiful women, wondering what the heroic Lieutenant Leary might say!


Daniel knew it didn’t matter. These same people would howl and kick his naked body down the street tomorrow if he were disgraced and executed; they’d done that with many of those implicated in the Three Circles Conspiracy. The folk quickest to spurn the fallen were those who’d cheered the loudest in the days before their overthrow.


It didn’t matter—but he was young and he was human. “That . . .” Daniel said as Christine ran the sash of red silk and cloth-of-gold between her fingers. He spoke to the older woman, but his eyes met those of the petite blonde beaming from just beyond her. “. . . makes me a Royal Companion of Novy Sverdlovsk as I understand it. I was fortunate enough to recover a valuable artifact for the throne and gained Sverdlovsk’s support for a Cinnabar initiative in the Galactic North as a result.”


The artifact was a diamond engraved with the continents of Old Earth before the wars in which asteroids had smashed the planet out of its former shape. Daniel had traded it for a warship, and with that ship he—and the finest crew that ever blessed an RCN captain—had smashed an Alliance squadron. The sash was showy. For the same incident Admiral Keith had awarded Daniel the Medal of the Republic in Red—a small bronze cross with a ruby point in the center.


Civilians marveled at the sash. RCN officers braced to attention and saluted when they saw the medal.


The orchestra played a few bars as a signal. Couples began forming for a sarabande.


“Now, Daniel,” Christine said, holding his right hand with her left but turning to take the hand of the blonde beside her. “May I present Thora, the daughter of my great friend Senator Bencini?”


She brought their hands together. Thora simpered becomingly; her fingers gripped Daniel with more than formal enthusiasm.


“RCN forever,” called a dry, carrying voice from across the circle of spectators. Daniel looked from Thora for a moment and caught the cool, amused eyes of Adele Mundy as she marched past them into the stately paces of the sarabande beside a fifties-ish man corseted into a Fencibles uniform.


“RCN forever,” Daniel echoed gaily, raising the blonde’s hand high in enthusiastic triumph.


It was good to be young and an RCN officer. It was good to be alive!


RCN forever!


* * *


If asked, Adele Mundy would’ve said she found dancing considerably less interesting than shelf-reading: going through the stacks of a library and placing misfiled volumes in their correct location. Still, dancing was an accomplishment expected in a noblewoman, so she’d learned it. Though Adele’s parents were the leading lights of the Popular Party, they’d never permitted their children to forget that the Mundys of Chatsworth were among the first families of the Republic.


“Were” being the operative word there. Every Mundy save Adele herself, studying in the Academic Collections on Blythe—a member of the Alliance of Free Stars—had died in the Proscriptions by which Corder Leary had crushed the Three Circles Conspiracy. Adele’s sister Agatha had been ten years old when her head was taken to decorate the Speaker’s Rock in the ancient center of Xenos.


The music ended. Adele’s partner was in the building construction trade. He turned to her and wheezed, “Mistress Mundy, it’s been a pleasure to dance with you. A great pleasure!”


He bowed as deeply as his corset allowed him, which of course wasn’t very deep. Even without the undergarment, his bright green Fencibles uniform had enough gold piping that it could stand up itself.


“Thank you, Colonel,” Adele said, miming a curtsey by spreading her hands with a bare dip of her head. “The pleasure was mutual.”


Which was more or less true: he hadn’t trodden on her, always a possibility when Adele danced with out-of-condition men who were determined to show off. It was a worse problem off-planet, of course. Here in Xenos she was Mundy of Chatsworth, a person of rank but no particular importance. On the distant worlds where the Princess Cecile might land, Adele Mundy was a sophisticate from the capital, a personage of greater status than any other woman present . . . even in the minds of those women.


The latest style for the sarabande was to keep the toes of the forward foot straight down while executing the steps in slow motion. Adele filed the information as she filed all information. She’d be called on to demonstrate Xenos fashion soon enough, she was sure, in a ballroom of unpainted wood or on an open pavement under unfamiliar stars.


“Mistress Mundy?” said an attractive woman somewhat older than Adele’s own thirty-two standard—that is, Earth—years. “I was told . . . well, are you Mundy of Chatsworth? I don’t mean to intrude, but . . . ?”


The woman, a complete stranger to Adele, was dressed at the height of current style: her neck and wrist ruffs would make it impossible for her to feed herself. That was probably the point, of course, rather like the shoes you couldn’t walk in that had been a fad among the nobility when Adele was a child.


“Yes,” said Adele, knowing her voice held a hint of challenge. She didn’t intend that—whoever this woman was, she clearly wasn’t an enemy in the sense that Adele would need the small pistol in the side-pocket of her tunic.


But there had been enemies of that sort in Adele’s life, even before she joined the RCN and became part of the Republic’s most powerful instrument of policy. Reflexes you’ve gained on battlefields don’t go away because you’re standing in a ballroom now. “I’m Adele Mundy.”


“I’m Lira Kearnes, Mistress Mundy,” the woman said, obviously embarrassed. “I’d hoped to talk with you because you’re a naval officer. Ah . . . I expected you to be in uniform, so though you were pointed out to me I wasn’t sure. . . .”


“Oh!” said Adele in considerably greater embarrassment than Mistress Kearnes and for better reason. Here she was treating her hostess like a potential enemy, simply because the woman had wanted to talk with her. Though why had she mentioned the RCN? “I’m very sorry, I was thinking of other things.”


And so she had been, thinking about things that had no business in polite society. Even without the hardships that resulted from her family’s ruin, Adele Mundy wouldn’t have grown into a person whom acquaintances would’ve described as cheerful and outgoing. She regarded courtesy as the most important social virtue, however, and she’d just been discourteous to her hostess.


Quickly she went on before Lira Kearnes could resume speaking, “I received an invitation as Mundy of Chatsworth, mistress. The invitation to the officers of the Princess Cecile was limited to the commissioned officers. Or in the case of the midshipmen, those who will be commissioned. I’m a technician; a warrant officer, in RCN terms.”


The orchestra was playing a rigadoon. It was more sprightly than most of the guests cared to attempt, but Midshipman Dorst of the Princess Cecile danced with the athletic grace with which he’d carried out any task requiring physical strength and dexterity. His partner was a red-haired civilian, strikingly attractive and just as good a dancer as Dorst was.


