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To Andre Norton—

Andre, you proved long ago that being a giant

has nothing to do with physical stature. You've been taking giant steps and
teaching the art of story-telling for over half a century, and we are among
those—

those many—who have been privileged to be your students. It's time we told
the teacher thank you.
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PART I:
MANTICORE

Chapter 1

"I'm really nervous, Daddy," whispered Berryagting almost furtivgl at the resplendently
uniformed soldiers who seemed to line thérerength of the hallway leading to Queen
Elizabeth's private audience chamber.

"No reason to be," gruffed Anton Zilwicki, nbnuing to advance didly toward the great
double doors at the end of thdllvay. The doors, like much dhe furniture in Mount Royal
Palace, were made of ferran. Even at the stillsaerable distance, Anton could easily recognize
the distinctive grain of the woods well as the traditional desgywhich had been carved into it.
Ferran was native to the highlands of his hgta@et of Gryphon, and he'd done quite a bit of
work with the stuff in his youth. Most @phon highlanders did, at one time or another.

Part of him—the rational, calculating sidéiich was so prominent a feature of his
personality—was pleased to see the wooe Whoden doors, and the carvings on them even
more so, were a subtle reminder to everyonéhe Winton dynasty that they valued their
Gryphon highlander subjects as much asfid@arans proper. But Anton couldn't help
remembering how much he'd hated working with $kuff as a boy. The root of the word "ferran”
was a none-too-subtle indicator of its most @utdtng property other thahe attractive grain
and rich color.

The enormous muscles in Anton's forearms Weeeproduct of his wght-lifting regimen as
an adult; but, already as a boy, those muscldsban hard and powerful. Ferran could not be
worked by weaklings. The stuff was almost as lardron, and just as easy to shape with hand
tools.

Anton's lips twitched. The same accusation—oKiits at any rate—had been leveled at him,
and quite a bit more often than onBamn you, Zilwicki! Hard as a rock and just as easy to
move!

That very morning, in fact, and by his lover Cathy Montaigne.

"l think Mommy was right' whispered Berry. "Yowshouldhave worn your uniform."

"They put me on half-pay," he growled. "I'mpposed to wear that silly dress uniform—most
uncomfortable thing | own—afterward? Likepoodle sitting up to beg forgiveness?"



Berry's nervous glances at the guards in tiigvag were now definitly furtive, especially
the glance she cast at the f@otdiers following them a few steps behind. Clearly enough, the
teenage girl was half-expecting the Queen's OwgirRent to arrest them on the spot for . . .

Whatever fancy legal phrase covered: chdngiéh being the stubborn disrespectful lout
Anton Zilwicki and his adopted daughter.

"The Queendidn't put you on the beach," she hissed hastily, as if that disclaimer might
possibly establish her own innocence. "That'stiommy kept saying to you this morning. |
heard her. She was pretty loud."”

The thing that flashed immediately through émis mind was a soft pleasure at Berry's use of
the termMommyto refer to Cathy Montaigne. Technigalbf course, she wasn't. Berry and her
brother Lars had been adopted by Anton, ancesive and Cathy were not married the most that
Cathy could officially be called was . . .

Again, his lips twitchedDaddy's girlfriend maybe Paramour if you wanted to be fancy
about it. "Anton's squeeze" was the term Cdbrself enjoyed using in proper company. The
former Countess of the Tor took a childish pleasn seeing painedkpressions on the faces of
polite society.

For Berry and Lars, born and raised in the loddltof the Old Quarter on Earth's capital city
of Chicago, the legalities were meaninglesac&iAnton's daughter Helen had found and rescued
them from the catacombs, Berry and Lars had found the first real family they'd ever had. And
Anton was glad to see the ease withich that knowledge now came to them.

But pleasure was for a later time. This was a moment for a father's stern instructions. So
Anton removed the smile, came to an abrupt, laaltl half-glowered dtis daughter. He ignored
the four soldiers who abruptfpund themselves coming to an unexpected halt, almost stumbling
into their charges.

"And so what?" he demanded. He made no attempt to keep his basso voice from rumbling
down the hallway, although the thickening Gryplmghlander accent probably made the words
unrecognizable by the time they reached the @afse majordomo standing by the far doorway.

"The monarch stands at the center of thingd. For that, the Crown gets my allegiance.
Unconditional allegiance, too, song as the dynasty respects tlghts of their subjects. But the
reverse stands true as well. | do not condelenMajesty for the actions of 'her' government,
mind. It's a constitutional monarchy, and as thistgsd at the moment, that would be silly. But
she gets no praise for it, either."

He almost laughed, seeing Berry swallowing.tA® former urchin of Chicago's underworld,
power was power and "the laws" be damr¢allaws nor lawmen had prevented her from
suffering the horrors she'd lived through. Nor vbtlley have, ever, in the world she'd come
from. All that had ended it was the nakedlence of Anton's daughter Helen, a young Havenite
intelligence officer named Victor Cachahdha dozen ex-slave killers from the Audubon
Ballroom led by Jeremy X.

Yet a father's job is to educate his childrand Anton would no more shirk that duty than
any other.

He heard one of the soldiers standingibd him clear his throat in a none-too-polite
reminder.The Queen is waiting, you fool!

A splendid opportunity to continue the lesshe decided. Anton gave the soldier—the
sergeant commanding their little foumamescort—his most intimidating stare.



