CHAPTER ONE

Admiral Lady Dame Honor Harrington stood in the gallery of ENS Farnese's boat
bay and tried not to reel as the silent emotional hurricane thundered about
her.

She gazed through the armorplast of the gallery bulkhead into the brilliantly
lit, perfect clarity of the bay itself, and tried to use its sterile serenity
as a sort of mental shield against the tempest. It didn't help a great deal,
but at least she didn't have to face it alone, and she felt the living side of
her mouth quirk in a wry smile as the six-limbed treecat in the carrier on her
back shifted uneasily, ears half-flattened as the same vortex battered at him.
Like the rest of his empathic species, he remained far more sensitive to
others' emotions than she, and he seemed torn between a frantic need to escape
the sheer intensity of the moment and a sort of euphoric high driven by an
excess of everyone else's endorphins.

At least the two of them had had plenty of practice, she reminded herself. The
stunned moment when her people realized their scratch-built, jury-rigged,
half-derisively self proclaimed "Elysian Space Navy" had destroyed an entire
Peep task force and captured the shipping to take every prisoner who wanted to
leave the prison planet of Hades to safety lay over three standard weeks
behind them. She'd thought, then, that nothing could ever equal the explosion
of triumph which had swept her ex-Peep flagship at that instant, but in its
own way, the emotional storm seething about her now was even stronger. It had
had longer to build on the voyage from the prison the entire People's Republic
of Haven had regarded as the most escape-proof facility in human history to
freedom, and anticipation had fanned its strength. For some of the escapees,
like Captain Harriet Benson, the CO of ENS Kutuzov, over sixty T-years had
passed since they'd breathed the air of a free planet. Those people could
never return to the lives they'd left behind, but their need to begin building
new ones blazed within them. Nor were they alone in their impatience. Even
those who'd spent the least time in the custody of the Office of State
Security longed to see loved ones once more, and unlike the escapees who'd
spent decades on the planet inmates called "Hell," they could pick up the
threads of the lives they'd feared they would never see again.

Yet that hunger to begin anew was tempered by a matching emotion which might
almost have been called regret. An awareness that somehow they had become part
of a tale which would be told and retold, and, undoubtedly, grow still greater
in the tellings . . . and that all tales end.

They knew the impossible odds they had surmounted to reach this moment, in
this boat bay gallery, in this star system. And because they did, they also
knew that all the embellishments with which the tale would be improved upon
over the years -- by themselves, as likely as not -- would be unnecessary,
peripheral and unimportant to the reality.

And that was what they regretted: the fact that when they left Farnese, they
would also leave behind the companions with whom they had built that tale's
reality. The unvoiced awareness that it was not given to human beings to touch
such moments, save fleetingly. The memory of who they'd been and what they'd
done would be with them always, yet it would be only memory, never again
reality. And as the heart-stopping fear and terror faded, the reality would
become even more precious and unattainable to them.

That was what truly gave the emotions whirling about her their strength



and focused that strength upon her, for she was their leader, and that made
her the symbol of their joy and bittersweet regret alike.

It was also horribly embarrassing, and the fact that none of them knew she
could sense their emotions only made it worse. It was as if she stood outside
their windows, listening to whispered conversations they'd never meant to
share with her, and the fact that she had no choice -- that she could no
longer not sense the feelings of those about her -- only made her feel
perversely guilty when she did.

Yet what bothered her most was that she could never return what they had given
her. They thought she was the one who'd achieved so much, but they were wrong.
They were the ones who'd done it by doing all and more than all she'd asked of
them. They'd come from the military forces of dozens of star nations, emerging
from what the Peeps had contemptuously believed was the dustbin of history to
hand their tormentors what might well prove the worst defeat in the history of
the People's Republic. Not in tonnage destroyed, or star systems conquered,
but in something far more precious because it was intangible, for they had
delivered a potential deathblow to the terror of omnipotence which was so much
a part of State Security's repressive arsenal.