Midshipman Vesey, also of the Sissie and Dorst’s lover, watched from the edge of the dance floor with a careful lack of expression. Daniel regarded Vesey as a very respectable astrogator. That was high praise, as it came from a man whom the RCN held the near equal of the incomparable Stacey Bergen, Daniel’s uncle and the man who’d trained him in everything to do with a starship. Vesey was even attractive . . . but not the way the redhead was attractive.


As best Adele could tell, Dorst loved Vesey; certainly he’d willingly put his tall, muscular body between her and any danger. But tonight was likely to be a difficult time for Vesey, who seemed completely oblivious of the bevy of civilian nobles trying to catch her attention.


Adele sighed. She herself had no more interest in sex than the busts on either side of the marble mantelpiece did. There were others—Daniel Leary was a member of the class—who had an obvious animal enthusiasm for the business but then got on with the rest of their lives, utterly unscathed by those activities.


And then there were the Midshipman Veseys and apparently the majority of humanity, who were regularly turned inside out by what could’ve been a matter of simple biology. Adele’s philosophy hadn’t had room for a deity even before the slaughter of her family, but it sometimes seemed to her that the whole business was too illogical not to have been Something’s cruel joke.


“Mistress Mundy . . . ?”


“I’m very sorry,” Adele said, curtseying to Kearnes in honest contrition. “I’m afraid I’m distracted by the—”


She didn’t know how to go on. Not with what she was really thinking, not to this woman who’d no more understand than if Adele began chattering in the language of a just-discovered planet which’d fallen into savagery at the Hiatus and never recovered.


“We don’t have much occasion for events like this,” Adele continued in a flash of inspiration. It wasn’t exactly a lie. Not exactly. She made a gesture of cultured restraint to the glittering crowd. “I haven’t seen anything to equal it since, that is, in a very long time.”


Since my family was massacred; but that was another thing not to say here.


“Would you like to go . . .” Kearnes began. She caught herself and amended her words to, “Would you mind stepping into a drawing room with me, Mistress Mundy? I know it’s my party and I shouldn’t, but I really do want to talk with you. It’s about my son, you see.”


Adele went blank-faced. Her son?


“Yes, of course,” she said aloud, meaning the private discussion rather than that she had any idea of what Lira Kearnes was talking about. It took conscious restraint to prevent Adele from pulling out her personal data unit and squatting on the floor to check the Kearnes family in a detail greater than what she’d thought necessary on receiving the invitation. It was always a mistake not to search deeply when you had the time!


Adele wore a double tunic and skirt. The translucent outer fabric was a misty gray which slightly blurred the geometric patterns embroidered in black on her inner garments. The data unit in a pocket on the inner skirt was hidden from view but instantly accessible. Through the unit’s controlling wands—less bulky than a keypad—Adele had access to the wider universe in the only form she could really accept it: as tabulated information.


But it would be impolite to bring out the flat rectangle now, and Adele had already come uncomfortably close to being impolite to Lira Kearnes. Besides, there was a better—if not as natural to Adele—way to learn what the lady was talking about: she could ask.


“I’m not aware of having met your son, mistress,” Adele said as footmen in violet frock coats swept open an unobtrusive door and closed it behind them. The drawing room beyond was tiled in patterns of circles, whorls, and multi-pointed stars. Instead of ordinary light fixtures, a screen brightened into the holographic image of an arched double window looking out onto a palm-fringed beach. Beyond, the sea combed over sand toward the window.


“Do sit, please,” Kearnes said. There were chairs and a table, but she gestured instead to the ottoman beneath the “window.”


Adele seated herself carefully, folding her hands in her lap. The tips of her fingers rested on the hard, hidden outlines of her data unit.


Kearnes sat on the other end of the ottoman and stared at the upholstery between them for a moment. When she looked up, she began, “It’s my third son, Oller. He’s joined the navy, you see. I didn’t want him to go, but . . . Oller’s a very high-spirited boy, extremely bright but, well, he has his own ideas. He’d signed on with a privateer, and it was only because my husband agreed to get him a special appointment as a midshipman that Oller gave up that plan.”


“The RCN can be a fine career for a high-spirited youth, mistress,” Adele said, choosing her words carefully. “It has been for my friend Lieutenant Leary, certainly.”


But Daniel was high spirited. Reading between the lines of a mother’s description, Oller Kearnes was a spoiled brat with romantic notions of what it meant to be one of scores or hundreds of people sealed in a metal box so full of equipment that even to turn around required caution.


Danger is another thing that’s more romantic to read about than the reality of blood and burns and the screams transcending age and gender and even humanity. Pain can be a sound, pure sound, and pictures can’t prepare you for the smell of a man trying to stuff his intestines back into his ripped abdomen.


“Yes, I know that,” Lira Kearnes said. “That’s why I wanted to talk with you, one of the reasons. I don’t suppose you’re a mother . . . ?”


And despite the wording, Kearnes obviously hoped Adele would say, “Yes.”


“No,” Adele said primly. “I am not.”


“Ah,” Kearnes said. “Well, I was sure you weren’t. I couldn’t talk to Lieutenant Leary directly. He, ah, his father was an associate of my husband’s at one time, but they had a falling out. I thought you might be able to tell me what life’s like for a midshipman on shipboard. And, well . . .”


She reached out impulsively and touched her fingertips to the back of Adele’s right hand. “It helps that you’re a woman,” she blurted.


In biological terms you’re no doubt correct, Adele thought. With some difficulty she controlled the instinctive curl of her lip. But that wasn’t fair, because Kearnes was really saying it was easier for her to talk to a woman about her fears for her offspring. It didn’t imply anything about the woman she confided in.


“I might better introduce you to Midshipman Dorst, whom you’ve invited tonight,” Adele said. “But . . . midshipman is a responsible job. He’ll be treated as an officer under most circumstances, but he’s still in training and he’ll be expected to pay attention to whoever may be instructing him. And of course RCN discipline is strict even for officers; perhaps especially for officers. Lives may depend on obedience to orders.”


“Yes, that’s what worries me,” Kearnes admitted to her interlaced fingers. “Oller isn’t a bad boy, please understand me, and he’s very bright on so many subjects. But . . .”


Oller is a willful brat who’s never stuck to anything long enough to learn if he has an aptitude for it, Adele translated silently. Aloud she said, “It’s possible that discipline imposed by his superiors will teach your son the importance of self-discipline, mistress. That often happens.”


