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			CHAPTER 1

			 

			HER Imperial Grace, the Grand Duchess, Lieutenant Commander Victoria of Greenfeld felt the pressure in her ears change ever so slightly. The battleship Retribution had sealed locks with High St. Petersburg Station. She should be getting herself off to pay her respects to Admiral von Mittleburg.

			She stood and faced the door.

			Commander Franz Boch, the latest officer to swear that assassins got to Vicky over his dead body, and the one to survive the longest, cleared his throat.

			“No need to go anywhere, Your Grace,” he said.

			Vicky raised an inquisitive eyebrow.

			“The admiral is on his way to pay his respects to you.”

			Vicky paused to examine what the commander had just told her.

			It was loaded with meaning.

			Admirals sent their compliments to junior officers such as lieutenant commanders. Junior officers sent their respects to their seniors. Was Admiral von Mittleburg really on his way to pay his respects to Vicky?

			If that was true, Vicky had succeeded in making a Grand Duchess worth a great deal in this dance with life and death.

			Princess Kris Longknife had once told Vicky that modern society had little experience in valuing creations such as her, a jumped-up Rim princess, so she was making the best of it. Vicky had been doing much the same of late, trying to determine the value of one Grand Duchess.

			Apparently, some people had come to consider her worthwhile. Certainly, Admiral von Mittleburg was treating her as if she had taken on greater value in this slow minuet toward rebellion that they were dancing.

			Dancing for their lives and those of so many other desperate people.

			Vicky settled into a comfortable chair in her quarters on the Imperial Greenfeld Battleship Retribution. During more normal times, they were the in-port cabin of any admiral who might find himself aboard one of the most fearsome battleships of the Imperium.

			No admiral being aboard, Vicky had taken them over for herself and her staff.

			Captain Etterlin had not objected. Vicky had counted that for a success.

			Vicky took a moment to examine what she had to offer Admiral von Mittleburg in the way of hospitality. Against the far bulkhead was a metal desk, rarely used, but painted to make it appear like wood. In front of it was a conference table, also metal, also painted to mimic wood. Vicky, her two miniature assassins, and the commander often sat around it, examining how Vicky might next stick her neck out and maybe get it chopped off.

			Vicky chose to settle into the more comfortable overstuffed chair of the conversation group. Across a coffee table that doubled as a computer display was a second armchair for the admiral. Anyone else would have to settle for the two sofas around the table or one of the straight-backed chairs arrayed against the closest bulkhead.

			The not-airtight door opened. Everyone jumped to their feet and snapped to attention. The commander opened his mouth to call all present to attention, a superfluous announcement if ever there was one.

			“As you were,” Admiral von Mittleburg said to those standing already. “I understand congratulations are in order,” he continued as he marched for the empty seat reserved for him.

			“Metzburg has signed a trade agreement with St. Petersburg, Admiral, if that’s what you mean,” Vicky said.

			“Signed, sealed, and delivered,” the admiral said, beaming happily, a rare event for a Navy officer of his lofty rank. “They took all the crystal and electronic products you brought, and I’ve already gotten a request to loan out the landing craft tanks from both the Crocodile and the Anaconda to drop the newly arrived heavy fabs down to St. Petersburg.”

			“The mayors of St. Petersburg aren’t going to argue over who gets which of the heavy fabricators?” Vicky asked, surprised that that group of politicians could agree on anything.

			“No, it seems you have brought enough back to leave their industrialists sated, for the moment.”

			“No doubt that will be temporary,” Vicky said. She’d rarely found either businesspeople or politicians satisfied for very long.

			“The battlecruiser Smiter just came in from Brunswick with a long wish list and an equally long list of nice things they can offer. Prepare to be waltzed through the streets of St. Petersburg the next time you drop down to the surface.”

			Vicky could not restrain a chuckle. “Whereas, a few months ago, they were threatening to shoot me out of the sky if I darkened their doorstep.”

			“How times change.”

			“I’m glad it’s for the better,” Vicky said.

			“At least on St. Petersburg,” the admiral added dryly. The admiral turned to a civilian who had followed him into Vicky’s quarters and taken a chair against the wall with Vicky’s two diminutive assassins. “Mr. Smith, if you will join us, please?”

			Mr. Smith, whose actual name was likely something quite different, rose and joined the commander on the sofa, giving Kit and Kat the honor and trust of turning his back on them. Mr. Smith had started out in the service of Kris Longknife, keeping her alive against the law of averages.

			In that endeavor, he had managed to save Vicky’s life at least once. When Kris had been hustled off to points unknown, Mr. Smith had offered his services to Vicky to be billed at his usual outrageous hourly rate. He had saved her life enough times to make his pay a bargain.

			And to earn himself a shopping spree to Longknife territory.

			“Did you manage to buy some of those spidersilk-armored body stockings for me?” Vicky asked.

			“Kris Longknife’s Grandmother Trouble was very helpful in that. I got several for you as well as Kit and Kat,” Mr. Smith said, nodding over his shoulder. “I also got a couple of them in my size and two for you, Commander,” he added, now smiling at Commander Boch.

			“Thank you,” Vicky said.

			The commander seemed rather relieved to have been included, even as an afterthought.

			The admiral cleared his throat. “That, however, is not the reason I brought Mr. Smith with me. He has some messages for you.”

			“Messages?” Vicky echoed.

			“While at Bayern, arranging for your, um, message, to be delivered to your loving stepmother, two messages arrived for you from the palace.”

			“Hmm,” Vicky said. “And who were they from?”

			“The first was from your father, the Emperor.”

			Vicky eyed the admiral. “Have you seen it?”

			“Yes,” was voiced in the most neutral manner Vicky had ever heard.