And they'd done it for her. She'd tried to express even a fraction of the
gratitude she felt, but she knew she'd failed. They lacked the sense she'd
developed, the ability to feel the reality behind the clumsy interface of
human language, and all her efforts had made not a dent in the storm of
devotion pouring back at her.

If only —--

A clear, musical chime -- not loud, but penetrating -- broke into her thoughts
and she drew a deep breath as the first pinnace began its final approach.
There were other small craft behind it, including dozens of pinnaces from the
three squadrons of the wall which had come to meet Farnese and more than a
dozen heavy-1lift personnel shuttles from the planet San Martin. They queued up
behind the lead pinnace, waiting their turns, and she tried not to let her
relief show as she thought about them. She and Warner Caslet, Farnese's exec,
had packed the battlecruiser, like all the other ships of the ESN, to the
deckheads to get all of the escapees aboard. The massive redundancy designed
into warship life-support systems had let them carry the overload (barely),
but it had done nothing about the physical crowding, and the systems
themselves were in serious need of maintenance after so long under such heavy
demand. The personnel shuttles outside the boat bay were but the first wave of
craft which would transport her people from the packed-sardine environment of
their battlecruiser to the mountainous surface of San Martin. The planet's
heavy gravity scarcely qualified it as a vacation resort, but at least it had
plenty of room. And after twenty-four T-days crammed into Farnese's
overcrowded berthing spaces, a little thing like weighing twice one's proper
weight would be a minor price for the glorious luxury of room in which to
stretch without putting a thumb into someone else's eye.

But even as she felt her crew eagerly anticipating the end of its confinement,
her own attention was locked upon the lead pinnace, for she knew whose it was.
Over two T-years had passed since she'd last faced the officer to whom it
belonged, and she'd thought she'd put her treacherously ambiguous feelings
about that officer aside. Now she knew she'd been wrong, for her own emotions
were even more confused and turbulent than those of the people about her as
she waited to greet him once again.
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Admiral of the Green Hamish Alexander, Earl of White Haven and Commanding
Officer, Eighth Fleet, forced his face to remain immobile as GNS Benjamin the
Great's pinnace approached rendezvous with the battlecruiser his flagship had
come to meet. ENS Farnese -- and just what the hell is an "ENS?" he wondered.
That's something else I should have asked her -- was a Warlord-class unit. The
big ship floated against the needle-sharp stars, well out from San Martin,
where no unauthorized eye might see her and note her Peep origin. The time to
acknowledge her presence would come, but not yet, he thought, gazing through
the view port at the ship logic said could not be there. No, not yet.

Farnese retained the lean, arrogant grace of her battlecruiser breed, despite
the fact that she was even larger than the Royal Manticoran Navy's Reliant-
class. Small compared to his superdreadnought flagship, of course, but still a
big, powerful unit. He'd heard about the Warlords, read the ONI analyses and
appreciations of the class, even seen them destroyed in combat with units
under his own command. But this was the first time he'd ever come close enough
to see one with the unaided human eye. To be honest, it was closer than he'd
ever anticipated he might come, except perhaps in that unimaginable time
somewhere in the distant reaches of a future in which peace had come once more
to this section of the galaxy.

Which isn't going to happen any time soon, he reminded himself grimly from
behind the fortress of his face. And if I'd ever had any happy illusions in
that respect, just looking at Farnese would disabuse me of them in a hurry.

His jaw set as his pilot, obedient to his earlier orders, swept down the big
ship's starboard side and he studied her damage. Her heavy, multilayered armor
was actually buckled. The boundary layers of antikinetic armor seemed to have
slagged and run; the inner, ablative layers sandwiched between them were
bubbled and charred looking; and the sensors and antimissile laser clusters
which once had guarded Farnese's flank were gutted. White Haven would have
been surprised if half her starboard weapons remained functional, and her
starboard sidewall generators couldn't possibly have generated any realistic
defense against hostile fire.