Certainly being clouted across the deck by a bosun who took exception to your smart mouth would be a learning experience beyond anything a well-born youth was likely to have gotten at home. Woetjans, the Princess Cecile’s bosun, was also biologically female. She was six and a half feet tall and showed no hesitation whatever in using her immense strength to advance an argument with someone whom RCN regulations made her responsibility. As Chief of Rig, those responsibilities included teaching midshipmen the ropes as surely as they did teaching enlisted recruits.


“Yes, well . . .” Kearnes said. She forced a smile as she met Adele’s eyes again. “Oller is on a cruise to Sexburga in the Bainbridge under Commander Slidell. They’re taking dispatches for distribution there, but I gather it’s really a training cruise. It should be a good experience.”


The poor fool almost choked getting that last sentence out, Adele thought; half in pity, half in disgust. Did the woman have any conception of what real hardship amounted to?


But of course she didn’t, because she hadn’t allowed herself to think about uncomfortable things. Lira Kearnes may well have walked past Agatha’s head on Speaker’s Rock, for example.


“A training cruise will give your son an idea of what service in the RCN really is,” Adele said aloud, wondering if she should get up to put a stop to the conversation. Not quite yet. “I don’t know what the regulations say formally, but I’m sure that if the boy feels he’s really unsuited to a naval career, your husband will be able to arrange his separation easily enough.”


“Yes, of course,” Kearnes said, her smile real this time but wan. “I know that, but I still, well . . .”


In a change of subject that made Adele reach again for her data unit—and again catch herself—Kearnes continued, “The Captain Slidell commanding the Bainbridge is Aban Slidell. His elder brother Jan was Corder Leary’s private secretary when he was Speaker of the Senate.”


“Politics have never interested me, mistress,” Adele said, tensing herself to rise.


“But you know that your friend Daniel’s father is that Leary, don’t you?” Kearnes said. Suddenly her voice was firmer. “I was wondering how you two came to be friends.”


Adele looked at the holographic image. Waves rolled inshore. If you looked carefully, you could see the line at which the seeming water changed from gray-green to deep blue, following the sea’s depth as sharply as anything a surveyor could draw on a map. The palm fronds moved in a pictured breeze as well.


“Mistress . . .” Adele said, choosing her words very carefully. If she hadn’t been sure that there was something to this conversation that she hadn’t grasped yet, she’d have left the room and this house instantly.


But Lira Kearnes wasn’t simply being stupidly offensive. Good heavens, the woman had started crying!


“Mistress Kearnes,” Adele said, turning toward the seascape again so that Kearnes could dab at her tears with a tiny handkerchief. “I’m not the sort of person who makes friends easily. This isn’t anything to do with events in my life, it’s just what I was born. I’m a librarian by instinct and training. Under normal circumstances I’d be running a major research institution now. I’d have the respect of my peers—and not to be unduly boastful, I’d have very few peers. But I’d have no friends at all.”


“Please, I didn’t mean to offend you,” Kearnes said. “Please, I’m very sorry!”


She was reacting to the tone, Adele supposed, but not even Adele could control that now. People sometimes called her emotionless, but that wasn’t the case: she was just very controlled, because the emotion Adele Mundy knew best was a cold, murderous rage that had no place in ordinary human society.


“I’m not offended,” Adele said, rasping the words. Fighting to take the edge from her voice she repeated, “I’m not offended.”


Taking a deep breath, Adele went on, “As you obviously know, my circumstances stopped being normal at the time of the Three Circles Conspiracy. I lost my family, but quite frankly I’d never been close to them either. I can be offended at what happened and I can quarrel intellectually with why it happened, but I don’t imagine that I’d have any more contact with my parents and sister in the future I expected than I do in my present existence. I put a flower on the family cenotaph once a year.”


Adele laughed. She was a proud woman, she knew that: proud of her intelligence and skills, proud of being a Mundy of Chatsworth; proud that she wore the uniform of the RCN.


But the greatest boast of Adele Mundy’s heart was her honesty—and that she was proving tonight, in a fashion that surprised even her.


“But a very odd thing happened, Mistress Kearnes,” Adele went on, wry humor suddenly bubbling in her voice. “Events have made me a member of the RCN. I have a family closer than ever my blood relatives could have become. And I have a friend, too. If he happens to be the son of Speaker Leary, then that’s nothing to me—or to him either. Because we’re friends.”


“I . . .” Kearnes said. She smiled wanly and continued, “I think you’re very fortunate, mistress.”


“Yes, I am,” Adele said, standing up at last. “And if what you really started to say is that you don’t understand, then let me assure you that I don’t understand either. But I’m very glad of the situation.”


She turned the door latch but looked back over her shoulder before pulling the panel open. Lira Kearnes was still seated on the ottoman. Her expression was vaguely surprised when she met Adele’s gaze.


“The RCN has been very good to me, mistress,” Adele said. “I hope it’ll prove equally good for your son.”


“I hope so too,” Kearnes said, rising to her feet with the composure to be expected of a noblewoman like herself. “Thank you very much for your time, Mistress Mundy. And your kindness.”


The footmen had stepped to either side when they heard the latch click. After Adele passed between them, they edged back to conceal as well as protecting the doorway.


The tiny bead earphone in Adele’s right ear blipped minusculely to get her attention. It was Adele’s connection with her only servant, Tovera, who was paranoid because at some level she believed that everyone else was exactly like her. Adele suspected nobody was exactly like Tovera, a murderous sociopath with no more personality than a bowl of skimmed milk.


Tovera had knowledge which she’d gained as an agent of the Alliances’ Fifth Bureau—the spy agency which reported directly to Guarantor Porra, whose will was law everywhere the military forces of the Alliance could carry it. She’d attached herself to Adele in part because she’d seen that Adele through art and instinct could gain information which Tovera’s practiced craftsmanship couldn’t reach—


And also because she’d seen Adele kill as emotionlessly as Tovera carried out every aspect of life, killing included. Tovera watched her mistress as an example of how human beings behaved; Adele saw in her servant an example of how easily she herself could become a thing that was human only on the outside.


They both gained by the association. Mistress Bernis Sand, the head of Cinnabar’s civil intelligence service, gained even more.


Adele had no way to answer, so she waited the few heartbeats that Tovera always allowed after the attention signal. Three men had noticed her reappearing from the drawing room and were walking toward her: two fellows in their forties, both strangers to her, and a one-time political associate of Adele’s father whom she’d thought was an old man even then.