			Vicky glanced around her quarters. Only her most loyal assassins were present. “Will you play it for me now?”

			The admiral nodded to Mr. Smith and the bulkhead screen in front of Vicky came to life with the Imperial seal. Kit, Kat, and the commander turned with Vicky to watch it. Vicky noted that neither the admiral nor Mr. Smith bothered to turn toward it.

			They were watching her watch it.

			Her father the Emperor appeared. He was in his courtly dress though at least he was not seated on his gilded throne.

			“Daughter,” he began. “We are hearing strange reports about you here at the palace. Very troubling stories. We know they can’t be true. You will always be Daddy’s little girl. Still, what we are hearing is troubling. We request and require that you immediately convey yourself to our court, here, to answer allegations of a most deplorable nature. You will do this immediately, without delay. Do you hear me, dear?”

			The screen held the visage of a most troubled man, whether that of an Emperor or father it was difficult to tell.

			“Interesting,” Vicky said. “He makes no mention of my leaving because I was kidnapped and threatened with death.”

			“That does appear to have been overlooked,” Mr. Smith said dryly.

			Vicky allowed her father’s words to percolate for a few moments, then said, “You mentioned another message?”

			The admiral nodded.

			The screen again showed the Imperial seal. This time, it was replaced by a very pregnant woman in full rage.

			“You little bitch,” the loving stepmom nearly screamed. “So you think you can play in my game? You think you can stop me from taking what is mine?”

			She paused, face red, to scowl out of the screen. “Your tits are in a real wringer now, you little bint. I’ll have your guts strung out on the palace lawn and pound your boobs flat with a croquet mallet. You get your stupid ass in here immediately, and I may just let that doting fool of a father let you live. Stay out there one minute longer than it takes to run home, and you’ll not just be dead. You’ll be begging my people to let you die.”

			The screen went blank on a truly horrible glare.

			“You know,” Vicky said, “if she’s not careful, she’s not going to pop like most pregger women. She’ll just explode.”

			“All over the place,” Mr. Smith added. “By the way, the word is that she has delivered the promised baby boy.”

			Vicky puzzled over what she’d just watched. “Did that message come in the mail like the other one?” she finally said, eyeing her spy.

			Mr. Smith shook his head. “That message was embedded in your father’s message. When the one file was turned over to me, I noticed it seemed too large and had my newly upgraded computer examine it. It stripped out the one from the other.”

			“While you were on Bayern?”

			“Yes, Your Grace,” he answered.

			“Did you view it then?”

			“Yes, Your Grace. I viewed both messages and shared them with certain former Navy officers that had met with you on a previous occasion. They have a third message for you.”

			“Have you seen it, Admiral?”

			Admiral von Mittleburg nodded.

			“Should I clear the room?” Vicky asked.

			“I believe the commander should see it,” the admiral said. “He is trying to keep you alive.”

			“Then Kit and Kat will stay as well. Mr. Smith, if you will?”

			The screen came alive. In place of a seal, it showed the rolling green hills of Bayern with some very lovely horses grazing peacefully. Then the view panned to a retired admiral.

			“I understand that a well done is in order, Your Grace. A very well done, if I may say so myself. None of us here expected anything of the high order that you have achieved. It almost makes me believe that you Peterwalds do have some stern stuff in your bones. At least one of you. Please continue to surprise us, and we will do our best to keep up with you and give you what support we can.”

			Here he paused, took a deep breath and let it out slowly. When he began again, his face was stern but loaded with commitment. “When you were last here, we spoke of a certain rag. Matters have gone downhill faster than even our worse fears allowed for. That rag is yours. Feel free to do with it what you may.”

			And on that note, the screen went blank.

			Vicky leaned back in her chair. She had met the man in the last message only once, during a quick stop at Bayern. They had returned the body of the first officer who died for his error of getting too close to her. She had met with a good score of retired officers and wives. They had debated among themselves whether to kill Vicky, as her stepmother wanted, or return her safe to the palace. It had been a close run thing, but they had agreed to let Vicky live.

			All the while, in the background of their discussions had been a rag. Actually a flag. The flag of rebellion. Should it be raised? Should Vicky be used to wave it, and should the Navy back her in that rebellion?

			Then, Vicky had been adamant that she was no rebel. Then, the Navy had been sure that, while matters were bad, they weren’t that bad. People were not ready to rebel against the Emperor.

			A lot had changed since then.

			Vicky had returned to the palace and seen for herself why a shadow Navy staff on Bayern made policy for a Navy staff on Greenfeld that was just too close to the palace to keep any secrets. She had barely made it off Greenfeld with her life.

			Even distant St. Petersburg hadn’t been far enough away that her stepmother couldn’t hire assassins to do their best to rid the Empress of one troublesome Grand Duchess who stood between her now-born son and the throne.

			Vicky let the content of all three messages roll around in her head. She had permission from the Navy to rebel. With her father’s summons so clear, failure to attend to court immediately would be rebellion, plain and simple. Equally, to attend to court was to put herself in her stepmother’s murderous embrace.

			“I must go to court,” Vicky said softly, and to the consternation of all listening, even Kit and Kat.

			“However, I can not go to court. That would be my death.”

			Those around her settled back into their seats.

			“So,” Vicky said, smiling at those around her, “how do I spin out my journey to court for as long as possible? The more time we have to prepare our rebellion, the more likely it is to succeed.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			 

			POLICY established, the Grand Duchess turned to evaluating her options.

			“I guess my little message really got to my stepmama.”

			“I told you, mademoiselle, zat ze second nipple slip was just too too,” Kat offered slyly.

			“You might be right,” Vicky agreed, absently.

			“Ah,” Mr. Smith said, delicately clearing his throat, “I didn’t deliver your message.”