Just like her, he thought moodily, almost angrily. Why in Christ's name can
the woman never bring a ship back intact? What the hell is it that makes her -

He chopped the thought off again, and this time he felt his mouth twist in
sardonic amusement. His was not, he reflected, the proper mood for an officer
of his seniority at a moment like this. Up until -- he glanced at his chrono -
- seven hours and twenty-three minutes earlier, he, like all the rest of the
Manticoran Alliance, had known Honor Harrington was dead. Like everyone else,
he'd seen the grisly HD of her execution, and even now he shuddered as he
recalled the ghastly moment when the gallows trapdoor sprang and her body --

He shied away from that image and closed his eyes, nostrils flaring while he
concentrated on another image, this one on his own com less than eight hours
earlier. A strong, gracefully carved, half-paralyzed face, framed in a short
mop of half-tamed curls. A face he had never imagined he would see again.

He blinked and inhaled deeply once again. A billion questions teemed in his
brain, put there by the raw impossibility of Honor Harrington's survival, and
he knew he was not alone in that. When word of this broke, every newsie in



Alliance space -- and half of those in Solly space, no doubt, he thought --
would descend upon whatever hiding places Honor or any of the people with her
might have found. They would ask, plead, bully, bribe, probably even threaten
in their efforts to winnow out every detail of their quarry's incredible
story. But even though those same questions burned in his own mind, they were
secondary, almost immaterial, compared to the simple fact of her survival.

And not, he admitted, simply because she was one of the most outstanding naval
officers of her generation and a priceless military asset which had been
returned to the Alliance literally from beyond the grave.

His pinnace arced down under the turn of Farnese's flank to approach the boat
bay, and as he felt the gentle shudder when the tractors captured the tiny
craft, Hamish Alexander took himself firmly in hand. He'd screwed up somehow
once before, let slip some hint of his sudden awareness that the woman who'd
been his protégée for over a decade had become something far more to him than
a brilliant junior officer and an asset of the Royal Manticoran Navy. He still
had no idea how he'd given himself away, but he knew he had. He'd felt the
awkwardness between them and known she'd returned to active duty early in an
effort to escape that awkwardness. And for two years, he'd lived with the
knowledge that her early return to duty was what had sent her into the Peep
ambush in which she had been captured . . . and sentenced to death.

It had burned like acid, that knowledge, and he'd watched the Peep broadcast
of her execution as an act of self-punishing penance. In an odd way, her death
had freed him to face his feelings for her . . . which only made things
immeasurably worse now that he knew she wasn't dead, of course. He had no
business loving someone little more than half his age, who'd never shown the
least romantic interest in him. Especially not while he was married to another
woman whom he still loved deeply and passionately, despite the injuries which
had confined her to a life-support chair for almost fifty T-years. No
honorable man would have let that happen, yet he had, and he'd been too self-
honest to deny it once his face had been rubbed sufficiently in it.

Or I like to think I'm too "self-honest" to lie to myself, he thought
mordantly as the tractors urged the pinnace from the outer darkness into the
illuminated boat bay. Of course, I had to wait until she was safely dead
before I got around to that sudden burst of honesty. But I did get there in
the end . . . damn it.

The pinnace rolled on thrusters and gyros, settling towards the docking
buffers, and he made himself a silent promise. Whatever he might feel, Honor
Harrington was a woman of honor. He might not be able to help his own
emotions, but he could damned well see to it that she never knew about them,
and he would. That much he could still do.

The pinnace touched down, the docking arms and umbilical locked, and Hamish
Alexander pushed himself up out of his comfortable seat. He looked at his
reflection in the view port's armorplast and studied his expression as he
smiled. Amazing how natural that smile looked, he thought, and nodded to his
reflection, then squared his shoulders and turned towards the hatch.