And quite intimidating it was, too. Anton wa short man, but so wide and extravagantly
muscled that he looked like something ouadégend of dwarven kings. The blocky head and
dark eyes—hard as agates, atetinfike these—only heightened thiéect. The soldiers staring at
him would no doubt be wondering if Anton cdldend steel bars with his bare hands.

He could, in fact. And the soldiers wgrmbably also suddenly remembering that the
grotesquely built man glowering at thdrad, in younger days, been the Star Kingdom's
champion wrestler in his weight class.

All four of them took a half-step back. Teergeant's right hand even twitched ever so
slightly toward the sidear holstered at his side.

Good enoughAnton wasn't actually seekiran incident, after all. Heet his eyes slide away
from the soldiery and come back to his daughter.

"I'm no damn nobleman, girl. Neither are you.\#8ask no courtier favors—nor do we bend
our knees. They put me on the beach, and the Gaaemothing. So she can live with it as well
as they or | can. That's why that uniform ighe closet and will aly there. Understand?"

Berry was still nervous. "Shouldh,tmaybe, bow or something?"
Anton rumbled a laugh. "Do you even know how to ‘bow'?"
Berry nodded. "Mommy showed me."

Anton's glower was coming back in full fordeastily, Berry added:But not the way she
does it—or used to do it, anyway, before she became a commoner."

Anton shook his head. "Bowing is for formal odoas, girl. This is an informal audience.
Just stand quietly and be polite, that's gamolugh.” He turned and resumed his progress toward
the doors leading to the RoyaleBence. "Besides, | wouldn't tty®u to do it right anyway. Sure
as certain not if Cathy showed you how, wathof a noblewoman's flourish and twirls."

His lips twitched again, his good humor metimg. "When she's in the mood—not often, |
admit—she can make any duchess turn green with envy with that fancy bow of hers."

If nothing else, by the time thegached the doors and a glaring majordomo began swinging
them open, Anton's display of highlander contrass seemed to have relaxed Berry a bit. No
doubt she'd reached the conclusion that thyaRDispleasure soon ttescend on her father
would be so thoroughly focused bmm that she might emerge unscathed.

* % %

In the event, however, the Queeiithe Star Kingdom greeted them with a smile so wide it
might almost be called a grin. AgainstZabeth’'s mahogany skin, the white teeth gleamed
brightly. From what Anton could determineetbharp-toothed gape on the face of the Queen's
companion Ariel seemed even more cheerful. Anton was no expert on treecats, but he knew they
usually reflected the emotions of the huniamvhom they were bonded. And if that vaguely
feline shape lounging casually across the thicklyalgtered backrest of the Queen's chair was
offended or angry, there was no sign of it.

Despite his contrariness of the moment, Artould not keep himself from warming toward
the Queen. He was still a Crown Loyalist, whdmals said and done, even if that once-simple
political philosophy had developedat of curlicues and embroidery the years since he'd met
Catherine Montaigne. And he approved of this paldicmonarch, from all that he'd been able to
see of her since she came to the throne.

The knowledge was all from a distance, howelds'd never actually met Queen Elizabeth,
other than seeing her at a handitilarge official gatherings.



He caught a glimpse of the young woman seagd to the Queen making an almost-furtive
motion at the small console attached to hen ghair. Glancing quickly to the side, Anton
spotted a discreetly recessed \seveen in the near wall of tlsenall chamber. The display was
dark now, but he suspected that the Queehheer companion had been observing him as he
approached down the hallway—in which case, theuld have heard higtle exchange with
Berry. Every word of it, unless the audio pickugere a lot worse than you'd expect in the palace
of the galaxy's most electronically advanced realm.

He was not offended by the notion. In his dags Navy yard dog, he might have been. But
Anton's many years since as an intelligenceceffi~which he still basically was, even if in
private practice—had given him aakE attitude toward surveilleg. So long as people respected
his privacy, which he defined &s home and hearth, he didn't much care who snooped on him in
public places. Whatever his other faults, Anton #kiwas not a hypocrite,na it wasn't as if he
didn't do the same himself.

Besides, it was obvious from her smile the Queen wasn't offended. If anything, she seemed
amused. He could sense Berry's relaxation as that knowledge came to her also.

But Anton wasn't paying much attentionBerry. As they continued to advance slowly
toward the elaborate chairs which serveddtiegh and her companion as informal thrones,
Anton's attention was given to thgeung woman seated next to the Queen.

At first, he thought he'd never seen thewem before, not even in file imagery or a
holograph. As he drew nearer, however, he beganecting her features with those he'd seen in
a few images taken when the girl was considerably younger. Soon enough, Anton had deduced
her identity.

The age was the final giveaway. Anton waserpert on couture, but it was obvious even to
him that the young woman's apparel was extremehensive. The kind of clothing that would be
worn by a noblewoman serving as the Queen's adviser. But this woman was much too young for
that. Granted, prolong made gauging age rattigcwt, but Anton was sure this woman was
almost as young as the teenager she looked to be.

That meant a member of the royal family itselfclose kin, and there was only one such who
fit the bill. The fact that the girl's complexiovas so much paler than the standard Winton skin
color just added the icing to the cake.

