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I’ve based the setting of Some Golden Harbor on political and military events taking place during the early fifth century BC in Southern Italy (Aricia, Cumae, and the Etruscan federation). All right, that’s a little obscure even for me, but I found the discussion of Aristodemus of Cumae in an aside by Dionysius of Halicarnassus to be an extremely clear account of the rise and eventual fall of an ancient tyrant.


There’s more real information here than in the lengthy, tendentious, and generally rhetorical disquisitions on Coriolanus (a near contemporary, by the way). I suspect that’s because Aristodemus is unimportant except as a footnote to Roman history, whereas Gaius Marcius Coriolanus provided one of the basic myths of Rome. The real Coriolanus and the real events involving him are buried under a structure of invention, but nobody had a reason to do that in regard to Aristodemus.


While the basic politico-military situation comes from ancient history, I took most of the business on Dunbar’s World from the South during the American Civil War and the Republicans during the Spanish Civil War. I’ve enormously simplified what went on in both cases.


Every time I really dig into a period I learn that what a secondary history gave two lines to was an incredibly complex business that could’ve as easily gone the other way. I’m pleased when I meet people who know any history at all, but I do wish that people who’ve read only secondary sources (or worse, have watched a TV show on the subject) would keep in mind that there’s a lot beneath the surface of any major historical event. I want to scream every time I hear someone say something along the lines of, “What really caused the Roman Civil War was—”


No, it didn’t. Nothing that complicated has a single, simple causation. When somebody frames his statement in those terms (those doing so have invariably been male in my experience), he proves that he doesn’t know enough to discuss the subject.


The scattered human societies I postulate for this series would have many systems of weights and measures. Rather than try to duplicate that reality and thereby confuse readers without advancing my story, I’ve simply put Cinnabar on the English system while the Alliance is metric. I don’t believe either system will be in use two millennia from now, but regardless: my business is storytelling, not prediction.


—Dave Drake


david-drake.com






And some are wilder comrades, sworn to seek


If any golden harbor be for men


In seas of Death and sunless gulfs of Doubt.


—Alfred, Lord Tennyson


Prefatory Sonnet to


“The Nineteenth Century”
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XENOS ON CINNABAR


“This way, mistress,” said the hostess of Pleasaunce Style, dipping slightly at the knees before turning to lead Adele Mundy into the restaurant. “Your luncheon companion is waiting. Ah . . .?”


She turned, a look of question if not concern on her perfectly formed face. “Your companion requested a table in the Sky Room where you’ll be seen by all. You were aware of that, mistress?”


The hostess was slender and had been tall even before she’d teased her brunette hair up on stiffeners of mauve feathers that matched her dress. The coiffeur formed a curtained cage in which an insect the size of Adele’s thumb sat and shrieked. That would’ve been irritating enough by itself, but all the waitresses were wearing similar hairdos. The insects sang in stridently different keys.


“I didn’t know that,” Adele said, trying not to sound snappish, “but it doesn’t matter.”


“Of course, mistress,” the hostess said and resumed her smooth progress into the restaurant.


Adele supposed the question had been a criticism of her suit, light gray with a thin black stripe. Though as expensive as the clothing of the other diners, it was conservatively cut. The hostess might’ve preferred rags—which could’ve been a cutting-edge fashion statement—to Adele’s muted respectability.


Adele smiled thinly, wondering if she might be able to convince the hostess that she was really a trend-setter; that in the past several weeks her severe garments had become the rage on Bryce and Pleasaunce, respectively the intellectual and political centers of the Alliance of Free Stars. She very possibly could—she could ape a Bryce accent flawlessly—but it’d be a pointless thing to do.


Given that life generally appeared to be pointless, though . . . She’d see whether the idea continued to appeal to her after she’d met with Maurice Claverhouse.


The hostess led Adele up a sweeping staircase to the mezzanine hanging over the middle of the regular dining area. People on the main floor followed them with their eyes. Under other circumstances that would’ve irritated her, but this meeting was work. Adele was a signals officer in the Republic of Cinnabar Navy and an agent for Mistress Bernis Sand, the Republic’s spymaster. Both appointments had put her in situations more uncomfortable than lunching in a trendy restaurant.


“Watch your step,” the hostess warned, gesturing toward the flared landing at the top of the stairs. It joined the mezzanine proper on a thin curved line: the Sky Room must rotate. Though the floor had a cloudy presence when viewed from below, it was clear when Adele looked down.


There were only six tables in the Sky Room, arranged to put the diners on display. A reservation here obviously required more than money, making Adele wonder again why Claverhouse had chosen this venue for their meeting. Several of those present were dressed in fashions as extreme as those of the servers, though they didn’t have insects in their hair.


Adele permitted herself a minuscule grin. Not deliberately, at any rate, and in this company the likelihood of lice was slight compared with the sort of places in which poverty had forced Adele to eat and sleep for many years.


The Mundys of Chatsworth had been among the wealthiest and most powerful nobles on Cinnabar, but their property’d been confiscated when they were executed for treason during the Three Circles Conspiracy seventeen standard years ago. Adele, then sixteen, had survived because she was on Bryce to continue her education in the Academic Collections there. The director, Mistress Boileau, had acted as Adele’s protector as well as mentor, but she herself wasn’t wealthy.


Adele kept a straight face as she glanced past the man at the adjacent table wearing diaphanous garments trimmed with what seemed to be random patches of fur. If it hadn’t been for the Three Circles Conspiracy, Adele Mundy would’ve had a circle of acquaintances who’d keep her abreast of current fashions like those. She’d continue to manage to live with her ignorance, however.


The hostess stopped beside a table whose present occupant, a man in what looked at first glance like a uniform in gold braid and puce, rose to greet her. “Little Adele,” he said. “Still the studious little girl, I see.”


“Good day, Maurice,” Adele said. What was proper etiquette in greeting a man who’d been old when you last met him as a child? “I’m still studious, yes. And probably as girlish as I ever was.”


Which meant not girlish at all, as people generally defined such things. Adele’d been quiet and serious from as far back as she could remember. Her best friends had always been books and the knowledge books brought her. Her little sister Agatha, though, had liked dolls and people and games. When Agatha was ten years old, two soldiers had identified her as a Mundy and therefore a traitor; and they’d cut her head off with their knives.


The hostess drew a chair out for her. Adele found such displays of empty subservience irritating, but objecting would simply delay matters and might offend the man from whom she hoped to glean current information about the situation on Dunbar’s World.


Why had Claverhouse picked a place like this to meet, though? Adele didn’t care, but she’d have thought he’d have been more comfortable in Chatsworth Minor, now her townhouse and a familiar resort for Claverhouse in the days when her father, Lucius Mundy, led the Popular Party.


The old man sat back heavily. The years had weighed on him. He wasn’t overweight in the usual sense, but flesh seemed to hang in soft masses from the rack of his bones. He wheezed slightly as he said, “Little Adele. I was more surprised than I can say to hear from you as soon as I arrived back on Cinnabar after all these years. I hadn’t realized that you—”


He paused, meeting Adele’s eyes; his breath caught again and his hand tightened on his glass. He’d been waiting long enough—though Adele was precisely on time—to have gotten a drink layered in liqueurs of differing colors.


“—survived. If you don’t mind an old man saying so.”


Why don’t the layers mix? As the question popped into her mind, Adele reached reflexively for the personal data unit she carried in a pocket specially sewn into the right thigh of every pair of trousers she owned. The little unit probably held the answer. Even if it didn’t, she’d coupled it to every major database here in Xenos—including those whose access was supposedly restricted.


Some people said that knowledge was power. To Adele Mundy, knowledge was life itself.


But the knowledge she’d come to gather had nothing to do with drink preparation, so she managed to restrain her hand. Smiling to herself, she said, “I was off-planet during the Proscriptions. Your assumption would’ve been correct for the other members of the family, however.”


Maybe the smile was the wrong expression under the circumstances. Claverhouse looked stricken and gulped down half the contents of his tall glass.