* kK%

A green light glowed above the docking tube, indicating a good seal and
pressure, and Honor tucked her hand behind her as the gallery-side hatch slid
back. It was amazing how awkward it was to decide what to do with a single
hand when it had no mate to meet it halfway, but she brushed that thought



aside and nodded to Major Chezno. The senior officer of Farnese's Marine
detachment nodded back, then turned on his heel to face the honor guard drawn
up behind the side party.

"Honor guard, attennnnnn-hut!" he barked, and hands slapped the butts of ex-
Peep pulse rifles as the ex-prisoners snapped to parade-ground attention.
Honor watched them with a proprietary air and wasn't even tempted to smile. No
doubt some people would have found it absurd for men and women packed into
their ship like emergency rations in a tin to waste time polishing and
perfecting their ceremonial drill, especially when they all knew they would be
broken up again once they reached their destination. But it hadn't been absurd
to Farnese's ship's company . . . or to Honor Harrington.

I suppose it's our way of declaring who and what we are. We're not simply
escaped prisoners, huddled together like sheep while we run from the wolves.
We are the "wolves" of this piece, and we, by God, want the universe to know
it! She snorted in amusement, not at her Marines and their drill, but at
herself, and shook her head. I think I may be just a wee bit guilty of hubris
where these people are concerned.

The Navy side party snapped to attention as the first passenger floated down
the tube, and Honor drew another deep breath and braced herself. The Royal
Manticoran Navy's tradition was that the senior passenger was last to board
and first to exit a small craft, and she knew who she would see well before
the tall, broad-shouldered man in the impeccable black-and-gold of an RMN
admiral caught the grab bar and swung himself from the tube's weightlessness
into the gallery's one standard gravity.

Bosun's pipes twittered -- the old-fashioned, lung-powered kind, out of
deference to the traditionalists among the Elysian Space Navy's personnel --
and the admiral came to attention and saluted Farnese's executive officer,
standing at the head of the side party. Despite sixty years of naval service,
the admiral was unable to conceal his surprise, and Honor could hardly blame
him. Indeed, she felt an urchinlike grin threatening the disciplined facade of
her own expression at the sight. She'd deliberately failed to mention her
exec's identity during the com exchanges which had established her ships' bona
fides for the Trevor's Star defensive forces. The Earl of White Haven deserved
some surprises, after all, and the last thing he could possibly have expected
to see aboard this ship was a side party headed by a man in the dress uniform
of the People's Navy.

* k%

Hamish Alexander made his expression blank once more as the side party's
senior officer returned his salute. A Peep? Here? He knew he'd given away his
astonishment, but he doubted anyone could have faulted him for it. Not under
the circumstances.

His eyes swept the rainbow confusion of the ranks beyond the Peep as the
bosun's pipes continued to squeal, and another surprise flickered through him.
That visual cacophony had never been designed for color coordination, and for
just an instant, the assault on his optic nerve kept him from understanding
what he was seeing. But realization dawned almost instantly, and he felt
himself mentally nodding in approval. Whatever else Hades might have lacked,
it had obviously possessed fabric extruders, and someone had made good use of
them. The people in that bay gallery wore the uniforms of the militaries in
which they had served before the Peeps dumped them in the PRH's "inescapable"
prison, and if the confusion of colors and braid and headgear was more



visually chaotic than the neatly ordered military mind might have preferred,
so what? Many of the navies and planetary combat forces those uniforms
belonged to hadn't existed in well over half a T-century. They had gone down
to bitter defeat -- often clawing and defiant to the end, but still defeat --
before the juggernaut of the People's Republic, and again, so what? The people
wearing them had won the right to resurrect them, and Hamish Alexander rather
suspected that it would be . . . unwise for anyone to question their
tailoring.

The pipes died at last, and he lowered his hand from the band of his beret.
"Permission to come aboard, Sir?" he asked formally, and the Peep nodded.

"Permission granted, Admiral White Haven," he replied, and stepped back with a
courteous welcoming gesture.

