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From Armsman Roic'swrist



com the gate guard'svoice
reported laconically, “ They'rein.
Gate'slocked.”

“Right,” Roicreturned.
“Dropping the house shields.” He
turned to the discreet security
control panel besidethe carved
double doorsof Vorkosgan
House'smain entry hall, pressed
hispalm to theread-pad, and
entered a short code. Thefaint
hum of the force shield protecting
the great house faded.

Roic stared anxioudy out one
of thetall, narrow windows
flanking the portal, ready to throw
thedoorswidewhen m'lord's
groundcar pulled intothe porte
cochere. Heglanced no less
anxioudy down the considerable



length of hisathletic body,
checking hisHouse uniform:
half-boots polished to mirrors,
trousersknife-creased, silver
embroidery gleaming, dark brown
fabric spotless.

Hisface heated in mortified
memory of alessexpected arrival
In thisvery hall-also of Lord
Vorkosigan with honored company
In tow-and the unholy tableau
m'lord had surprised with the
Escobaran bounty huntersand the
gooey debacle of the bug butter.
Roic had looked an utter fool in
that moment, nearly naked except
for aliberal coating of sticky
dime. He could still hear Lord
Vorkosigan'saustere, amused
Voice, as cutting asarazor-dash



across hisears; Armsman Roic,
you're out of uniform.

Hethinks|'m an idiot. Worse,
the Escobarans invasion had been
a security breach, and whilehée'd
not, technically, been on duty-he'd
been adeep, dammit-he'd been
present in the house and therefore
on call for emergencies. The mess
had been in hislap, literally.
M'lord had dismissed him from
the scene with no morethan an
exasperated Roic. . . get a bath,
somehow mor e keenly excoriating
than any bellowed dressing-down.

Roic checked hisuniform
again.

Thelong silvery groundcar
pulled up and sighed to the



pavement. Thefront canopy rose
on thedriver, the senior and
dauntingly competent Armsman
Pym. Hereleased therear canopy
and hurried around thecar to
assst m'lord and hisparty. The
senior armsman spared a glance
through the narrow window as he
strode by, hiseye passing coolly
over Roic and scanning the hall
beyond to make sureit contained
no unforeseen dramathistime.
ThesewereVery Important
Off-World Wedding Guests, Pym
had impressed upon Roic. Which
Roic might have been left to
deduce by m'lord going per sonally
to the shuttleport to greet thear
descent from or bit-but then, Pym
had walked in on the bug butter
disaster, too. Sincethat day, his



directivesto Roic had tended to be
couched in words of one syllable,
with no contingency left to chance.

A short figurein a
well-tailored gray tunic and
trouser s hopped out of the car
first: Lord Vorkosigan, gesturing
expansively at the great stone
mansion, talking nonstop over his
shoulder, smiling in proud
welcome. Asthe carved doors
swung wide, admitting a blast of
Vorbarr Sultanawinter night air
and a few glittering snow crystals,
Roic stood to attention and
mentally matched the other people
exiting the groundcar with the
security list he'd been given. A tall
woman held a baby bundled in
blankets; alean, smiling fellow



hovered by her side. They had to
bethe Bothari-Jeseks. Madame
Elena Bothari-Jesek wasthe
daughter of thelate, legendary
Armsman Bothari; her right of
entreeinto Vorkosgan House,
wher e she had grown up with
m'lord, was absolute, Pym had
made sure Roic under stood. It
scar cely needed the silver circles
of ajump pilot'sneural leads on
midforehead and templesto
Identify the shorter middle-aged
fellow asthe Betan jump pilaot,
Arde Mayhew-should ajump pilot
look so jump-lagged? Well,
m'lord's mother, Countess
Vorkosigan, was Betan, too; and
the pilot's blinking, shivering
stance was among the most
physically unthreatening Roic had



ever seen. Not sothefinal guedt.
Roic's eyes widened.

The hulking figur e unfolded
from the groundcar and stood up,
and up. Pym, who was almost as
tall as Roic, did not come quite up
toitssnoulder. It shook out the
swirling folds of a gray-and-white
greatcoat of military cut and
threw back itshead. Thelight
from overhead caught the face and
gleamed off . . . werethose fangs
hooked over the outsung lower
jaw?

Sergeant Taura wasthe name
that went with it, by process of
elimination. One of m'lord'sold
military buddies, Pym had given
Roic to understand, and-don't be
fooled by the rank-of some



particular importance (if rather
mysterious, aswas everything
connected with Lord Miles
Vorkosgan'slate career in
|mperial Security). Pym was
former ImpSec himself. Roic was
not, ashewasreminded, oh, three
timesa day on average.

At Lord Vorkosigan'surging,
thewhole party poured into the
entry hall, shaking off
snow-spotted gar ments, talking,
laughing. The greatcoat was
swung from those high shoulders
like a billowing sail, its owner
turning neatly on onefoot, folding
the garment ready to hand over.
Roic jerked back to avoid being
clipped by a heavy,
mahogany-colored braid of hair as



It swept padt, and rocked forward
to find himself faceto. .. noseto.
.. staring directly into an entirely
unexpected cleavage. It was
framed by pink silk in aplunging
vee. He glanced up. The outdung
jaw was smooth and beardless.
Thecurious pale amber eyes, irises
circled with deek black lines,
looked back down at him with, he
Instantly feared, some amusement.
Her fang-framed smile was deeply
alarming.

Pym was efficiently organizing
servantsand luggage. Lord
Vorkosigan'svoice yanked Roic
back to focus. “ Roic, did the count
and countess get back in from
ther dinner engagement yet?”

“ About twenty minutes ago,



m'lord. They went upstairsto their
suiteto change.”

Lord Vorkosigan addressed
the woman with the baby, who was
attracting cooing maids. “My
parentswould skin meif | didn't
take you up to them instantly.
Comeon. Mother'spretty eager to
meet her namesake. | predict Baby
Cordeiawill have Countess
Cordeliawrapped around her
pudgy littlefingersin about, oh,
three and a half seconds. At the
outside”

Heturned and started up the
curveof thegreat stair case,
shepherding the Bothari-Jeseks
and calling over hisshoulder,
“Roic, show Ardeand Taurato
their assigned rooms, make sure



they have everything they want.
We'll meet back in thelibrary
when you all arefreshened up or
whatever. Drinks and snackswill
belaid on there.”

So, it was a lady sergeant.
Galacticshad those; m'lord's
mother had been a famous Betan
officer in her day. But thison€'sa
bloody giant mutant lady sergeant
was a thought Roic suppressed
mor e firmly. Such backcountry
pre udices had no placein this
household. Though, shewas
clearly bioengineered, had to be.
Herecovered himsalf enough to
say, “May | takeyour bag,um.. ..
Sergeant?”

“Oh, all right.” With a
dubiouslook down at him, she



handed him the satchel she'd had
dung over onearm. The pink
enamel on her fingernailsdid not
guite camouflagethear shapeas
claws, heavy and efficient asa
leopard's. The bag'sdescending
weight nearly jerked Roic'sarm
out of itssocket. He managed a
desper ate smile and began lugging
It . two-handed up the staircasein
m'lord'swake.

He deposited thetired-looking
pilot first. Sergeant Taura's
second-floor guest room was one
of therenovated ones, with itsown
bath, around the corridor's corner
from m'lord'sown suite. She
reached up and trailed a claw
along the celling and smiled in
evident approval of Vorkosgan



House' sthree-meter headspace.

“$S0,” shesaid, turningto Roic,
“IsaWinterfair wedding
consider ed especially auspicious,
In Barrayaran custom?”

“They'renot socommon asin
summer. Mostly | think it'snow
because m'lord'sfianceeis
between semestersat university.”

Her thick browsrosein
surprise. “ She'sa student?”

“Yes, ma'am.” Hehad a
notion one addressed female
ser geants as ma'am. Pym would
have known.

“1 didn't realize shewassuch a
young lady.”

“No, ma'am. Madame



Vorsoisson'sawidow-shehasa
little boy, Nikki-nine year s old.
Mad about jumpships. Do you
happen t' know-doesthat pilot
fellow like children?” Mayhew
was bound to be a magnet for
NikKi.

“Why ...l don't know. | don't
think Ardeknowsether. He
hardly ever meetsany in afree
mercenary fleet.”

He would have to watch, then,
to besurelittle Nikki didn't set
himself up for a painful rebuff.
M'lord and m'lady-to-be might
not be paying their usual attention
to him, under the circumstances.

Sergeant Tauracircled the
room, gazing with what Roic



hoped was approval at its
comfortable appointments, and
glanced out thewindow at the
back garden, shrouded in winter
white, the snow luminousin the
security lighting. “| suppose it
makes sense that he'd haveto wed
oneof hisown Vor kind, in the
end.” Her nosewrinkled. “ So, are
theVor asocial class, awarrior
caste, or what? | never could quite
figureit out from Miles. The way
hetalks about them you'd half
think they werearedigion. Or at
any rate, hisrdligion.”

Roic blinked in bafflement.
“Wdll, no. And yes. All of that. The
Vor are...wdl, Vor.”

“Now that Barrayar has
modernized, isn't a hereditary



aristocracy resented by therest of
your classes?”

“But they'reour Vor.”

“Saysthe Barrayaran. Hmm.
SO, you can criticize them, but
heaven help any outsider who
daresto?”

“Yes,” hesaid, relieved that
she seemed to have grasped it
despite hisstumbling tongue.

“A family matter. | see.” Her
grin faded into a frown that was
actually less alar ming-not so much
fang. Her fingers clenching the
curtain inadvertently poked claws
through the expensive fabric;
wincing, she shook her hand free
and tucked it behind her back.
Her voicelowered. “So she'sVor,



well and good. But does she love
him?”

Roic heard the odd emphasis
In her voice but was unclear how
tointerpretit.“1I'mvery sureof it,
ma'am,” he avowed loyally.
M'lady-to-b€e s frowns, her
darkening mood, were surely just
prewedding nerves piled atop
examination stresson the
substrate of her not-so-distant
ber eavement.

“Of course.” Her smileflicked
back in a perfunctory sort of way.
“Haveyou served Lord
Vorkosigan long, Armsman Roic?”

“Sincelast winter, ma'am,
when a space fell vacant in the
Vorkosgans armsmen'sscore. |



was sent up on recommendation
from the Hassadar Municipal
Guard,” he added a bit
truculently, challenging her to
sneer at hishumble, nonmilitary
origins. “A count'stwenty
armsmen ar e always from hisown
district, y'see”

Shedid not react; the
Hassadar Municipal Guard
evidently meant nothing to her.

Heasked in return, “Did you .
..servehim very long? Out
there?” In thegalactic
backbeyond wherem'lord had
acquired such exotic friends.

Her face softened, the fanged
smilereappearing. “In a sensg, all
my life. Since my real life began,



ten yearsago, anyway. Heisa
great man.” Thislast was
delivered with unsalf-conscious
conviction.

Weéll, hewasagreat man's son,
certainly. Count Aral Vorkosigan
was a colossus bestriding the last
half century of Barrayaran
history. Lord Mileshad led aless
public career. Which no one would
tell Roic anything about, the most
junior armsman not being
ex-ImpSec like m'lord and most of
therest of thearmsmen, eh.

Still, Roic liked thelittlelord.
What with the birth injuriesand
all-Roic shied away from the
pe or ative mutations-he'd had a
rough rideall hislife despitehis
high blood. Hard enough for him



tojust achieve normal things, like.
.. like getting married. Although,
m'lord had brainsenough, belike,
In compensation for hisstunted
body. Roic just wished hedidn't
think his newest armsman a dolt.

“Thelibraryistotheright of
the stairsasyou go down, through
thefirst room.” Hetouched his
hand to hisforehead in afarewdll
salute, by way of paving his escape
from thisunnerving giant female.
“Thedining'sto be casual tonight;
you don't need t' dress.” He
added, as she glanced down in
bewilderment at her
travel-rumpled loose pink jacket
and trousers, “ Dressup, that is.
Fancy. What you'rewearing is
fine.”



“Oh,” shereplied with evident
relief. “ That makes more sense.
Thank you.”

* k%

Having made hisroutine
security circuit of the house, Roic
arrived back at the antechamber
just outsidethelibrary to find the
huge woman and the pilot fellow
examining the array of wedding
presentstemporarily staged there.
The growing assortment of objects
had been arriving for weeks. Each
had been handed in to Pym to be
unwr apped and to undergo a
security check, rewrapped, and as
the affianced couple' stime
permitted, unwrapped again and
displayed with itscard.



“Look, here'syours, Arde,”
said Sergeant Taura. “And here's
Elli's”

“Oh, what did shefinally
decideon?” asked thepilot. “ At
one point shetold me shewas
thinking of sending the bridea
bar bed-wire choke chain for
Miles, but was afraid it might be
misinterpreted.”

“No...” Tauraheld up athick
fall of snimmering black stuff as
long asshewastall. “ 1t seemsto be
some sort of fur coat. No, wait-it's
a blanket. Beautiful! Y ou should
fed this, Arde. It'sincredibly soft.
And warm.” Sheheld a supplefold
up totheside of her head, and a
delighted laugh broke from her
long lips. “It'spurring!”



Mayhew's eyebrows climbed
halfway to hisreceding hairline.
“Good God! Did she...? Now,
that's a bit edgy.”

Taura stared down at him in
puzzled inquiry. “ Edgy? Why?”

Mayhew made an uncertain
gesture. “It'salivefur-a genetic
construct. It looksjust like one
Miles once gaveto Elli. If she's
recycling his gifts, that's a pretty
pointed message.” He hesitated.
“Though | supposeif she bought a
fresh new onefor the happy
couple, that's a different message.”

“Ouch.” Tauratilted her head
to one sside and frowned at the fur.
“My life'stoo short for arcane
mind games, Arde. Which isit?”



“Search me. In thedark, all
cat blanketsare. ..wdl, black, In
thiscase. | wonder if it'sintended
as an editorial?”

“Wadl, if it is, don't you dare |et
on tothe poor bride, or | swear I'll
turn both your earsinto doilies.”
She held up her clawed fingers
and wriggled them. “By hand.”

Judging by the pilot's brief
grin, thethreat wasajest, but by
hislittle bow of compliance, not an
entirely empty one. Taura
observed Roic, just then, refolded
thelivefur intoitsbox, and tucked
her handsdiscreetly behind her
back.

Thedoor tothelibrary swung
open, and Lord Vorkosigan stuck



his head out. “ Ah, thereyou two
are.” Hedtrolled into the
antechamber. “ Elena and Baz will
bedown in alittle-she'sfeeding
Baby Cordelia. You must be
starving by now, Taura. Comeon
In and try the horsd'oeuvres. My
cook hasoutdone her sdlf.”

He smiled up affectionately at
the enormous sergeant. Whilethe
top of Roic's head barely came up
to her shoulder, m'lord just about
faced her bet buckle. It occurred
to Roic that Tauratowered over
himself in almost exactly the same
proportionsthat ladies of average
height towered over Lord
Vorkosigan. Thismust bewhat
women looked liketo m'lord all
the time.



Oh.

M'lord waved hisguests
through tothelibrary but, instead
of following them, shut the door
and motioned Roicto hisside. He
looked thoughtfully up at his
tallest armsman and lowered his.
VOICe.

“Tomorrow morning, | want
you todrive Sergeant Tauratothe
Old Town. I've prevailed upon
Aunt Alysto present Taurato her
modiste and fix her up with a
Barrayaran lady's wardrobe
suitable for the upcoming bash.
Figureto hold yourself at ther
disposal for theday.”

Roic gulped. M'lord'saunt,
Lady AlysVorpatril, wasin her



own way moreterrifying than any
woman Roic had ever
encountered, regar dless of height.
She wasthe acknowledged social
arbiter of thehigh Vor in the
capital, thelast word in fashion,
taste, and etiquette, the official
hostessfor Emperor Gregor
himself. And her tongue could
diceafelow toribbonsand tieup
theremainsin abowknot before
they hit the ground.

“How t' devil did you-" Roic
began, then cut himself off.

M'lord smirked. “| wasvery
persuasive. Besides, Lady Alys
relishesa challenge. With luck, she
may even beabletopart Taura
from that shocking pink she
favors. Some damned fool once



told her it wasa nonthreatening
color, and now sheusesit in the
most unsuitable gar ments-and
guantities. It's SO wrong on her.
Well, Aunt Alyswill beableto
handleit. If anyone asksfor your
opinion-not that they'relikely
to-votefor whatever Alyspicks.”

| shouldn't dare do otherwise,
Roic managed not to blurt aloud.
He stood to attention and tried to
look asthough hewerelistening
intelligently.