Adele grimaced, wishing she were better at social interactions. She never seemed to say or do the right thing. For pity’s sake, he’d brought the subject up!


“I was surprised to see the name of an old acquaintance—” Should she have said “friend”?


“—when I was checking records of recent arrivals from Dunbar’s World, Maurice,” she said, plowing ahead because she couldn’t think of any better way to proceed. “I’ve been assigned to assist Commander Leary—I’m an RCN officer myself, warrant officer that is—in his mission to Dunbar’s World, so I need information on the present situation there. The invasion by Pellegrino, that is.”


“You said as much when you asked for a meeting,” Claverhouse said heavily. “Among the other surprises that gave me was was learning that Lucius’ elder daughter had joined the Navy.”


“Navy” was the civilian term for what anyone in the service called the RCN. Adele didn’t correct him—the old man was a civilian, after all—but her smile was a touch stiffer than it might otherwise have been. Claverhouse had reminded her how much she’d had to change because the world into which she’d been born had changed.


The odd thing was, the thing that Adele would never have believed at the moment she learned that the heads of her parents and most of their friends were displayed on the Speaker’s Rock in the center of Xenos, was that the change was largely for the better. Better by the terms in which she judged things now. The RCN had become more of a family than her blood relatives would ever have been, and she had a remarkably close friend in Daniel Leary.


Even though his father, Speaker Leary, was the man whose proscriptions had ended the Three Circles Conspiracy and most of the Mundy family.


“Would mistress like a drink before her meal?” asked a waitress. This one’s fine blond hair gave Adele a better view of the caged bug. It had six legs, large, clear wings, and a thoroughly unpleasant voice.


Daniel would be interested: he liked both natural history and pretty young blondes. As well as pretty young brunettes, pretty young redheads, and any other variety of pretty young woman.


“Yes,” said Adele, taking the wine list and indicating the first offering under the heading White Wines. She didn’t care, not even a little bit, but she’d long since learned that saying, “I don’t care,” to a waiter would only create more delay. “A glass of that. Thank you.”


“And another Volcano for me,” said Claverhouse. An amber half inch remained of his drink; he finished it and shoved the glass toward the waitress.


His eyes remained on Adele. When the blonde and her insect took themselves away, he said, “Do you suppose that they really do dress like that on Pleasaunce? Or is it an elaborate joke?”


Adele shrugged. “In my experience,” she said, “the people who really care about fashion don’t have a sense of humor. Yes, I think a certain class of people on Pleasaunce goes about with bugs in its hair . . . or did recently, at any rate. I suppose there’s some delay in information since war’s become open again.”


The Republic of Cinnabar and the Alliance of Free Stars were the major groupings that’d appeared since the thousand-year Hiatus from star travel. There was always rivalry and often war, but even during war there was a degree of social and artistic intercourse. There was nothing surprising about a restaurant in Xenos, the capital of the Republic, naming and modeling itself on the style of the chief planet of the Alliance; nor was it surprising that Adele Mundy had studied for a decade on Bryce while the RCN battled Alliance squadrons across the whole human galaxy.


“Sometimes it’s difficult to keep a sense of humor,” Claverhouse said, his eyes unfocused. He cleared his throat and went on more purposefully, “You said, ‘the Pellegrinian invasion of Dunbar’s World’ but that’s not precisely what happened. Pellegrino isn’t within Ganpat’s Reach the way Dunbar’s World and Bennaria are; it’s just outside. Pellegrino’s a significant trade hub, but the Reach itself—and certainly Dunbar’s World—was a backwater where an exile could carry on a business without attracting attention.”


He smiled at a memory, looking suddenly younger. “Miroslav Krychek had been an Alliance colonel,” he went on. “He killed one of Guarantor Porra’s favorites in a duel and arrived on Dunbar’s World at almost the same time I did following the Proscriptions. I had a considerable amount of cash from liquidating assets that weren’t on Cinnabar proper, and Miroslav had two hundred armed retainers. We went into partnership.”


The waitress brought the drinks with a chirping flourish. The bugs seemed to make the sound with their legs instead of their mouths. Adele firmly believed that there was no useless knowledge, so she’d gotten something out of the experience . . . but she certainly wished that Claverhouse had come to Chatsworth Minor instead.


“And then the Pellegrinians invaded,” Adele prompted, since her host appeared to be concentrating on the fresh drink. She couldn’t imagine how Claverhouse had gotten to his present age if he drank like this as a regular thing; perhaps the shock of being driven from his home again had overwhelmed him.


“Not exactly,” said Claverhouse, looking at her shrewdly. “You really are interested in Dunbar’s World, aren’t you?”


“Yes, of course,” Adele said, holding her temper with some difficulty. If he isn’t drunk, is he senile? “I’m accompanying Commander Leary to help our ally Bennaria oppose the invasion of their ally, Dunbar’s World.”


“In the middle of war with the Alliance, the Navy is sending one of its most successful young officers off to the back side of nowhere?” Claverhouse said. “You see, I’ve done some checking myself. And I’m afraid I don’t find your story convincing, Mistress Mundy.”


Adele felt her face stiffen. She carried a pistol in her left tunic pocket, its weight as familiar and comforting to her as that of the personal data unit. She’d killed with it in the past, killed more times than she could count. An old man who’d called her a liar would be a slight additional burden to her soul.


Then instead she smiled. “Maurice,” she said, “I wouldn’t have thought I had to tell you that Cinnabar politics can be harsh. Commander Leary was thought, perhaps with justification, to be a favorite of Admiral Anston, the former Chief of the Navy Board. Anston retired after a heart attack shortly before Commander Leary returned to Cinnabar in a captured prize. The new Chief, Admiral Vocaine, is most definitely not a partisan of Commander Leary. One might surmise that this mission to ‘the back side of nowhere’ was a Godsend to both men.”


Adele paused and licked her lips; they’d gone dry with the rush of adrenaline that had urged her hand toward her pistol. “I tell you that,” she continued, “on my honor as a Mundy. I hope you won’t question my word, Maurice.”


Claverhouse set his drink back on the table and met her eyes. “No, of course not,” he said. “My apologies, dear girl. My sincere apologies. As for Dunbar’s World—”


Skre-e-ell! “Would you care to hear the specials on today’s luncheon menu?”


Claverhouse gave the waitress a look of cold fury and said, “No, we would not. Bill me for two soups and salads and eat them yourself while leaving us alone.”


He glanced at Adele. “Unless you, my dear . . .?”


“No, quite right,” said Adele.


“Then be gone,” Claverhouse snapped to the waitress. “And take your vermin with you!”


He cleared his throat and went on, “Yes, Dunbar’s World. Chancellor Arruns, the leader of Pellegrino, has a son named Nataniel. Nataniel Arruns is an active, ambitious young man. He’s not ideally suited to living quietly at home and waiting to rule Pellegrino when his father dies in the normal course of events. Nataniel has gone to Dunbar’s World with ten thousand mercenaries to conquer a base for himself.”


“So it’s not a Pellegrinian invasion after all?” Adele said, frowning. Mistress Sand hadn’t been able to provide much information, but that much at least had seemed certain.


“Technically, no,” said Claverhouse. He smiled coldly. “But those mercenaries were until a month or so ago members of the Defense Forces of Pellegrino, and I have suspicions as to where their pay is coming from even now. The fact that it’s not legally war between states is useful for all concerned, however. It’d wreck Pellegrino’s economy if vessels trading to Ganpat’s Reach couldn’t stop there as they ordinarily do.”


“Ah,” said Adele, nodding. This was a legal fiction which, like so many other things that looked like lies, made normal human interactions possible. That was much of the reason that Adele was uncomfortable with human interactions.


She brought out her data unit now—properly, because they’d gotten onto the business of the meeting and she didn’t have to worry that she’d offend Claverhouse. What the staff of Pleasaunce Style thought of her was another matter, but she really didn’t worry about that.