"Thank you, Commander." White Haven's tone was equally courteous, and no one
could have been blamed for failing to realize it was an absent courtesy. But
then, no one else could have guessed at the emotions raging behind his calm,
ice-blue eyes as he glanced past the Peep to the tall, one-armed woman waiting
just beyond the side party.

They clung to her, those eyes, but again, no one could reasonably have faulted
that. No doubt people had stared at Lazarus, too.

She looks like hell . . . and she looks wonderful, he thought, taking in the
blue-on-blue Grayson admiral's uniform she wore instead of her Manticoran
rank. He was glad to see it for at least one intensely personal reason. In the
Grayson Space Navy, her rank actually exceeded his own, for she was the second
ranking officer of that explosively growing service, and that was good. It
meant that at least he would not have to address her from the towering
seniority of a full admiral to a mere commodore. And the uniform looked good
on her, too, he thought, giving her unknown tailor high marks.

But good as she looked, he could not pull his eyes away from the missing left
arm, or the paralyzed left side of her face. Her artificial eye clearly wasn't
tracking as it was supposed to, either, and he felt a fresh, lavalike burn of
fury. The Peeps might not actually have executed her, but it seemed they'd
come close to killing her.

Again.

She has got to stop doing this kind of thing, he thought, and his mental voice
was almost conversational. There are limits in all things . . . including how
many times she can dance on the edge of a razor and survive.

Not that she would pay him any attention if he said as much. Not any more than
he would have paid if their roles had been reversed. Yet even as he admitted
that, he knew it wasn't the same. He'd commanded squadrons, task forces, and
fleets in action, in an almost unbroken series of victories. He'd seen ships
blown apart, felt his own flagship shudder and buck as fire blasted through
its defenses. At least twice, he'd come within meters of death. Yet in all
that time, he'd never once been wounded in action, and not once had he ever
actually faced an enemy. Not hand-to-hand. His battles had been fought across
light-seconds, with grasers and lasers and nuclear warheads, and for all that
he knew his personnel respected and trusted him, they did not idolize him.



Not the way Honor Harrington's people idolized her. For once, the newsies had
gotten something exactly right when they dubbed her "the Salamander" from her
habit of always being where the fire was hottest. She'd fought White Haven's
sort of battle all too often for someone of her comparative youth, and she had
the touch, the personal magic, that made her crews walk unflinchingly into the
furnace beside her. But unlike the earl, she had also faced people trying to
kill her from so close she could see their eyes, smell their sweat, and God
only knew what she'd been doing when she lost her arm. No doubt he'd find out
soon enough, and, equally no doubt, it would be one more thing for him to
worry that she might be crazy enough to repeat in the future. Which was
irrational of him. It wasn't as if she actually went out looking for ways to
get herself killed, no matter how it sometimes seemed to those watching her.
It was just --

He realized he'd been motionless just a moment too long. He could feel the
curiosity behind the countless eyes watching him, wondering what he was
thinking, and he forced a smile. The one thing he couldn't have any of them do
was to actually figure out what had been going through his mind, and he held
out his hand to her.

"Welcome home, Lady Harrington," he said, and felt her long, slender fingers
tighten about his with the careful strength of a native heavy-worlder.

* Kk K%

"Welcome home, Lady Harrington."

She heard the words, but they seemed tiny and far away, at the other end of a
shaky com link, as she gripped his extended hand. His deep, resonant voice was
just the way she'd remembered it -- remembered, in fact, with rather more
fidelity than she might have desired -- yet it was also completely new, as if
she'd never heard it before. And that was because she was hearing him on so
many levels. Her sensitivity to others' emotions had increased yet again.
She'd suspected that it had; now she knew it. Either that, or there was
something special about her sensitivity to his emotions, and that was an even
more disturbing possibility. But whatever the cause, she heard not simply his
words, or even the messages communicated by the smile in the blue eyes. No,
she heard all the things he didn't say. All the things he fought so hard, and
with such formidable self-control, against allowing himself even to hint that
he might want to say.