Lord Vorkosigan tapped his
fingerson histrouser seam, his
smilefading. “1'm also relying on
you to seethat Tauraisnot, um,
offered insult, or made
uncomfortable, or ... wel, you
know. Not that you can keep



peoplefrom staring, | don't
suppose. But be her outrider in
any public venue, and be alert to
steer her away from any problems.
| wish | had timeto squire her
myself, but thiswedding prep has
goneinto high gear. Not much
longer now, thank God.”

“How isMadame Vor soisson
holding up?” Roic inquired
diffidently. He had been
wondering for two days if he ought
toreport thecryingjagto
someone, but m'lady-to-be had
surely not realized her muffled
breakdown in one of Vorkosigan
House'sback corridorshad
Included a hagtily retreating
withess.

Judging by m'lord's suddenly



guar ded expresson, perhapshe
knew. “Shehas. .. extra stresses
just now. I'vetried totakeas
much of the organizing off her
shouldersaspossble.” Hisshrug
was not asreassuring asit might
be, Roic felt.

M'lord brightened. “ Anyway,
| want Sergeant Taurato havea
great timeon her vist to Barrayar,
a fabulous Winterfair season. It's
probably the only chance she'll
ever haveto seethe place. | want
her to look back on thisweek like,
like...dammit, | want her to fed
like Cinderela magicked off to the
ball. She'searned it, God knows.
Midnight tollstoo damned soon.”

Roictried towrap hismind
around the concept of Lord



Vorkosigan asthe enormous
woman'sfairy godfather.“So . ..
who'st' handsome prince?”

M'lord's smile went crooked,;
something almost like pain
sounded in hisindrawn breath.
“Ah. Yes. That would bethe
central problem, now. Wouldn't
it.”

He dismissed Roic with his
usual casual half-salute, a vague
wave of hishand in thevicinity of
hisforehead, and joined hisguests
inthelibrary.

* k%

Roic had never in hiswhole
career asa Hassadar municipal
guardsman been in a clothing
storeresembling that of Lady



Vorpatril's modiste. Nothing
betrayed itslocation in the
Vorbarr Sultana thoroughfare but
a discreet brass plague, labeled
smply ESTELLE. Cautioudy, he
mounted to the second floor,
Sergeant Taura'smassive
footsteps creaking on the car peted
stairsbehind him, and poked his
head into a hushed chamber that
might have been aVor lady's
drawing room. Therewasnot a
garment rack nor even a
mannequin in sight, just a thick
car pet, soft lighting, and tables
and chairsthat looked suitablefor
offering high tea at the Imperial
Residence. To hisrdief Lady
Vorpatril had arrived beforethem
and was standing chatting with
another woman in adark dress.



Thetwo women turned as
Tauraducked her head under the
lintel behind Roic and
straightened up again. Roic
nodded a polite greeting. He
couldn't imaginewhat m'lord had
said to hisaunt, but her eyes
widened only dightly, looking up
at Taura. The second woman
didn't quail at the fangs, claws, or
height either, but when her glance
swept down the pink trouser
outfit, she winced.

Therewasa brief pause; Lady
Alyssnot Roic an inquiring look,
and herealized it must be hisjob
to do the announcing, aswhen he
brought avisitor into Vorkosigan
House. “ Sergeant Taura, my
lady,” he said loudly, then



stopped, hoping for more cues.

After another moment, Lady
Alys abandoned further hope of
him and came forward, smiling,
her hands held out. “ Sergeant
Taura. | am MilesVorkosigan's
aunt, AlysVorpatril. Permit meto
welcomeyou to Barrayar. My
nephew hastold me something
about you.”

Uncertainly, Taura stuck out
one huge hand, engulfing L ady
Alyssdender fingers, and shook
with care. “I'm afraid he hasn't
told metoo much about you,” she
said. Shyness made her voicea
gruff rumble. “I don't know many
aunts. | somehow thought you
would beolder. And . .. and not so
beautiful.”



Lady Vorpatril smiled, not
without approval. Only a few
streaks of glver in her dark
coiffure and a dight softening of
her skin betrayed her ageto Roic's
eyes, shewastrim and elegant and
utterly self-possessed, asalways.
Sheintroduced the other woman,
M adame Somebody-not Estelle,
though Roic promptly dubbed her
that in his mind-apparently the
senior modiste.

“I'm very happy to havea
chancetovisit Miless-Lord
Vorkosgan'shomeworld,” Taura
told them. “ Although, when he
Invited meto comefor the
Winterfair season, | wasn't sureif
It was hunting or social, and
whether | should pack weapons or



dresses.”

Lady Vorpatril'ssmile
shar pened. “ Dresses are weapons,
my dear, in sufficiently skilled
hands. Per mit usto introduce you
totherest of our ordnanceteam.”
She gestured toward adoor at the
far end of theroom, through
which presumably lay more
utilitarian workrooms, full of laser
scannersand design consoles and
bolts of exotic fabrics and expert
seamstresses. Or magic wands, for
all Roic knew.

The other woman nodded. “ Do
please comethisway, Sergeant
Taura. Wehaveagreat deal to
accomplish today, Lady Alystdlls
me..."



“My lady?’ Roic called in
faint panic to ther disappearing
forms. “What should | do?”

“Wait here afew moments,
Armsman,” Lady Alysmurmured
over her shoulder to him. “1'll be
back.”

Taura, too, glanced back at
him, just beforethe door eased
slently closed behind her, the
expresson flitting over her odd
features seeming for a moment
almost beseeching-Don't abandon
me.

Did hedare st on one of the
chairs? He decided not. He stood
for afew moments, walked around
the chamber, and finally took up a
guardsman's stance, which by dint



of much recent practice he could
hold for an hour at astretch, his
back to one delicately decorated
wall.

In awhileLady Vorpatril
returned, apileof bright pink
cloth folded over her arm. She
shoved it at Roic.

“Taketheseback to my
nephew and tell him to hide them.
Or better, burn them. Or
anything, but do not under any
circumstances allow them to fall
Into that young woman's hands
again. Come back in about, oh,
four hours. You areby far the
most or namental of Miles's
armsmen, but there'sno need to
have you lurking about cluttering
up Estelle' sreception room till



then. Run along.”

Helooked down on thetop of
her perfectly groomed head and
wonder ed how she could always
make him fed four yearsold, or as
though hewanted to hidein a
lar ge bag. For his consolation,
Roic reflected as he made hisway
out, she seemed to have the same
effect on her nephew, who was
thirty-one and ought to be
Immune by now.

Hereported again for duty at
the appointed time, only to cool his
heelsfor another twenty minutes
or s0. A sub-modiste of some sort
offered him a choice of tea or
wines while he waited, which he
politely declined. At lagt, the door
opened; voicesdrifted through.



Taura'svibrant baritonewas
unmistakable. “1'm not so sure,
Lady Alys. I've never worn a skirt
likethisin my life”

“WEée Il haveyou practicefor a
few minutes, sitting and standing
and walking. Oh, here's Roic back,
good.”

Lady Alys stepped through
firg, folded her arms, and looked,
oddly enough, at Roic.

A stunningvision in hunter
green stepped through behind her.

Oh, it was still Taura,
certainly, but . . . the skin that had
been sallow and dull against the
pink wasnow revealed asa
glowingivory. The green jacket fit
very trimly about thewaist.



Above, her pale shouldersand
long neck seemed to bloom from a
whitelinen collar; below, the
jacket skirt skimmed out briefly
around the upper hips. A narrow
skirt continued the long green fall
to her firm calves. Wide linen cuffs
decorated with subtle white braid
made her handslook, if not small,
well-proportioned. The pink nail
polish was gone, replaced by a
dark mahogany shade. The heavy
braid hanging down her back had
been transformed into a
mysteriously knotted
arrangement, clinging close to her
head and set off withagreen . ..
hat? feather ? anyway, a neat little
accent tilted to the other sde. The
odd shape of her face seemed
suddenly artistic and sophisticated



rather than distorted.

“Ye-es,” said Lady Vorpatril.
“That will do.”

Roic closed his mouth.

With alopsided smile, Taura
stepped carefully forward. “1 am a
bodyguard by trade,” she said,
evidently continuing a
conver sation with Lady Vor patril.
“How can | kick someone'steeth
In wearing this?”

“ A woman wearing that suit,
my dear, will have volunteersto
Kick in annoying persons teeth for
her,” said Lady Alys. “Isthat not
30, Roic?”’

“If they don't trample each
other in therush,” gulped Roic
and turned red.



One corner of that wide mouth
lifted; the golden eyes seemed to
gparklelike champagne. She
caught sight of along mirror on a
carved stand in one corner and
walked over toit to stare
somewhat uncertainly at the
portion of her it reflected. “It's
effective, then?”

“Downright terrifying,” Roic
averred.

Roic intercepted a furious
glower from Lady Alysbehind
Taura'sback. Her lipsformed the
words No, you idiot! He shrank
Into cowed silence.

“Oh.” Taura'sfanged smile
fled. “But | already terrify people.
Human beingsare so fragile. |f



you get agood grip, you can pull
their headsright off. | want to
attract . . . somebody. For a
change. Maybe | should havethat
pink dresswith the bows after all.”

Lady Alyssaid smoothly, “We
agreed that theingenuelook isfor
much younger girls.”

“Smaller ones, you mean.”

“Thereismorethan onekind
of beauty. Yoursneedsdignity. |
would never deck mysdlf in pink
bows,” shethrew in, alittle
desperately it seemed to Roic.

Tauraeyed her, seeming
struck by this.“No. . .| suppose
not.”

“You will smply attract
braver men.”



“Oh, | know that.” Taura
shrugged. “| wasjust .. . hoping
for alarger selection, for once.”
She added under her breath,
“Anyway, he'staken now.”

What he? Roic couldn't help
wondering. She sounded rather
sad about it. Somevery tall
admirer, now out of the picture?
Larger than Roic? Thereweren't
too many men of that description
around.

Lady Alysrounded out the
afternoon by guiding her new
protegeeto an exclusive tearoom,
much frequented by high Vor
matrons. Thisproved to be partly
for the purposesof tutorial, party
torefud Taura'sferocious
metabolism. Whilethe server



brought dish after dish, Lady Alys
offered a brisk stream of advice on
everything from gracefully exiting
agroundcar inrestrictive clothing
to postureto table mannerstothe
Intricaciesof Vor social rank.
Despite her outsized scale, Taura
was naturally athletic and
coordinated, seeming to improve
almost as Roic watched.

Drafted as practice gentleman,
Roic found himsalf coming in for a
few sharp corrections himself. He
felt very conspicuous and clumsy
at first, until herealized that, next
to Taura, he might aswell be
invisible. If they drew sidelong
looks from other diners, at least
the comments were low-voiced or
far enough away that he was not



compelled to take notice; besides,
Taura'sattention wasentirely
upon her mentor. Unlike Roic, she
never needed the sameinstruction
twice.

When Lady Vorpatril removed
her salf to consult with the head
server about somefine point,
Tauraleaned over to whisper,
“She'svery good at this, isn't she?”

“Yes. Thebest.”

She sat back with a smile of
satisfaction. “Miles's people
generally are.” Sheregarded Roic
appraisingly.

A server guided a well-dressed
Vor matron shepherding a
girl-child about Nikki's age past
their tabletoward their own



seating. Thegirl stopped short and
stared at Taura. Her hand lifted,
pointing in astonishment. “Mama,
look at that gigantic-”

The mother captured the
hand, shot an alar med glance at
them, and began some hushed
admonishment about it not being
politeto point. Taura essayed a big
friendly smileat theqirl. A
mistake. ..

Theqirl screamed and buried
her facein her mother's Kirts,
hands frantically clutching. The
woman shot Taura afurious,
frightened glower and hustled the
little girl away, not toward their
table but tothe exit. Acrossthe
tearoom, Lady Alyss head
swiveled around.



Roic looked back at Taur a,
then wished he hadn't. Her face
froze, appalled, then crumpled in
distress; she seemed about to burt
Into tear s but caught her self with
alongindrawn breath, held for a
moment.

Tensed to spring-where?-Roic
Instead eased back helplessy in his
chair. Hadn't m'lord specifically
detailed him to prevent thissort of
thing?

With a gulp, Taura brought
her breathing back under control.
Shelooked aswan asthough she'd
been wounded by a knifethrust.

Y et what could he have done? He
couldn't very well draw his
stunner and pot someVor lady's
terrified kid . . .



Lady Alys, taking in the
Incident, returned quickly. With a
gpecial frown at Roic, sne did back
Into her seat. She smoothed over
the moment with some light
comment, but the outing did not
recover itscheerful tone, Taura
kept trying to shrink down and sit
smaller, afutile exercise, and
whenever she began to smile,
stopped and tried to hold her hand
over her mouth.

Roic wished he wer e back
patrolling Hassadar alleys.

* k%

Roic arrived with hischarges
back at Vorkosigan Housefedling
asthough he'd been run through a
wringer. Backward. Several times.



He peered around thetower of
garment boxes he carried-theredt,
Madame Estelle had assured
Taura, would be ddlivered-and
managed not to drop them getting
through the carved doors. Under
Lady Vorpatril'sdirection, he
handed off the boxesto a pair of
maidser vants, who whisked them
away.

M'lord's voice wafted from the
antechamber tothelibrary. “Is
that you, Aunt Alys? Wée'rein
here.”

Roic trod belatedly after the
two disparate women just in time
to seem'lord introduce Ser geant
Taurato hisfiancee, Madame
Ekaterin Vorsoisson. Like, it
seemed, everyone but Roic, she



had apparently been warned in
advance; shedidn't even blink,
holding out one hand to the huge
galactic woman and offering her
an impeccably polite welcome.
M'lady-to-be looked fatigued this
evening, although that might be
partially the effect of thedrab
gray half-mourning she still wore,
her dark hair drawn back in a
severeknot. The garb went with
thegray civilian suitsm'lord
favored, though, giving the effect
of two playerson the sameteam.

M'lord regarded the new
green outfit with unfeigned
enthusasm. “ Splendid work, Aunt
Alysl | knew | could rely on you.
That'sa stunning look with the
hair, Taura.” He peered upward.



“Arethefleet medicos making
some new headway with the
extension treatments? | don't see
any gray at all. Great!”

She hesitated, then replied,
“No, | just got some customized
dyeto match it.”

“Ah.” Hemade an apologetic
motion, asif brushing away his
last words. “Wdll, it lookslovely.”

New voices sounded from the
entry hall, Armsman Pym
admitting avisitor.

“No need to announce me,
Pym.”

“He'sright in there, then, air.
Lady Alysjust arrived.”

“ Better still.”



Simon lllyan (ImpSec, retired)
entered upon these words, bent to
kissLady Alysshand, then tucked
It through onearm ashe
straightened. She smiled fondly at
him, and he snugged her in close
to hisside. He, too, absor bed his
Introduction to the towering
Sergeant Taura with unruffled
calm, bowing over her hand and
saying, “| am so pleased to have a
chanceto meet you at ladt,
Sergeant. | hopeyour vigt to
Barrayar has been pleasant so
far?”

“Yes, dgr,” sherumbled back,
appar ently controlling an impulse
to salute the man only because he
still held her hand. Roic didn't
blame her; hewastaller than



lllyan, too, but the formidable
former Chief of Imperial Security
made him want to salute, and he'd
never even been in the military.
“Lady Alyshasbeen wonderful.”
No one, it seemed, wasgoing to
mention the unfortunate incident
In the tear oom.

“I'm not surprised. Oh,
Miles,” Illyan continued, “1'vejust
come from the Imperial
Resdence. Some good news came
In when | was saying good-byeto
Gregor. Lord Vorbataillewas
arrested this afternoon at the
Vorbarr Sultana shuttleport,
tryingto leavethe planet in
disguise.”

M'lord blew out hisbreath.
“That'sgoing to put that ugly little



caseto bed, then. Good. | was
afraid it was going to drag on over
Winterfair.”

lllyan smiled. “1 wondered if
that might have had somethingto
do with the energy with which you
tackled it.”

“Heh. | shall givedear Gregor
the benefit of the doubt and
assume he did not have my
personal deadlinein mind when he
assigned meto it. Themessdid
proliferate unexpectedly.”

“Case?” Sargeant Taura
Inquired.