Ruth Winton, then, the daughter of the Quesister-in-law Judith Winton. Ruth had been
sired by a Masadan privatdaut adopted by the Queen's younger brother Michael when he
married Judith after her escape from captiditAnton remembered correctly—and his memory
was phenomenal—the girl had been born afteitd's escape, so Michael was the only father
Ruth had ever known. She'd be about twenty-three years old now.

Because of the awkwardness of the girl's p@iesme was officially not part of the line of
succession to the throne. Other than that, howsherwas in effect Queen Elizabeth's niece.
Anton wondered what she was doing here haugjave the matter no more than a fleeting
thought. He had no idea whHag¢was doing here, after all, sethe Queen's summons had come
as a surprise to him. He was quiteeshe would discover the answer soon enough.

He and Berry reached a point on the flooickihbAnton decided marked a proper distance
from The Royal Person. He stopped and boweilghypl Next to him, Berry did a hasty and
nervous version of the same.

Hasty, yes—nbut stilfar too elaborate for Anton's taste. However much of his rustic



background Anton might have abandoned wheleti€&sryphon many years earlier, he still
retained in full measure a highlander'digetent plebeianism. Kneeling and scraping and
kowtowing and fancy flourishes before royaltyre/@ristocratic vicesAnton would give the
Crown his loyalty and respect, and that was damnaiiell

He must have scowled a bit. The Quéamghed and exclaimed: "Oh, please, Captain
Zilwicki! The girl has a splendibow. Still a bit awkwadl, perhaps, but | recognize Cathy's touch
in it. Can't miss that style, as much troubl€&Cashy got me into about it, the time she and |
infuriated our trainer by doing what amountectballet instead of an exercise. It was all her
idea, of course. Not that | wasn't willing to go along."

Anton had heard about the incident, dsaippened. Cathy had mentioned it to him once.
Although Cathy rarely spoke of the matter, assgshie and the Queen had been very close friends
before their developing political differences nungtd the relationship. But, even then, there'd
been no personal animosity involved. And Anktad not been the only one who'd noticed that,
after Cathy's return from exile, there was always an undertone of warmth on those occasions
when she and Queen Elizabeth encountered each other.

True, the encounters were still relativelwfand far between, because the Queen faced an
awkward political situation. Whil&lizabeth herself shared Cathy's hostility to genetic slavery—
as did, for that matter, the government ofritleore itself, on thef@icial record—Cathy's
multitude of political enemies never missedogportunity to hammer at Cathy's well-known if
formally denied ties with the Audubon BallrooBespite Manticore's position on slavery, the
Ballroom remained proscribed in the Star Kingdasma "terrorist” organization, and its leader
Jeremy X was routinely reviled #se galaxy's most ruthless assassin.

That was not how either Cathy or Anton lookdhe matter—nor the Queen herself, Anton
was pretty sure—but private opons were one thing, public poy another. Whether or not
Elizabeth agreed with the stance takemax the Ballroom by her government, theatsthe
official stance. So, however friendly might thee personal relatiorisetween her and Cathy
whenever they "accidentally” encountered eaitier at social gathengys, the Queen was careful
not to give Cathy any formal political regnition. Even though—of this, Anton was positive—no
one would be more delighted than Queen Elizabesee Cathy displace New Kiev as the leader
of the Liberal Party.

Elizabeth laughed again. "The things she goint@ One scrape after another. My favorite
escapade—the one that got her banned frorR#hece for months, my mother was so furious—
was the time—"

She broke off abruptly. The grin faded, becognalmost strained, but didn't vanish entirely.

"Yes, | know, Captain Zilwicki. And now stebanned from the Palace again—politically, if
not personally—and by my order, not the Queenhdds. Which, as it happens, is why | asked
you here. In a complicated sort of way."

The Queen made a little motion to the mdg@no. Obviously expecting it, the man and one
of the soldiers standing guard brought up twthefchairs against a wall and positioned them in
front of the Queen and her companion.

"Do have a seat, Captain, please. Both of you."

Interesting thought Anton. He was not familiar witbyal protocol from personal experience,
but he knew a lot about it. Anton knew a lot afomost things which bore in any way upon his
concerns. He was sure he lacked knowledge of sdities fine points, but the matter of seating



etiquette was fairly straightforward. When amas summoned before the monarch, one normally
was either presented with chairs as came into the room, or one stood throughout the
audience. The distinction was rather sharp, adatated either one's status or one's favor with
the monarch, or both.

This half-and-half arrangement, he suspgcteas the Queen's way of signaling a half-and-
half sort of business. What anyone not enceira8 by the necessary burden of royal protocol
would have indicated by just saying: "Let's see if we can make a deal.”

Anton's sense of humor was far more restrathad that of his lover Cathy Montaigne, but it
was by no means absent. So, as he took hisheeé&dund himself fighting off the impulse to
respond with "you shuffle the cards and I'll cut ‘em."

As soon as he was seated, Elizabeth gedtioward the young woman sitting next to her.
"This is my niece Ruth, as | imagine you've already deduced.”

Anton nodded; first at the Queen, to acknalgle her guess, and then at the royal niece.