			Vicky raised her eyebrows in surprise. “My dearest darling stepmom was that far around the bend without a word from me?”

			“It may be that your actions spoke louder than words,” the admiral put in.

			“Do you think she had time to get the word about us turning around her little invasion fleet at Presov?”

			The admiral shrugged. “It is hard to say how fast news travels in these times, but I would strongly suspect that bad news flies to her without delay.”

			“Your father was hearing stories about you,” the commander put in. “I doubt if he was reacting to word that you’d been kidnapped and staked out to die of thirst.”

			Vicky nodded slowly. “Knowing him as I do, I suspect that you are too right. Me nearly killed. ‘Oh dear.’ Me with just the hint of rebellion. ‘Damn it, you will answer me immediately.’ Or so it went when I was getting into this cookie jar or that boy’s pants. Now, I suspect it will be worse.”

			“No doubt,” the spy agreed.

			“So, what are your plans?” the admiral asked.

			“We will have to somehow buy me time to stay out of the palace’s loving clutches.”

			“But how?” the commander asked.

			“Maybe ze mademoiselle was more hurt in ze latest mad escapade?” Kat put in.

			“Not a bad idea,” the admiral said. “Not a bad idea at all.”

			“Considering how bad my feet hurt, I could easily have stepped on something that gave me the roaring heebie-jeebies,” Vicky agreed.

			“I suggest you answer the Emperor’s demand from sick bay, after some serious bandaging and, ah . . .”

			“I believe I can apply the makeup,” the spy offered.

			“We have pictures of all her lovely scratches and bug bites,” Kit offered.

			“Maybe the answer should best be taken from a planetside hospital,” Vicky said. “It would be easier for me to claim I can’t take a shuttle ride up here than that I can’t take a starship ride home.”

			“Good point,” the spy said. “I will make an operative out of you yet.”

			“Thank you, but I think Grand Duchess is dangerous enough for my tastes. So, how are we set for ships?”

			The admiral’s shrug was burdened with fatalism. “The Attacker’s damage report grows by the day. It is not that the pirate ship did more damage than we thought but that the ship was in much worse underlying shape than we were led to expect. I find myself wondering what we would turn up if we put any of our ships in the docks here on High St. Petersburg.”

			“Is nothing what it seems in the Greenfeld Empire?” Vicky asked, not expecting a reply. She did not get one.

			“The Kamchatka is now in our second newly equipped refit dock,” the admiral went on. “We have replaced it with the Azov and Orsk on patrol above Presov. They are old but serviceable. It appears that we got the old Kami into dock just in time. Her reactors are being torn down and totally rebuilt as we speak.”

			“Are the Retribution and the Rostock all we have in port that could respond to anything?” Vicky asked, trying but failing to keep the incredulity from her voice.

			“It would seem so. Two laid-up liners are just about through being converted to armed merchant cruisers, but until you got back, we were kind of thin here,” the admiral admitted.

			“We will not leave St. Petersburg that unprotected again,” Vicky snapped.

			“Yes, Your Grace,” the admiral answered.

			Vicky realized what she’d done only after she had done it. It seemed that the admiral also was only now tasting how he’d responded to her coming the Grand Duchess with full intent.

			She chose not to apologize, and he chose to move on.

			“Will you be dropping down to Sevastopol to meet with the local power brokers?” the admiral asked. “It would seem that they may feel a need for a say if you are intent on using their planet as your base for a slow boil to revolution.”

			Vicky sighed. “No doubt I have more politicking to do. Oh, for the days when my father or grandfather could snap his fingers and people would jump.”

			“Or appear to jump,” the spy pointed out.

			“Ah yes, we do seem to be deep in discovery of how things really went, don’t we?” Vicky agreed.

			She left others to do what they did and headed out to do what she did best: listen to people talk and talk and talk until they agreed with her. However, before she headed down, she called a time-out so everyone on her team could take advantage of the new spidersilk armor.

			Which turned out to be a lot tougher to get into than Kris Longknife ever mentioned. After much pulling and yanking, use of talc, and not a few nasty words as hair was pulled out of delicate places, Vicky, Kit, and Kat were ready to dress again.

			“I wonder how the men are making out,” Kit said, through a giggle.

			“We should have offered to help them,” Kat giggled back.

			“But then we’d never have made it down to Sevastopol. At least not today,” Kit insisted.

			“We would so jump them,” Kat agreed.

			Vicky was only too aware that she had not jumped or been jumped by anyone in far too long. She was trying to persuade herself that a real Grand Duchess didn’t jump men or women at every convenient moment of the day or night.

			At least Mannie didn’t seem to behave that way and, so far, Mannie was her best example of how someone with power used it, and used it in ways that got people behind him.

			Vicky took a deep breath, suppressed the image of Mannie sandwiched between, among, and within Vicky and her impulsive assassins, and donned her undress whites. She had a lot of work ahead of her.

			Mannie was waiting at the spaceport with a limo for her and her team.

			“I was expecting you as soon as I got word that fabricators from Metzburg were raining from the sky as fast as those marvelous heavy-lift LCTs could drop. Things must have gone quickly.”

			“Your advance men did a lot of prework. My stepmom made her usual threats to do horrible things to people if they talked with me. That didn’t stop them; though it did make them a bit reluctant to shake hands on any deals. Then stepmommy dearest had the usual attack made on my life, and folks on Metzburg got angry. Things moved faster after that.”

			Mannie shook his head. “I don’t know what to react to: her trying to throttle anything we do for our own good or her trying to kill you.”

			“Thanks for thinking of me a close second,” Vicky said, and pulled what bit of spidersilk armor she could from her throat. “I now have some of Kris Longknife’s miraculous body armor. Nothing’s getting at me now.”