“My new job asoneof the
nine lmperial Auditorsfor
Emperor Gregor took an odd and
unexpected turn into criminal



Investigation a month or so back,”
m'lord explained. “Wefound that
Lord Vorbataille, whoisa count's
heir-like me-from one of our
southern digtricts, had involved
himsdlf with a Jacksonian
smuggling ring. Or, possibly, been
suborned by it. Anyway, by the
time hissins caught up with him
hewas up to hiseyebrowsin illicit
traffic, hijacking, and murder.
Very bad company, now wholly
out of business, I'm pleased to
report. Gregor isconsdering
sending the Jacksonianshomein a
box, suitably frozen; let their
backersdecideif they areworth
the expense of reviving. If
everything isfinally proved on
Vorbataillethat | think will be. ..
for hisfather's sake, he may be



allowed to suicidein hiscell.”
M'lord grimaced. “ If not, the
Council of Countswill haveto be
persuaded to endorseamore
direct redemption of the honor of
theVor. Corruption on thislevel
can't be allowed to dop over and
give usall abad name.”

“Gregor isvery pleased with
your work on thisone,” Illyan
remarked.

“I'll bet. Hewaslivid about
the Princess Olivia hijacking, in
hisown under stated way. An
unarmed ship, all those poor dead
passenger s-God, what a
nightmare.”

Roic listened a bit wistfully to
all this. Hethought he might have



done morethispast month when
m'lord was buzzing in and out on
the high-profile case, but Pym
hadn't assigned him to the duty.
Granted, someone had to stand
night guard for Vorkosgan House.
Week after week . ..

“But enough of thisnasty
business’-m'lord caught Madame
Vorsoisson'sgrateful glance-“let's
turn to mor e cheerful affairs. Why
don't you finish opening that next
package, love?”

M adame Vor soisson turned
back to the crowded table and the
task everyone'sarrival had
Interrupted. “Here'sthecard. Oh.
Admiral Quinn, again?”

M'lord took it, browsrising.



“What, no limerick thistime?
How disappointing.”

“Perhapsthisoneisto make
up for-Oh, my. | imagine so. And
all theway from Earth!” From a
small box, shedrew a short, triple
strand of matched pearlsand held
them up to her throat.
“Choker-style. .. oh, how pretty.”
Momentarily, shelet theiridescent
spheresline up upon her neck,
touching the two ends of the clasp
In back.

“Would you likemeto fasten
1t?” her bridegroom offered.

“Just for amoment ...” She
bent her head, and m'lord reached
up and fiddled with the catch at
her nape. Shewalked to themirror



over theroom'sunlit fireplace,
turning to watch the exquisite
ornament catch thelight, and gave
m'lord aquizzical smile. “I believe
they would go perfectly with what
|'m wearing the day after
tomorrow. Don't you think, Lady
Alys?’

Lady Alystilted her head in
sartorial judgment. “Why, yes,
Indeed.”

M'lord bowed at this
endor sement by the highest
authority. Thelook he exchanged
with hisbridewasless
decipherableto Roic, but he
seemed very pleased, even
relieved. Sergeant Taura,
watching the byplay, frowned in
unease.



M adame Vor soisson removed
the strandsand laid them back In
thar velvet-lined box, wherethey
glowed softly. “| believe we should
let your guestsfreshen up before
dinner, Miles.”

“Oh, yes. Except | need to
borrow Simon for a moment. Will
you excuse us? Therewill be
drinksin thelibrary again when
you are all ready. Someone let
Ardeknow. Whereis Arde?”’

“Nikki captured him and
carried him off,” said Madame
Vorsoisson. “| should probably go
rescue the poor man.”

M'lord and Illyan withdrew to
thelibrary. Lady Alys escorted
Tauraaway, presumably for one



last tutorial on Barrayaran
etiquette before the impending
formal dinner with Count and
CountessVorkosgan. Taura
glanced back at the bride, still
frowning. Roic watched the giant
woman out with someregret,
distracted by the sudden
speculation of what it would be
liketo patrol a Hassadar alley with
her.

“M'lady-M adame V or soisson,
that is,” Roic began as she started
toturn away.

“Not for much longer.” She
smiled, turning back.

“What'swith . .. that is, how
old is Sergeant Taura? Do you
kKnow?”



“ Around twenty-six standard,
| believe.”

A little younger than Roic,
actually. It felt unfair that the
galactic woman should seem so
much more. .. complicated.
“Then why isher hair turning
gray? If she'sbioengineered, |
wouldn't have thought they'd
muff up such details.”

Madame Vorsoisson made a
little gestur e of apology. “1 believe
that isa private matter for her,
which isnot mineto discuss.”

“Oh.” Roic'sbrow wrinkled in
bafflement. “Where'd she come
from? Wheredid m'lord mest
her ?”

“On one of hisold covert ops



missions, hetellsme. He rescued
her from a particularly vile
bioengineering facility on the
planet of Jackson'sWhole. They
weretrying to develop a
super-soldier. Having escaped
enslavement, she became an
especially valued colleague on his
opsteam.” Sheadded after a
contemplative moment, “And
sometime-lover. Also especially
valued, | understand.”

Roic felt suddenly very . ..
rural. Backcountry. Not up to
speed on the sophisticated,
galactic-tinged Vor life of the
capital. “Er . .. hetold you?
And-and you'reall right with
that?” Hewondered if meeting
Sergeant Taura had rattled her



morethan she'd let on.

“It was before my time, Roic.”
Her smilecrimped a little. “|
actually wasn't sureif hewas
confessing or bragging, but now
that I've seen her, | rather think he
was bragging.”

“But-but how would . . . |
mean, shessotall, and he's, um . .

Now her eyesnarrowed with
laughter at him, although her lips
remained demure. “Hedidn't
supply mewith that much detail,
Roic. It wouldn't have been
gentlemanly.”

“Toyou? No, | guessnot.”
“Toher.”



“Oh. Oh. Um, yeah.”

“For what it'sworth, | have
heard him remark that a height
differential matters much less
when two people arelying down. |
find | must agree.” With asmile
hereally didn't daretry to
Inter pret, she moved off in search
of NikkKi.

* k%

A scant hour later, Roic was
sur prised when Pym gave him a
heads-up on hiswrist com to bring
m'lord'sgroundcar around. He
parked it under the porte cochere
and enter ed the black-and-white
paved hall to find m'lord assisting
Madame Vor soisson on with her
Wr aps.



“Areyou sureyou don't want
meto go with you?” m'lord asked
her anxioudy. “1'd liketo go with
you, Ssee you get homeand in all
rignt.”

Madame Vorsoisson pressed a
hand to her forehead. Her face
was pale and damp, almost
greenish. “No. No. Roic will get
methere. Go back to your guests.
They've come so far, and you'll
only be getting to see them for
such ashort time. I'm sorry to be
such adrip. Give my abject
apologiesto the count and
countess.”

“If you don't fed well, you
don't feel well. Don't apologize. Do
you think you're coming down
with something? | could send our



personal physician round.”

“I don't know. I hope not, not
now! It mostly seemsto bea
headache.” Shebit her lip. “I
don't think | have afever.”

He reached up to touch her
brow; shewinced. “No, you're not
hot. But you'reall clammy.” He
hesitated, then asked more quietly,
“Nerves, d'you think?”

Sheheditated, too. “1 don't
know.”

“I have all the wedding
logistics under control, you know.
All you haveto doisshow up.”

Her smilewaspained. “And
not fall over.”

Hewasdlent alittle longer



thistime. “You know, if you
decidethat you really can't go
through with it, you can call a halt.
Any time. Right up tothelast.
Hope you won't, of course. But |
need you to know you could.”

“What, with everyone from
the emperor and the empresson
down coming? | think not.”

“I'd cover it, if | had to.” He
swallowed. “1 know you said you
wanted a small wedding, but |
didn't realize you meant tiny. I'm
orry.”

Sheblew out her breath in
something like exasper ation.
“Miles, | loveyou dearly, but if
|'m going to start throwing up, 1'd
really prefer to be homefirst.”



“Oh. Yes. Roic, if you please?”
He motioned to hisarmsman.

Roic took Madame
Vorsoisson's arm, which was
trembling.

“I'll send Nikki home safely
with one of the armsmen after
dessert, or after hewearsArde
out. I'll call your house and let

them know you're coming,”
m'lord called after her.

Shewaved in
acknowledgment; Roic helped her
into therear compartment and
closed the canopy. Her shadowed
form sat bent, head clutched in
her hands.

M'lord chewed on hisknuckle
and stared in distress asthe house



door s swung shut upon him.

* k%

Roic's night shift was cut short
at dawn the next morning when
the count's guard commander
called him on hiswrist com and
told him toreport to thefront hall
In running gear; oneof m'lord's
guestswanted to go out to take
some exer Cise.

Hearrived, shrugging on his
jacket, to find Taura bending and
stretching in a vigor ous series of
war m-upsunder Pym's bemused
eye. Lady Alyssmodiste hadn't
gotten around to providing active
wear, it appeared, becausethe
huge woman worea plain set of
well-wor n ship knits, although in



neutral gray rather than blinding
pink. Thefabric hugged the
smooth curvesof alean
musculatur e that, without being
bulky, gave an unmistakable
Impression of coiled power. The
braid down her back looked
cheery and sportingin this
comfortable context.

“Oh, Armsman Roic, good
morning,” shesaid, started to
smile, then lifted her hand to her
mouth.

“You don't-" Roic motioned
Inarticulately. “You don't haveto
dothat for me. | likeyour smile”
It wasn't, herealized, altogether a
politelie. Now that |'m getting
usedtoit.



Her fangsglinted. “1 hope
they didn't drag you out of bed.
Miles said hispeoplejust used the
sdewalk around thisblock for
their running track, sinceit was
about akilometer. | don't think |
can go astray.”

Roic intercepted a L ook from
Pym. Roic hadn't been called out
to keep m'lord's galactic guest
from getting lost; hewasthereto
deal with any alter cationsthat
might result from startled Vorbarr
Sultana driverscrashing their
vehicles onto the sidewalk or each
other at the sight of her.

“No problem,” said Roic
promptly. “Weusually usethe
ballroom for a sort of gymnasium
In weather likethis, but it'sbeing



all decorated for thereception. So
|'m behind on my fithesstraining
for themonth. It'll bea nice
changeto do my lapswith
someone who's not so much older,
um, that is, so much shorter than
me.” He sneaked a glance at Pym.

Pym'swintry smile promised
retribution for that digashe
coded open thedoorsfor them.
“Enjoy yoursealves, children.”

Thebiting air blew away
Roic's night'sfatigue. He guided
Tauraout past theguard at the
main gate and turned right along
the high gray wall. After afew
steps, she extended hersalf and
began an easy lope. Within avery
few minutes, Roic wasregretting
his cheap shot at the middle-aged



Pym; Taura'slonglegsatethe
distance. Roic kept half an eye on
the early morning traffic,
fortunately still light, and
concentrated therest of his
attention on not disgracing House
Vorkosigan by collapsingin a
gasping heap. Taura'seyesgrew
brilliant with exhilaration as she
ran, asif her spirit expanded into
her body as her body stretched out
to makeroom.

Half a dozen laps barey
winded her, but she dowed at |ast
to awalk, perhapsout of pity for
her guide. “Let'scirclethrough
the garden to cool down,” Roic
wheezed. Madame Vorsoisson's
garden, which occupied a third of
the block and was her bride-gift to



m'lord, was among other things
sheltered from view of the cross
sreets by wallsand banks. They
dodged around the barricades
temporarily barring public access
till after the wedding.

“Oh, my,” said Taura asthey
turned down the winding walk
descending between curving snow
hillocks. The chilly brook, itswater
running black and slky between
feathery fingersof ice, snaked
gracefully from one corner to the
other. The peach-colored dawn
light glimmered off theiceon the
young treesand shrubsin the blue
shadows. “Why, it's beautiful. |
didn't expect a garden to be so
pretty in winter. What arethose
men doing?”



A crew was unloading some
float pallets piled high with boxes
of all s9zes, marked FRAGILE.
Another pair wasgoing around
with water hoses, misting selected
branches marked with yellow tags
to create yet more delicate,
shimmering icicles. The shapes of
the native Barrayar an vegetation
grew luminous and exotic with this
slver-gilding.

“They're putting out all theice
sculptures. M'lord ordered ice
flowersand sculptured creatures
and thingsto fill up the garden,
sinceall thereal plantsareunder
the snow, pretty much. And fresh
snow to be added, too, if thereisn't
enough. They can't put out t' real
live flowersfor the ceremony till



thevery last gasp, latetomorrow
morning.”

“Good grief, he'shaving an
outdoor garden weddingin this
weather? Isthat-a Barrayaran
thing, isit?”

“Um, no. Not exactly. | believe
m'lord originally was shooting for
fall, but Madame Vor soisson
wasn't ready yet. But he'd got his
heart set on getting married in the
garden, because it washers, y'see.
S0 helis, by damn, going to have
thewedding in thegarden. The
Idea is people will assemblein
Vorkosgan House, then troop out
herefor thevows, then scurry
back into the ballroom for the
reception and the food and
dancing and all.” And the frostbite



and hypothermia treatments. “It'll
beall right if the weather stays
clear, | guess.” Thebackstairs
commentary on the potential
disastersinherent in thisscenario,
Roic decided to keep to himself.
Vorkosgan House's staff seemed
united in their determination to
make the eccentric scheme work
for m'lord, anyway.

Taura'seyesglinted in the
level dawn light now filtering
between the buildings of the
surrounding cityscape. “I can
hardly wait to try out thedress
Lady Alysgot up for meto wear to
the ceremony. Barrayaran ladies
clothesare so interesting. But
complicated. In away, | suppose
they'reanother kind of uniform,



but | don't know whether | fed
likearecruit or an enemy spy in
them. Wdll, | don't supposethe
real ladieswill shoot mein any
case. So much to learn about how
to go on-though | supposeit all
seemsridiculoudy easy to you.
You grew up with it.”

“1 didn't grow up with this.”
Roic waved a hand toward the
Imposing stone pile of Vorkosigan
Houserising abovethe high, bare
treeson itsgrounds. “My father is
just a construction hand in
Hassadar-that'sthe Vorkosigan's
District capital city, just thisside
of the Dendarii Mountains, afew
hundred kilometer s south of here.
L ots of building going on there.
He offered to apprentice meto the



trade, but I got the chanceto
becomeastreet guard, and | took
It-sort of an impulse, truth to tell. |
was eighteen, didn't know up from
down. Surelearned alot after
that.”

“What doesa street guard
guard? Streets?”

“* Among other things. The
whole city, really. You do what
needs done. Sort out traffic, before
or after it'sabig bent pile. Deal
with upset peopl€e' sproblems, try
to keep 'em from murdering ther
relatives, or clean up the mess
after if you can't. Trace stolen
property, if you get lucky. | did a
lot of night foot patrol. You learn
alot about a place on foot, up
close. | learned how to handle



stunnersand shock-sticks and big,
hostiledrunks. | was getting pretty
good at it, | thought, after afew
years.”

“How did you end up here?”

“Oh...theewasalittle
Incident . ..” Hegavean
embarrassed shrug. “ Some crazed
loon tried to shoot up Hassadar
Squareat rush hour with an
auto-needler. |, um, took it away
from him.”

Her browswent up. “With a
stunner ?”

“No, unfortunately, | was off
duty at thetime. Had to do it by
hand.”

“A littlehard to get up close
and per sonal with someonefiring



aneedler.”
“That wasa problem, yeah.”

Her lipscurved up, or at least
theivory hooks lengthened.

“It seemed to make perfect
sense at the moment, though later
| wondered what t' hell I'd been
thinking. I don't think | was
thinking. At any rate, heonly
killed five and not fifty-five.
People seemed to think it wasa big
deal, but I'm sureit'snothing
compared to what you've seen out
there” Hisglance upward was
meant to indicatethe distant stars,
though the sky was now a paling
blue.

“Hey, | may bebig, but I'm
not needler-proof. | hatethe



shrieky sound when the
razor-strands unwind and whiz
around, even though | know in my
head that those arethe onesthat
missed.”

“Yeah,” Roic said in heartfelt
agreement. “ Anyways, after that
therewas a stupid fuss, and
someone recommended meto
m'lord’'sown armsman
commander, Pym, and herel am.”
He glanced around the sparkling
fairy garden. 1 think | wasa
better fit in the Hassadar alleys.”