“Ten thousand troops is a large force to transport even a relatively short interstellar distance . . .” she said as the unit’s holographic display bloomed in pearly readiness. Daniel had told her Pellegrino was from three to five days from Dunbar’s World as a civilian vessel would make the voyage. “But Dunbar’s World has a population of half a million according to my information. Is that correct?”


“Close enough,” Claverhouse said. “There’s no army, there wasn’t, I mean, but if everybody’d been behind the govern . . .”


His voice trailed off as he stared at Adele. “What in God’s name are you doing?” he demanded. “Are those chopsticks?”


Adele grimaced in embarrassment; another person might have forced a smile instead. “These are the wands I use to control my personal data unit,” she said. “With practice they’re much faster and more accurate than a virtual keyboard. I, ah, prefer them.”


Claverhouse shook his head in wonder. “I always thought you were a clever little girl,” he said. In a different tone he added, “So much has changed. So very much.”


Adele shrugged. “I suppose times always change,” she said. She smiled faintly. “Sometimes they even change for the better.”


Her amusement was not at the thought itself but because the thought’d come into the mind of Adele Mundy. A few years ago—before she met Daniel and became part of the RCN—it would’ve been beyond her conception; and that was the best evidence of change for the better that there could be.


“Do they?” said Claverhouse. “Well, perhaps you’re right. But you want to hear about Dunbar’s World.”


Adele nodded crisply, then smiled again—this time at the serious way she’d responded to what Claverhouse had meant as a mild joke. Fashion-conscious people weren’t the only ones who had difficulty finding humor in their specialties.


“The planet has one temperate continent,” Claverhouse said. “Most people live there, three-quarters of them at least and probably more. But there’s islands, more than anybody’s counted so far as I know, with villages and individual farms. The islanders’re pretty much ignored by the national government, but they have to trade with merchants on the mainland, especially in Port Dunbar on the west coast.”


“The capital,” Adele said. She wasn’t looking at her display, but it helped her concentrate to have the unit live and the wands in her hands.


“Until the invasion, yes,” Claverhouse said. “The islanders have no reason to love the folk in Port Dunbar. Some are helping Arruns, and even those who aren’t probably don’t think they’d be any worse off under him than under the mainland government. Arruns landed on Mandelfarne Island, a dozen miles off the coast from Port Dunbar, then attacked across the strait. He gets food from the islanders, and I’ve heard that military supplies still come from Pellegrino.”


“The Pellegrinians haven’t captured Port Dunbar, though?” Adele said. “Some of the reports said they had.”


The only information on what was happening in Ganpat’s Reach had arrived with an ambassador from Bennaria, whose sun circled a common point with the sun of Dunbar’s World. The two planets had close relations, and Bennaria was technically allied to Cinnabar—the Senate had declared it a Friend of the Republic.


The Bennarian ambassador had asked Cinnabar for aid against the threat to the region. Ordinarily—particularly in the middle of all-out war with the Alliance—the Senate would’ve responded with polite regrets. Because the Manco family drew much of its wealth from Bennaria and Senator Manco was a member of the Republic’s current administration, the Senate had instead directed the Navy Board to provide all help possible during the present emergency.


The Navy Board was responding by sending an advisory mission. Rather than a retired admiral to head the mission or perhaps a senior captain with a drinking problem, Admiral Vocaine had picked Commander Leary, an officer with a brilliant record despite his youth.


“Arruns very nearly did capture Port Dunbar,” Claverhouse said. “He took the northern suburbs and made the harbor too dangerous to use, but then he bogged down. It’s all street fighting now, that and Arruns shelling the city. The government’s moved to Sinclos in the middle of the continent.”


Claverhouse drank, but this time he was simply wetting his lips after talking rather than trying to gulp himself into oblivion. His voice had strengthened; Adele saw signs of the man she’d met in her former life, one of her father’s closest associates.


“Ollarville on the east coast is a starport too,” Claverhouse continued. “There’s always been rivalry between the regions, and the war’s made it worse. I don’t know that Dunbar’s World can survive as a single state no matter how the fighting comes out.”


He shrugged and smiled with bitter humor. “Not that it matters to me, of course,” he said. “I’ll stay on Cinnabar till I die. I didn’t particularly want to come back, but thanks to the Edict of Reconciliation I could. Poor Miroslav can’t go home so long as Porra lives; he’s on Bennaria now. My share of what we salted away will keep me for the rest of my life, but he’s got a household of two hundred to care for.”


“Perhaps Colonel Krychek can resume business on Dunbar’s World after the war,” Adele said. “Even if Pellegrinians win, there’s no reason they should object to third-planet traders, is there?”


Claverhouse laughed until he started to cough; he bent over the table to catch himself. Straightening, he sipped from his drink and met Adele’s gaze.


“There’s a problem for Miroslav and me, yes,” he said, speaking with a hint of challenge. “We met our suppliers on uninhabited worlds, moons often enough, and traded them food and liquor for their merchandize. Then we sold the merchandize to landowners on Dunbar’s World.”


“You dealt with pirates,” said Adele, her eyes on Claverhouse but her fingers cascading images across the data unit display. Piracy was common outside the center of the human-settled galaxy, and Ganpat’s Reach was well on the fringes.


“Very likely we did, yes,” Claverhouse agreed coolly. “We didn’t touch Bennarian goods, not when we could tell, but most of our stock probably came from Pellegrino.”


He drank again and continued, “Our freighter, the Mazeppa, was well armed, and Miroslav’s retainers were well able to convince our suppliers that it wouldn’t be worth the effort to try robbing us instead of trading. Mind, we were honest businessmen. We dealt fairly on both ends of our transactions. But when Arruns arrived, well—the firm of Claverhouse and Krychek closed, and the principals got off-planet very quickly.”


“I see,” said Adele. “Will Bennarian support be enough to drive Arruns back to Pellegrino? I’d think that the Bennarian fleet operating so close to home would be able to intervene.”


“I’ve never known the Bennarian fleet to put more than one ship in orbit at a time,” Claverhouse said, curling his lip. “And I don’t imagine there’s much enthusiasm for open war among members of the Council. They’re the heads of the wealthy families, and all their trade passes through Pellegrino, remember.”


“I see,” Adele repeated, and of course she did. The leaders of Bennaria didn’t like what was happening on Dunbar’s World, but neither were they willing to pay the cost of stopping it. If an RCN squadron set things right, everything would be fine; and were it not that the present war stretched RCN resources rather beyond their limits, that might well have happened.


Except—because Adele saw things from a wider perspective than parochial bumpkins in Ganpat’s Reach did—RCN intervention would probably have been followed by a commissioner from the Bureau of External Affairs in Xenos; who’d in turn be followed by a senatorial advisor to oversee the activities of the Bennarian government. Cinnabar would have to make assessments, of course, to pay for administrative costs and for a proportion of the expenses of the RCN which defended Bennarian interests so ably.


And the Bennarians would pay and obey. If they didn’t, the RCN would be back.


Adele looked up from her display. She’d been running estimates of Bennarian trade and the potential income to the Republic from tribute based on that trade. It was an empty exercise now since the RCN wasn’t sending a squadron, but Adele couldn’t help following a chain of causation when it suggested itself.


Claverhouse was glaring at her. “Maurice?” she said in puzzlement.


“Aren’t you going to lecture me about trading with pirates?” he said. “Tell me that it was unworthy of a Cinnabar noble?”


Adele smiled faintly. “I’m not your conscience, Maurice,” she said. “And the Proscriptions would’ve taught me what Cinnabar nobles were capable of, even if I knew nothing else about our Republic’s history.”


Often in the dark hours after midnight, Adele was visited by people she’d killed. In dreams she saw their faces clearly. When it’d happened—when she’d shot them—they’d been blurs without sex or personality, aiming points in the shattered swirl of a firefight.


Adele felt her smile broaden, though her lips were as hard as glass. She should object to the way someone else made his living?


Adele stood, sliding her personal data unit back into its pocket. “Thank you,” she said. “This has been very helpful.”