			Mannie seemed delighted at that. Vicky searched his smile for any hint that he might have wanted to get at her, even a little bit. If it was there, he hid it well. With them sharing the back of the limo with the commander, the spy, and two tiny assassins, he didn’t so much as rest his hand on hers.

			“I have a meeting scheduled in an hour. We need to talk about how things are developing and head off any problems before they get too bad,” the mayor of Sevastopol said. “I’d heard that the Retribution was in system and that you might be available, but I didn’t want to bother you with just our local problems.”

			Vicky couldn’t think of anything Mannie might do that would be a bother, but she ignored that for the moment. “It appears that I do have some problems to lay before your committee.”

			“Problems?”

			“Mr. Smith, run the Emperor’s message to me.”

			“Immediately, Your Grace,” and his computer began to project a small hologram of the Emperor in front of Vicky and Mannie. He went through his fatherly concerns again.

			“Nice computer you have there,” Mannie said.

			“I just had it upgraded in Longknife space,” the spy answered.

			“So,” Mannie said, turning to Vicky.

			“There’s more.”

			Now the spy projected the Empress in all her pregnant roundness and red-faced rage.

			“Oh,” Mannie said, when the Empress’s threats vanished back into thin air. “She is not a nice woman. And your father wants you back there with her, huh?”

			“So it would seem. There is one more message you should see.”

			“I don’t think so, Your Grace,” the commander put in.

			“I don’t intend for this message to be shown at the coming meeting,” Vicky answered back, “but Mannie needs to know all the cards that are in our deck.”

			“You are risking a lot,” the Navy officer said.

			“I have a lot at risk,” Vicky countered.

			The commander sat back in his seat, and the spy played the third message.

			“I don’t recognize the man,” Mannie said when it was finished.

			“I prefer that you don’t remember his face.”

			“He seems to speak for the Navy.”

			“In a manner of speaking, he may,” Vicky agreed.

			“What is this ‘rag’ he spoke of?”

			“Substitute flag of rebellion and how does the message go down with you?”

			Now it was Mannie’s turn to sink back into the thick leather seat.

			“So, when you dropped down here the first time, you were planning rebellion?”

			“No,” Vicky said, as forcefully as she could. “I could not be planning rebellion because I had nothing to rebel with, and I was not willing to even consider rebellion. What I told you that day was true.”

			“For that day,” Mannie pointed out.

			“For that day, yes. And forever more if I could have managed it. I love my father for all his faults and for all that his middle-aged folly is causing a disaster. I still don’t want to rebel.”

			“But you kind of like living, don’t you?”

			“Very much. It offers all kinds of opportunities for tomorrows,” Vicky agreed.

			“Yes. There is that. And those first two messages, they don’t seem to promise you many tomorrows if you do as you are told,” the mayor said slowly.

			Vicky nodded.

			“And I don’t see us getting a whole lot of good done for ourselves if you stick your head into that noose.”

			“I can’t agree with you more.”

			“So, if you go there, you die. If you stay safe out here, you are in rebellion. Did I miss any other option?”

			Vicky shook her head.

			“Then I think we will have to persuade my associates that we would lose too much if we send you back home as requested and required. We will gain far more by keeping you out here than the Empress can take out of our hide.”

			Vicky had never felt so much support and acceptance in her life. She wanted to throw herself into his arms and kiss him. She wanted to, but he had turned away to watch the city flowing by his window, seemingly lost in thought.

			Gnawing her own lower lip, Vicky did her own turn away. Civil war was not something covered much in her education. It had also not had a section in the ship’s library on the Fury or any other Imperial ships she’d been on. Civil war was not even a whisper in Greenfeld territory. Now she was left to wonder what a civil war might do to the lovely city of Sevastopol.

			“I had planned a quick lunch,” Mannie finally said. “Have you eaten?”

			“Not since breakfast,” Vicky admitted. “I’m not really hungry.”

			“Love letters like those would kill any appetite. Still, our meeting may go long now that I’ll be adding this to the agenda. There’s a deli I ordered sandwiches from. I’ve reserved a room for us to eat under the watchful eyes of my security team.”

			They were taken up the tall glass tower that Vicky had been in before. This time, they stopped a floor below the conference room; she was escorted to a suite of rooms under heavy guard.

			The ham and cheese sandwiches waiting for them were quite delicious. The pasta salad that came with it reminded Vicky of something she’d tasted as a kid when Maggie would take her for a picnic on the palace grounds, and the cooks would outdo themselves.

			The guards took turns wolfing down sandwiches while staying on high alert. She and Mannie talked about her most recent voyage. He enjoyed the part where the Golden Empress ships turned and ran from Presov.

			“I don’t think their 4-inch popguns and 18-inch pulse lasers were ready to take on a battleship,” Vicky said with a laugh.

			Several of the local guards shared in Mannie’s enjoyment of that picture. Vicky was prepared to let this go on as long as Mannie was willing, but one of his aides came to whisper in his ear.

			The mayor stood. “The meeting is ready to begin,” he said, and offered Vicky a hand to help her to her feet and an arm for the short walk to the elevator. Again, the view from the conference room was beyond impressive.

			This time, some forty men and women sat around the table; the seat at the head was left empty for Vicky. Sadly, that gave her the worst view in the house, looking back at the one wall with only the elevator and a pair of large landscape paintings beside it.

			Mannie opened the meeting. “All of you have had a chance to review the agenda. Shall we get started?” he began without mentioning that Vicky needed to add another item.

			An agenda appeared on a screen inlaid into the table before Vicky. Most of it was too cryptic for her to make sense of though it helped her follow the conversation.