“Naw, Milesalwaysdid like
having big backup. Savesa lot of
small-scale grief. Though the
large-scale grief we still had to
takeasit came.”



He asked after a moment,
“How did you bodyguard, um,
m'lord?”

“Such a funny way of thinking
of him. Tome, he'll alwaysbethe
littleadmiral. Mostly, | just
loomed at people. If | had to, |
smiled.”

“But your smile'sreally kind
of nice,” he protested, and
managed not to add the once you
get used to it out loud. He'd get the
hang of thissavoir fairething yet.

“Oh, no. The other smile.” She
demonstrated, her lipswrinkling
back, her jaw thrusting out. Roic
had to admit, it wasa much wider
smile. And, um, sharper. They
werejust treading past a workman



on therising path; he gasped and
fell backward into a snowbank.
With lightning reflexes, Taura
reached past Roic and caught the
heavy, life-sizeice sculptureof a
crouching fox beforeit hit the
pavement and shattered into
shards. Roic lifted the gibbering
man to hisfeet and dusted snow
off his parka, and Taura handed
back the elegant ornament with a
compliment upon itsartistry.

Roic managed not to choke
with muffled laughter till they
both had their backsto thefelow,
heading away. “ See what you
mean. Did it ever not work?”

“Occasionally. Next step was
to pick up therecalcitrant one by
the neck. Sincemy armswere



Invariably longer than theirs,
they'd swing like mad but couldn't
connect. Very frustrating for
them.”

“And after that?”

Shegrinned. “ Stunner, by
preference.”

“Heh.Yep.”

They'd fallen unconscioudly
Into an easy side-by-side pace,
tracing loops around the garden
paths. Talking shop, Roic thought.
“What massd'you lift?”

“With or without adr enaline?”
“Oh, without, say.”

“Two hundred fifty kilos, with
agood grip and a good angle.”




He emitted a respectful
whistle. “ If you ever want to give
up mercenary-ing, | can think of a
firefighting cadre might could
welcomeyou. M'brother'sin one,
down Hassadar way. Though come
tothink of it, m'lord'd bea more
power ful reference.”

“Now, theré'san ideal'd never
thought of.” She pursed her long
lips, and her browsbent in a
quizzical curve. “But, no. | expect
I'll be, asyou say, mercenary-ing
till ... for therest of my life. I like
seeing new planets. | like seeing
thisone. | could never have
Imagined it.”

“How many have you seen?’
“l think |'velost count. | used



to know. Dozens. How many have
you seen?”

“Just t' one,” he admitted.
“Though hanging around m'lord,
this one keeps getting wider till
I'm almost dizzy. More
complicated. Doesthat make
sense?”

Shethrew back her head and
laughed. “ That's our Miles.
Admiral Quinn always said she'd
follow him halfway to hdl just to
find out what happened next.”

“Wait-this Quinn you all keep
talking about isa lady admiral?”

“Shewas a lady commander
when | first met her.
Second-shar pest tactical brain it's
ever been my privilege to know.



Things may get tight, following
Elli Quinn, but you know they
won't get stupid. Shedidn't deep
her way to thetop by along shat,
and they're half-witswho say so0.”
Shegrinned briefly. “ That was
just a perk. Some might say his,
but I'd say hers.”

Roic'seyes crossed, trying to
unravd this. “Y'mean m'lord was
lover swith her, t-” He cut off the
too not quitein time, and flushed.
It seemed m'lord'scovert ops
career waseven more. . .
complicated than he'd ever
Imagined.

Tauracocked her head and
regarded him with crinkling eyes.
“That'smy favorite shade of pink,
Roic. You are a country boy,



aren't you? Life'suncertain out
there. Thingscan go down bad,
fast, anytime. Peoplelearn to grab
what they can, when they can. For
atime. Weall just get atime, in
our different ways.” She sighed.
“Ther waysdiverged when he
took those horribleinjuriesthat
bounced him out of ImpSec. He
couldn't go back up, and she
wouldn't come down here. Ell
Quinn'sgot no one but hersdf to
blamefor any chances shethrew
away. Though some peopleare
born with mor e chancesto waste
than others, I'll admit. | say, grab
theonesyou'reissued, run with
them, and don't look back.”

“* Something might be gaining
on you?”



“I know perfectly well what's
gainingon me.” Her grin flashed,
oddly tilted thistime. “ Anyway,
Quinn might be mor e beautiful,
but | wasalwaystaller.” She gave
a satisfied nod. Glancing at him,
sheadded, “| guarantee Miles
likes your height. It'ssort of an
Issue with him. | know recruiting
officersin three genderswho

would swoon for your shoulders, as
well.”

Hehadn't theleast idea how to
respond to that. He hoped shewas
enjoying the pink. “M'lord thinks
I'm afool,” hesaid glumly.

Her browsshot up. “ Surely

not.
“Oh, yeah. You havenoidea



how | screwed up.”

“I've seen him forgive
screwupsthat put hisgutson the
bloody celling. Literally. You'd
have to go someto top that. How
many peopledied?”

If you put it in that per spective
...“Noone” headmitted. “1 just
wished | could have.”

Shegrinned in sympathy. “ Ah,
one of those kinds of screwups.
Oh, ¢'mon, tell.”

He hesitated. “ Y'know those
nightmareswhereyou find
your self walking around naked in
thetown sguare, or in front of
your schoolteachers, or
something?”

“My nightmarestend tobea



bit more exotic, but yeah?”

“So, nolie therel was. .. Last
summer, m'lord'sbrother Mark
brought home this damned
Escobaran biologist, Dr. Borgos,
that he'd picked up somewheres,
and put him up in the basement of
Vorkosigan House. An investment
scheme. The biologist made bugs.
And the bugs made bug butter.
Tonsof it. Slimy white stuff,
edible, sort of. Wefound out the
biologist had jumped bail back on
Escobar-for fraud, no
surprise-when t' skip-tracers
they'd sent to arrest him showed
up and talked their way into
Vorkosigan House. Naturally, they
picked a time when almost
everyone had goneout. Lord Mark



and the Koudelka sisters, who
werein on the bug butter scheme,
got in afight with them when they
tried to carry off Borgos, and the
house staff waked me up to go sort
It out. All in atearing
panic-wouldn't even let megrab
my uniform trousers. I'd just got to
deep ... Martya Koudelka claims
It wasfriendly fire, but | dunno.
I'd just about pushed thewhole
mess of ‘em out the front door
when in walksm'lord with
Madame Vorsoisson and all her
relatives. He'd just got engaged
and wanted to make a good
Impressionon‘emall ...t wasan
unforgettable one, | guarantee. |
was wear ing briefs, boots, and
about five kilos of bug butter,
tryingto deal wit' all these



screaming, sticky maniacs. . .”

A muffled sound escaped from
Taura. She had her hand over her
mouth, but it wasn't helping; little
squeaks still leaked out. Her eyes
wer e alight.

“I swear it wouldn't a' been
half so bad if I'd had my briefson
backwardsand my stunner holster
on frontways. | can sill hear
Pym'svoice...” Hemimicked the
senior armsman'sdriest tones:
“*Your weapon isworn on the
right, Armsman."”

She laughed out loud then,
and looked him up and down in
somewhat unsettling appreciation.
“That'sa pretty amazing word
picture, Roic.”



Despite himsdlf, he smiled a
little. “1 guessso. | dunno if
m'lord'sforgiven me, but I'm
right sure Pym hasn't.” He sighed.
“If you see one of those damned
vomit bugs still around, squash it
on sight. Hideous bioengineered
mutant things, kill 'em all before
they multiply.”

Her laughter stopped cold.

Roicreran hislast sentencein
his head and made the unpleasant
discovery that one could do far
wor se thingsto onesalf with words
than with dubiousfood products,
or possibly even with needlers. He
hardly dared look up to see her
face. Heforced hiseyesrignt.

Her face was perfectly till,



perfectly pale, perfectly blank.
Perfectly appalling.

| meant those devil-bugs, not
you! He managed to stop that
Idiocy on hislipsbeforeit escaped
to do even more damage, but only
just. He couldn't think of any way
to apologize that wouldn't make it
Wor se.

“Ah, yes” shesaid at |adt.
“Milesdid warn methat
Barrayarans had some pretty ugly
Issues about gene manipulation. |
just forgot.”

And | reminded you. “WEe€re
getting better,” hetried.

“Good for you.” Sheinhaled, a
long breath. “Let'sgoin. I'm
getting cold.”



Roic was frozen straight
through. “Um. Yeah.”

They walked back to the gate
In sllence

* k%

Roic dept the day around,
trying to for ce hisbody back onto
the boring night shift cyclethat by
theduty roster wasto be hisjunior
armsman'sfatethisWinterfair.
Hewas quite sorry to thusmiss
seeing m'lord take his galactic
guests and a selection of his
In-laws-to-be on atour of Vorbarr
Sultana. HE'd have been
fascinated by what the two
dispar ate parties made of each
other. Madame Vorsoisson's
family, the Vorvaynes, were solid



provincial Vor typesof the sort
Roic had alwaysregarded as
normal to the class, before he'd
taken up hisdutiesin Vorkosigan
House' shigh Vor milieu. M'lord,
well ... m'lord wasn't standard by
anybody's standard. Thefour
Vorvayne brothers, though
dutifully pleased with their
widowed sister's upward social
leap, plainly found m'lord an
unnerving catch. Roic wished he
could see what they would make of
Taura. Hemelted into deep with a
vague scenario drifting through
hisredling brain of somehow
Imposing his body between her
and some undefined social insult.
Maybe then she would seethat he
hadn't meant anything by his
awful gaffe. ..



Hewoke at sunset and madea
foray down to Vorkosgan House's
huge kitchen, below stairs. Usually
m'lord's genius cook, Ma K osti,
left delectable surprisesin the
staff refrigerator and was always
looking for a good gossip, but
tonight the pickingswere dim and
the personal attention nonexistent.
The place was plunged into final
preparationsfor tomorrow's great
event, and Ma Kosti, driving her
harried scullions before her, made
It plain that anyone below the rank
of count, or perhapsemperor, was
very much in theway just now.
Roic fueled up and retreated.

At least the kitchen did not
haveto deal with aformal dinner
atop all therest. M'lord, the count



and countess, and all the guests
wer e off to the Imperial Residence
for the Winterfair Ball and
midnight bonfire, the heart of the
festivities marking solstice night
and the turning of the season.
When they all decamped from
Vorkosigan House, Roic had the
vast placeto himsdlf, but for the
rumble from the kitchen and the
servants rushing about completing
the last-minute decor ations and
arrangementsin the public rooms,
the great dining room, and the
seldom-used ballroom.

Hewastherefore surprised,
about an hour before midnight,
when the gate guard called him to
code open thefront door. Hewas
even mor e surprised when a small



car with gover nment markings
pulled up under the porte cochere
and m'lord and Sergeant Taura
climbed out. The car buzzed off,
and its passengersentered the
hall, shaking the cold air out of
their outer gar mentsand handing
them off to Roic.

M'lord wasdressed in the
most elaborate version of the
brown and slver Vorkosigan
House uniform, befitting a count's
heir attending upon the emperor,
complete with custom-fitted
polished riding bootsto hisknees.
Taurawor e a close-fitting,
embroidered russet jacket, made
high to the neck where a bit of lace
showed, and a matching skirt
sweeping to ankles clad in soft,



russet-colored leather boots. A
graceful spray of cream-and-rust
color ed orchids waswound into
her braided-up hair. Roic wished
he could have seen her entrance
Into the Imperial Winterfair Ball,
and heard what the emperor and
empress had said upon meeting
her ...

“No, I'm all right,” Taurawas
sayingto m'lord. “1 saw the palace
and the ball-they were
beautiful-but I've had enough. It's
just that | wasup at dawn, and to
tell thetruth, | think I'm still a
little jump-lagged. Go seeto your
bride. Isshe still sick?”

“I wish | knew.” M'lord
paused on the steps, three up, and
leaned on the banister to speak



face-to-facewith Taura, who was
watching him in concern. “ She
wasn't sureeven last week about
attending the emperor'sbonfire
tonight, though | thought it would
beavaluabledistraction. She
Insisted shewas all right when |
talked to her earlier. But her aunt
Helen saysshe'sall to pieces,
hiding in her room and crying.
Thisisjust not like her. | thought
she wastough as anything. Oh,
God, Taura. | think |'ve screwed
up thiswhole wedding thing so
badly .. .| rushed her intoit, and
now it'sall coming apart. | can't
Imagine how bad the stress must
beto make her physically ill.”

“Sow down, dammit, Miles.
Look. You said her first marriage



wasdire, yes?”

“Not bruisesand black eyes
bad, no. Draining the blood of
your spirit out drop by drop for
yearsbad, maybe. | only saw the
very end of it. It was pretty
gruesome by then.”

“Words can cut worsethan
knives. Thewoundstakelonger to
heal, t00.”

Shedidn't look at Roic. Roic
didn't look back.

“Ian't that thetruth,” said
m'lord, who wasn't looking at
either of them. “ Damn! Should |
goover thereor not? They say it's
bad luck to seethebride before
thewedding. Or wasthat the
wedding dress? | can't remember.”



Taura madeaface. “And you
accuse her of having wedding
heebie-jeebies! Miles, listen. You
know how therecruits got
precombat nerves beforethey
went out on a mission thefirst
time?”

“Oh, yes.”

“Now. Do you remember how
they got precombat nervesbefore
they had to go out on abig drop
for the second time?”

After along pause, m'lord
said, “Oh.” Another silence. “I
hadn't thought of it likethat. |
thougnht it was me.”

“That'sbecauseyou're an
egotist. | only met the woman for
one hour, but even | could seethat



you'rethedelight of her eyes. At
least consider, for five consecutive
seconds, the possibility that it
might be him. Thelate VVor soisson,
whoever hewas.”

“Oh, hewas something else,
all right. I've cursed him before
for the scarsheleft on her soul.”

“I don't think you haveto say
anything much. Just be there. And
benot him.”

M'lord drummed hisfingers
on thebanister. “Yes. Maybe.
God. Pray God. Dammit ...” He
glanced across at Roic, ignored as
If hewereVorkosigan House
furniture, arack to hold coats. A
dummy. “Roic, scrapeup a
vehicle; meet meback hereina



few minutes. | want you to drive
meover to Ekaterin'saunt and
uncleé'shouse. I'm goingto run up
and change out of this
armor-plating first, though.” He
ran hisfingersacrossthe elaborate
slver embroidery upon hisdeeve.
Heturned away, and hisbootsteps
scuffed up the stairs.

Thiswasway too alar ming.
“What int' world'sgoing on?”
Roicdared toask Taura.

“Ekaterin'saunt called him. |
gather Ekaterin livesat her
house-”

“With Lord Auditor and
Professora VVorthys, yes. She's
been going to University from
there”



“ Anyway, the bride-to-be
seemsto be having some sort of
awful nervous breakdown or
something.” Shefrowned. “ Or
something. .. Milesisn't sureif he
should go over and sit with her or
not. | think he should.”

That didn't sound good. In
fact, it sounded about as not-good
asit could be.

“Roic...” Taura'sbrows
knotted. “ Do you happen to know
If | could find any commercial
phar maceutical laboratories open
at thistime of night in Vorbarr
Sultana?”

“Phar maceutical labs?” Roic
repeated blankly. “Why, do you
fed sck, too? | can call out the



Vorkosgans personal physician
for you, or one of the medtechs
who ride herd on the count and
countess. ..” Would she need
some kind of off-wor|d specialist?
No matter, the Vorkosigan name
could access one, hewassure.
Even on Bonfire Night.

“No, no, | fed fine. | wasjust
wondering.”

“Nothing much is open
tonight. It'sa holiday. Everyone's
out to the partiesand bonfires and
thefireworks. Tomorrow, too. It'll
bethefirst day of the new year
here, by the Barrayaran calendar.”

She smiled briefly. “ 1t would
be. A new start all round:; I'll bet
he liked the symbolism of that.”



“| suppose hospital labsare
open all night. Their emergency
treatment intakeswill be. Busy as
hell, too. We used to bring the ones
In Hassadar all kinds of customers
on Bonfire Night.”

“Hospitals, yes, of course! |
should have thought of them at
once.”

“Why do you want one?’ he
asked again.

She hesitated. “1'm not sure
that | do. It wasjust atrain of
thought | had earlier thisevening,
when that aunt-lady called Miles.
Not surel likeitsdestination,
though ...” Sheturned away and
swung up the stairs, taking them
two at a timewithout effort. Roic



frowned, then went off to scare up
a vehicle from whatever remained
In the sub-basement garage. With
so many signed out to transport
the household and its guests
already, this might take some
rapid extemporizing.