The glass of wine stood to the side where she’d set it out of the way of her data unit. She raised it and drank; she hadn’t been doing much of the talking, but her thoughts had dried her mouth.


“I thought you intended to kill me,” Claverhouse said into his own empty glass. “I thought that was why you wanted to meet me.”


Adele stared at him. His face was suddenly that of a corpse.


“What?” she said. Then, “Why?”


“They caught me while I was on my way off-planet,” Claverhouse said, raising his stricken eyes to her. “Not the Militia—a squad of Speaker Leary’s private goons.”


He means the Three Circles Conspiracy, not whatever just happened on Dunbar’s World. . . .


Claverhouse licked his lips. “I made a deal,” he whispered. “I gave them names, dates; everything I knew. And afterwards they let me go.”


Adele set her glass down. She hadn’t finished the wine. She said nothing.


“I checked on you, little Adele,” Claverhouse said. “I know you’re a spy. You knew what I’d done; and I knew that a Mundy of Chatsworth wouldn’t let the Edict of Reconciliation or any other law stand in her way.”


“No, I don’t suppose I would,” Adele said carefully. She’d thought about the implied question before answering it, because she did think things through before she acted. And then she acted, regardless of potential consequences.


She quirked a smile. At least she now knew why Maurice had chosen the most public venue in Xenos for their meeting. It wouldn’t have stopped her, of course.


“Do you recall my little sister Agatha?” Adele said. “Yes? Did you personally cut her head off, Maurice?”


“What?” said Claverhouse. His hand twitched, knocking over his empty glass. “What do you mean? Are you joking?”


“Yes, I suppose I am,” Adele said. “That would take a different sort of man, wouldn’t it, Maurice? Well, since you didn’t, I think I’ll leave you to your own ghosts. Thank you again for the information.”


She turned, reminding herself that the stairs down from the Sky Room would have moved . . . and so they had, but the room had made a full rotation and the stairs were in almost the same place they’d been when she’d come up them.


That seemed to be generally true of life, Adele had found. If you took the long view.


* * *


“Please come in, Commander,” said Madam Dorst, holding the door for Daniel. She wasn’t fat, but she’d become a good deal plumper than she’d been the day she’d bought the dress she was in. Her hair was drawn back with a black fillet, mourning for her son.


“Oh, Commander Leary, Timothy would be so proud!” said the younger woman, Midshipman Dorst’s twin sister Miranda. “We’re honored that you’ve taken time to visit us.”


Her dress was simpler than her mother’s and probably hand-made; she’d sewn a black ribbon around the right cuff. Like her brother, Miranda was tall and fair; not a stunning beauty, but a girl who drew a man’s eyes at least once.


Daniel wore his first-class uniform, his Whites, with his medal ribbons. Full medals would’ve made a much more striking display, particularly because Daniel had a number of gaudy foreign awards, but he wasn’t here to show off. Midshipman Dorst had been brave, as was to be expected in an RCN officer. He’d been competent at shiphandling and astrogation, though without the exceptional skills that Midshipman Vesey, his colleague and fiancée, had demonstrated.


But beyond that, Dorst had shown a unerring instinct in battle. He’d brought his cutter so close to enemy vessels that his salvos were instantly disabling. Despite his lack of brilliance, Dorst would’ve gone far in the RCN if he’d survived; but it wasn’t likely that an officer who put defeating the enemy ahead of every other consideration would survive, and Dorst had not.


Dorst’s attitude had brought his widowed mother and his sister a personal visit from his commanding officer, though, since Daniel had survived against the odds.


“Thank you, Madam Dorst,” Daniel said, bowing with his saucer hat in his hand. “Mistress Dorst. Your Timothy was a valued officer, both to me and to the RCN. I felt I needed to express my condolences in person.”


“Oh, Commander,” Madam Dorst said. “Oh, Timothy would be so—”


She put her hands to her face and turned away, sniffling uncontrollably toward the mirror across the entrance hall. She fumbled for a handkerchief in her sleeve.


“Please come into the sitting room, Commander,” Miranda said, taking Daniel’s right hand in her left and guiding him away while the older woman settled herself. “We have tea waiting.”


Softly she added, “Timothy idolized you, you know. That’s the only word for it. He hoped . . . he hoped that someday he. . . .”


“Midshipman Dorst had my full confidence,” Daniel said forcefully, hoping to forestall tears. “Passed Lieutenant Dorst, I should say. I was very lucky to’ve had his support during several commands.”


Daniel had a great deal of experience with women starting to weep. The only thing he knew to do about it was to put his arms around them and hold them, feeling uncomfortable. That wasn’t appropriate here, and besides there were two women.


The room beyond was dim. Curtains draped the windows on the side wall, and there was more furniture of plush and dark wood than that was really comfortable in the available space. Lace doilies protected the backs and arms of the chairs. The sixth-floor apartment held the remnants of a much larger establishment, and while this building was respectable, it was hanging on to that status by its fingernails.


In the center of the room was a low oval table with a top of richly figured wood. A tea service waited there on a matching porcelain tray; a knitted cozy with a design of fish covered the pot of hot water.


“What an attractive cozy!” Daniel said with false enthusiasm. He bent closer to the service, largely as an excuse to look away from Miranda. “I grew up in Bantry on the west coast. The pattern here takes me back to my childhood.”


“Please do sit, Commander,” said Madam Dorst from the doorway, apparently recovered. “Take the maroon chair, please; that’s the one Timothy used when he was home. And my dear husband before him.”


Daniel seated himself with care; his Whites were closely tailored. He’d been taken aback by the degree of grief the two women were displaying. Unless something had gone badly wrong at Navy Office, they’d have been informed of Dorst’s death at least three months before, and it’d been a quick, clean end. The cutter Dorst commanded had been hit squarely by a pair of 20-cm plasma bolts fired at close range. He and his crew had vaporized before they knew they were in danger.


Mind, you always said something of the sort to the families. It did no good to tell civilians that their beloved offspring had died coughing his lungs out or had drifted away from the vessel into a bubble universe in which she’d be the only thing human until she screamed herself to death. But in this case, it’d really been true.


The women sat in the brown chairs to either side of Daniel. As Madam Dorst filled the pot with hot water, she said, “What ship have they given you now, Commander? Surely it’ll be an important one after you’ve accomplished so much with your little corvette as a lieutenant.”


“Now, Mother,” Miranda said, lifting a plate of little cakes. “Don’t embarrass our guest. He may be off on a secret mission that he can’t talk about. Commander Leary, will you have a macaroon?”


“Thank you, mistress,” Daniel said, pinching one of the squishy little cakes between thumb and forefinger. “There’s nothing mysterious about my present assignment, and in fact I don’t have a ship to command. I’m off to Ganpat’s Reach as an advisor. A Cinnabar ally’s gotten into difficulties and the Navy Office found it easier to spare a very junior commander than a cruiser squadron.”


It was obvious that Dorst’d been talking about him. Very likely the boy had also talked about Adele and the work she did for her civilian mistress. That was unfortunate, but it was bound to happen with a small, tightly knit company like the crew serving with Daniel.


“See, Mother?” Miranda said with a pretty smile. “We mustn’t ask him about that or he’ll be required to lie. Commander, what will you have in your tea? Mother, it should be ready to pour.”


“A little milk,” said Daniel, feeling extremely awkward. “Just a little milk, please.”


He wasn’t beyond letting a pretty girl make him out to be a dashing hero; indeed, if she were pretty enough, he wasn’t beyond encouraging her. Daniel Leary was twenty-four years old, and no one who’d known him any length of time doubted that young women were matters of great delight and concern to him. Here though, he was paying his respects to the family of a slain shipmate. It didn’t seem right to trade on the situation.


“In all truth, Mistress Dorst,” Daniel said, providing more detail than he normally would’ve done with civilians, “I don’t have many friends in the Navy Office at present. This business arose just in time to get me out of the way, to Admiral Vocaine’s benefit and mine as well. I was worried that I’d be assigned to command a guardship or a logistics base in a quiet sector.”