“A messenger from the Navy Office came for Senator Kearnes,” Tovera said. Radical signal compression and Adele’s tiny earphone would’ve stripped the emotion from any voice, but in Tovera’s case it didn’t make much difference. “The Bainbridge has returned from a training cruise under Commander Aban Slidell.”


Mistress Kearnes will be pleased, Adele thought.


“The Kearnes’ youngest son had been aboard as a midshipman,” Tovera continued with the precision that Adele expected and shared—making them a small minority in that fashion as well as many others.


“Mundy of Chatsworth, is it not?” said the first of the three men to reach Adele. The red rose in the lapel of his sharply tailored one-piece suit marked him as a Progressive, a political ally of Senator Kearnes. “I’m glad to meet you at last, mistress. I knew your—”


There was an altercation on the dance floor. Daniel’s servant, Hogg, had appeared through a door that must lead from the balcony. Two footmen had tried to prevent him from going to his master without approval and an escort.


Hogg had the face of a half-witted rustic and dressed like an explosion in a trunk of theatrical costumes. When he wanted to, he moved fast; which the footmen who’d grabbed his arms would remember that after they regained consciousness. For now they lay on the floor, bleeding from pressure cuts where Hogg had slammed their foreheads together.


“Slidell executed Midshipman Kearnes for attempted mutiny along with two crewmen,” Tovera said.


“What!” shouted a deep-voiced man. “What the hell do you mean!”


Guests stepped aside. The Progressive who’d addressed Adele turned and stared in the direction of the noise. “Why, what’s going on?” he said to no one in particular. “Who’s the navy man the Senator’s talking to?”


Adele hadn’t met Senator Kearnes, but she recognized him from the images she’d viewed in researching Kearnes when she received the invitation. She hadn’t had any active reason to study her would-be host, but for Adele information was good in and of itself. If only she’d learned more about young Oller!


“The Hell you say!” Senator Kearnes bellowed. He was a big man with a bull neck and apparently a bull’s temper. The slim RCN lieutenant opened his mouth to speak further. Kearnes knocked him down with a clenched fist.


“I think you’d better get out now before something happens,” Tovera said.


Daniel looked past Hogg to Adele; they exchanged nods. Adele started for a side door. Daniel called something to Vesey and Dorst, inaudible over the rising babble of the crowd.


The orchestra was still playing. Dorst turned in protest; Daniel grabbed one elbow and Hogg the other, bringing the big midshipman with them regardless of his opinion. The redhead who’d been dancing with Dorst shouted something shrill and ran three steps after them—then sprawled on her face when Vesey stuck a leg between the civilian’s ankles.


Tovera was paranoid, of course. She thought anything could be a threat. But when a man as powerful as Senator Kearnes got angry, there was simply no point in staying around to learn what he might be capable of.


“Where’s my wife!” Kearnes shouted. “Where’s Lira!”


Adele stepped through the door. As worried footmen closed it behind her, she heard the Senator cry, “By God, someone’s going to die for this!


No point at all.




Chapter Two


[image: Image]


XENOS ON CINNABAR


“The dashing Lieutenant Leary’s buying,” Lieutenant Pennyroyal said as she pushed open the door to The Lower Deck, a basement-level tavern three blocks from the Navy Office. There were closer bars, but The Lower Deck catered to lieutenants on half-pay when they adjourned yet again from the General Waiting Room without being summoned to an inner office and granted a place.


“Indeed I will buy,” Daniel said cheerfully. “The first round, that is. Gaby?”


The only waitress on duty at this early hour looked up and beamed. She was a friendly brunette twenty years and forty pounds the wrong side of cute.


“A pitcher and four glasses for our booth, if you would,” Daniel said, pointing to where Pennyroyal and Ames were already sliding toward the wall end of facing benches. That left Vondrian across from Daniel on the outside—and the natural choice to buy the second pitcher.


The four lieutenants knew one another well enough to be friends in the loose sense of the word. Pennyroyal had been Daniel’s classmate at the Academy; Ames and Vondrian had been a couple classes ahead. They’d been thrown together in the General Waiting Room in years past, hoping to be called for a place. When they found themselves again sharing the same bench, it’d been natural to go off for a beer together when the levee ended with the usual lack of result.


Vondrian had family money and an uncle in the Senate. Like Daniel he’d been appointed Lieutenant Commanding—still a lieutenant in pay, but with greater status and a potentially greater share of prize money. The latter didn’t apply in the case of Vondrian, captain of a stores ship assigned to the Glover Stars Squadron.


Pennyroyal and Ames had neither wealth nor influence. She’d been the Sixth Lieutenant of the battleship Schelling, returned for refit from the Glover Stars in company with Vondrian’s vessel, while Ames had been Third Lieutenant of the heavy cruiser Maspero. Even in the midst of full-scale war with the Alliance, the Navy Board had condemned the cranky, leaky Maspero as uneconomic to repair. Ames and the cruiser’s other officers were waiting for transfer to a new vessel fitting out.


Gaby bustled over with the beer immediately, though the fellow at a back table with six empty shot glasses lined up had called for another just as the four lieutenants arrived. “Throws his money around like a drunken spacer,” was a cliche with a great deal of solid truth beneath it, but most of the patrons of The Lower Deck didn’t have money to throw. Due to captured prizes, Daniel Leary was a striking exception.


Gaby did a half pirouette so that when she bent to set down the tray, her considerable bosom surged toward Daniel. She knew he tipped well any time he could, and she probably guessed that this afternoon he’d be showing off in front of his friends.


Daniel grinned as he slid out the coins. She was right, of course.


“So, what do you think about Slidell’s court-martial?” Lieutenant Vondrian said, serving the others from the pitcher. “Are they going to hang him for murder to quiet the Progressives?”


“They can’t do that,” Ames scoffed. “Why, Slidell’s wife is the daughter of Admiral Seens and the niece through her mother’s side of Bokely, the Director of Construction. The RCN would never throw one of its own to the mob!”


Daniel sipped his beer, feeling a trifle uncomfortable about the subject. It was the obvious one, though. Everywhere RCN personnel gathered—in the dives fronting Harbor Three as surely as in the most exclusive clubs in Xenos where admirals played cards with members of the Navy Board—they were discussing the same thing.


The problem for Daniel was that he’d chanced to be present two weeks before when Senator and Lady Kearnes were informed of their son’s execution. That made the victim to him a young boy with grieving parents instead of a problem in discipline which had been solved in a particular fashion. Death was a normal part of military operations; but execution for mutiny was a very different thing from the accidents, disease, and combat losses that filled the back columns of the Naval Gazette.