"You would have rarely seen a picturehafr—and none in the last four years—because
we've always kept her out of the Biight.” A bit stiffly: "That isnot, incidentally—whatever the
‘faxes may have speculated abebecause the House of Wintoniristhe least bit concerned
about Ruth's parentage, much less ashamedIofher early years, was to protect her from
possible harm. Her father—her mother's rapishould say—along with many of those Masadan
fanatics, escaped after Earl White Haven capttiie planet following thir attack on Grayson.
We've been looking for them ever since, buttrassure you know even better than I, we haven't
had much success finding them."

The Queen grimaced, and Zilwicki nodded megtal hard, disciplined core of the Masadan
version of the Church of Humanity Unchad had managed to go deep underground and stay
there. The fact that they were still hiddeteabver fifteen T-years of Manticoran occupation of
the planet said things no intekigce professional really wanteddontemplate. Especially since
the plot to assassinate both the Queen améthtector of Grayson which had come within
centimeters of success gribur years earlier.

"Who knows what those maniacs might hdeae?" the Queen continued, confirming that
her thoughts matched his own. "That was a lomg thgo, of course, and we don't worry about it
much any longer. But since then—"

Elizabeth cocked her head a bit and gauéh a wry little smile. "Since then, we've
maintained the secrecy at Ruth's own requestnidge, as it turns out—it's all a bit shocking,
really—has a most-un-Wintonesque desirddder service in soneapacity other than
following the usual military or foreign service or religious careers."

Anton gave the girl a careful scrutiny, coresidg everything he adady knew about her, as
he chewed on Elizabeth's words.

There'd been some furor, especially amongnbee reactionary aristoacy, at then-Prince
and Heir Michael Winton's choice of a brides Heir, he was legally required to marry a
commoner if he married at aliut the expectation hdgeen that he would simply wait until his
nephew replaced him as Heir, then marry somediés own station. Certainly no one had ever
contemplated the possibilithat he would marry foreigncommoner. Particularly not a
penniless refugee commoner from someplace like Grayson. And especially not a pregnant
commoner who'd escaped her Masadan captors only by committing multiple murders and stealing
a starship along the way.



Michael, however, possessed the stubbornnegedfiouse of Winton in full measure. More
important even than that, perhaps, he'd emjdys sister's full-blooded support. So, whether
anyone liked it or not, he'd married Judith and adopted Ruth.

Not without certain special provisions, awse. Michael was nohger Heir or Prince
Michael since his nephew Roger had gotten alaligh to be declared his mother's Heir, and
they'd postponed the formal marriage until aReger had replaced him. He was now the Duke
of Winton-Serisburg, which had made Juditduchess, although it was only a life title and
would not pass to Ruth. Nonetheless, his adoptif Judith's daughter had included the specific
proviso that Ruth would notastd in the succession to the Croaf Manticore. The title of
"Princess" normally bestowed upon her \sasply a courtesy, although Anton strongly
suspected that Elizabeth intendeateate a title in the girlewn right when the moment seemed
ripe.

But whatever the circumstance of her parentage might be, Ruth WiragmaWinton, and
the House of Winton, like most capable angliigent royal dynasties in history, had a long
tradition that its young scions weinto public service. The norrheareer course was either the
foreign office or the military; in the latter aaswith a heavy emphasis upon the Navy, that being
Manticore's senior service. Some, those witinahnation for it, chosénstead a career in the
clergy, however. The Star Kingdom had no estabtistfeirch, as such, but the House of Winton
were and had always been members of #eoBd Reformation Catholic Church. Any number of
Wintons, over the centuries, had become clergymen. A few had even gone so far as to adopt the
celibacy which was optional for Second ReformethGlec clergy, but more or less expected for
those of them who attained the rank of bishop.

A lot of things came together in Anton's mind. "She wants to be a spy—you're right, Your
Majesty, it's a bit shocking—and she wants me to ther. Makes sense, that last, even if the rest
of it borders on lunacy. No way she could letr trade properly through official channels. The
Naval Academy would choke on the idea, arel$ipecial Intelligence Service would probably
have outright apoplexy. You could force thenit{@f course, but they'd be so twitchy about
security they'd scramble her brains for sure and certain."”

The blank look on Queen Elizabeth's face indidder suppressed astonishment. Next to her,
young Ruth whispered: tbld you he was the best.”

Anton plowed on. "It's still a crazy idelglind you, Your Majesty—meaning no disrespect—
the dynasty could use a close member who was pofiat the spying business. Not so much for
its own sake as to enable youdetect the trash and garbagechkhs probably all the so-called
'intelligence’ you're getting, after four years ogkiRidge's regime. From either ONI or the SIS.
Meaning no disrespect. To Your Majesty, that is."

He paused briefly; then: "Btitat still leaves the matter eécurity. Not so much of a
problem here on Manticore, true, but my wtakes me off-planet as often as not. And
sometimes to places | wouldn't want to take an alley mutt, much less a princess. A few days from
now, in fact—"

Elizabeth interrupted him. "I know about yayscoming trip, Captain. Ipoint of fact, that
trip is what sparka: this little meeting."

Again, Anton's mind raced; and, again, many thiiegjsnto place. At times like this, people
who didn't know him found his thought processesast superhumanly quick. In reality, Anton
thought he was a rather slowrtker, with nothing like the quigiver mind of his lover Cathy.
But he was so methodical and thorough aboutvdne he considered everything ahead of time,



that once the final key facts stafteoming in he was able to make sense out of complexity in a
way that few people could. The Queen's summons the day before had been completely
unexpected, and Anton had reacted the waglhays did at such times—by spending hours
chewing on all the possible varlab which might be involved.