“Oh, that can’t be, Commander!” Madam Dorst said, glancing in horrified amazement from the cup she was turning right side up on its saucer. “Why, Timothy told us that everybody at the highest levels of the RCN was full of your praises. The very highest levels!”


“I’m sure Timothy believed that, madam,” Daniel said, taking a tiny sip of the tea to wet his lips. “But you’ll appreciate that his knowledge of the inner workings of the Navy Office was . . .”


He shrugged and gave Madam Dorst a lopsided smile.


“Not extensive,” he concluded.


“Please call me Miranda, Commander Leary,” the younger woman said with a soft smile. “I won’t presume to call you Daniel—which Timothy never did. But—”


“Daniel, of course,” Daniel said. “Ah, Miranda. I’m not your superior officer.”


When looking in her direction as he spoke, he noticed a data console sitting between flower vases on the table across from the doorway. It was a tiny folding unit, quite new. The rack of chips beside it included several whose coded striping was familiar to him even from six feet away: Foote’s History of the Republic of Cinnabar Navy; The Navy List in its most recent update; and General Regulations and Ordinances Governing the RCN, also updated.


“My goodness!” Daniel said. “Are those Dorst’s?” He cleared his throat in embarrassment. “Timothy’s, that is. I hadn’t taken him for so studious a—”


He broke off as the obvious answer struck him. “Ah,” he said. “Perhaps Midshipman Vesey left these books while she was on deployment?”


“The books are mine, Daniel,” Miranda said, her voice calm but her back suddenly a little straighter in apparent reproach. “I felt I should become familiar with the RCN since Timothy had decided to make it his career.”


“And as for Elspeth Vesey,” Madam Dorst said with unexpected sharpness, “she hasn’t so much as called on us since she’s been in Xenos. I suppose she’s just gone on with her life as though Timothy’s death meant nothing to her.”


“She always felt she was too good for Timothy, I think,” Miranda said with equal venom. “Quite full of herself because she did so well in classes. Well, classwork isn’t everything.”


Daniel placed his cup on the saucer he held on his right knee. “I really think you’re mistaken about Midshipman Vesey,” he said. He was trying to imagine the quiet, self-effacing Vesey as being full of herself; it was like trying to visualize Daniel Leary wearing priestly vestments. “She was completely devoted to, ah, Timothy. And him to her, if I’m any judge.”


“Then why,” said Madam Dorst crisply, “has she not come to see us, Commander? Why?”


Daniel looked at the older woman, groping for the right words. He needed to explain what he felt was the truth, but he was squeamish about intruding into Vesey’s privacy.


“Madam,” he said at last, “I was afraid that the salvo which killed your Timothy had effectively destroyed Vesey as well. In a way, I think it did: she’s just as efficient an officer as she was before—a very efficient officer, one whom I’m glad to have with me on the coming mission, just as I’d be glad to have Timothy if the fortunes of war had spared him.”


The women watched him closely. Their expressions were politely reserved, but Daniel had the impression of a pair or cats eyeing a bird.


“She’s efficient, as I say,” he continued, “but she’s no longer really alive. For the time being—and I hope that it’s only for the time being—she’s stepped away from everything except her duties. From what you say, that includes people whom I’m sure she loves and respects a great deal.”


“Well,” said Madam Dorst with her lips pursed. “I’ll certainly consider your opinion, Commander.”


“I’m shocked that they haven’t found you a command, Daniel,” said Miranda, thankfully changing the subject . . . albeit back to another awkward one. “The Alliance outnumbers us badly, and while I know that one of our spacers is worth two of Guarantor Porra’s brutes—”


Daniel sipped. He’d be the last to object to pride in Cinnabar and the RCN, but spacers were spacers and he’d met Alliance officers who were every bit as skilled as anybody who came out of the RCN Academy.


“—it’s still unthinkable that the RCN would waste its finest officer!”


“Miranda, thank you,” Daniel said, lowering his cup to his knee again, “but the RCN has many fine officers, thank the Gods. And I’m not being wasted, I’m being sent to help an ally. It’s a very responsible position and one that may be of more importance to the Republic than anything I could do if in command of a destroyer.”


Or even in command of the cruiser Milton, as the captured Scheer had been renamed in RCN service. Ordinarily a heavy cruiser would be commanded by a captain, not a mere commander, but Daniel’d had his hopes. Not only was the Milton foreign built, she was of an oddball design intended for convoy escort and commerce raiding. A commander with the support of Admiral Anston, the Chief of the Navy Board, might very possibly hope to command the Milton when she came out of the shipyard where she was being repaired.


Miranda’d said she was shocked that Daniel wasn’t offered a ship when he brought the damaged Milton back for repair. That was nothing to how Daniel himself had felt when he learned in Cinnabar orbit that his prize crew—spacers who’d been with him in some cases from before he had a ship of his own—were being transferred straight to a receiving ship instead of being paid off to enjoy a well-earned leave in Xenos.


The response to Daniel’s protest had brought him a worse shock: Admiral Anston had retired after a heart attack. His replacement as Chief of the Navy Board was Admiral Vocaine, and one of the latter’s first decisions had been to stop all leave. Spacers were kept under guard until they were transferred to an outbound ship.


It seemed to Daniel that treating people like so many pieces of hardware was unlikely to bring out the best of them in service, but the new Chief wasn’t interested in Daniel’s opinion. His petition had been heard—and ignored—by a junior clerk in the personnel division.


Daniel’d initially been so angry about what was happening to his crew—and many thousands of other spacers, of course, but his crew was his responsibility—that he hadn’t thought of what the change in the Navy Office meant for him personally. When his sputtering fury had turned to resignation, he’d realized that he was going to pay heavily for having had—or being thought to have—Anston for a supporter.


“Well, I still think it’s a pity,” said Miranda. “Another macaroon, Daniel?”


“Oh, no thank you,” Daniel said, smiling. He patted his cummerbund. “We were undercrewed on the voyage back to Cinnabar so everybody with rigging experience, myself included, got plenty of exercise. I lost three pounds, and I intend to keep it off.”


He could’ve said more, but bragging about his astrogation would’ve been just as out of place here as hitting on the bereaved. He’d had a crew of seventy-five to manage a cruiser with a normal complement of four hundred. That would’ve been bad enough, but battle had scoured the masts and yards from the Milton’s stern portion besides.


Despite the short crew and the jury rig, the Milton had made the run from Nikitin to Cinnabar in seventeen days, a week sooner than a vessel in normal commercial service. It wasn’t a record run on paper, but it was as nice a piece of sailing as Daniel’d ever managed.


“How will you get to Ganpat’s Reach, Commander?” said Madam Dorst over the rim of her teacup. The porcelain was so thin that her tea with lemon was an amber shadow through the wall of the cup. Like the room’s furniture, the service must date back to a more prosperous period in the family’s fortunes.


“Yes, that’s a three-week voyage, isn’t it?” said Miranda. She’d obviously been studying the Sailing Directions to have been able to pull that—accurate—datum up from memory. “And there’s no direct trade, or almost none.”


“I’ve been studying the route,” Daniel said. “The Navy Office is chartering a vessel for the mission, a former corvette now in private hands. We have the full support of Senator Manco, of course.”


What the mission really had was Adele Mundy, whose skill with information resources went beyond even the high standard to be expected of a librarian. The RCN was indeed chartering the Princess Cecile from its owner, Bergen and Associates . . . Daniel’s own company, left him by his uncle, with Speaker Leary as a silent partner. The contract and funding request were on record as having been approved by every necessary office in Navy House and the Exchequer.


If some months down the road the officials concerned didn’t recall granting those approvals, they were still unlikely to call attention to the business. The very best they could expect was questions about the oversight of their department.


And it wasn’t really corruption: the charter was on fair terms and the only practical way Daniel could see to accomplish the task he’d been set. It would’ve taken months to go through normal approval channels; however, the request probably wouldn’t have gone through. As Daniel’d told the women, Admiral Anston’s fair-haired boy didn’t have any friends in Navy House now.