			The industrialists were quite happy with what Vicky had brought back from her “smuggling run,” as they called it. They seemed especially delighted that a Peterwald was doing their smuggling. There was one problem; Kiev would be slow to install and staff several of the fabs they had ordered.

			St. Petersburg was only too willing to take the delivery and promised to have them up and running within the week. They were updated versions of fabricators that they had traded for food from Sevastopol during the worst of the troubles. The industrialists from St. Pete promised to let Kiev have their delivery when it came in from Brunswick in a month, two at the most.

			Kiev, however, was very unwilling to let go of the machinery. The distrust was palpable from the previously agricultural hinterland for the industrial powerhouse that had kept them as a cheap resource for food and fiber while charging them an arm and a leg for finished goods.

			Mannie raised an eyebrow to Vicky.

			“I think I can speak for the Navy in this,” Vicky said. “Since it is our heavy landing craft that are delivering the oversized loads for the fabs, I can assure you that the next delivery will go as we now agree to. If we agree today that Kiev gets more of the Brunswick cargo, I can give you my word that that is exactly the way it will be distributed.”

			“Is the word of a Peterwald any good?” someone Vicky didn’t recognize opined.

			“The word of this one is,” Vicky said flatly.

			“That settles that,” said the mayor of Kiev, whom Vicky recognized from his profuse apology for her being kidnapped while visiting his city. He glanced at the industrialists and bankers around him. They nodded agreement.

			“We accept your word, Your Grace, and we will be ready for the next delivery, won’t we?” he said, eyeing his own.

			The men of business did not argue with the elected representative of their workers.

			The rest of the agenda was handled without Vicky saying a word.

			The room was taking on the air of finishing up early and on a happy note, when Mannie leaned forward. “There is an extra item I have to add to our agenda. I only found out about it an hour before we were scheduled to start.”

			“Can’t it wait for next time?” the mayor of St. Pete asked.

			“I’m afraid not. I beg your indulgence. Your Grace, will you share the two messages you received? I’m sorry, when did you say you got them?”

			“This morning, about four hours ago,” she told the gathering.

			“You see, this really is something we couldn’t plan for,” Mannie said.

			“And won’t delay?” came again.

			“I think you’ll understand once you see it. Your Grace.”

			“Computer, please play the first message for these people.”

			The computer synced with the table’s computer and both of the landscapes in the wall murals suddenly changed into screens, showing the Emperor as he ordered Vicky home.

			A puzzled “Oh,” seemed to be the general reply.

			“You will, of course, go,” the mayor of Moskva said.

			“One moment before we get to that,” Mannie said. “The second message, Your Grace.”

			Vicky played the Empress’s message into a deadly silent room.

			“Oh,” said the Kiev mayor when that tirade was done. “I guess she is not happy that her last bunch of assassins failed to kill you.”

			“Or that I stopped two shiploads of security types from landing on Presov and taking over the crystal-mining operations. Or should I say, taking them back over.”

			Vicky watched as the men and women, elected officials, bankers, and industrialists eyed each other in silence.

			She cast Mannie a quick glance, but he was busy studying the others in the room. Are you going to leave me hanging out here to dry? Why haven’t you jumped to my defense?

			If this is democracy, then Kris Longknife can have it.

			Still, Vicky kept her mouth shut.

			These people didn’t need to be reminded of what she’d done for them. They didn’t need to be told what would likely lie ahead for her if she went back to Greenfeld. Stepmommy dearest had done a very good job of laying that on the line.

			What is going through your minds?

			Vicky had a pretty good idea of the answer to that question.

			Just what good is this Grand Duchess to me? Can I take care of me and mine without her? What will it cost to save her life? Can I afford it?

			What will the price of a civil war be? What will the price of just laying down and taking it be?

			Mannie let those in the room do their own thinking. He made no effort to rush them. Neither did he step away from his place at her right hand.

			“Well, that’s not going to happen,” the mayor of St. Pete finally said.

			“No way,” said the mayor of Moskva, after taking the census of those closest to him.

			“She tried it before, and we damn well stopped that crazy bitch from killing our Grand Duchess,” said Kiev’s mayor.

			“Then we stand united on this,” Mannie said.

			“Yeah,” a manager drawled. “I guess we do. Assuming you can come up with a plan that isn’t suicide.”

			On that note, the room turned to attacking this entirely new problem.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			 

			“YOUR Grace,” Mannie said, turning to Vicky. “You’ve known about this for a bit more than the rest of us. What are your thoughts about a draft action plan?”

			

			Vicky noted how Mannie deftly handled the turnover to her. He was asking her for a “draft” action plan. She would propose. They would dispose. She’d heard that was how it was done in a democracy. At least for the moment, she would go along with it.

			“Thank you, Mr. Mayor,” Vicky said. “I would like to thank all of you for considering my problem. No doubt, it will prove to be a most interesting challenge,” she added dryly.

			That got a chuckle from most in the room. Not all. Several intense men were leaning forward, serious to the point of deadly.

			“His Imperial Majesty has requested and required me to return to the palace. Not to do so would be stupid, suicide, and treason. Therefore, my next message to him must be one of compliance. Or at least expressing the greatest desire to comply.”

			“Expressing it,” one of the deadly serious men echoed. “Expressing one thing but doing another. How will you manage that?”

			Vicky smiled slyly. “As you may have heard, there was an attack on my person. I managed to rescue myself, with a lot of help from all of you, but I did wander, shall we say, in the wilderness, for a day or so. My tender feet, as befit a Grand Duchess, were subject to rough treatment by rocks and thorns. My delicate skin was assaulted by bugs and all sorts of sharp denizens of nature. I might even have taken an infection or contracted something worse out in the wild.”

			“I take it that you propose to answer your father, our Emperor,” Mannie said, “from a hospital bed? In intensive care, no doubt.”