But Taura had spoken to him,
almost normally. Maybe. . .
maybe therewere such thingsas
second chances. If afellow was
brave enough to take them.

* k%

Lord Auditor and Professora
Vorthysshomewasatall, old,
colorfully tiled structure closeto
the District University. The street
was quiet when Roic pulled the
car-borrowed without natification,



ultimately, from one of the
armsmen off with the count at the
Residence-up tothefront. From a
distance, mainly in the direction of
the univergty, drifted the sharp
crackle of fireworks, harmonious
singing, and blurred drunken
singing. A rich, heady scent of
wood smoke and black powder
permeated the frosty night air.

Theporch light wason. The
Professora, an aging, smiling, neat
Vor lady who intimidated Roic
only dlightly lessthan did L ady
Alys, let them in hersalf. Her soft
round face wastense with worry.

“Did you tell her | was
coming?’ m'lord asked in alow
tone as he shed hiscoat. He stared
anxiously up the stairsleading



from the narrow, wood-paneled
hallway.

“l didn't dare.”

“Helen . . . what should | do?”
M'lord looked suddenly smaller,
and scared, and younger and older
all at thesametime.

“Just go up, | think. Thisisn't
something that's about talking, or
words, or reason. I'verun through
all those.”

He buttoned then unbuttoned
the gray tunic he'd thrown on over
an old white shirt, pulled down his
deeves, took a degp breath,
mounted the stairs, and turned out
of sight. After a minute or two, the
Professora stopped picking
nervoudy at her hands, gestured



Roicto astraight chair besidea
small table piled with books and
flimsies, and tiptoed up after him.

Roic sat in the hall and
listened to the old house creak.
From the sitting room, visible
through one archway, a glow from
afireplacegilded theair. Through
the opposite archway, the
Professora’s study lay, lined with
books; thelight from the hall
picked out an occasional bit of
gold lettering on an ancient spine
In the gloom. Roic wasn't bookish
himsdf, but heliked the
comfortable academic smell of this
place. It occurred to him that back
when hewas a Hassadar guard,
he'd never once goneinto a house
to clean up a bad scene, blood on



thewallsand evil smellsin theair,
wheretherewere bookslikethis.

After alongtime, the
Pr ofessora came back down to the
hall.

Roic ducked hishead
respectfully. “Isshesick, ma'am?”

Thetired-looking woman
pursed her lipsand let her breath
run out. “ She certainly waslast
night. Terrible headache, so bad
shewas crying and almost
vomiting. But shethought shewas
much better this morning. Or she
said she was. She wanted to be
better. Maybe shewastrying too
hard.”

Roic peered anxioudy up the
staircase. “Would she see him?”



Thetenson in her face eased a
little. “ Yes.”

“Isit going to beall right?”

“I think so, now.” Her lips
sought a smile. “Anyway, Miles
saysyou areto go on home. That
he expectsto be a while, and that
he'll call if he needsanything.”

“Yes, maam.” Herose, gave
her a kind of vague salute copied
from m'lord'sown style, and let
himself out.

* k%

Thenight duty guard at the
gatekiosk reported no entries
since Roic had left. The festivities
at the Imperial Resdence would
go on till dawn, although Roic
didn't expect Vorkosgan House's



attendeesto stay that late, not
with the grand party planned here
for tomorrow afternoon and
evening. He put the borrowed car
away In the sub-basement garage,
relieved that it hadn't acquired
any hard-to-explain dingsin its
passage back through some of the
rowdier crowds between hereand
the univergity.

He made hisway softly up
through the mostly darkened great
house. All was quiet now. The
Kitchen crew had at last retreated
till tomorrow'sondaught. The
maids and menservants had gone
toroogst. For all that he
complained about missing the
daytime excitements, Roic usually
enjoyed these quiet night hours



when the whole world seemed his
personal property. Granted, by
three hoursbefore dawn, coffee
would be a necessity little less
urgent than oxygen. But by two
hour s before dawn, lifewould start
trickling back, asthose with early
dutiesroused themselves and
padded down to start work. He
checked the security monitorsin
the basement HQ and started his
physical rounds. Floor by floor,
window and door, never in quite
thesameorder or at quitethe
same hour .

Ashecrossed thegreat entry
hall, a creak and a clink sounded
from the half-lit antechamber to
thelibrary. He paused for a
moment, frowned, and rose on his



toes, moving hisfeet asgently as
possible acrossthe marble
pavement, breathing through his
open mouth for silence. His
shadow waver ed, passed along
from dim wall sconceto dim wall
sconce. He made sure it was not
thrown before him ashe moved to
the archway. Easing up besidethe
door frame, he stared into the
half-gloom.

Taura stood with her back to
him, sorting through the gifts
displayed upon thelong table by
thefar wall. Her head bent over
something in her hands. She shook
out a cloth and upended a small
box. The elegant triple strand of
pearlsdithered from their velvet
backing into the cloth, which she



wrapped around them. Sheclicked
thebox closed, set it back on the
table, and dipped thefolded cloth
Into a side pocket of her russet
jacket.

Shock held Roic paralyzed for
amoment longer. M'lord's
honor ed guest, rifling the gifts?

But | liked her. | really liked
her. Only now, in this moment of
hideousreveation, did herealize
just how much he'd cometo...to
admire her in their brief time
together. Brief, but so damned
awkward. Shewasreally beautiful
In her own unique way, if only you
looked at her right. For a moment
It had seemed asthough far suns
and strange adventures had
beckoned to him from her gold



eyes, Just possibly, moreintimate
and exotic adventuresthan a shy
backcountry boy from Hassadar
had ever dared toimagine. If only
hewereabraver man. A
handsome prince. Not a fool. But
Cinderdlawasathief, and the
fairy tale was gone suddenly sour.

Sick dismay flooded him as he
Imagined the altercation, the
shame, the wounded friendship
and shattered trust that must
follow this discovery-he almost
turned away. Hedidn't know the
value of the pearls, but even if it
wereacity'sransom hewas
certain m'lord would trade them
In a heartbeat for the ease of spirit
he'd had with hisold followers.

It wasno good. They'd be



missed first thing tomorrow in any
case. Hedrew a breath and
touched thelight pad.

Tauraspun likea hugecat at
theflare of the overhead lights.
After amoment, shelet out her
breath in a huff, visibly powering
down. “Oh. It'syou. You startled
me.”

Roic moistened hislips. Could
he patch up thisshattered
fantasy? “ Put them back, Taura.
Please.”

She stood 4till, looking back at
him, tawny eyeswide; a grimace
crossed her odd features. She
seemed to coil, tension flowing
back into her long body.

“Put them back now,” Roic



tried again, “and | won't tell.” He
boreastunner. Could hedraw it
In time? He'd seen how fast she
moved . . .

“l can't.”

He stared at her without
comprehenson.

“| don't dare.” Her voicegrew
edgy. “ Please, Roic. Let mego
now, and | promisel'll bring them
back again tomorrow.”

Huh? What? “| ... can't. All
the giftshaveto go through a
security check.”

“Did this?” Her hand
twitched by her pocket full of
spoils.

“Yes, certainly.”



“What kind? What did you
check it for?”

“Everything isscanned for
devices and explosives. All food
and drink and their containersare
tested for chemicalsand
biologicals.”

“Only thefood and drink?”
She straightened, eyesglinting in
rapid thought. “ Anyway, | wasn't
stealing it.”

Maybe it wasthe covert ops
training that enabled her to stand
there and utter bald-faced . . .
what? Counter-factual
statements? Complicated things?
“Wdl .. .then what were you
doing?”

Again, akind of frozen misery



stiffened her features. Shelooked
down, away, into the distance.
“Borrowing it,” shesaid in a gruff
voice. She glanced acrossat him,
asif to check hisreaction tothis
feeble statement.

But Taurawasn't feeble, not
by any definition. Hefelt out of his
depth, flailing for firm footing and
not finding it. He dared to move
closer, to hold out hishand. “ Give
them to me.”

“You mustn't touch them!”
Her voice went frantic. “No one
must touch them.”

Liesand treachery? Trust and
truth? What was he seeing here?
Suddenly, hewasn't sure. Back up,
guardsman. “Why not?”



Sheglowered at him
narrow-eyed, asif trying to see
through to the back of hishead.
“Do you careabout Miles? Or is
hejust your employer?”

Roic blinked in increasing
confusion. He considered his
armsman'soath, its high honor
and weight. “ A Vorkosigan
armsman isn't just what | am; it's
who | am. He'snot my employer at
all. He'smy liegelord.”

She madeafrustrated gesture.
“If you knew a secret that would
hurt him to the heart-would you,
could you, keep it from him even if
he asked?”

What secret? This? That his
ex-lover wasathief? It didn't seem



asthough that could bewhat she
wastalking about-around. Think,
man.

“I ...can't passajudgment
without knowledge.” Knowledge.
What did she know that hedidn't?
A million things, hewas sure. He'd
glimpsed some of them, dizzying
vistas. But shedidn't know him,
now, did she? Not the way she
evidently knew, say, m'lord. To
her, hewasablank in a
brown-and-slver uniform. With
his mirror-polished boot stuck in
his mouth, eh. He hesitated, then
countered, “M'lord can
requisition my lifewith aword. |
gave him that right on my name
and breath. Can you trust meto
hold hisbest intereststo heart?”



Staremet stare, and no one
blinked.

“Trust for trust,” Roic
breathed at last. “ Trade, Taura.”

Sowly, not dropping her
Intent, sear ching gaze from his
face, shedrew the cloth from her
pocket. She shook it gently,
spilling the pearlsback into their
velvet box. She held the box out.
“What do you see?”

Roic frowned. “ Pearls. Pretty.
White and shiny.”

She shook her head. “I havea
host of genetic modifications.
Hideous bioengineered mutant or
no_”

Heflinched, hismouth
opening and shutting.



“-among other things| can see
dightly farther into the ultraviol€,
and quite a bit farther into the
Infrared, than a normal person. |
seedirty pearls. Strangely dirty
pearls. And that'snot what |
usually seewhen | look at pearls.
And then Milessbridetouched
them, and an hour later was so
sick she could hardly stand up.”

An unpleasant tremor coursed
down Roic'sbody. And why the
devil hadn't he noticed that
progression of events? “ Yes.
That'sso. They'll haveto be
checked.”

“Maybel'm wrong. | could be
wrong. Maybel'm just being
horrible and paranoid and-and
jealous. If they were proved clean,



that would betheend of it. But,
Roic-Quinn. You don't have any
Idea how much heloved Quinn.
And viceversa. |'ve been going
half-mad all evening, ever since it
all clicked in, wondering if Quinn
really sent these. It would about
day him, if it were s0.”

“Wasn't him these are meant
today.” It seemed hisliegelord's
love life was as deceptively
complicated as hisintelligence,
both camouflaged by hiscrippled
body. Or by the assumptions
people made about hiscrippled
body. Roic considered the
ambiguous message Arde Mayhew
had evidently seen in thelive fur
blanket. Had this Quinn woman,
the other ex-lover-and how many



mor e of them weregoingtoturn
up at thiswedding, anyway? And
In what frame of mind? How
many were there, altogether? And
what t' hdll did thelittle guy doto
have acquired what was beginning
to seem far morethan hisfair
share, when Roic didn't even
have-He cut off the gyrating
digression. “ Or-isthis necklace
lethal, or not? Could it be some
nasty practical joke, tojust make
thebride sick on her wedding
night?”

“Ekaterin barey touched
them. | don't know what this
horrible goo may be, but |
wouldn't lay those pearlsagainst
my skin for Betan dollars.” Her
facetwisted up. “1 want it to not



betrue. Or | want it to not be
Quinn!”

Her dismay, Roic was
Increasingly convinced, was
unfeigned, acry from her heart.
“Taura, think. You know this
Quinn woman. | don't. But you
said shewassmart. D'you think
she'd be plain stupid enough to
sign her own nameto murder?”

Tauralooked taken aback, but
then shook her head in renewed
doubt. “Maybe. If it weredonefor
rageor revenge, maybe.”

“What if her namewas stolen
by another? If shedidn't send
these, she deservesto be cleared.
And if shedid . .. shedoesn't
deserve anything.”



What was Taura going to do?
He hadn't the least doubt she
could kill him with one clawed
hand before he could fumble his
stunner out. The box was still
tightly clutched in her great hand.
Her body radiated tenson the way
a bonfireradiated heat.

“It seemsalmost
unimaginable,” she said. “ Almost.
But people mad in love do the
wildest things. Sometimesthings
they regret forever afterward. But
then it'stoo late. That'swhy |
wanted to sneak the pearls away
and check them in secret. | was
praying |'d be proved wrong.”
Tearsstood in her eyes now.

Roic swallowed and stood
straighter. “ L ook, | can call



|mpSec. They can have
those-whatever they are-on the
best forensicslab bench on the
planet inside half an hour. They
can check the wrappings, check
the origin-everything. If another
person stole your friend Quinn's
nameto cloak their crime...” He
shuddered as hisimagination
sketched that crimein elaborating
and grotesgue detail: m'lady dying
at m'lord'sfeet in the snow while
her vowswere sill frost intheair:
m'lord's shock, disbelief, howling
anguish-“Then they should be
hunted down without mercy.

| mpSec can do that, too.”

She still stood poised in doubt,
on the balls of her feet. “They
would hunt her down with the



same. .. un-mercy. What if they
got it wrong, made a mistake?”

“ImpSec iscompetent.”

“Roic, I'man ImpSec
employee. | can absolutely
guarantee you, they are not
infallible.”

Heran hisgaze down the
crowded table. “ Look. There'sthat
other wedding gift.” He pointed to
thefolds of shimmering black
blanket, still piled in the box. The
room was so quiet he could hear
thelivefur'sgentlerumblefrom
here. “Why would she send two?
The blanket even camewith a
dirty limerick, handwritten on a
card.” Not presently on display,
true. “Madame Vor soisson



laughed out loud when m'lord
read it to her.”

A reluctant smiletwitched
Taura'smouth for a moment.
“Oh, that's Quinn, all right.”

“If that's truly Quinn, then
this’-he pointed at the
pearls-“can't be. En? Trust me.
Trust your own judgment.”

Sowly, with the degpest
distressin her strange gold eyes,
Taurawrapped thebox in the
cloth and handed it to him.

* k%

Then Roic found himself
facing thetask, all by himsdlf, of
stirring up ImpSec Supreme
headquartersin the middle of the
night. He almost wanted to wait




for Pym'sreturn. But hewas a
Vorkosigan armsman: senior man
present, even if merely because
sole man present. It was hisduty,
It was hisright, and time was of
the essence, if only torelieve
Taura'stroubled mind at the
earliest possible instant. She
hovered, bleak and worried, ashe
gulped for nerveand fired up the
secured comconsole in the near by
library.

A serious-looking ImpSec
captain reported to the front hall
In lessthan thirty minutes. He
recor ded everything, including
Roic'sverbal report, Taura's
description of what the pearlshad
looked liketo her, both their
accounts of Madame Vorsoisson's



witnessed symptoms, and a copy of
Pym'soriginal security check
records. Roictried to be
straightforward, ashe'd often
wished withesses would have been
to him back in Hassadar, although
In thisversion the fraught
confrontation in the antechamber
became merely Sergeant Taura
voiced a suspicion to me. Wdll, it
wastrue.

For Taura'ssake, Roic made
sureto mention the possbility that
the pearlshad not been sent by
Quinn at all and pointed out the
other gift certainly known to be
from her. The captain frowned
and bundled up thelivefur as
well, and looked asthough he
wanted to bundleup Tauraalong



with it. He carried off the pearls,
the still-purring blanket, and all
related packaging in a series of
sealed and labeled plastic bags. All
thischill efficiency took a bare
half hour more.

“Do you want to go to bed?”
Roic asked Taurawhen thedoors
closed behind the ImpSec captain.
Shelookssotired. “1 haveto stay
up anyway. | can giveyou acall to
your room when ther € sany news.
|f there'sany news.”

She shook her head. “I
couldn't deep. Maybethey'll have
something soon.”

“Therésnoteling, but | hope
0.”