He couldn't keep a little grin from shavg. "Decided to stick your thumb in High Ridge's
eye, eh? Good for you, Your Majesty." Out of toener of his eye he saw the majordomo and
both of the officers in the rooglaring at him. A bit belatedljhe realized it was probably a
breach of royal protocol for a commoner spyongratulate the @en on her Machiavellian
cunning.

Um. Probably a severe breach, in fact. But Anton found he didn't care much, and saw no
reason not to widen it.

"An excellent move, if you want my opinioand on at least three fronts. Remind everyone
that the Wintons despise slavery, and Solartgle-:ieocolonialism just about as much; help
counteract some unfavorable publicity abitn Star Kingdom in the minds of Solarian
commoners—who number in the untold trilliotlspugh people seem to forget that—and give
Montaigne a subtle boost inteection campaign without either officially endorsing her or
even—oh, yes, it's shrewd; good for you, Your Mgje-having to officially rescind her banning
from the royal presence and the House of Lords."

The next words came rumbling like a freightrdiNot to mention that sticking a thumb in
High Ridge's eye is an act of grace in its ovghti Not sure about the fine points of Second
Reformed theology, but in my creed that alone 'ud get you ushered into Heaven."

He cleared his throat. "Meanimg disrespect to Your Majesty."

For a moment, the room was frozen. Both the&uand her niece were sitting rigid, staring
at him. The majordomo appeared to be onvidrge of apoplexy, and the two officers likewise.
For their part, the soldiers standing guard seetmé@ considering the likelihood they'd shortly
be carrying out an arrest oretepot. Next to him, Anton's daughter Berry was obviously torn
between the urge to hide under bkair and flee the room outright.

And then Elizabeth burst into laughter. Ndtsond genteel thing, either, but the kind of
raucous hilarity more appropriatedozaudeville theatehan a royal palace.

"God, you're good!" she exclaimed, when the laugsiiesided. "It took me two solid days to
hammer the same notions into the heads of my—ah—inner circle." She gave her niece's forearm
an affectionate little squee. "Except Ruth, of course."

Mention of Ruth brought Anton's mind to bear that variable, anidl took him no more than
two or three seconds to figure out the rest of it. In broad outline, at least. The thing that had
puzzled him the most about the Queen's summ@ssher reason for requesting Berry's presence
as well.

"It's probably not a good idea, Your Majestlge' said abruptly. "fie part involving your
niece and Berry, | mean. | admit the notion has a certain charm, being about as antique a
maneuver as there is in the books. Still—"

Forcing himself to remember that he wadradsing his monarch, Anton managed to keep a
scowl from showing on his face. "Charmingnamt, and whether it'd work or not—and meaning
no disrespect to Your Majesty—tieés no way I'm going to agree to it. | was a father before |
was an intelligence officer, and I've neved @y trouble keeping npriorities straight.”

Again, the majordomo and the officers gotfdaced. But Elizabeth simply gave Anton a



long and considering look. "No, that you havershé said. "Someday you'll have to tell me all
the details of what happened in Chicago,ldutow enough about the affair to understand the
heart of it. Two swine gave you a choice betwikeimg a father and having a career, and you
shoved the choice righibwn their throats."

It was not, Anton reflected, normally consideegapropriate for a monarch to refer to her
ambassador to the most powerful star nationergddaxy and to one of her more senior admirals
as "swine." Not that Elizabetseemed concerned by the thought.

"Did you hesitate at all?" she asked.

"Not for a second.” He moved his massive stierd in a little shrg. "Being a beachcomber's
not so bad, when you get down to it."

"Good. | believe | can trust a man who isn't @fiaf being on the beach when he has to."

Again, he shrugged. This time, as if shifting @fbad. "Be that as it may, Your Majesty, I'm
still not going to agree to it. It might not b# that dangerous—probably wouldn't, in fact—but
it's still my daughter we're talking about here. And—"

He got no further. Anton had forgotten thatBehad a quick brain of her own. She might not
have Anton's habit of systematically exammievery situation, but she too had wondered why
she'd been specifically included in the summons.

"Oh, that's crap!" She flushed. "Uh, sorry, Daddy—andyeg]y sorry, Your Majesty. |
mean about the bad language.”

There was no trace now of the girl's earlienvoasness. "But it's still cra—uh, nonsense. It's
my life, Daddy, even if | am only seventeen—Ibalidn't get prolong as early as Ruth—uh,
Princess Ruth—did, so | actualtyobably even look a bit olderah she does, if anything, and
who'd know the difference anyway, becausew®uever let anybody gatpublic image of me
either, on account of you're a professl paranoi—uh, very extremely cautious."

For a moment, Anton thought she might actusligk her tongue out at him. She'd done it
before, now and then. But Berry managedetall her circumstances, drew herself up as
graciously as a seventeen year adld, and ended with a little sniff.

"I think I'd make a splendid double for the Princess. It'd be exciting for me, that's for sure, and
it'd allow her to get out in the world for once."

She and Ruth exchanged admiring smiles. Atdoked to the Queen for help, but Elizabeth
was practically smirking.

His shoulders slumped. "Damn," he growled.