			“No doubt,” Vicky readily agreed.

			“A good opening gambit,” the deadly serious man agreed. “Some might point out that our peripatetic Grand Duchess has been seen at Presov and Metzburg since the attack.”

			“Someone might,” Vicky said, “but one of the pains of travel among the stars is that dates can get so very confusing for people who live on one planet and never set foot off it. If I say I am sick from this dastardly attack by men only just arrived from Greenfeld, then it will be easy for others to assume some date has slipped. At least my father, Your Emperor, can easily persuade himself. No doubt my blackhearted stepmum, Your Empress, will do her best to correct him.

			“With any luck, that will only add to the confusion,” Vicky added.

			“That may buy us time,” another serious type said. “What will we use that time for?”

			“During my recent visit to Metzburg, whenever it was, I suggested to them that they arm any available merchant hull with 6-inch lasers and good fire control systems. I also suggested they might put many of their unemployed to use in forestry work, under the guidance of retired military men who might also teach them, while working in the great outdoors, the more basic points of light infantry tactics. Such skills in the proper use of firearms might come in very handy if you suddenly found yourself in need of repelling lightly armed security personnel who were interested in anything but securing the peace.”

			“So you’ve got Metzburg doing pretty much what we’re doing,” the first serious type observed. “Where will Metzburg get these retired military types to help them train their, ah, irregular guardsmen?”

			“The same place you are getting your training officers and NCOs,” Vicky said.

			“But our training cadre are taken from active duty Marines.”

			“Active duty, retired,” Vicky said, diffidently, “no need to put too fine a point on it.”

			“Oh,” one serious type said.

			“Oooh,” said the other. “Just how much is the Navy in on this?”

			Vicky let that trial balloon float around the room for a long moment before she shot it down. Sort of. “I would not know,” she said, as innocently as she had managed when she was five and caught with her hand in the cookie jar. “I do not speak for the Navy. As a Grand Duchess, I do what I am able. As a lieutenant commander, I do what I am told. I do my best to keep my different roles straight and not confuse them.”

			“I imagine that you do,” said the first serious man.

			“I think I get your meaning. For the moment,” the second one added.

			The two serious types glanced around the room, polling others of their mind-set, then the first turned back to Vicky.

			“When I first heard that you had landed here, I strongly suspected you had come to start some sort of rebellion. I considered Mannie a fool, maybe a lovestruck fool, for letting you survive the drop. However, over time, you convinced me that you really were intent on doing good deeds. Was I as foolish as Mannie here?”

			Vicky eyed Mannie. Lovestruck fool? He was managing not to meet her gaze. Vicky turned back to her inquisitor. She was getting rather good at answering inquisitors.

			“I had no thought of rebellion when I landed on that day, not so long ago. You may find it hard to believe, but I love my father. My first choice was, and will always be, to remain loyal to him. You, the people of St. Petersburg, allowed me to do what I wanted to do. Save two planets. Save their people. You have seen my stepmother’s answer to those deeds. She tried to kill me and now threatens to kill me if I don’t docilely place my head under her axe.

			“What I intended to do that day is one thing. What I find myself having to do today is another.”

			“And what you will do tomorrow may well be another,” one of the intent men said. “Tell me, young woman, if it will save your neck, will you sacrifice the lives of all those in this room?”

			Vicky gnawed her lower lip. That had to be the question foremost in every mind around the table. She chose her words carefully.

			“Today, I plan to respond to my father’s summons with a message asking for delay. Soon, I intend to lead a trade convoy to Brunswick to open trade between them and you. When I return, I will examine all my options to see what I do next. What I will not do, not then, not ever, is to break faith with those who today swear on their honor to stand with me against the evil that the Empress and her family have brought to this, our beloved Greenfeld. I will fight them until their evil is banished from our lands or until I am dead. This I swear. This faith I will not break.”

			“Will we swear this with her?” Mannie asked.

			“I will swear it,” Kiev’s mayor said, shooting to his feet.

			“I will swear it,” said the Kiev delegation as they followed him to his feet.

			Even as they pushed their chairs back, others from other city delegations were shouting, “I swear it,” and standing with them.

			Around the room, the collection of serious men were eyeing their enthusiastic brothers and sisters towering above them, and polling themselves. Then, the two who had questioned Vicky got slowly to their feet. The others followed their lead.

			“This we swear,” they said, and someone began a cheer, and soon the entire room was cheering.

			Vicky slowly came to her feet as the room quieted.

			She let her eyes rove the room, blinking back moisture that threatened to fog her vision. “You have sworn with me, and now I swear with you. I will see a new dawn for Greenfeld, or I will die in its attempt.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			 

			“DADDY, I just got your message. I can’t believe anyone would tell you I am not your most loyal subject,” were the first words Vicky spoke to the message recorder.

			
			It had taken three hours to get her ready for the camera.

			The hospital where Doc Maggie had worked was only a short drive from the conference room. The rest of the time had been spent getting her camera-ready.

			Her left leg, the one closest to the camera, was in an open sling. The foot dangling from the sling was about twice as big as normal and purple, with yellow pus draining down. That had been thanks to a makeup artist that Mannie just happened to know.

			This rather lovely makeup artist reminded Mannie that it had been a while since he dropped by the studio, and the other girls missed him.

			Maybe Mannie’s not the monk I took him for.

			After spraying on an underlayer of sunburn, the artist helped Kit and Kat get the scratches and bug bites back onto every inch of her exposed skin . . . quite a bit of exposed skin that Daddy would, no doubt, enjoy looking at once more.

			Two young doctors, obviously attracted by all the lovely women, turned up and added medical advice on just how bad infected bites and other insect activity could get.