“It’s time for somebody to take a hard line with the Progressives anyway,” Vondrian said, lifting his own glass now that he’d filled the others. “What do you say, Leary? Your father’s a politician.”


“I wouldn’t presume to speak for my father,” Daniel said. “He and I have very little in common.”


He forced a smile to hide the real weight of the words. Daniel never talked about Speaker Leary, but neither did he care to emphasize the degree to which he’d broken with his father. If they were going to talk about Daniel Leary—and they would; the RCN was like a girls’ school with everybody gossiping about everybody else when they weren’t present—then let it be for the things he was responsible for: his navigation, his reckless luck, or the swath he cut through women in whatever venue he found himself.


“And you shouldn’t talk about him either, Vondrian,” Pennyroyal said with a chuckle. “‘Speak of the Devil and hear the rustle of leathery wings,’ you know.”


She glanced at Daniel. “Begging your pardon if I’m speaking out of turn, Leary,” she added in embarrassment.


“Speaker Leary’s been called worse things,” Daniel said mildly. He looked around the tavern. Holograms of famous space battles formed a frieze under the tongue-and-groove ceiling. Several of the projectors were out, leaving patches like mildewed tapestry in the images. “I can’t imagine him appearing in The Lower Deck, though.”


Among the things Speaker Leary was called after the Three Circles Conspiracy were a conscienceless brute, a ruthless murderer; and the Savior of the Republic. The first two statements were certainly correct. Daniel was neither a politician nor a political historian, but he rather suspected the last was correct also.


“Mark my words,” said Ames, raising a finger for emphasis. He had a baby-face, making a comedy routine of his attempt to look portentous. “They finished hearing the evidence yesterday. The court’ll come back tomorrow or the next day, clearing Slidell of all charges. And they’ll send him off-planet about as quick to quiet down any trouble the mob makes.”


“They certainly convened the court without wasting time,” Vondrian said, frowning into the last of his beer. He reached for the pitcher, but Pennyroyal already had it; they were all thirsty from their morning spent warming a bench. “Sending Slidell off-planet won’t silence the Progressives, though. Or the mob.”


“Give them their real name, Vondrian,” Ames said. “Radicals. I ask you, what’s a captain to do if it’s the safety of his ship or the lives of a few mutineers? What would you do if it was you?”


“The thing is . . .” Daniel said, watching the foam on the last inch of his beer. The Lower Deck’s draft lager was quite palatable. The house whiskey claimed to be rye but was probably processed from carbohydrate waste with a dash of coloring. It had a kick, though, and the price was moderate. Sometimes that was what you wanted. . . .


“The thing is,” Daniel resumed, the eyes of his companions on him, “I’ve never heard of a mutiny that wasn’t over when the ringleaders were in irons. Slidell had arrested young Kearnes and the two crewmen, so why did he decide he had to execute them the next day without a proper court-martial?”


“The Bainbridge is a training sloop, Leary,” Ames said. “Slidell didn’t have any compartment where he could isolate the prisoners. What if the other mutineers made a rush and freed them?”


“I know how small the Bainbridge is,” Daniel said sharply. “She’s the same size as the Princess Cecile or next to it; and I’ll tell you, spacers, that I can’t imagine executing a man out of hand because I was afraid to bring him back to Cinnabar for trial!”


He gulped the rest of his beer. The pitcher was empty, but Vondrian was already signalling for Gaby.


Daniel had spoken more forcefully than he’d intended, but the whole business bothered him. To be sure, discipline was a more valuable asset to the RCN than another squadron of battleships without that discipline; and to be sure, mutiny was properly punishable by death.


If it was mutiny. And that was for a court-martial of five disinterested officers to determine, not for a captain to decide on whim.


“You’ve always had a picked crew, Leary,” Vondrian said, taking a florin from his purse for Gaby. “You’re a lucky captain, and so you have your choice. That isn’t true of a lot of us, you know. It certainly isn’t true for the tub I command.”


“Look, I’m not judging Commander Slidell,” Daniel said. “I’ll leave that for a proper court-martial. All I’m saying is, I wish Slidell’d left it for a court-martial too.”


Pennyroyal refilled the glasses. Daniel drank his down by two-thirds in a series of measured gulps, feeling uncomfortable.


He knew he’d been shading the truth when he said he wasn’t judging Slidell, but the degree to which he felt the commander was in the wrong hadn’t struck him till he heard the words come out of his mouth. A captain who executed spacers without authority was as surely in violation of RCN regulations as a spacer who refused a lawful order.


“I say Slidell did what he had to,” Ames maintained, stubbornly but without heat. “We’d all of us done the same in his place.”


Daniel looked at his fellow lieutenant. Ames grimaced and said, “Well, maybe we would. Anyway, it’s for the court-martial to decide.”


“This I’ll say,” Vondrian said, finishing the second pitcher. “And I don’t hold with the Progressives, let alone the mob; you know that. But if Slidell had brought his prisoners home instead of spacing them through an airlock, the RCN and Cinnabar both’d be in a better place now. This is going to mean trouble and maybe bad trouble, depending on what the court decides.”


Pennyroyal cleared her throat and very quietly said, “Should I order another round, then?”


Daniel tossed off the last of his beer. “No, no,” he said. “I really need to be getting on. Maybe tomorrow will be the day for all of us, eh?”


He stood up. In fact the Princess Cecile would be another month in the yard, not so much from battle damage—though there’d been some—as the strain long voyages put on a small ship. That was fine with Daniel Leary, who had prize money to spend among civilians awed by a chestful of medals. Being on half-pay awaiting the convenience of the Navy Office wasn’t a good thing for Pennyroyal, though. The relief in her face suggested she’d have had to walk back to her lodgings for want of tram fare if forced to buy a pitcher.


“Aye, I’ll come to the tram stop with you, Leary,” Ames said, sliding out of the booth after Daniel. Vondrian stood also, though his glass was still half full.


Lieutenant Aris Choravski came down the stairs from the street and paused, blinking in the tavern’s dimmer light. He caught the RCN uniforms and called, “Say, you fellows. Did you hear? The court-martial’s come out with a verdict on Slidell!”


Choravski had an appointment in the Personnel section of the Navy Office, so he should’ve been on duty now. Nobody who knew the man would be surprised that he’d ducked out of his office early to spread the juiciest piece of gossip to touch the RCN in many years.