Chapter 2

Berry was far less pleased witie situation the next day, whehe had to return to Mount
Royal Palace in order to present herself to the royal clinic.

* k% %

Anton had insisted from the beginning, and hadlly convinced Elizabeth, that the Queen's
original idea of having Berry serve as Rutitsible was unworkable. Or, more precisely, would
only work for a short time and would likely rdsun very negative pidical repercussions.

"You just can't pull it off, in this day and @ he'd argued. "All someone has to do is get a
scrap of DNA from either one of the girls tep@se the switch, and soar@ later someone will
manage that. With modern technology, you samage it from traces of sweat left on a
doorknob. Yes, sure, Berry was born on Earth @A will be as much of a mélange as any
human's in the galaxy. But Ruth's of Graysonsitian stock, and thatrgetic variation has far
too many distinct traitaot to be spotted easily."

The Queen frowned. "l thought you'd agreed, Captain?"

He shook his head. "You're thinkingotdirectly. You don't need an acta@luble,Your
Majesty. All you need is misdirection. At noipt—ever—uwill you or | oranyone else directly
involved in the affair ever coméght out and say 'this girl Ruth Winton and that one is Berry
Zilwicki." All you need to das announce that Ruth Wintonlikbe accompanying Captain Anton
Zilwicki and Professor W.E.B. Du Havel oreihvoyage to pay the Anti-Slavery League's
respects to the family and associates efrttartyr Hieronymus Stein. She'll be coming along to
pay the personal respects of the House of Winton. ThtatSemewhere along the line—but not
in a communiqué from the dynasty—we'll drop ausdsnention that Captain Zilwicki's daughter
Berry will be coming along also."

He gave the girls each a glance. "We dress Bgrry the fanciest clothing we can find, and
have Ruth wear the sloppy teenage stuff Beroallg wears when she's not trying to impress
royalty. I'd call it rags except it costs me twasmuch to buy the stuff as good clothing would."
He ignored his daughter's little cho&kprotest. "Then, let slip éhword before we leave—just in
time to let the paparazzi show wgerry will walk beside me as we pass through the gates into the
boarding area, dressed like a pass, with the royal guards agias if they were protectirier.

Ruth will tag along behind, looking nonchalant.”

Elizabeth's face cleared. "Ah. | see. We dtmiltthem—anyone—that Berry is Ruth and vice
versa. We just let them jump to that conclusion on their own."

"Exactly. That'll serve the purpose from the séguwangle. But it als@llows you to slide off



the hook later when the confusiementually gets cleared up—wehiit will, don't doubt it for a
moment—and people start throwing around adimsa that the Crown of Manticore was
engaging in duplicity. You just sig your shoulders and say it isn't your fault if the newsies
couldn't get their story straight.”

The Queen shook her head. "I agree with yogic, Captain, but you're missing the real
political problem. Charges of being shreamtl cunning and sneaky, the Crown of Manticore can
live with. Frankly, I'd bathe iit. The charge that woulakally hurt is that we were willing to risk
the life of a commoner to protect royalty. Th#tie one thing | can't afford, now of all times.
More than ever, these days, #ieength of the Crown reststine allegiance of the commonalty.”

Anton bowed his head slightly, lamowledging the truth of her remark.

"I'm curious, Captain," Elizabeth continued.e¥, your variant will let me slip off the hook
when the time comes. But the fact remains liodih of us know that we are in fact using a
commoner to protect a princess. Doesn't twdher you? I'd think it would, coming from
Gryphon. Some of the Manticore Crown Loytdisrould undoubtedly dib cheerfully, but you
highlanders are a . . . cantankerous lot."

Anton grinned. "Are we not, indeed? Theason it doesn't bother me, Your Majesty, is
because mgaughterinsisted on it." He gave Ruth anotlggance. The girl had been sired upon
her mother by a husband who viewed his wives atteh "l said | was a father, not a stinking
Masadan patriarch. Be damned to the rest of it."

Ruth's cheeks seemed to glow a bit, althdugihexpression remained still. Anton hadn't
made the remark for any ulterior purpose, butdadized in that moment that he'd cemented his
position as one of the princess' heroes, andlhbkigeheart sink slightly. Another man might have
taken pleasure at the thoughtaafquiring favor from royajt Anton Zilwicki—"Daddy Dour,"
his daughter Helen sometimes called him—sany the problems and complications involved.

And to think | used to have such a diefe. An unattached widower and an obscure
intelligence officer in the RMN, that's all. Noaok at me! My lover's the most notorious political
figure in the Star Kingdom, and now I'sdded royal intrigue to the brew!

* % %

"There's one other thing we could do to emteathe chances of kaeg the switch unnoticed
for as long as possible," he added. He studiedwo girls for a moment. "Assuming that they're
willing to do it, of course—and, meaning no offengeur Majesty, that you're willing to pay for
it."

Queen Elizabeth chuckled. "A nanotech transftion? You're certainly free with the royal
purse, Captain Zilwicki!"

Anton made no reply beyond a thin smileaTheemed like a better response tisare, it'll
cost a small fortune—Dbut for you, that's pocket change.