			They produced horrible pictures in vivid color.

			Vicky ended up looking horrid.

			The girls loved it.

			Mannie looked on, grinning. “I have never seen a woman quite as ugly as you.”

			“Is that an offer to take me to dinner?” Vicky cooed.

			“After you wash all that off, maybe,” he answered.

			“Oh, but shouldn’t I be seen in public to strengthen my story?”

			“We need to do something about her vocal cords,” the makeup artist observed professionally. “If she’s supposed to be dehydrated and sick, we can’t have her sounding like she’s ready to seduce the mayor, now can we?”

			“Definitely not,” Mr. Smith agreed, though Kit and Kat were clearly undecided.

			As the scribe arrived with the camera, the movie magician had Vicky breathe in something from a can.

			“That tastes horrible,” Vicky growled, but her voice came out cracking and just as horrible to hear as she was to look at.

			“Now it’s showtime,” the makeup artist said, and stepped back, out of sight.

			Vicky adjusted her body in bed and her mind to corkscrew. “Daddy, I just got your message. I can’t believe anyone would tell you I am not your most loyal subject,”

			She paused to fall back in her bed, gasping for breath. The scribe took the time to play the camera over her body, moving slowly over every ugly cut, bruise, and bite before ending at her pus-oozing toes.

			“I will come as soon as I can,” Vicky got out as she struggled up a bit on one elbow. “I will answer every slander.”

			Again, she collapsed back onto her pillow. The scribe brought the recorder in close to her bare chest, her breasts now covered with light patches of bandages with truly ugly green and yellow ichor leaking through.

			No nipple slip today, girl.

			“I would come immediately, but I was kidnapped last week. They stripped me naked and left me chained to a bed in a hut back in the woods to die of thirst.”

			The camera swung to cover her hands and the truly appalling gashes on her wrists.

			“Daddy, I’m a Peterwald. I escaped and trekked through the woods until they found me, but it was horrible. The rocks cut my feet, and they got infected. There were bugs and brambles and all sorts of things that got at me.”

			Vicky collapsed again into her bed, gasping for breath.

			“I don’t understand. The men who did this. They had just arrived from Greenfeld. Why would someone come out from Greenfeld to try to kill me?

			“I am getting better, but they tell me that I can’t fly in a shuttle yet. Here, let my doctor explain.”

			A mature doctor, not one of the kids that had helped get Vicky ready for the camera, now came to stand in front of Vicky and deliver a report. They’d made him go through his spiel four different times before he got it right.

			“My father does not understand technical,” Vicky had warned him after his first two tries. “You can include a full medical write-up for any doctor he brings in to check on this, but your report to him has to be aimed at a fourth-grade science level.”

			His next two tries were better. This, his fifth, was great.

			“Your Imperial Majesty, the Grand Duchess has suffered major contusions and cuts, both to her wrists and ankles in her escape from her restraints and to her feet during her walk out. Most of them have become infected. I do not think the restraints were very clean.

			“Here on St. Petersburg, we have several insects that bury their eggs inside other animals for them to incubate. When hatched, the larvae eat their way out of their victim. In the event of a high-gee shuttle launch, there is the chance of these eggs being sucked into the bloodstream and carried deep into the body. Larvae eating at heart or lung tissue would be fatal.

			“Besides that, we need to care for the blood infection from her foot injuries. I’m afraid I cannot certify the Grand Duchess for flight. I do not know when I will be able to. We are still searching her body for bug bites and larvae infestations. She is a fighter, but all of this is taking a toll on her.

			“I will attach my complete report for your own doctors to examine.”

			The scribe cut the recording.

			“You will give me that report?” he asked the doctor.

			“I should have it ready for you in an hour. We’re pulling the photos and tests from other patients’ files and making sure they all fit smoothly into the Grand Duchess’s medical report.”

			The scribe grinned. He would be affixing his seal attesting to the truth of everything within. This one was young, and quite excited to be involved in pulling the wool over the reviled Peterwald’s eyes.

			And doing it for a Peterwald at that.

			“If we’re done here, can you clean me up?” Vicky said, getting her foot down out of the sling, before pulling herself up.

			“Oh, please,” Mannie said, covering his eyes from a view that might have been vile except she was now flashing him quite a bit of her lady parts.

			“Excuse me,” the commander said, in a voice that froze Vicky’s blood. “I think we have a problem.”

			“What kind of problem, and can someone give me something to make my voice sound right.”

			“It will wear off in an hour,” the makeup artist said, helpfully.

			Vicky scowled, but turned her full attention to the commander.

			“Three cruisers and three large attack transports just jumped into the system. They are setting a point seven five gee course for St. Petersburg and refusing to answer our hails.”

			“I think we have a problem,” Vicky agreed. “I need this room,” was pure Grand Duchess. “Kit, Kat, let’s clean me up and get me back in uniform. Commander, have a shuttle waiting for me as soon as I am ready.”

			“I’m going with you,” Mannie said. “You may need some local political cover for what comes next.”

			“Thank you, Mayor,” Vicky said. “Now, folks, clear out. I need to clean up.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 5

			 

			VICKY had her shuttle dock directly on the Retribution. She apparently was expected. Admiral von Mittleburg met her at the door of her quarters with Captain Etterlin of the battleship in tow.

			“What have you got so far?” Vicky asked as she led them and her entourage into her day quarters.

			“Not a lot,” the admiral growled. “What looks to be three heavy cruisers are leading in three ships that have declared themselves the Golden Empress 1, 2, and 3. The cruisers have throttled their squawkers so we can’t identify them, but the Golden Empresses are being quite bold, even if they aren’t talking to us.”

			“You can’t tell me anything about the ships but that?” Vicky asked.