He finished his tea, smiled, and added, “I believe it should be possible to shave a little time off the usual voyage with a tight ship and a good crew. I’m actually hoping to make the run in fifteen days. Unless we get to Bennaria quickly, we might as well stay in Xenos.”


“Can you find a good crew in these days, Daniel?” said Miranda with a frown. “Can you find any kind of crew, in fact? I know the situation wasn’t as serious when you and Timothy lifted four months ago, but now the RCN is having to strip merchant ships to minimum crews. Even so we’re short of spacers.”


She was a very handsome girl, more so than Daniel’d thought at first glance, and she understood the situation better than he’d have expected her brother to. Dorst was a fine officer, a splendid officer, but no one would’ve called him quick on the uptake.


“As a matter of fact, my, ah, staff is working on that problem,” Daniel said. “I hope to have a solution by midmorning tomorrow.”


“My staff” again meant Adele using her ability to enter databases and modify the information in them. Her other employer had outfitted her with the very finest tools for the purpose, and she saw nothing wrong with using them in aid of the present mission. It was, after all, a task which the Senate had ordered the RCN to carry out and whose execution the Navy Office in turn had assigned to Commander Daniel Leary.


Daniel smiled at a thought: Admiral Vocaine would be angry if—and probably when—he learned what’d happened. But he wouldn’t complain either.


The older woman directed the teapot toward Daniel’s empty cup. He quickly set his hand over it.


“No, no—no more tea for me, please, Madame,” he said. “I really have to be getting on.”


He set the cup back on the tray carefully and rose. “Ah?” he added. “If I might ask a personal question?”


“Of course, Daniel,” Miranda said. She flushed, and it struck him that she might’ve misunderstood his purpose. “Of course you may.”


“Your, ah, Timothy was owed a considerable sum in prize money from the Alliance convoy we captured in the Bromley System,” he said. “And the escort as well, a heavy cruiser that was bought into service. Has this money been paid you yet?”


“To tell the truth, Commander,” Madam Dorst said, “no one will even tell us if there is money owed. Clerks keep sending us to different offices.”


“We’ve been approached by some, well, brokers I suppose you’d call them,” Miranda said, standing and lacing her fingers together. “They offer to buy our rights and pay us immediately, but it seems to me that they’d be taking an awfully high percentage of the claim for themselves.”


“I probably wouldn’t call them brokers, Miranda,” Daniel said, feeling the muscles of his jaw clench. “But I won’t use that sort of language in front of decent ladies like yourselves.”


He brought out the card he’d slipped into his cummerbund in expectation of the answer. Whites deliberately made no provision for carrying objects, but Daniel hadn’t wanted to call on the Dorsts in company of a servant when he knew they couldn’t themselves afford one.


“Go to this bank, the Shippers’ and Merchants’ Treasury, and ask for the manager, if you will,” he went on as Miranda read the card with her mother at her elbow. “She’s expert in this sort of matter, and I think you’ll find the bank’s rates are very moderate.”


“Deirdre Leary,” Madam Dorst said. She looked up. “Is she a relation, Commander?”


“As a matter of fact, she’s my sister,” Daniel said. “But I assure you, Deirdre would make sure that any member of the RCN got a fair shake.”


What Deirdre wouldn’t ordinarily do was immediately pay the full amount of the claim with no discount. That’s what would happen in this case, because Daniel had directed her to take all fees out of his own considerably greater share.


Dorst had been killed carrying out Daniel’s orders. Commander Leary would give those same orders again, because they’d been necessary to defeat the enemies of the Republic. But Daniel was also a Leary of Bantry, and as such he wouldn’t leave his retainers in want while there was money in his own pocket. Deirdre would understand.


“Oh,” said the older woman. “Oh. Oh.” And then she started crying again.


“I can find my own way out,” Daniel said, but as he was turning to the hall Miranda caught his hands in hers and pressed them together.


“Please come back,” she said. “Please do.”


“Yes,” said Daniel. “I, ah, I’ll be sure to do that.”


She was a remarkably pretty girl on third glance.




Chapter Two
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SOUTHWEST OF XENOS ON CINNABAR


Daniel stood with his hands crossed behind his back as the tram rocked to a halt at the end of the spur line. His convoy’s five cars were from the RCN pool. They were made of pressed metal with no pretense of comfort, and the cush drive standard on civilian vehicles had been left off the suspension units in the interests of cost and reliability.


Adele was in the first car with Daniel. She grabbed a stanchion to keep from being thrown forward; he just shifted his angle slightly, keeping his balance by pxracticed reflex.


Daniel grinned, though not at his friend. Signals Officer Adele Mundy had by now spent a great deal of time on starships under way; a common spacer of comparable experience would probably have been rated Able. Adele was still a landsman in both the RCN and general senses of the word.


The double doors ratcheted open. Daniel didn’t let anything show on his face, but he sighed mentally to see that the view was just as bleak as it’d seemed through the grimy portholes that served as windows. He’d known it would be, of course, but he regretted it. Officers on ships as small as the Princess Cecile live too close to their spacers to ignore the fact that they’re human.


The slough was an even darker gray than the overcast sky. The reeds were a sullen green that might as well have been gray; likewise the algae-smeared mud from which they grew. The only brighter colors were iridescent patches of scum. The air was muggy even this early in the day, and Daniel smelled the bite of kerosene. They must’ve used fuel oil as a carrier when they fogged the site with insecticide.


He stepped onto the gravel slip. Well, it’d been graveled once, but that’d been too long in the past: the soft soles of his boots settled noticeably in the mud.


He slapped his cheek to crush a biting fly. The insecticide had been at best a partial success.


“But where are the barracks?” Adele said, her eyes scanning the bleak scene. “That isn’t it, is it? It won’t house sixty-two . . . well, I suppose it could, but . . .”


The other monorail cars clattered up, stopping directly behind Daniel’s because there was no sidetrack as there would’ve been in Xenos proper. There wasn’t a stretch of double track in the seven miles from where this spur left the great naval facility at Harbor Three on the outskirts of the city. There was very little traffic to this storage facility, and what little there was fell under tight RCN control.


“That’s just the guard room,” Daniel said. It was a standard modular structure, two stories high with an overhang at both levels. An officer of the Land Forces of the Republic came out the front door; the two soldiers who’d been playing cards on the bench outside got up and ported their stocked impellers.


“Those’re the receiving barracks, so called,” he said, stretching out his left arm to indicate the starships anchored almost a half mile offshore. “The hulks out there.”


The swamps around this backwater of the Ancien River was too muddy to support the heavy structures of a working port without expensive site preparation. They were, however, a good place to store ships that’d reached the end of their useful lives but weren’t to be sent to the scrap yard yet. The hulls had considerable storage volume, especially since the fittings and fusion bottles had been removed.


Now they were storing spacers. Admiral Vocaine and his staff viewed RCN crews as goods to be warehoused between periods of use.


“Yes sir?” said the officer of the guard, a lieutenant. He’d apparently donned his tunic hurriedly when he heard the convoy pull up: the press closure down the front was sealed askew.


“I’m Commander Leary,” Daniel said, “here to pick up a draft of spacers.” He handed over a coded chip but with it the usual printout that was all anybody really looked at. “I hope you got the warning order so that you could have them prepared for transfer.”


Daniel knew perfectly well that the guard detachment had received the warning order: Adele had seen to that, as she’d seen to every other electronic jot and tittle of the process. Now that he’d met the officer in charge, though, he doubted that the order’d been read. Though a lieutenant and by several steps Daniel’s junior in rank, the fellow was in his late thirties. The RCN didn’t hold the Land Forces in high regard in general, but this one—the name on his left breast was Platt—seemed to be dull even for a pongo.


The personnel accompanying Daniel, one per vehicle, were walking toward him down the muddy trail paralleling the monorail line. He’d brought Woetjans, his long-time bosun and Chief of Rig; Pasternak, the engineer and Chief of Ship, plus Midshipmen Cory and Blantyre.