“Well, what is it, then, man?” Daniel snapped. He was irritated with himself for blurting what he had to his fellow lieutenants—and irritated at the situation for being what it was. His frustration came out in his tone. Well, Choravski didn’t deserve any better.


“They’ve acquitted him!” Choravski crowed, not in the least put off by Daniel’s harshness. “Acquitted on all charges!”


“I told you so!” said Ames.


“Aye, so you did,” Vondrian agreed. “And I told you that there’d be bad trouble if they did.”


Daniel grimaced as he started for the stairs out of the tavern. By personal taste as well as revulsion against his father’s life, he didn’t think much about politics.


But he was pretty sure Vondrian was right.


* * *


The summons had been by means of a calling card, handed at noon to the doorman of Chatsworth Minor, Adele’s townhouse, by a seeming street urchin. He may have been a real urchin; regardless, the doorman said he’d run off immediately.


The printed front of the card read Bernis Sand. On the back was written in pencil: your westbound tram stop at 18:17. There was no date or signature.


At 18:17 Adele stepped out of the townhouse with Tovera at her side. “I’ll be going out for a few hours, Tiomka,” she said to the doorman on duty.


“Sure you wouldn’t like a few of us to come along, mistress?” Tiomka said. He and the other servants at Chatsworth Minor wore the blue-and-silver livery of the Mundys, but strictly speaking they weren’t Adele’s retainers. They were employed by The Shippers’ and Merchants’ Treasury, the bank which leased the townhouse from Adele but sublet the property on very favorable terms back to Adele and to Daniel Leary when their RCN duties found them on Cinnabar.


“No thank you,” Adele said. “I’m not going anywhere I need to impress people.”


The bank had acted through its managing partner, Deirdre Leary. Daniel knew his sister was involved, but he was too much an innocent in the realms of finance to understand how extremely generous the terms of his rental were.


Daniel didn’t know that his father owned the controlling interest in The Shippers’ and Merchants’ Treasury. If he’d had an inkling of that, he’d have left the townhouse in a fury very different from Adele’s cold rages but just as dangerous to anyone who tried to get in his way.


Adele had no affection for the man who’d had her family killed; but—possibly because she didn’t have close blood relations herself—she was unwilling to prevent Corder Leary from doing what he could to secretly help his son. She wasn’t hiding the fact from her friend: he’d never asked, because that sort of question didn’t interest him.


And heaven knew, Daniel needed someone to look after his money. Daniel’s idea of financial planning was to spend what he had—and a bit more. Annuities from The Shippers’ and Merchants’ Treasury paid comfortable returns on the prize money he’d earned at the risk of his life. The bank dribbled out enough money to weight Daniel’s pockets nicely for as long as he lived; and not coincidentally, the form of the investment prevented him from touching his capital.


“You should take me, you know,” Tovera said mildly. Her title was “private secretary.” She dressed the part in a severely cut suit and attaché case. “There are people who know who you are. Everywhere you go, you’re in danger.”


Tovera’s suit was fog gray; her complexion was so pale that if she’d worn charcoal, she’d have looked like a mime in white-face. The case held a variety of specialized tools, in particular a sub-machine gun.


“While I doubt that Mistress Sand would do me physical harm if I insulted her by bringing a bodyguard, Tovera,” Adele said, “I believe I’d be risking things that are of more importance to me than my life is.”


Tovera chuckled. “I understand, mistress,” she said. “But your life is important to me. Who else would show me how to act human?”


Adele looked at her. She thought Tovera had just made a joke, but it was difficult to be sure. A servant like Tovera was rather like making a pet of a spider from the pale depths of a cave.


Chatsworth Minor was at the end of a close; the tram stop was on the cross street four doors up. A monorail car was leaving as Adele approached, but it was going east toward the center of the city. Two servants had gotten off, laden with large baskets of produce that they may well have brought from the family’s country estate. They bowed politely as they passed Adele.


A westbound car was hissing toward the shunt, shifting the polarity of its magnetic levitators to trail rather than lead that of the support rail. From outside the car seemed to be full to capacity. The doors didn’t open as they normally would when the vehicle stopped.


“Go back and wait for me, Tovera,” Adele said. She reached for the latchplate, but the door accordianed open before she touched it. There were three figures inside, wearing cloaks over gray 2nd Class RCN uniforms. The rest of the crowd was an illusion caused by patterned film over the windows.


“As the mistress orders,” Tovera said politely, but she didn’t move until the door had closed and the tram began to whine away.


Personal transportation in Xenos was by foot or—most generally—by the monorail trams which covered all parts of the city and suburbs. The cars seated twelve and held twenty in reasonable comfort, though at rush hours they might carry double that number. They were individually programmed: a rider chose his destination on the touch pad at the stop where he waited. The system’s central computer then directed to him the nearest car headed in the correct direction.


The wait for a car was rarely more than twenty minutes except perhaps at the farthest reaches of the line. There was a great circular exchange at the Pentacrest, the physical and administrative center of Xenos, where riders might have to transfer; otherwise the cars took them to their destinations by the least circuitous route possible.


Many wealthy families had private cars which retainers set onto the tramline when the master or mistress had an appointment. Only governmental agencies had aircars, and wheeled transport was limited to delivery vehicles during the hours of darkness. Both prohibitions were enforced not by the police but by other nobles, who wouldn’t hesitate to have their guards shoot a rival’s aircar into a collander.


“Where’s Mistress Sand?” Adele said with scant courtesy. The three officers—all men—in the car were strangers to her. She wasn’t worried, but the situation wasn’t what she’d expected and she didn’t like it.


“She sent us to brief you,” said the eldest of the three. “Because of the delicacy of this matter, you’re not to contact her directly while the operation is running.”


The fellow was in his fifties; he had sunken cheeks and a high forehead. The cloaks covered rank insignia and name tags, but if still on active duty he was at least a captain and possibly an admiral. His two companions were younger: a soft-featured blond in his twenties and a black-haired man of thirty-odd with the build of an athlete who’d let himself go to seed.


Adele glanced at a window; the film that counterfeited a carload of passengers also prevented her from seeing out. The tram was proceeding according to directions these men had programmed into it. There was no way that she could tell where they were going; they might simply be riding in a circle back to where she’d gotten on.


She didn’t like this at all. Well, she’d been involved in many things that she didn’t like, especially during the fourteen years she’d lived as a penniless orphan.


“There isn’t an operation till I’ve agreed to it,” Adele said to the leader. “What are you proposing?”