They settled down to wait



together on a sturdy-looking sofa
In the antechamber oppositethe
one displaying the gifts. The noises
of the night-odd squeaks of the
house settling against the winter
cold, thefaint whir or hum of
distant automated
machinery-werevery noticeablein
the stillness. Taura stretched what
Roic suspected were knotted
shoulders, and hewas briefly
Inspired to offer aback rub, but he
wasn't sure how she'd takeit. The
Impulse dissolved in cowardice.

“Quiet around hereat night,”
she said after a moment.

Shewas speaking to him
again. Please, don't stop. “Yeah. |
sort of likeit, though.”



“Oh, you, too? The night
watch isa philosophical kind of
time. Itsown world. Nothing
moving out there but maybe
people being born or people dying,
necessity, and us.”

“Eh, and the bad night people
we're put on watch againgt.”

She glanced through the
archway intothegreat hall and
beyond. “ Apparently so. What an
evil trick ...” Shetrailed off in a
grimace.

“ThisQuinn, you've known
her along time?”

“Shewasin the Dendarii
mercenaries at thetimel joined
thefleet-'original equipment,' as
she says. A good leader, afriend



by many shared disasters. And
victories, sometimes. Ten years
adds up to some weight, even if
you'r e not watching. Especially if
you're not watching, | suppose.”

He followed the thought
spoken by her glance, aswell as
her words. “ Eh, yeah. God spare
me from ever facing such a puzzle.
It would be as bad as having your
count revolt against theemperor, |
suppose. Or likefindingm'lord in
on someinsane plot to murder
EmpressLaisa. Shouldn't wonder
that you've been running around
In circlesin your head all night.”

“Tighter and tighter, yes. |
couldn't enjoy the emperor's party
from the moment | thought of it,
and | know Miles so wanted meto.



And | couldn't tell him why-I'm
afraid hethought | wasfeeling out
of place. Wdll, | was, but it wasn't
a problem, exactly. I'm usually out
of place.” Sheblinked tawny eyes
gonedark and widein the
half-light. “What would you do? | f
you discovered or suspected such a
horror?”

Hislipstwisted. “That'sa
tough one. A higher honor must
underlieours, the count says. We
can't ever obey unthinkingly.”

“Huh. That'swhat Milessays,
too. Isthat wherehegot it, from
hisfather?”

“I shouldn't be surprised.
M'lord'sbrother Mark says
Integrity isa disease, and you can



only catch it from someone who
hasit.”

A littlelaugh sounded in her
throat. “ That soundslike Mark, all
right.”

He considered her guestion
with the seriousnessit merited.
“I'd havetoturn himin, | guess. |
hope |I'd havethe courage,
anyways. Nobody would win, Iin
theend. Least of all me”

“Oh, yeah. | can seethat.”

Her hand lay on the sofa
fabric between them, clawed
fingerstapping. Hewanted to take
It and squeezeit for comfort-hers,
or his? But hedidn't dare.
Dammit, try, can't you?

Hisargument with himself



was interrupted when hiswrist
com sounded. Thegateguard
reported thereturn of the
Vorkosgan House party from the
|mperial Residence. Roic coded
down the house shields and stood
asdeasthe crowd disembarked
from a small fleet of groundcars.
Pym was in close attendance upon
the countess, smiling at something
shewas saying over her shoulder
to him. The guests, varioudy
cheerful, drowsy, or drunk,
streamed past chatting and
laughing.

“Anything toreport?’ Pym
Inquired perfunctorily. He glanced

In curiosity past Roic at Taura,
looming over hisshoulder.

“Yes, 9r. Seemein privateas



SOON asyou can, please.”

The benign deepy look
evaporated from Pym'sfeatures.
“Oh?” Heglanced back at the
mob now divesting wraps and
streaming up the stairs. “Right.”

L ow-voiced as Roic had been,
the countess had caught the
exchange. A wave of her finger
dismissed Pym from her side.

“ Although, if thisis of moment,
Pym, I'll takeareport before
bed,” she murmured.

“Yes, my lady.”

Roic jerked hishead toward
the antechamber of thelibrary,
and Pym followed him and Taura
through the archway. The moment
the guests had cleared the next



room, Roic decanted a short precis
of the night'sadventure,
salf-plagiarized from the one he'd
given tothe ImpSec forensics
captain. Omitting, again, the part
about Taura's attempted theft. He
hoped like hell that it wasn't going
to turn out to be horribly
pertinent later. He would submit
the full account to m'lord's
judgment, he decided. When the
devil wasm'lord going to return?

Pym grew rigid ashetook in
thereport. “1 checked that
necklace mysdf, Roic. Scanned it
clear of devices-the chemical
sniffer didn't pick up anything
either.”

“Did you touch it?” asked
Taura.



Pym'seyesnarrowed in
memory. “|1 mainly handled it by
theclasp. Well ... well, ImpSec
will run it through thewringer.
M'lord always claimsthey can use
theexercise. It can't hurt. You
acted correctly, Armsman Roic.

Y ou can continue about your
dutiesnow. I'll follow it up with
lmpSec.”

With thistepid praise, he
moved off, frowning.

“Isthat all weget?’ Taura
whispered as Pym's ascending
footsteps faded on the winding
stair case.

Roic glanced at his chrono.
“Till ImpSec reportsback, | guess.
It dependson how hard that dirty



stuff you saw” -he didn't insult her
by phrasing it as you claimed you
saw-“isto identify.”

She scrubbed tired-looking
eyeswith the back of her hand.
“Can |, uh, can | stay with you till
they call?”

“Sure”

ln a moment of true
Ingpiration, heled her down to the
kitchen and introduced her tothe
staff refrigerator. He'd been
correct; her extraordinary
metabolism wasin need of fuel
again. Ruthlesdy, he cleared out
everything on the shelvesand laid
It infront of her. Theearly
mor ning crew could fend for
themsalves. Therewasno shame



herein offering up servants food
to aguest; everyone ate well from
Ma Kosti'skitchen. He dialed up
coffee for himsdlf and teafor her,
and they perched together on two
stools at the counter.

Pym found them there asthey
wer e finishing eating. The senior
armsman'sface was so drained of
blood asto be nearly green.

“Weél done, Roic, Sergeant
Taura,” hebegan in a stiff voice.
“Very wdl done. | just now spoke
with ImpSec headquarters. The
pear|s were doctored-with a
designer neurotoxin. ImpSec
thinksit's of Jacksonian origin,
but they're still cross-checking.
Thedose was sealed under a
chemically neutral transparent



lacquer that dissolveswith body
heat. Casual handling wouldn't
release it, but if someone put the
necklace on and woreit for atime.
..halfanhour or so...”

“Enough to kill someone?”
Taura'stonewastense.

“Enough to kill a bloody
elephant, thelab boyssay.” Pym
moistened dry lips. “And |
checked it mysdlf. | bloody passed
It.” Histeeth clenched. “ Shewas
going to wear them to-M'lord
would have-” He choked himself
off and ran a hand over hisface,
hard.

“Does I mpSec know who really
sent them?” asked Taura.

“Not yet. But they'reall over



It, you can believe”

A vision of thedeadly pale
sphereslying on m'lady-to-be's
warm throat flashed through
Roic'smemory. “Madame
Vor soisson touched the pearlslast
night-night before lagt, that is
now,” said Roic urgently. “ She
had them on for at least five
minutes. Isshe going to be all
right?”

“ImpSec isdispatching a
physician to Lord Auditor
Vorthys sto check her-one of ther
toxinsexperts. If she'd taken in
enough to kill her, she'd havedied
right then, so that's not going to
happen, but | don't know what
other ...l haveto gonow and call
m'lord thereand warn him to



expect avigitor. And-and tell him
why. Well done, Roic. Did | say
well done? Well done.” Pym drew
a shaken, unhappy breath and
strode back out.

Taura, her chinin her hand as
she drooped over her plate,
scowled after him. “ Jacksonian
neurotoxin, en? That doesn't
prove much. The Jacksonianswill
sall anything to anyone. Miles
made enough enemiestherein
some of our old sorties-if they
knew it wasintended for him,
they'd probably offer a deep
discount.”

“Yeah, | imaginetracing the
sourceisgoingtotakealittle
longer. Even for ImpSec.” He
hesitated. “ Although, wouldn't



they know him on Jackson'sWhole
only under hisold covert ops
Identity? Your littleadmiral?”

“That cover'sbeen well-blown
for acouple of years, hetellsme.
Partly asa result of the messhis
last mission there produced, partly
from some other things. Over my
head.” Sheyawned, hugdly. It was
... Impressive. She'd been up
since dawn, Roic wasreminded,
and hadn't dept through the
afternoon ashe had. Stranded in
what must seem to her an alien
place and wrestling terriblefears.
All by hersdlf. For thefirst time,
hewondered if shewasloney. One
of akind, thelast of her kind if he
under stood correctly, without
home or kin except for that chancy



wandering mercenary fleet. And
then he wondered why he hadn't
noticed her essential aloneness
sooner. Armsmen wer e supposed
to be observant. Yeah?

“If | promiseto come by and
tell you if | get any news, d'you
suppose you could try to sleep?”

Sherubbed the back of her
neck. “Would you? Then | think |
could. Try, that is”

He escorted her to her door,
past m'lord'sdark and empty
auite. When he clasped her hand
briefly, she clasped back. He
swallowed, for courage.

“Dirty pearls, en?” hesaid,
still holding her hand. “Y'know . .
.| can't gpeak for any other



Barrayarans. .. but | think your
genetic modificationsare
beautiful.”

Her lipscurved up, he hoped
not altogether bleakly. “You are
getting better.”

When shelet goand turned in,
aclaw trailing lightly over the skin
of hispalm made hisbody shudder
In involuntary, sensual surprise.
He stared at the closing door and
swallowed a perfectly foolish urge
to call her back. Or follow her
Inside. .. Hewastill on duty, he
reminded himself. The next
monitor s check was overdue. He
forced himsdlf to turn away.

* k%

The sky outside was shifting



from theamber night of thecity to
a chill blue dawn when the gate
guard called Roic to code down
the house shieldsfor m'lord's
return. Asthe armsman who'd
been called out to chauffeur drove
the big car off to put away, Roic
opened one door to admit the
hunched, frowning figure. M'lord
looked up to recognize Roic, and a
rather ghastly smilelightened his
furrowed features.

Roic had seen m'lord looking
strung-out before, but never so
alarmingly asthis, not even after
one of hisbad seizuresor when
he'd had that spectacular
hangover after the disastrous
butter bug banquet. His eyes
stared out from gray circleslike



feral animalsfrom ther dens. His
skin was pale, and lines of tension
mapped the anxiety across his
face. Hismovementswere
smultaneoudly tired and stiff, and
jerky and nervous, a spinning
exhaustion that could find no
place of rest.

“Roic. Thank you. Blessyou,”
m'lord began in avoice that
sounded asthough it were coming
from the bottom of a well.

“Ism'lady-to-beall right?”
Roic asked in some apprehension.

M'lord nodded. “ Yes, now.
Shefell adeep in my arms, finally,
after the ImpSec doctor left. God,
Roic! | can't believel missed the
signs. Poisoning! And | fastened



that death around her neck with
my own handd! It'sa damned
metaphor for thiswholething,
that'swhat it is. Shethought it
wasjust her. | thought it wasjust
her. How littlefaith in hersdf, or
mein her, to misdentify dying of
poison for dying of self-doubt?”

“She's not dying, isshe?” Roic
asked again, tobesure. In this
spate of dramatic angdt, it wasa
littlehard totdl. “T' bit of
exposure shegot isn't going to
have any per manent effects, isit?”

M'lord began to pacein circles
around theentry hall, while Roic
followed vainly trying to take his
coat. “ Thedoctor said not, not
once the headaches pass off, which
they seem to have done now. She



was so relieved to find out what it
really wassheburst into tears. Go
figure that one out, eh?”

“Yeah, except that-” Roic
began, then bit histongue. Except
that thecryingjag he'd
Inadvertently witnessed had
occurred well befor e the poisoning.

“What?”
“Nothing, m'lord.”

Lord Vorkosigan paused at the
archway to the antechamber .
“ImpSec. We mugt call ImpSecto
take away all those giftsand
recheck them for-”

“They already came and
collected them, m'lord,” Roic
soothed him, or tried to. “ An hour
ago. They say they'll try t' get as



many as possible cleared and back
beforethe wedding guests start
arriving come midafternoon.”

“Oh. Good.” M'lord stood still
a moment, staring into nothing,
and Roic finally managed to get
his coat away from him.

“M'lord ... you don't think
your Admiral Quinn sent that
necklace, do you?”

“Oh, good heavens, no. Of
coursenot.” M'lord dismissed this
fear with a startlingly casual wave
of hishand. “Not her styleat all. If
shewereever that mad at me,
she'd kick medownstairs
personally. Great woman, Quinn.”

“Sergeant Taurawasworried.
| think shethought this Quinn



might &' been, um, jealous.”

M'lord blinked. “Why? |
mean, yes, it'salmost exactly a
year since Elli and | parted
company, but Ekaterin had
nothing to do with that. Didn't
even meet her till a couple of
monthslater. Thetiming'spure
coincidence, you can assure her.

Y eah, so Elli turned down the
wedding invitation-sne has
responsibilities. She got the fleet,
after all.” A small sigh escaped
him. Hislips screwed up in further
thought. “1'd sureliketo know
who knew enough to steal Quinn's
name to smuggle that hellisn
packagein here, though. That's the
real puzzle. Quinn's connected to
Admiral Naismith, not to Lord



Vorkosigan. Which wasthe
sticking point in thefirst place,
but never mind now. | want
ImpSec to put every available
resour ce on to tearing that one

apart.”

“I believethey already are,
m'lord.”

“Oh. Good.” Helooked up,
and hisfacegrew, if possible, more
serious. “ You saved my House last
night, you know. Eleven
generations of Vorkosgans have
narrowed down to the choke point
of me, thisgeneration, this
marriage. I'd have been the lad,
but for that chance-no, not
chance-that moment of shrewd
observation.”



Roic waved an embarrassed
hand. “Wasn't me who spotted it,
m'lord. It was Sergeant Taura.
She'd havereported it her self
earlier, if shehadn't been
half-taken in by t' bad guy's nasty
camouflage with your, um, friend
Admiral Quinn'sname.”

M'lord took up histaut orbit
of the hall again. “Bless Taura,
then. A woman beyond price.
Which | already knew, but
anyway. | could kiss her feet, by
God. | could kissher all over!”

Roic was beginning to think
that line about the barbed-wire
choke chain wasn't such ajoke
after all. All thisfrenetic tension
was, if not precisaly infectious,
starting to get on what was left of



hisnerves. Heremarked dryly, in
Pym-like periods, “1 wasgiven to
understand you already had,
m'lord.”

M'lord jerked to a halt again.
“Whotold you that?”

Under the circumstances, Roic
decided not to mention M adame
Vorsoisson. “Taura.”

“Eh, maybeit'sthewomen's
secret code. | don't havethekey,
though. You'reon your own there,
boy.” Hesnorted atrifle
hysterically. “But if you ever do
win an invitation from her,
beware-it'slike being mugged in a
dark alley by agoddess. You're
not the same man after. Not to
mention critical feminine body



partson ascaleyou can actually
find, and asfor thefangs, there's
no thrill quitelike-”

“Miles,” abemused voice
Interrupted from overhead. Roic
glanced up to seethe countess,
wrapped in arobe, leaning over
the balcony railing and observing
her son. How long had she been
standing there? She was Betan,;
maybem'lord'slast remarks
wouldn't discombobulate her as
much asthey did Roic. In fact, he
reflected, he was certain they
couldn't.

“Good morning, Mother,”
m'lord managed. “ Some bastard
tried to poison Ekaterin, did you
hear ? When | catch up with him, |
swear |1'm going to makethe



Dismember ment of Mad Emper or
Yuri look likea house party-"

“Yes, ImpSec has kept your
father and mefully apprised
during thenight, and | just spoke
with Helen. Everything seems
under control for the moment,
except for persuading Pym not to
throw himsdf off the Star Bridge
In expiation. HE' s pretty
distraught over thisdipup. For
pity's sake, come up and take a
degptimer and liedown for a
while.”

“I don't want a pill. | haveto
check the garden. | haveto check
everything-”

“Thegardenisfine.
Everythingisfine. Asyou have



just discovered in Armsman Roic
here, your staff ismorethan
competent.” She started down the
stairs, adistinctly stedly look in
her eye. “It'seither adeeptimer or
a dedgehammer for you, son. | am
not handing you off to your
blamelessbridein the stateyou're
In, or theworseoneit'll beif you
don't get somereal deep before
thisafternoon. It'snot fair to her.”