Rather to Daniel’s surprise, the middies had volunteered for the mission. They’d been among the personnel of the Hermes, the tender on which Daniel had served as First Lieutenant in the Gold Dust Cluster, but that was the first time they’d served with him.


Platt scratched his groin as he peered at the document doubtfully. He could read, couldn’t he? After a moment he turned and shouted back toward the open door of the building, “Higby! Ready sixty packages now!”


“Your orders state sixty-two spacers, not sixty, Mister Platt,” Daniel said. He didn’t raise his voice, but there was a rasp to his tone. “And they’re named individuals, not random personnel.”


“Look, spacehead,” said Platt, starting back toward the building. “We got a system here, and you’re not in my chain of command. First in, first out, and you’ll take who we give you.”


“One moment, Lieutenant,” Daniel said. The metal in his voice stopped Platt in mid-stride and turned his head.


To emphasize the expected distinction in ranks between him and the Land Force officer, Daniel’d worn his Whites with award ribbons instead of utilities like Adele and the others. There shouldn’t have been a problem in getting the draft of spacers, but there generally were problems when you had to deal with base personnel.


That the administration of the receiving ships had been transferred to the Land Forces made the situation worse. The fact that the new head of the Navy Board chose pongoes instead of RCN Shore Police to enforce his regulations damned him utterly.


“You’re right, I’m not in your chain of command,” Daniel said, quietly again though he could feel the muscle at the back of his jaw twitching. “And I’m not in the chain of command of your battalion commander, Major Joinette.”


He paused, giving time for Platt to realize that Daniel knew his CO; if Platt was smart enough to understand the implications, of course. It’d been Adele’s idea and her research as well, of course. Daniel’d come to believe what Adele had always claimed, that there was no useless information.


“But Marshal of the Land Forces Leaver does report to the Senate Defense Committee under Lord Manco,” Daniel continued, smiling now, “and the mission for which these spacers are required is one decreed by Lord Manco personally. Now, Lieutenant, why don’t you just carry out your orders so that we don’t have to look at each other any longer than necessary.”


“I’ll give the orders,” Platt muttered, tracing a figure-8 in the ground with the toe of his boot. “I’ll send a signal to the Hopeless and they’ll have your, ah, spacers ready by the time the barge gets there. Except—”


He frowned at the hardcopy again.


“—it’ll take fuck knows how long to enter all these names.”


“Don’t bother,” said Adele. “I’ve already sent the request. You have, that is.”


Daniel glanced at where his friend had been standing a pace behind while he dealt with the Land Forces officer; then he looked down. Adele’d seated herself cross-legged in the mud and taken out her personal data unit; her slanted wands flickered like the forked tongue of a snake, licking information out of empty air. With a nod of self-congratulation, she shut down the unit and slipped the control wands back into the case.


Platt gaped at her. “What’re you doing there?” he said.


Daniel hid a smile. Adele was wearing utilities; they were meant for this kind of use, but Daniel knew perfectly well that she’d have done the same in a dress uniform. Funnier still was the fact the lieutenant was more amazed at seeing a spacer sitting on the ground than what she’d just told him: that she’d entered his command console and issued orders in his name, albeit much more efficiently that Platt could have managed on his own.


“Got some trouble to sort out, Captain?” asked Woetjans, a little ahead of the others because she’d been in the second car. Her big hands clenched and opened again.


The bosun was six and a half feet tall, raw-boned rather than bulky, and immensely strong. She was just as plain as the vehicles they’d arrived in. When Woetjans taught newbies the rigging on the ground, she used a starter of flexible cable that raised welts through utilities; in a brawl, her weapon of choice was a length of high-pressure tubing that broke bones with every stroke. She didn’t carry anything now, but she wouldn’t need tools for the likes of Platt.


“Not at all, Woetjans,” Daniel said. “They appear to keep the ferry on this side, so we’ll ride over to the hulk with it. Lieutenant, would you like to come along?”


He was going to offer Adele a hand up, but Pasternak was already doing that. He wasn’t a man for a fight, and helping the signals officer gave him something to do with his hands in case Woetjans belted somebody.


Pasternak was in late middle age; his service cap hid the fact he was bald above a fringe of red hair. He never moved fast, but neither did he waste motion or hesitate. His skills and seniority rated a post on a heavy cruiser if not a battleship, but he’d chosen to accompany Daniel on an unrated private yacht—which was all the Sissie was now.


He liked serving under Daniel because he understood the details of the Power Room and propulsion machinery better than most captains; but Pasternak was an officer who took the long view as well. Lieutenant, now Commander, Leary had a remarkable record of taking prizes from the enemy, and the spacers who’d served with him had earned more florins than any other crews in the RCN. Pasternak was one of the exceptions who’d saved his money, and at least one element of his calculation must’ve been how much he was likely to get from another voyage with Mister Leary.


That was perfectly all right with Daniel. He was lucky to have so able a Chief Engineer, even if the fellow’s thinking was completely foreign to him.


“You can’t go over to the Hopeless!” Platt said to the backs of the spacers who’d walked past him toward the ferry—a double-ended tub, originally a barge for carrying bulk cargo. “That’s not allowed.”


“Of course it is, my good man,” Daniel called brightly over his shoulder. “Come along with us, please.”


Though Daniel hadn’t expected it, he was pleased when Platt followed. The guard officer’s mere presence might be useful in convincing his staff that what was going on was proper even if it was unusual.


Adele, either reading Daniel’s mind or having decided Lieutenant Platt’s spine needed a little stiffening, said in a mildly testy voice, “This has been approved at the very highest naval authorities, Lieutenant, and they are RCN personnel, after all. Admiral Vocaine simply wanted a picked crew for the mission.”


“Right, well . . .” Platt muttered. He didn’t look happy, but he seemed to accept the explanation. It was completely true, except that Commander Leary rather than the Chief of the Navy Board had made the decision.


Two soldiers wearing utility trousers but undershirts rather than tunics were taking the boardwalk from the back of the building toward the barge. They were obviously surprised to see the spacers and their CO walking across the mud to meet them.


“Sir?” one of them asked. The other tucked his khaki undershirt into his trousers with a sidelong glance.


“It’s quite all right,” said Daniel with a breezy confidence that he knew reassured other people more than words alone could do. “We’re all going over together.”


He waved cheerfully. It reassured him, to tell the truth.


A twelve-inch outside-diameter steel tube had been driven deep in the bank of the slough to anchor a heavy line of beryllium monocrystal. The rest of the line was coiled on one of two large drums in the center of the barge; a similar line ran from the second drum to the hulk, though it lay in the water for most of the distance. An electric motor drove both drums through a gear train so that one line paid out while the other was taken up.


The barge’s interior was empty except for the drive train, the controls—a six-foot lever, now in neutral, which could be thrown into forward or reverse positions—and metal ladders welded to both sloping ends.


Water pooled in places on the deck plates. It’d probably slosh onto Daniel’s boots and possibly his trousers when the barge got under way, but that couldn’t be helped. He grinned as he boarded after the two soldiers: if they got through this business at no worse cost than him replacing a pair of dress trousers, he’d count it a win.


“I’ll give you a hand, Lieutenant,” Woetjans said. Daniel glanced back. Platt must’ve hesitated on the landing stage after Pasternak and the midshipmen clattered down the ladder. The bosun picked him up with one arm and followed, facing forward into the barge like the other spacers instead of back toward the ladder. Platt yelped, but he had better sense than to squirm.


Daniel grinned more broadly. Adele’d come down the ladder facing the bulkhead. She was RCN though, even if she wasn’t a spacer!


“Cast off if you will, my good man,” Daniel said to the soldier at the controls. He wished the pongoes were wearing proper uniforms so he could address them by their ranks, but behaving as a good-natured noble toward menials would do in a pinch. “The sooner this is over, the sooner we can all go back to doing things we prefer.”