“If you think—” the blond man began hotly. His superior silenced him with a raised finger, continuing to hold Adele’s eyes.


The tram bounced hard at a junction. They were all standing. Adele and the blond man grabbed stanchions; the heavy-set man stumbled backward and had to stick out his hand to keep from falling on a seat. The leader rode the shock with the ease of a man who’d spent much of his life on maneuvering starships.


The jolt had broken the serious edge of tension filling the car. The leader smiled curtly and said without preamble, “The most serious danger to the Republic at the moment, mistress, isn’t the Alliance of Free Stars but rather Radical agitation here on Cinnabar. Though of course the Alliance is funding it, you can be sure of that.”


“I’m not sure of that,” Adele said evenly. “But my duties have nothing to do with Cinnabar politics, so my ignorance is unimportant.”


“Your duties are what the Republic says they are, mistress,” the heavy-set man growled.


Adele looked at him; she didn’t speak. The leader pursed his lips in irritation and said, “I’ll handle this, More.”


Smoothing his face, he resumed to Adele, “Mistress, you can be certain that the Republic wouldn’t call you to this duty were it not important. You lived within the Alliance for many years. You know that the so-called Alliance of Free Stars is really the brutal dictatorship of Guarantor Porra, enforced by military power and a ruthless security apparatus.”


“I agree,” Adele said, smiling faintly. People tended to think “ruthless” meant “cruel.” It didn’t: it meant doing what was logically required without factoring in mercy.


She herself wasn’t cruel; but she’d shot her way out of a trap on Kostroma, changing 20-round magazines several times. If any of the scores of people she’d shot that night weren’t dead, it was simply because the light pellets from her pocket pistol hadn’t penetrated their skulls as she’d intended.


She’d been aiming at their eyes because the bone behind the orbits is very thin, so almost all of the pellets would’ve penetrated.


In the hours before dawn Adele saw those faces and other dead faces more nights than she didn’t. Nonetheless she’d do the same thing again if the situation logically required it. She knew what ruthless meant.


“The trouble is, most of the common people, especially in Xenos, don’t have your experience,” the leader continued. “They’re easy marks for Porra’s agitators and also for irresponsible Cinnabar politicians who think they’ll gain votes by turning the common people against their natural leaders.”


“A cancer,” the blond man said, his head turned to the side as though he were addressing the images pasted onto the windows. “A cancer in the heart of the Republic!”


“Your late father is a hero to many of these people, Mistress Mundy,” the leader said earnestly. “Because you’ve been operating away from Cinnabar, they won’t realize you’ve changed sides. You’ll be able to infiltrate the traitors’ inner circles very easily.”


“I haven’t changed sides,” Adele said, reaching into her left side-pocket.


She wondered what Daniel would’ve said if some fool had made him a comparable proposition. He’d have been loud, she was certain; but that was Daniel, and she was Adele Mundy who rarely raised her voice.


“I don’t have a side, gentlemen,” Adele said. “I’ve never had politics. Politics were my parents’ affair, and I fail to see the attraction of what their interest resulted in. Set me out of this car at once, if you please.”


“Don’t get above yourself, mistress!” the leader said sharply. “This isn’t some academic game where you can choose whether or not to play. This is the safety of the Republic!”


Adele brought the little pistol out of her pocket. Lucius Mundy knew that his politics would lead to duels—unless his would-be challengers learned that calling out a Mundy was tantamount to suicide. He’d seen to it that every Mundy practiced long hours in the target ranges both at Chatsworth and the townhouse, Chatsworth Minor. Young Adele had a natural skill with pistols that had stood her in good stead in recent years. . . .


“Say!” said the blond fellow. His voice rose abruptly in the course of that single syllable. “What do you think you’re doing with that?”


“Are you willing to kill me, gentlemen?” Adele said mildly. “Because I’m certainly willing to kill you.”


She fired into the tram’s control panel. The pellet from the little electromotive pistol snap/cracked, the supersonic shock wave blurring into the impact that blew a divot from the plastic panel.


“Bloody Hell!” the heavy-set man squealed, throwing an arm over his eyes. Fragments of projectile or target must’ve splashed him.


“All right!” the leader said. Then, quieter but with real venom, “All right, we’ll put you down. But don’t think you’ve heard the last of this!”


He cuffed the blond man. “You have the key, don’t you Dagenham? Well, use it!”


Adele lowered the pistol to her side, keeping the barrel well out from her trousers leg. The flux from even a single shot heated the muzzle enough to char cloth. Her face was as still as those on the film covering the car’s windows.


The blond man took a key card from his breast pocket and inserted it into the control slot that allowed specified users to use the pad on the panel to direct the vehicle, overriding the central computer. He met his leader’s eyes, got a snarled, “Yes, you bloody fool!” and shunted the tram car onto the next stop.


The doors didn’t open. Adele slapped the latchplate with her right hand, then deliberately slipped the pistol into her pocket—it cooled quickly. She turned her back on the men as she stepped out of the car. She had no idea where she was.


The tram hummed off behind her. She’d expected one of the officers to shout some final threat, but they remained silent.


There were a dozen people on the platform, but they appeared to be sheltering here rather than waiting for a tram. The buildings nearby were four- and five-story apartments, probably tenements for the very poor. The spill-over, the poorer yet, was here at the tram stop. A pair of men hunched toward Adele, then stopped when they saw her face, cold as death, in the light over the call plate.


With her left hand in her pocket, Adele walked to the public phone on the other side of the kiosk from the call plate. A woman with an infant was huddled against the panel below it.


“Pardon,” Adele said. “I need this.”


“Hey, who do you think you are?” the woman said in a shrill whine.


“Shall I have you whipped out of the city?” shouted Mundy of Chatsworth, scion of one of the oldest houses in the Republic. “Get out of my way, you scum, or I’ll do that and worse!”


The woman crabbed herself away. Her infant began to complain at increasing volume.


Adele punched a series of numbers into the keypad, hit the pause symbol, and then typed an almost identical sequence on top of the first. Almost instantly a woman’s voice, cultured despite the tinny speaker, said, “Yes?”


“This is Mundy,” Adele said. “I resign, effective immediately.”


“Where are you now?” Mistress Sand said.


“I’m where your damned stooges left me!” Adele said, her voice rising despite herself. She knew she had an audience listening from the darkness around her, and she didn’t care. “Somewhere near the outskirts of Xenos, I suppose. The number of the stop is—”


She paused to remember the number in stencilled in black letters above the call plate on the other side.