“Nothing about thismarriage
Isfair to her,” m'lord muttered,
bleak. “ Shewas afraid it would be
the nightmare of her old marriage
all over again. No! It'sgoing to be
acompletely different
nightmare-much worse. How can |
ask her to step intomy lineof fire
If-"



“Asl recall, sheasked you. |
wasthere, remember? Stop
gibbering.” The countesstook his
arm, and began moreor less
frog-mar ching him upstairs. Roic
made a mental note of her
techniquefor futurereference.
She glanced over her shoulder and
gave Roic areassuring, if rather
unexpected, wink.

Thebrief remainder of the
most memor able night shift of his
career passed, to Roic'srélidf,
without further incident of note.
He dodged excited maidservants
hurrying to the big day'stasks and
mounted the stairsto histiny
fourth-floor bedroom thinking
that m'lord wasn't the only one
who should get some deep before



the afternoon's mor e public duties.
M'lord'slast, decidedly
free-floating comments kept him
awake for sometime, though,
beguiling him with visions of
somewhat shocking charm. Such
ashe'd never dreamed of back in
Hassadar. He fell adeegp with his
lips curling up.

* k%

A few minutes before his
alarm was set to go off, Roic was
awakened by Armsman JankowsKi
tapping at hisbedroom door.

“Pym saysyou'retoreport to
m'lord'ssuiteright away. Some
kind of briefing-you don't haveto
bein your uniform yet.”

“Right.”



Dressuniform, Jankowski
meant, although Jankowski was
already sharp in hisown. Roic
dipped on last night'swear and
ran a comb through his hair,
frowned in frustration at hisbeard
shadow-right away presumably
meant just that-and hurried
downgairs.

Roic found m'lord in his
suite'sgtting room, halfway
dressed in aslk shirt, the brown
trouserswith slver sde-piping
and the silver-embroider ed
suspender sthat went with and
dippers. Hewas attended by his
cousin Ivan Vorpatril, resplendent
In his own House's blue-and-gold
uniform. Asm'lord's Second and
chief witnessin the imminent



ceremony, Lord |van was also
playing groom'sbatman aswell as
general supporter.

Oneof Roic'sfonder secret
memoriesfrom the past weekswas
of withessing, in hisrole as
disregarded coatrack, the great
Viceroy Count Vorkosigan himself
taking his handsome nephew aside
and promising, in avoice so low as
to be almost a whisper, to have
lvan'shidefor adrumskin if he
allowed his misplaced sense of fun
to do anything at all to screw up
the impending ceremony for
m'lord. Ivan had been humorless
asajudgeall week; sidebetswere
being taken belowstairsfor how
long it would last. Remembering
that degply ominousvoice, Roic



had selected thelongest shot in the
pool-and thought himself likely to
win.

Taura, alsoin last night's gear
of skirt and lacy blouse, lounged
on one of the small sofasin the bay
window, apparently offering
bracing advice. M'lord had
evidently taken the deeptimer, for
helooked vastly better: clean,
shaved, clear-eyed, and very
nearly calm.

“Ekaterin'shere,” hetold
Roic, in the awed tone of a
besieged garrison commander
describing the unexpected
relieving force. “The bride' sparty
Isusing my mother'ssuitefor thar
staging area. Mother'sgoingto
bring her down in amoment. She



needsto bein on this.”

In on what? was answer ed
before Roic could voicethe
guestion by the entry of ImpSec
chief General Allegre himsdf, in
dressgreens, escorted by the
count, also already in hisbest
House uniform. Allegrewas a
wedding guest in hisown right,
but it clearly wasn't for social
reasonsthat he'd arrived an hour
early.

The countessand Ekaterin
followed on their hedls, the
countess graceful in something
sparkling and green, m'lady-to-be
still in her drab dressbut with her
hair already braided up and
thickly entwined with tiny roses
and other exquisite little scented



flowersthat Roic could not name.
Both women looked grave, but a
smilelike a fugitive gleam from
paradiselit Ekaterin'seyesasthey
met m'lord's. Roic found he had to
look away from that brief
Intensity, feeling a clumsy
Intruder. Hethus surprised
Taura'sexpresson: shrewdly
approving, but morethan alittle
wistful.

lvan drew up extrachairs, and
all disposed themsalves around the
small table near the window.
Madame Vor soisson took a seat
beside m'lord, decoroudly but with
no wasted centimeter s between.
Hegripped her hand. Roic
managed to dip in next to Taura;
she smiled down at him. These



chamber s had once belonged to
thelate great General Piotr
Vorkosigan, beforethey'd been
claimed by hisgrandson, therising
young Lord Auditor. Thisspot, not
the grand public rooms
downgtairs, wasthe site of more
military, political, and secret
conferences of historic import to
Barrayar than Roic could readily
Imagine.

“| dropped by early to give
you ImpSec'slatest report in
person, Miles, Madame
Vor soisson, Count, Countess.”
Allegre, half-leaning on a sofa
arm, nodded around. Hereached
Into histunic and withdrew a
plastic bag in which something
white glimmered and gleamed.



“And toreturn these. | had my
forensics people clean them after
collecting and recording the
evidence. They're safe now.”

Gingerly, m'lord took the
pearlsfrom hishand and set them
down on thetable. “And do you
know yet who getsthe thank-you
notefor thisgift? I'm rather
hoping to deliver it in person.”
|1l-concealed menace vibrated
beneath hislight tone.

“That hasactually broken
open much faster than | was
expecting,” said Allegre. “It wasa
very niceforgery job on the date
stamps from Escobar on the outer
packaging, but theinner
decor ative wr apping checked out
under analysisas of Barrayaran



origin. Once we knew which
planet to look on, theitem was
sufficiently unique-the necklace is
of Earth origin, by the way-we
wereabletotraceit by jeweer's
Import recordsalmost at once. It
was purchased two weeksago in
Vorbarr Sultanafor alarge sum of
cash, and the store security vids
for the month hadn't been erased
yet. My agent positively identified
Lord Vorbataille.”

M'lord hissed through his
teeth. “Hewason my short lidt,
yes. No wonder hewastrying so
hard to get off planet.”

“Hewasup to hiseyebrowsin
the plan, but hewasn't its
originator. Do you remember how
you said to methree weeksago



that whilethere had to be brains
behind this operation, you'd swear
they weren't in Vorbataille's
head?”

“Yes,” said m'lord. “1 had him
pegged for a front man, suborned
for hisconnections. And hisyacht,
of course.”

“You wereright. We picked
up hisJacksonian crime
consultant about three hoursago.”

“You have him!”

“Wehave him. He'll keep,
now.” Allegregavem'lord agrim
nod. “ Although he had thewit to
not bring attention to himself by
trying to get off planet, one of my
analysts, who camein last night to
look over the new evidencethat



came in with the necklace, was
ableto run a back-trace and
cross-connect, and so identify him.
Weéll, actually hefingered three
suspects, but fast-penta cleared
two of them. The sourcefor the
toxin was a fellow by the name of
Luca Tarpan.”

M'lord mouthed the syllables;
hisface screwed up. “ Damn. Are
you sure? I've never heard of him.

“Quitesure. Heappearsto
havetieswith the Bharaputra
syndicate on Jackson'sWhole.”

“Wdll, that would give him
accessto quitealot of somewhat
scrambled two-year-old
Infor mation about me and Quinn,
yes. Both mes, in fact. And it



accountsfor the superior forgery.
But why such a heinous attack?
It'salmost more disturbing to
think that sometotal stranger
would-Have we crossed paths
before?”

Allegre shrugged. “ It seems
not. The preliminary interrogation
suggestsit wasa purely
professional ploy-although he
clearly had nolovel€ft for you by
the time you were about half done
ripping open thiscase. Your talent
for making interesting new
enemies has evidently not deserted
you. The plan wasto create
distracting chaosin your
Investigation just after the group
made its getaway-Vor bataille was
preselected to bethrown to usfor



agoat, it turnsout-but we shut
them down about eight daysearly.
Thenecklace had only just been
dipped into the delivery service's
records and dispatched at that
point.”

M'lord'steeth set. “You've
had Vorbataillein your handsfor
two days. And fast-penta didn't
turn thisup?”

Allegregrimaced. “| just
reviewed thetranscriptsbeforel
droveover here. It camevery close
to surfacing. But to get an answer,
even-especially-under fast-penta,
asuseful atruth drug asit is, you
must first know enough to ask the
guestion. My interrogatorswere
concentrating on the Princess
Olivia. It was Vorbataill€ syacht



that wasused toinsert the
hijacking team, by the way.”

“Knew it had to be,” grunted
m'lord.

“We'd have caught up with
this necklace schemein afew more
dayson our own, | think,” said
Allegre.

M'lord glanced at hischrono
and said rather thickly, “You'd
have caught up with it in about
one more hour, actually. On your
own.”

Allegretilted hishead in frank
acknowledgment. “ Yes,
unfortunately. Madame
Vorsoisson” -he touched hisbrow
In a considerably more formal
gesturethan theusual ImpSec



salute-“on behalf of myself and
my organization, | wish to offer
you my most abject apologies. My
Lord Auditor. Count. Countess.”
Helooked up at Roicand Taura,
stting sde by side on the sofa
opposite. “ Fortunately, ImpSec
was not your last line of defense.”

“Indeed,” rumbled the count,
who had seated himsdlf on a
straight chair turned backward,
arms comfortably crossed over its
back, listening intently but
without comment till now.
Countess Vorkosigan stood by his
side; her hand touched his
shoulder, and he caught it under
hisown thicker one.

Allegre said, “1llyan oncetold
methat half the secret of House



Vorkosgan's preeminencein
Barrayaran history wasthe quality
of the peopleit drew to itsservice.
|'m glad to see thiscontinuesto
hold true. Armsman Roic,
Sergeant Taura-lmpSec salutes
you with moregratitudethan | can
rightly express” Hedid so, in a
sober gesture altogether free of his
gporadic irony.

Roic blinked, ducking his head
In lieu of thereturn salute he
wasn't sureif hewas supposed to
make. Hewondered if hewas
expected to say something. He
hoped to hell no one would want
him to make a speech, like after
that incident in Hassadar . That
had been more horrifying than the
needler fire. He glanced up to find



Tauraglancing down at him, eyes
bright. He wanted to ask her-he
wanted to ask her athousand
things, but not here. Would they
ever get a private moment again?
Not for the next several hours, that
was certain.

“Wdll, love,” -m'lord blew out
hisbreath, staring down at the
plastic bag-“| think that's your
final warning. Travel with me and
you travel into hazard. | don't
want it to be so. But it'sgoing to
goon being so, aslong as| serve. .
.what | serve”

M'lady-to-be glanced at the
countess, whosereturn smilewas
decidedly twisted. “1 never
Imagined it would be otherwise for
alLady Vorkosgan.”



“I'll have these destroyed,”
m'lord said, reaching for the
pearls.

“No,” said m'lady-to-be, her
eyesnarrowing. “Wait.”

He paused, raising his
eyebrowsat her.

“They were sent tome.
They're my souvenir. | shall keep
them. I'd haveworn them asa
courtesy to your friend.” She
reached past him and scooped up
the bag, tossed it up and caught it
again out of theair, her long
fingersclosing tightly around it.
Her edged smiletook Roic aback.
“I'll wear them now as a defiance
to our enemies.”

M'lord's eyes blazed back at



her.

The countess seized the
moment-possibly, Roic thought, to
cut off her son from further
blithering-and tapped her chrono.
“ Speaking of wearing things, it's
timeto get dressed.”

M'lord went a shade paler.
“Yes, of course.” Hekissed
m'lady-to-be'shand as sherose,
looking as if he never wanted to let
It go again. Countess Vorkosigan
herded everyone except m'lord
and hiscousin into the hallway,
shutting the door to the suite
firmly behind her.

“Helooks much better now,”
said Roicto her, glancing back. “I
think your deeptimer wasjust t'



thing.”

“Yes, plusthetranquilizersl
had Aral give him when hewent in
to wake him up awhileago. The
double dose seemsto have been
just about right.” She hooked her
arm through her husband's.

“Still think it should have
been atriple,” he murmured.

“Now, now. Calm, not
comatose, isthe goal for our
groom.” She escorted Madame
Vorsoisson toward the stairs; the
count went off with Allegre, taking
advantage of the chanceto discuss
details, or perhapsdrinks,in
private.

Taura stared after them, her
snileaskew. “You know, | wasn't



sur e about that woman for Miles
at first, but | think she'll do him
very well. That Vor thing of his
always baffled Elli. Ekaterin hasit
In her bones same as he does. God
help them both.”

Roic had been about to say
that hethought m'lady-to-be better
than m'lord deserved, but Taura's
last remark brought him up short.
“Huh. Yeah. She'strueVor, all
right. It'sno easy thing.”

Taura started down the
corridor but stopped at the corner
and half-turned back to ask, “ S0,
what areyou doing after the
party?”

“Night guard duty.” All
bloody week, Roic realized in



dismay. And Tauraonly had ten
days left on-planet.

“An.”

Shewhisked away; Roic
glanced at hischrono and gulped.
Thegeneroustimehe'd allotted to
dressand report for wedding duty
was almost gone. Heran for the
sairs.

* k%

The guests wer e already
startingto arrive, spilling from the
entry hall through the succession
of flower-graced public rooms,
when Roic scuffed quickly down
the staircaseto take up hisallotted
place as backup to Armsman Pym,
In turn backing up Count and
Countess Vorkosigan. Some



on-steguestswere already in
place: Lady AlysVorpatril, acting
asassistant hostess and gener al
expediter, and her benevolently
absentminded escort, Simon
lllyan; the Bothari-Jeseks,
Mayhew, in apparent per manent
tow of Nikki; an assortment of
Vorvayneswho had overflowed
from Lord Auditor Vorthyss
packed houseto Vorkosgan House
guest rooms. M'lord'sfriend
Commodor e Galeni, Chief of
|mpSec Komarran Affairs, and his
wifewereearly arrivals, along with
m'lord's special Progressive Party
colleagues, the Vorbrettensand
theVorrutyers.

Commodore Kouddka and his
gpouse, known universally asKou



and Drou, arrived with thear
daughter Martya. Martyawas
standing in as M adame
Vorsoisson's Second in place of
m'lady-to-be's closest friend-yet
another Koudelka daughter,
Kareen, still at school on Beta
Colony. Kareen and m'lord's
brother, Lord Mark, weremuch
missed (albeit, in remembrance of
the bug butter incident, not by
Roic) but theinterstellar travel
time had proved too tight for thar
schedules. Lord Mark'swedding
present was a gift certificate for
thebridal couplefor aweek at an
exclusve and very expensive
Betan resort, however, so perhaps
m'lord and hislady would soon be
vigiting hisbrother and ther
friend, not to mention m'lord's



Betan relatives. Asgiftswent, it at
least had the advantage of shifting
all the security challengesinherent
In thetrip to some later time.

Martya was sped upstairsby a
maid detailed to that purpose.
Martya'sescort and Lord Mark's
business partner, Dr. Borgos, was
quietly taken asde by Pym for an
unscheduled frisking for any
sur prise gift insects he might have
been harboring, but thistimethe
scientist proved clean. Martya
returned unexpectedly soon, her
brow wrinkled thoughtfully, and
repossessed him to stroll off in
sear ch of drinksand company.

Lord Auditor and Professora
Vorthysarrived with therest of
the Vorvaynes, altogether a goodly



company: four brothers, three
wives, ten children, and
m'lady-to-be' sfather and
stepmother, in addition to her
beloved aunt and uncle. Roic
glimpsed Nikki showing off Arde
to hismob of awed young
Vorvayne cousins, pressing the
jump pilot to decant galactic war
storiesto thisenthralled audience.
Nikki didn't, Roic noted, seem to
haveto pressvery hard. The Betan
pilot grew downright expansivein
the warm glow of these attentions.

TheVorvayne sde stood up
bravely to the glittering company
that wasVorkosigan House's
norm-well, Lord Auditor Vorthys
was notorioudy obliviousto any
status not backed by proven



engineering expertise. But even
the bride'smost buoyant older
brother grew subdued and
thoughtful when Count Gregor
and CountessLaisaVorbarrawere
announced. Theemperor and
empress had chosen to attend the
supposedly informal afternoon
affair associal equalstothe
Vorkosigans, which saved aworld
of protocol hassesfor everyone,
not least themsalves. Not in any
other uniform but that of his
Count's House could the emperor
have publicly embraced hislittle
foster brother Miles, whoran
downgstairsto greet him, nor been
so sincerely embraced in return.