Daniel thought the soldier’d check with his CO, but he just threw the lever forward. The motor whined and the drums began to rotate in opposite directions with a hollow thumping. The line running over the bow and through an eyelet added a high-pitched squeal to the general racket.


It didn’t bother Daniel: a starship under way frequently had as much equipment working at the same time, and there the noise was enclosed in a steel tube. The ferry was open to the sky.


On the other hand, the cable snaking up from the slough sprayed everybody aboard with algae and dirty water as it wound onto the take-up spool. Cheap at the price. . . .


The other soldier’d climbed the ladder at the bow end. To conn the barge, Daniel supposed, since the hull was too deep for anyone in her belly to see the surface. The receiving ship would be a looming presence ahead as they neared her, but Daniel supposed there could be some floating object in the way.


He couldn’t imagine what—and the ferry couldn’t maneuver around such an object anyway—but no doubt having a lookout was the proper procedure. Besides, it wasn’t as though the guards had something better to do.


“That’s a battleship, isn’t it?” Adele said, making a visor of her hands to keep the filthy spray out of her eyes. She reached for her data unit, then caught herself.


The flying droplets were probably why she wasn’t sitting in the bilges with her wands flickering. Her data unit was sealed—Daniel’d seen it dunked in salt water and perform flawlessly moments later—but Adele nonetheless lavished care on the tool that she’d scorn to expend on her own person.


“She was,” Daniel agreed. They stood close enough together that he didn’t have to shout to be heard over the noise of the ferry’s jolting passage. “The Lucretius, built before my father was born.”


Not that Corder Leary knew or cared about any aspect of the RCN unless one of his companies was making money from it. Which they might well be, even here.


“She served as a guardship on Plenty for a decade,” Daniel went on. “Longer than that, I believe. They brought her back to Cinnabar some five years ago when she’d become too decrepit even for a guardship, but instead of scrapping her they stripped her for a hulk. They renamed her when she left service, the Hope. And of course either the guards or more likely the spacers billeted here renamed her again unofficially.”


“Yes,” said Adele. “The Hopeless. Well, perhaps not for the Sissies.”


“’Ware the dock!” shouted the lookout. “Twenty yards, Feeley!”


Daniel put his arm around Adele’s shoulders, correctly anticipating that the bow wave rebounding from the battleship’s outrigger would make the ferry lurch violently. He felt Adele tense, then relax as intellect overcame instinct. For a moment she didn’t know why Daniel was bracing her, but she knew there must be a reason.


The bow juddered with a quick rhythm that made Daniel more uncomfortable than he’d expected. The physical shock was slight, but a vibration at that frequency on a starship meant that something had gone seriously wrong with the High Drive motors. A problem in a system that involved matter/antimatter annihilation could get lethal in an eyeblink.


The helmsman—if that’s what you called him—walked around the control lever so that he could push it into reverse instead of pulling. A squeal rose to a shriek as the ferry’s inertia fought the torque of the big electric motor. At the very instant the barge slammed the outrigger and lost the slight remainder of its way against log bumpers, the soldier brought the control to neutral.


“He’s not the most military fellow I’ve met,” Daniel said to Adele in a lowered voice, “but he’s done a professional job getting us here.”


“I dare say your superiors have often made similar remarks,” Adele said, her expression deadpan.


The lookout had jumped into the belly of the ship rather than riding the bulkhead into collision. Before he could get to the ladder again, Woetjans had scrambled up it while still carrying Platt. She set the lieutenant down and tied the coil of vegetable-fiber rope that Cory tossed her around a stanchion.


“Shall I pipe you aboard, Cap’n?” the bosun offered with a grin. On her rough-hewn face, the expression was ferocious.


“Bite your tongue, Mistress Woetjans!” Daniel said as he climbed, as easily as she had but no quicker for being unburdened. “I’ll willingly leave the command of the Hope here to Lieutenant Platt.”


“I’m not in command!” Platt said with frightened emphasis. “I just have first platoon of the guards, that’s all!”


Everybody ignored him. That must’ve become a familiar experience during his military career.


Daniel strode across the catwalk connecting the outrigger with the main hatch. All—well, most—of the Hope’s ports and hatches were open; those that weren’t had probably jammed closed. Spacers sat on the coamings, looking down at the open barge. A man—Daniel thought it was Barnes—cried in delight, “By all the Gods and their buggering priests! It’s Mister Leary!”


Daniel waved, but faces were already disappearing from the hatches. His face hardened into a frown.


Barnes and his friend Dasi were excellent spacers. If Daniel’d known what was going to happen when the Milton reached Cinnabar orbit, he’d have rated them as bosun’s mates. The new regulations covered only common spacers, not warrant officers, and those two were due a chance to spend their accumulated pay and prize money anywhere they pleased.


Indeed, all the Sissies were due that—and so far as Daniel was concerned, the same was true for every one of the spacers putting their lives on the line for Cinnabar. Sure, most of them were going to blow their wad down to the last trissie in the bars and brothels fronting Harbor Three, but that was their choice to make.


Daniel’s usual smile reappeared as he walked through the Hope’s main hatch. Given that Commander Daniel Leary’s tastes were pretty much the same as his crew’s—albeit of a somewhat higher class now that he could afford better liquor and women—he wasn’t about to take a moral stand on the matter.


In the entrance foyer were a squad of guards and a Land Forces clerk. The clerk’s self-powered console and folding chairs the soldiers had brought themselves were the only furnishings. The internal hatches were dogged and locked, as were three of the four companionways that would’ve given access to the decks above and below.


The swinging grate that replaced the hatch of the remaining companionway was also locked, but there had to be some opening at the other end; the compartment echoed with the happy excitement of spacers shouting down the armored tube. The guards had grabbed their weapons and were staring nervously at the grate, while the clerk was shouting into the console’s audio pickup.


The soldiers didn’t notice Daniel until Woetjans bellowed, “Atten-shun!” in a voice that snatched their heads around. Several of the gun muzzles swung around also.


Platt had followed the bosun into the foyer. She grabbed the squawking lieutenant and thrust him in front of Daniel.


“Sir!” the clerk cried, jumping up from his console. “I’ve been trying to raise you! The packages’ve all gone crazy!”


“There’s no problem,” said Daniel. “Do you have a PA system?”


The compartment stank; he could only imagine what the rest of the hulk was like. The Hope hadn’t had power since her fusion bottle was removed, so her environmental system and plumbing didn’t work. The open hatches would circulate air to a degree, but they also let in rain every time it stormed. And with no officers present, there were inevitably going to be spacers who relieved themselves into the vessel’s interior instead of hanging their equipment out a hatch.


Woetjans walked to the grating, secured with a padlock. “Pipe down!” she shouted. “All the Sissies are going home shortly, but keep your bloody mouths shut!”


“No, no,” the clerk said, looking from Daniel to Platt and then quickly back to Daniel. “We go to the head of the stairs and call through the grille, but we can’t do that when they’re in a state like this. What got into them?”


Daniel glanced at the padlock; it wasn’t substantial. He gripped the nearest stocked impeller and pulled it out of the guard’s hands before she realized what was going on. “I’ll borrow this if you don’t mind, mistress,” he said calmly.


“You can’t!” she said, but of course he already had. Woetjans stood in front of her and walked the soldier back slowly.


Daniel raised the impeller, then brought it down in a crisp blow that cracked the steel buttplate into the lock’s body between the arms of the hasp. The lock popped open.


Daniel really looked at the impeller for the first time and noticed that the LED on the back of the receiver was green: it was ready to fire. He thumbed the safety on. He doubted that the slug would’ve penetrated a battleship’s decking if the bloody thing’d gone off, but there’d have been about a hundred grains of osmium ricocheting hypersonically around the compartment.


“You can’t go up there!” a soldier said. None of them wore insignia but the speaker was older than the rest and so probably a noncom. “Bleeding hell, sir! If they get loose like this they’ll have us for breakfast, guns or no guns!”
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