“Four four seven one, I believe,” she added.


“I had nothing to do with whatever happened to you tonight, mistress,” Bernis Sand said. “I’ll be with you in fifteen minutes, less if I can manage it. Don’t leave the spot.”


The line went dead. Adele stepped back from the phone and looked around. A dozen pairs of eyes were on her. The platform smelled of spoiled food, human waste and other, sharper odors. So, she realized, did the people staring at her.


Adele began to laugh. At least I’m in better company than I was a few minutes ago, she thought.




Chapter Three


[image: Image]


XENOS ON CINNABAR


Adele, her back to the panel mounting the public phone, didn’t hear the aircar approaching. While she worked with her personal data unit, the locals had circled her like animals watching a campfire. As they scattered they called, “The cops! The cops!” loudly enough to break her concentration.


She sighed, shutting down the air-projected holographic display and tucking the control wands away into the case. The unit didn’t hold all knowledge, not even when it was linked—as it was now—to the enormous database in the Library of Thomas Celsus with all its attendant links, but it held enough to engulf any number of troubles and disappointments. In fact its ocean of knowledge was deep enough to swallow the cold, killing rage which a few minutes ago had filled Adele Mundy’s mind.


She stood, sliding the data unit into its special thigh pocket and dusted the trousers with her palms. For the meeting Adele had worn unobtrusive civilian clothing, in excellent condition but similar in type to the cast-off garments of the residents of the tram stop.


Adele had a thigh pocket in every outfit she owned, including her 1st Class RCN uniform where it was very much against regulations. She occasionally went out without her pistol because her destination banned weapons and enforced it with detectors; she was never willingly without the personal data unit.


A covered eight-place aircar set down beside the tram stop. The flanks of the vehicle were marked MILITIA in large letters; searchlights and loudspeaker cones were attached to short posts at the front and rear.


Mistress Bernis Sand got out. She was a short, heavy-set woman who looked bulkier for being in formal garb: white shirt and white cummerbund, with black trousers and frock coat. Adele wondered fleetingly what excuse the spymaster had made to leave some high-level gathering when Adele called.


“Do you mind walking with me?” Sand said. She loosened her cummerbund. “Stuffy doesn’t begin to describe a Regents’ Dinner—the atmosphere, mind, not the Temple Hall.”


“As you like,” Adele said, falling in to Sand’s left. Up the street in the direction they were going was a construction site. She slanted them toward the middle of the pavement out of long-trained reflex.


“We’re being watched discreetly,” the older woman said. “You needn’t worry.”


“Mistress, I’ve lived most of my adult life in districts like this,” Adele said in a thin voice. “I’m not worried. I’d just rather not have to shoot some fourteen-year-old sniffing solvent in a culvert, waiting to mug somebody for pocket change.”


“Your pardon, mistress,” Sand said, nodding toward Adele to make it more than a formal apology. “I’m upset about your other trouble tonight; for which I also apologize. I assure you I wasn’t aware of it, but obviously it wouldn’t have happened in the way it did were you not associated with me.”


“The person involved . . .” Adele said. They were the only pedestrians out on the street, but scuttling from the darkness to either side hinted that scavengers of various kinds were active. “Is a retired admiral named Elric Kahn. He didn’t use his own name, but he named his two flunkies. It was easy enough to find them on the Navy List and track their associations back to him.”


“Was it indeed?” Sand said. She barked out a laugh. “For you I dare say it was, Mundy.”


Sobering, she went on, “Being Kahn, he’ll have been asking you to infiltrate the radical fringe of the Progressive Party, I suppose. A bloody fool thing to ask you, but I don’t blame him for trying. God knows it’s a real problem.”


Sand jerked her thumb back toward the aircar, now nearly a block behind them. “There’s riots tonight in three districts downtown. We were shot at on our way here, though it must’ve been a pistol and barely flecked the paint. Over the Slidell acquittal, you know.”


“Is Senator Kearnes behind it?” Adele said, remembering her host’s violent rage two weeks before.


“No, this is at a much lower level,” Sand said, turning her hands palms-up as if weighing souls. “It’s not about young Kearnes, it’s the two common spacers murdered by uncaring aristocrats. But that’s nothing to do with you, Mundy; as I would’ve told Kahn if he’d asked me.”


Sand looked sharply at Adele. Without raising her voice, but in a tone that would’ve served for pronouncing a death sentence, she said, “Did they use my name?”


“Yes,” Adele said. “They delivered your card with instructions on the back to my doorman.”


She cleared her throat and added, “I destroyed the card immediately.”


“Of course you did!” Sand snapped. “And of course that makes no difference. Mundy, I’ve been a fool in various fashions over the years, but never such a fool as to imagine that you’d lie to me.”


She snorted another laugh. “You might shoot me; that I can imagine. But not lie.”


“I’d regret shooting you, mistress,” Adele said, smiling faintly. It wasn’t really a joke, of course.


Sand sighed. “They shouldn’t have used my name,” she said. “For the rest, well, I’d say Kahn was a fool but I’ve always thought that.”


Adele grimaced. “I was angry because I thought the approach had been made by you, mistress,” she said. “Since it wasn’t—Kahn and his flunkies are scarcely the only fools on Cinnabar. No doubt they meant well.”


Shrugging, she added, “No harm done.”


Sand turned to look at her as they sauntered along the empty street. The pavement was cracked and half the street lights were out, but they weren’t in a hurry. “They used my name, Mundy,” Sand said in the same flat tone as before. “I will deal with the matter.”


A man shambled from between two buildings, holding out a bottle in his left hand. He kept his right hand close to his body. “Have a drinkie with me, girls!” he called. “Drinkie, drinkie!”


Adele stepped in front of Sand, pulling the pistol from her pocket. She fired into the pavement between the man’s feet. The air at the muzzle fluoresced as the coil gun’s magnetic flux ionized the light-metal driving band. The ceramic pellet sparkled like stardust, gouging a narrow trench in the street.


“God help me!” the man screamed, twitching both arms convulsively. The bottle flew in one direction, a knuckleduster in the other. He ran back toward the alley, moving much more purposefully than he’d approached.


Adele smiled coldly. Perhaps the fright had sobered him; and perhaps the rattle of trash in the alley was from stray dogs, not a pack of three of four other thugs waiting to rush onto their victims when their front man had grabbed them.
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