Elizabeth studied the two girls herself. Sfeemed a bit uncertain, although Anton was quite
sure the hesitation was not because of the expense involved. Biosculpt would have been cheaper,
but biosculpt was—Iliterally—only skin deep, ahey needed more thdhat in this case.
Although Berry and Ruth were very similar physitgdes, aside from Berry's dark brown hair
and Ruth's golden blond, they weren't quite timeesheight. And while neither of them would
ever be called stocky, Ruth was noticeabhefitboned than Berry. It wasn't anything which
would be hugely apparent to a casual obsebuerit would show up inantly if anyone decided
to run a side-by-side comparison of their HD images.



Unless, of course, the differences were reversed before the HD cameras ever saw them.

There were drawbacks to that approach, h@neand Elizabeth was clearly aware of them.
Even leaving aside the fact that doing the pdoces in the short timeely had available would
be uncomfortable at the very least, nanotech I@hsformations were unsettling in the best of
circumstances. Although the changes were easilysile, it was still dsiturbing to most people
to have their bodies start changing shape on tAdinthe more so, when the two people involved
were very young women, their physical aginghered retarded by plong, who were still
getting accustomed to the bodies they had.

"It's your decision, Ruth—and yours too, of caeirBerry," said the Queen. "l warn you, it
won't be any fun."

"Sure we'll do it!" the gncess piped up immediately.

* k% %

Berry herself, noticing that Ruth Winton's eaggsion didn't look nearly as confident as the
words themselves, had hesitated a moment. SHg keaiw very little dout nanotech, especially
as applied to human physiology. But the lookilefrg appeal the prinss gave her settled the
issue.

" 'Course we will," she'd agreed, trying her Hesta tone of confidence. And hoping that her
own expression wasn't as transparent as Ruth's.

* % %

To Berry's relief, the "clinic" proved to bealy equipped and up-to-date mini-hospital. Not
entirely to her relief, the doatevho appeared upon her arrivaltéixe charge of her proved to be
a very friendly but disquietingly youthful pers. Judging from appearance, Berry wouldn't have
thought the woman was old enough to hgreduated from medical school yet.

To her complete chagrin, the doctor lackesl itiost basic rudiments of a proper bedside
manner.

"Is this going to hurt?" she asked nervguébllowing the doctor down a corridor which
seemed excessively sterile and undecorated.

"Probably,” Dr. Schwartz réipd breezily. She gave Berry a smile that was less sympathetic
than Berry thought it could have lmeéWhat do you expect? A full nanotech body
transformation in four days!" Swartz shook her head, as if bemused by the folly of it all. "We're
adding almost a full centimeter to your heigfdu know. And reducing the Princess' the same
amount."

The smile waslefinitelynot as sympathetic as it sholidve been, Berry thought crossly.
Especially when she haehthe doctor's next words.

"There's bound to be a fair amount of discomfort when we start taking your bones apart and
putting them back together again,” Schwarid.s&oft tissue changes aren't that bad, but bone
alterations are an entirely different matter.lStilmagine you'll spend Bt of the time sleeping.”

Five seconds later, Dr. Schwartz usheBedry into a deceptively unremarkable looking
private hospital room.

Ruth already occupied one of the room's twadsh&he looked a little calmer than Berry felt,
but not very much, and Berry felt obscurely cortédras she recognized the other girl's matching
nervousness.

"All right, now, Ms. Zilwicki," Dr. Schwartz sd briskly. "If you'll just climb into your gown
and hop into bed, we can get started with the workup."



"Uh, just how muchs this going to hurt?" Berry asked sise began to obey. It was, she
admitted to herself, a bit late to be asking fiaticular question, but Dr. Schwartz didn't seem to
mind.

"As | already said," the doctorltbher, "there's always a gieee of discomfort involved with
bone modifications. Of course, | realize thatdweetors tend to make patients a bit nervous when
we throw around words like ‘discomfort,’ but yaalty shouldn't look at it that way. Pain is one
of the body's most effective ways to communicate with us."

"If it's all the same to you," Berry said, "I'dsfuas soon not be communicated with that way
anymore than | have to."

"Il second that,” Ruth put in from her bed.

"Well, we'll do what we can to minimize it, of course,” Dr. Schwartz assured both of them.
"Actually, the procedure itself isn't particularly difficult. The trick in something like this is in
properly programming the nannies, and sincéhag complete access to both of your medical
records, that was fairly straightforward thime. | remember once, when we were doing a rush
job for the SIS, and we didn't have access to the med file of the fellow we were supposed to be
matching our agent to. Notkat was a challengéh this case though—"

She made an airy, dismissive gesture, fin@wned at Berry, who obviously wasn't getting
out of her own clothes and into the waiting gaapidly enough to suit her. Berry took the hint,
and the doctor nodded in obvious saiision as she quickened her pace.

"In this instance, we had all the information meeded, of course,” Schwartz continued. "It's
the time factor that's the problem. As soonvas/e completed the final workups on both of you,
we'll fine-tune the nannies' programming and infeetn. After that,” she said with what Berry
privately thought was appalling etrfulness, "the nannies waiart taking you apart and putting
you back together again. If we had a coupleveéks to work with, it probably wouldn't feel
much worse than, say, a moderately severe cabe @u. In the time frame that we have, I'm
afraid it's going to be kit more taxing than that."

She shrugged.