			“What more could we tell you?” Captain Etterlin countered.

			Vicky rolled her eyes. “Computer, get me Lieutenant Blue.”

			“Yes, Your Grace,” came immediately in the voice of the enthusiastic young officer.

			“What can you tell me about the six ships that just entered the system?”

			“The three heavy cruisers are not telling us anything, but we have identified them as Wittenberg, Augsburg, and Ulm. According to our data files, they carry twelve 9.2-inch lasers. Interesting enough, none of their capacitors are charged.”

			“And the three other ships?” Vicky prodded.

			“They identify themselves as the Golden Empress 1, 2, and 3, but they were, until lately, the Germanica, the Europa, and the Constantinia, all eighty-thousand-tonners of the Greenfeld-Earth lines. Our sensors show them armed with six 18-inch pulse lasers and three 5-inch long guns. Their capacitors are charged; however, their fire control systems, assuming they have any, are inactive.”

			“Thank you, Lieutenant Blue. Will you please report to me in my cabin.”

			“On my way, Your Grace.”

			Vicky rang off and faced her two superior officers. Admiral von Mittleburg had a quizzical look on his face. Captain Etterlin looked in danger of a heart attack.

			“And who is this Lieutenant Blue?” the captain demanded.

			“I believe he and his staff and equipment came aboard at Bayern, a gift to me from some retired admirals.”

			“Why wasn’t I informed?”

			“No doubt you were,” Vicky answered the steaming officer. “No doubt you didn’t know what you had been given,” she added.

			“Captain,” the admiral said, stepping between the Grand Duchess and the skipper of her putative yacht. “Why don’t you get the Retribution ready to sail. No doubt, there is a good chance we will be in a fight soon.”

			The man saluted, happy to have something he understood handed to him, and left.

			“He is a good ship handler,” the admiral noted.

			“But I need a man of imagination, not a plodding cow.”

			“Yes. Now, if you will, just who is this Lieutenant Blue?”

			“He heads a sensor team with capabilities that go far beyond what our usual sensor suites can produce. I noticed that Kris Longknife had a major sensor suite on her ship. Her corvette was much better outfitted than one of our battleships. I put that down to the nosy Longknifes wanting to know everything. Then I watched her in action. Information is power, and she had more information at her fingertips than I have ever seen.

			“I might have mentioned that to our friendly neighborhood spy. Possible he passed it along to someone in the Navy. Or maybe I dropped a hint to Admiral Waller. I don’t know how it happened, but I was delighted to be invited into Lieutenant Blue’s inner sanctum and shown what his toys could do. My own computer had told me more about the two Golden Empresses we ran into that were intent on recapturing Presov than the ship’s systems. Mr. Blue’s, however, actually stripped data off their computers, which gave me an update on what was happening in the Empire while I was out here.”

			Vicky finished with a simple, “It was most informative.”

			Tired of standing, she offered the admiral his chair and took hers across from him. Mr. Smith and the commander settled into one couch between them. Mannie took the other. Kit and Kat found chairs against the wall and took up alert stations.

			“I want Lieutenant Blue to have a station on the bridge where he can keep me informed of what is happening as it develops. I suggested he do that, but, last I was on the bridge, nothing had been done.”

			“No doubt he would be quite useful. Assuming the captain does not keelhaul him,” the admiral said dryly.

			“Is there any chance I could have Captain Bolesław of the Attacker as my captain, Admiral?”

			“My immediate answer to that is no, but I doubt that was what you wanted to hear.”

			“In that, you are correct.”

			“Let me consider this. If we can lay our hands on enough ships, I might actually get a chance to take a squadron to space and command it from this ship. That might open a lot of opportunities to you and put a cushion between you and Captain Etterlin.”

			“It would be appreciated. You understand the value of a Grand Duchess. I fear that Captain Etterlin can only see a lieutenant commander.”

			“That will, no doubt, be his mistake,” the admiral said.

			At that moment, Lieutenant Blue presented himself. He was delighted to have a chance to explain to an admiral how he had managed to strip the IDs off three cruisers that were not squawking and how he knew what was and was not charged in the weapons they might be facing. When he’d finished, the admiral eyed Vicky with raised eyebrows.

			“If the Wardhaven princess has this kind of information at her fingertips, no wonder she is such a pain in our behinds.”

			“Yes.” Vicky agreed. “That is just the pain I wish to be if it comes to a fight.”

			“I believe the Retribution has a flag bridge,” the admiral said.

			“It does, sir,” the lieutenant reported.

			“Please arrange to have a sensor station with feeds from your instruments located on that bridge. If you need any paperwork signed, contact my chief of staff.”

			“I will contact him immediately, sir.”

			“By the way, Lieutenant,” Vicky said. “What is your name? Blue is a nice code word, but if we are going to work together, I would like to know whom I am addressing.”

			“Blue is my name, Your Grace. Lieutenant Odo Blue, at your service,” came with a bow from the waist and a full click of his heels.

			“I am glad to have you in my service,” Vicky answered, and the lieutenant went on his way.

			Vicky turned back to her admiral. “It seems we must find you a fleet to command so I can stand at your elbow and not someone less impressionable.”

			“We have the Rostock,” the admiral provided.

			“What kind of a battle can one battleship and one light cruiser put up against three heavies and a trio of armed liners?”

			The admiral stared at the overhead. “It all depends. If the battleship can open fire at its maximum range, it could do a lot of damage before the others got close enough to lay a finger on it. If, however, politics or something else allowed the cruisers and jumped-up merchant ships to close to within their range before a shot is fired, it would be a bloody brawl. No matter who was left standing at the end, they’d be in a lot of hurt.”

			“I kind of figured you’d say that,” Vicky said. “So
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