Inall, m'lord's*“little”
wedding numbered one hundred



twenty guests. Vorkosigan House
absor bed them all.

At last, the moment arrived,;
the hall and antechambers became
brief, crowded chaosaswraps
wer e redonned and the guests all
streamed out the gate and around
the corner tothegarden. Theair
was cold but not bitter, and
thankfully windless, the sky a
degpening clear blue, the danting
afternoon sun liquid gold. It
turned the snowy garden into as
gilded, glittering, spectacular and
utterly uniqgue a showplace as
m'lord'sheart could ever have
desired. Theflowersand ribbons
wer e concentrated around the
central placewherethevowswere
to be, complementing the wild



brilliance of theice and show and
light.

Although Roic wasfairly sure
that thetwo realistically detailed
Ice rabbitshumping under a
discreet bush were not part of the
decorationsm'lord had ordered.
They did not pass unnoticed, as
thefirst person to observethem
Immediately pointed them out to
everyone within earshot. [van
Vorpatril averted hisgaze from
the cheerfully obscene artwork-the
rabbitswere grinning-a look of
Innocence on hisface. The count's
menacing glower at him was alas
under cut by an escaping snicker,
which became a guffaw when the
countess whispered somethingin
hisear.



Thegroom'sparty took up
their positions. I n the center of the
garden, the walkways, swept clear
of snow, met at awidecircle of
paving brick, with the Vorkosigan
crest of mountains and maple
leaves picked out in contrasting
brick. In this obvious spot, the
small circle of colored groatswas
laid out on the ground for the
oath-making couple, surrounded
by a multipointed star for the
principal witnesses. Another circle
of groats crowned atemporary
pathway of tanbark flung wide
around thefirst two rings,
providing dry footing for therest
of the guests.

Roic, wearing a sword for the
first timesince he'd taken his



liegeman's oath, took hisplacein
theformal lineup of armsmen
making an aide on either side of
the main pathway. He looked
around in worry, for Tauradid not
loom up among the groom's guests
sorting themselves out along the
outer circle. M'lord, hishand
clutching hiscousin Ivan'sblue
deeve, gazed up at theentrancein
almost painful anticipation.
M'lord had, with difficulty, been
talked out of hauling hishorsein
totown to fetch the bridefrom the
housein theold Vor style, though
Roic personally had no doubt that
the placid, elderly steed would
have proved much less nervous
and difficult to handlethan its
master. So the Vorvayne party
madetheir entrance on foot.



Lady Alys, as Coach, led the
way like some silken banner
carrier. Thebridefollowed on her
blinking father'sarm, shimmering
In ajacket and skirt of beige velvet
embroidered with shining siver,
her booted feet striding out
fearlesdly, her eyes seeking only
one other facein themaob. The
triple stand of pearlsgracing her
throat glimmered their secret
message of bravado to only afew
personshere. A few extraordinary
persons. By hisnarrowed eyes and
wryly pursed lips, it was clear that
Emperor Gregor was one of them.

Roic's might have been the
sole gaze not to linger on the bride,
for following beside her
stepmother, in the place of-no, as



-the bride's Second, walked
Sergeant Taura. Roic'seyes
shifted, though he kept hisrigid
posture-yes, therewas Martya
Koudelkawith Dr. Borgoson the
outer circle, apparently demoted
to the status of mere guest but not
looking in the least put-out. In
fact, she seemed to be watching
Taurawith smug approval.
Taura'sdresswas everything that
Lady Alyshad promised.
Champagne-color ed velvet exactly
matched her eyes, which seemed
to spring to a brilliant prominence
In her face. Thejacket deevesand
long swinging skirt wer e decor ated
on thelr marginswith black cord
shaped into winding patterns.
Champagne-colored orchids coiled
In her bound-back hair. Roic



thought he'd never seen anything
so stunningly sophisticated in his
life.

Everyonetook ther places.
M'lord and m'lady-to-be stepped
Into theinner circle, hands
gripping handsliketwo lovers
drowning. Thebridelooked not so
much radiant asincandescent; the
groom |looked gobsmacked. Lord
lvan and Taurawere handed the
two little bags of groatswith which
to closethecircle, then stood back
to their star points between Count
and Countess VVorkosigan and
Vorvayneand hiswife. Lady Alys
read out the vows, and m'lord and
m'lady-to-m'lady repeated their
responses, her voiceclear, hisonly
cracking once. Thekisswas



managed with remarkable grace,
m'lady somehow bending her knee
In a curtsylike motion so m'lord
didn't haveto stretch unduly. It
suggested thought and practice.

L ots of practice.

With immense panache, Lord
| van then swept the groat circle
wide with one booted foot,
triumphantly collecting hiskiss
from the brideas sheexited. Lord
and Lady Vorkosgan passed out
of the dazzling ice gar den between
thelines of Vorkosigan armsmen;
swords, drawn and lowered at
theair feet, rosein salute asthey
passed. When Pym led the
Armsmen's Shout, the sound of
twenty enthusiastic male voices
bounced and echoed off the



garden wallsand thundered to the
sky. M'lord grinned over his
shoulder and blushed with
pleasure at this deafening

endor sement.

As Seconds, Taurafollowed
next on Lord Ivan'sarm, bending
her head to hear something he
said, laughing. Therow of
armsmen remained torigid
attention while all the principals
streamed past them, then formed
up and marched smartly in ther
wake, followed by the guests, back
around and into Vorkosigan
House. It had all gone off perfectly.
Pym looked asthough he wanted
to passout thereand then from
sheer relief.

* k%



Vorkosigan House'smain state
dining room boasted seating for
ninety-six when both tableswere
brought out in paralld; the
overflow fit in the chamber
Immediately beyond, through a
wide ar chway, so that thewhole
company could sit down at once
essentially together. Serving was
not Roic'sresponsbility tonight,
but in hisroleasarbiter of
emergencies and gener al assistant
for any guest needing anything, he
kept to hisfeet and moving. Taura
was seated at the head table with
the principalsand the most
honor ed guests-the other mogt
honored guests. Between tall,
dark, handsomeLord Ivan and
tall, dark, lean Emperor Gregor,
shelooked really happy. Roic



could not wish her anywhere else,
but he found himsalf mentally
erasing lvan and replacing him
with himsdlf . . . yet Ivan and the
emperor werethevery pattern of
debonair wit. They made Taura
laugh, fangs flasning without
constraint. Roic would probably
just sit therein inarticulate silence
and gawp at her ...

Martya Koudeka passed him
In the entryway, wherehe'd
temporarily taken up guard
stance, and smiled cheerily at him.
“Hi, Raic.”

Henodded. “MissMartya.”

Shefollowed hisglancetothe
head table. “ Tauralooks
wonderful, doesn't she?”



“Suredoes.” He hesitated.
“How comeyou'renot up there?”

Her voicelowered. “I heard
the story about last night from
Ekaterin. Sheasked meif I'd mind
trading. | said, God, no. Getsme
out of having to gt thereand make
small talk with Ivan, for one
thing.” Shewrinkled her nose.

“I't waswell thought of, of
m'lady.”

She hitched up one shoulder.
“It wasthe one honor herethat
waswholly hersto bestow. The
Vorkosgansare amazing, but you
have to admit, they do eat you up.
They giveyou awild ridein
return, though.” She stood on
tiptoe and planted an unexpected



kisson Roic's cheek.

Hetouched the spot in
surprise. “What'sthat for?”

“For your half of last night.
For saving usall from having to
livewith areally insane Miles
Vorkosigan. Aslong ashelasted.”
A brief quaver shook her flippant
voice. Shetossed her blond hair
and bounced off.

Thetoastswere made with the
count'svery best wines, including
afew historical bottles, reserved
for the head table, that had been
laid down beforethe end of the
Timeof |solation. Afterward the
party moved to thebrilliant
ballroom, seeming another garden,
heady with the scent of a sudden



sporing. Lord and Lady Vorkosigan
opened the dancing. Those who
could still move after the dinner
followed them onto the polished
mar quetry floor.

Roic found himsdlf, all too
briefly, passing by Taura asshe
watched the dancer s sway and
twirl.

“Doyou dance, Roic?’ she
asked him.

“Can't. I'm on duty. You?”

“I'm afraid | don't know any
of these dances. Although, I'm
sure Mileswould have foisted an
Instructor on meif he'd thought of
it.”

“Actually,” headmitted in a
lower voice, “| don't know how



ather.”

Her lipscurled up. “Wédll,
don't let Milesknow if you want it
to stay that way. He'd have you
out therethumping around before
you knew what hit you.”

Hetried not to snicker. He
hardly knew what to say to this,
but hisparting half-salute did not
betoken disagreement.

On the sixth number, m'lady
danced past Roic with her eldest
brother, Hugo.

“Splendid necklace, Kat.
From your spouse, isit?”

“No, actually. From oneof his
... business associates.”

“Expensivel”



“Yes.” M'lady'sfaint smile
madethehairsstir on Roic'sarms.
“1 expect it to cost him everything
he has.”

They spun away.

Taura nailed it. She'll do for
m'lord, all right. And God help
thalr enemies.

Promptly on schedule, the
aircar was brought round for the
bridal coupl€e' s getaway. The night
was still fairly young, but it was
morethan an hour'sflight to
Vorkosigan Surleau and the
lakeside estate that wasto bethe
honeymoon refuge. The place
would be quiet thistime of year,
blanketed with snow and peace.
Roic could not imagine two people



morein need of alittle peace.

Theguestsin residencewere
to beleft behind under the care of
the count and countessfor afew
days, although the galactic guests
would travel down tothelake
later. Among other things, Roic
was given to under stand, Madame
Bothari-Jesek wished to visit her
father'sgravetherewith her
husband and new daughter and
burn a death offering.

Roic had thought Pym would
be doing theflying, but to his
surprise, Armsman JankowsKi
took the controlsasthe newlyweds
ran the gauntlet of raucous family
and friendsand madeit totherear
compar tment.



“I've shuffled some
assignments,” Pym murmured to
Roic asthey both stood smilingin
the porte cochereto watch and
salute. M'lord and m'lady seemed
to mdlt into each other'sarmsin
an egual mix of love and
exhaustion asthe silvered canopy
finally closed over them. “I'm
taking night watch in Vorkosigan
Housefor the next week. You have
the week off with double holiday
pay. With m'lady's own thanks.”

“Oh,” said Roic. He blinked.
Pym had been quitefrustrated by
the fact that no one, from the
count down, had seen fit to
censure him for the dipup with
the necklace. He could only
conclude that Pym had given up



and decided to supply hisown
penance. Wdll, if the senior
armsman looked to becarrying it
too far, the countess could be
relied upon to step in. “ Thanks!”

“You can consder your self
free from whenever Count and
CountessVorbarraleave.” Pym
nodded and stepped back asthe
aircar eased out from under the
overhang and began toriseinto
the cold night air asif buoyed up
by the yellsand cheersof the
well-wishers.

A splendid and prolonged
burst of fireworks madethe
send-off athing of beauty and a
joy to Barrayaran hearts. Taura
applauded and hooted, too, and,
along with Arde Mayhew, joined



Nikki'scohort for some added,
unscheduled crackersand
gparklersin the back garden.
Powder smoke perfumed theair in
cloudsasthechildren ran around
Taura, urging her tothrow the
lights higher. Security and an
assortment of mothers might have
guashed the game, except for the
fact that the large bag of most
remarkableincendiary goodies
had been dipped to Nikki by
Count Vorkosigan.

* k%

The party wound down.
Sleepy, protesting children were
carried past Roictotheir carsor
tother beds. Theemperor and
empress wer e seen out fondly by
the count and countess, soon after



thar departure, a score of
unobtrusive, efficient servants, on
loan from ImpSec, vanished
quietly and without fanfare. The
remaining ener getic young people
hijacked the ballroom to danceto
music moretotheir taste. Theair
tired elderssought quieter corners
In the succession of public rooms
In which to converse and sample
mor e of the count'svery best
wines.

Roic found Taura ditting alone
In one of thesmall sderoomson a
sturdy-looking sofa of the style she
favored, reflectively working her
way through a platter of Ma
Kosti'sdaintieson alow table
before her. Shelooked drowsy and
contented, yet a littleapart from it



all. Asif shewereaqguest in her
own life. ..

Roic gave her asmile, anod, a
semi-salute. He wished he'd
thought to provide himsalf with
roses or something. What could a
fellow giveto awoman likethis?
Thefinest chocolate, maybe, yeah,
although that was redundant at
the moment. Tomorrow for sure.
“Um ... haveyou had agood
time?”

“Oh, yes. Wonderful.”

She sat back and smiled
almost up at him-an unusual angle
of view. Shelooked good from this
direction, too. M'lord's comment
about horizontal height
differentialsdrifted through his



memory. She patted the sofa
beside her; Roic glanced around,
over came his guard-stance habits,
and sat down. Hisfeet hurt, he
realized.

Theslencethat fell was
companionable, not strained, but
after atimehebrokeit. “You like
Barrayar, then?”

“It'sbeen a great visit. Better
than my best dreams.”

Ten more days. Ten dayswas
an eyeblink. Ten dayswasjust not
enough for all hehad to say, to
give, to do. Ten years might bea
start. “You, uh, have you ever
thought of staying? Here? It could
be done, y'know. Find a place you
could fit. Or makeone.” M'lord



would figure out how, if anyone
could. With great daring, helet his
hand curl over herson the seat
between them.

Her browsrose. “1 already
have a placel fit.”

“Yeah, but . .. forever? Your
mer cs seem like a chancy sort of
thing to me. No solid ground
under them. And nothing lasts
forever, not even organizations.”

“Nobody liveslong enough to
have all their choices.” Shewas
slent for a moment, then added,
“The people who bioengineered
meto be a super-soldier didn't
consider along lifespan tobea
necessity. Mileshas a few biting
remarksabout that, but oh well.



Thefleet medics give me about a
year yet.”

“Oh.” It took him aminuteto
work through this; hisstomach
felt suddenly tight and cold. A
dozen obscureremarksfrom the
past few daysfdl into place. He
wished they hadn't. No, oh, no.. . . |

“Hey, don't look so
bludgeoned.” Her hand curled
around to clasp hisin return. “The
bastar ds have been giving me a
year yet for the past four years
running. I've seen other soldiers
havether wholecareersand diein
thetime the medics have been
screwing around with me. I've
stopped worrying about it.”

He had noidea what to say to



this. Screaming wasright out. He
shifted a bit closer to her instead.

She eyed him thoughtfully.
“Some fellows, when | tell them
this, get spooked and veer off. It's
not contagious.”

Roic swallowed hard. “I'm not
running away.”

“| seethat.” Sherubbed her
neck with her free hand; an orchid
petal parted from her hair and
caught upon her velvet-clad
shoulder. “Part of mewishesthe
medicswould get it settled. Part of
me says, the hdl with it. Every day
Isagift. Me, | rip open the
package and wolf it down on the
spot.”

Helooked up at her in wonder.



Hisgrip tightened, asthough she
might be pulled from him asthey
sat, right now, if hedidn't hold
hard enough. He leaned over,
reached across and picked off the
fragile petal, touched it to hislips.
Hetook a deep, scared breath.
“Can you teach me how to do
that?”

Her fantastic gold eyes
widened. “Why, Roic! | think
that'sthe most delicately worded
proposition I've ever received. S
beautiful.” An uncertain pause.
“Um, that was a proposition,
wasn't it? I'm not alwayssurel
parlay Barrayaran.”

Desperately terrified now, he
blurted in what heimagined to be
mer c-speak, “Ma'am, yes, ma'am!”



Thiswon an immense fanged
smile-not in aversion he'd ever
seen before. It made him, too,
want to fall over backward, though
preferably not into a snowbank.
He glanced around. The softly lit
room was littered with abandoned
plates and wineglasses, detritus of
pleasure and good company. L ow
voices chatted idly in the next
chamber. Somewherein another
room, softened by the distance, a
clock was chiming the hour. Roic
declined to count the beats.

They floated in a bubble of
fleeting time, live heat in the heart
of a bitter winter. Heleaned
forward, raised hisface, did his
hand around her warm neck, drew
her facedown to his. It wasn't



hard. Their lipsbrushed, locked.

Several minuteslater, in a
shaken, hushed voice, he breathed,
“Wow.”

Several minutes after that, they
went upstairs, hand in hand.
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