"As | said, | expect you'll both spend quite adjitime sleeping over the next few days. A
nanny transformation does tend to use up a lgbaf energy. We'll provide some meds against
the discomfort, but we're going to have to be ablmonitor your responses to the modifications,
and we can't afford to blur those with anythieglly potent. That's especially true when we're
making the changes so rapidly. So I'm afraid that any timelgalispend sleeping is unlikely to
be among your fondest memories."

She smiled again, with that same madderawng bf sympathy, and Berry sighed glumly. This
had all seemedomuch simpler when she blithely volunteered for it.

She finished buttoning the gown, then pausedakn't really hesitatn. She told herself that
quite firmly. But it was something uncomfortalaiin to it, and an amazing number of butterflies
seemed to be hovering in the vicinity of her midsection.

"Ah, you're ready, | see! Good!" Dr. Schwaafzproved, smiling more cheerfully than ever,
and Berry's butterfly populatiorxpanded exponentially. "In thatsms let's get started, shall we?"

* * %

The next few days were considerably maviserable than the doctor's breezy assurances
would have led an unsuspecting stwubelieve. But it wasn't reallhat bad—nowhere near as
bad as some of Berry's experiences had beesid&s that same life experience had made Berry



about as suspecting a soul, in a frieraltyl benign sort of way, as anyone she knew.
Well . . . except Princess Ruth.

Berry got to know the Manticoran royal fainyell during those daysince they'd nothing
else to do but talk whenever they wereréegping. And while Berry soon came to the conclusion
that Ruth was a woman she was going to like—tandact—she also found the contrast between
their two personalities more than a little amusing.

Some of the differences were obvious—Bdanded to be quiet, Ruth exuberant. But an
even deeper difference, if not an immedmatbvious one, was their different outlook on life.
True, Berry's life had left precious little ingthivay of childlike innocete, but she still tended to
take a cheery view of the universe andntgbitants. Ruth, on the other hand . . .

"Paranoid" was not the rigkerm, Berry finally decided. The connotations of that word
involved fear, worry, fretfulness—whereas thnpess had about as sanguine a temperament as
possible. But if the expression "optimistic pawac" hadn't been a ridiculous oxymoron, it would
have described Ruth fairly well. She seemed to take it for granted that half the human race was up
to no good, even if the knowledge didn't partelyl worry her much—because she was just as
certain that she'd be abledeal with the sorrplighters if they tied to mess around wittrer.

"How in the world did the Queen manageéep a lid on you for twenty-three years?" Berry
finally asked.

Ruth grinned. "l was her accomplice. | figured butthe time | was six that I'd be better off
staying out of the limelight." Sheustk out her tongue. "Not to mentiorbleah—that it saved me
about a million hours of tedious sitting stlhd trying to look properly princessy—that means
‘about as bright as a donkeyat official royal events."

"Is that why all the details of your motheg'scape were kept out of the public eye for so
long?"

"Oh, no." Ruth shook her head firmly. Rutg&stures were usually done firmly—when they
weren't done vehemently. "Don't blame me for that idiocy! If they'd asked my opinion—they
didn't, I was only a few years old, but they shdudde—I would have told them to shout it from
the rooftops. As it was, the truth didn't becopublic knowledge until aér Yeltsin's Star had
joined the Manticoran Alliance, at whichipbthe Manticoran public reacted by making my
mother a national hero. Ha! The same thiraylad have happened right from the start, even
before the treaty was signed! You can be daome that releasing the naked, unvarnished truth
about the brutality with which Masada treatesdwomen would have made the choice of an
alliance with Grayson rather than Masada a no-brainer."

She scowled fiercely. "Which, obarse, is exactly why the cretidgin't do it. 'Reasons of
state.' Ha! The truth is that until the Fore{@ffice made up its mind once and for all to pursue
the relationship with Grayson, the bureaucratstbdkeep their options open'—there's another
weasel phrase for you—with the benighted baribanaho ran Masada! So of course the entire
episode had to be swept under the rug."

Berry chuckled. "My father says that 'reasonstafe’ has been used to cover more sheer
stupidity than any other pious phrase imsgence. And whenever Mommy—uh, that's Cathy
Montaigne—tries to get him to do something hesttevant to, he immediately says he wants to
keep his options open.”

"And what does she say?"
"Oh, she tells him he's being a weasel agand always tries to get me and—if she's home



from the Academy—Helen to agree with her."

Berry added piously: "I alwaydo, of course. Daddy can weaséihithe best of 'em. Helen
usually tries to claim the Acadhy Code of Honor preventsrifeom taking a stance, whereupon
Mommy immediately accuses her of being a weasel.”

Now, Berry looked positively saintly. "And, aburse, | always agree with her again.”
Ruth was eyeing her oddly. "Hey, look," Besgid defensively, "the truth's the truth.”
She realized, then, that she'd misundedthe meaning of the Princess' scrutiny.
"We're going to be friends," Ruth said abruptly. "Close friends."

It was said firmly, even vehemently. But Berry didn't miss the depths of loneliness and
uncertainty that lurked beneath the wordsthRehe was now certain, was not a woman who'd
known very much in the way afose friendship in her life.

Berry smiled. "Of course we are."
She meant it, too. Berry was good atking friends. Especially close ones.

* * %
"Sir,
the way @lose friendship in her life.
f course we are."
). Berry was good atkmg friends. Especially close ones.

* % %

fe.

=specially close ones.




















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