All the things he might as well have shouted at the top of his lungs yet
didn't even guess he was giving away.

For a fleeting moment of pure self-indulgence she let the emotions hidden
behind his face sweep her up in a dizzying whirl. She couldn't help it as his
joyous surprise at her survival swept over her. His soaring welcome came on
its heels . . . and his desire to sweep her into his arms. Not a trace of
those things showed on his face, or in his manner, but he couldn't possibly
hide them from her, and the sheer lightning-strike intensity of the moment
burned through her like an explosion.

And on its heels came the knowledge that none of the things he longed to do
could ever happen.

It was even worse than she'd feared. The thought rolled through her, more
dismal still for the moment of joy she had allowed herself to feel. She'd
known he'd stuck in her mind and heart. Now she knew that she had stuck in



his, as well, and that he would never, ever admit it to her.

Everything in the universe demanded its own price . . . and the greater a
gift, the higher the price it carried. Deep inside, in the secret places where
logic seldom treads, Honor Harrington had always believed that, and she'd
realized over the last two years that this was the price she must pay for her
bond with Nimitz. No other 'cat-human bonding had ever been so close, ever
spilled across to the actual communication of emotions, and the depth of her
fusion with her beloved companion was worth any price.

Even this one, she told herself. Even the knowledge that Hamish Alexander
loved her and of what might have been had the universe been a different place.
Yet just as he would never tell her, she would never tell him . . . and was
she blessed or cursed by the fact that, unlike him, she would always know what
he had never said?

"Thank you, My Lord," Lady Dame Honor Harrington said, and her soprano was
cool and clear as spring water, shadowed only by the slight slurring imposed
by the crippled side of her lips. "It's good to be home."

CHAPTER TWO

White Haven's pinnace, unlike the ones which had followed it into the boat
bay, was almost empty when it left. He and Honor, as befitted their seniority,
sat in the two seats closest to the hatch, but those seats were a virtual
island, surrounded by emptiness as their juniors gave them space. Andrew
LaFollet, Honor's personal armsman, sat directly behind them, and Lieutenant
Robards, White Haven's flag lieutenant, sat two rows back from there, with
Warner Caslet, Carson Clinkscales, Solomon Marchant, Jasper Mayhew, Scotty
Tremaine, and Senior Chief Horace Harkness scattered out behind him. Alistair
McKeon should have been there, but he had remained behind with Jesus Ramirez,
Honor's second-in-command, to help organize the transfer of her Elysians to
the planetary surface.

She really ought to have stayed aboard Farnese and organized that transfer
herself, but White Haven had been politely insistent about the need to get her
and her story on their joint way to higher authority. So Alistair had remained
behind, along with the other survivors who'd been with her since their capture
in Adler, and she glanced over her shoulder one more time at the handful of
people who would accompany her on the next stage of her journey, then returned
her attention to the man seated beside her.

It was easier than it had been. One thing about moments of tempestuous
emotion, she'd discovered: they simply could not be sustained. Indeed, the
stronger they were, the faster it seemed people had to step back to gather
their inner breath if they intended to cope with their lives. Which,
fortunately, both she and White Haven did. The murmuring undercurrent
remained, flowing between them even if she was the only one who could sense
it, but it was bearable. Something she could deal with, if not ignore.

Sure it is. I'll just keep telling myself that.
"I'm sure it will be months before we get all the details straight, Milady,"

the earl said, and Honor hid a wry mental grimace at his formality. He clearly
had no intention of calling her by her given name . . . which was probably



wise of him. "Lord knows we've only scratched the surface so far! Still, there
are a few things I simply have to ask you about right now."

"Such as, My Lord?"
"Well, for one thing, just what the devil does "ENS' stand for?"
"I beg your pardon?" Honor cocked her head at him.

"I can understand why they're not "HMS,' given that you've been acting in your
Grayson persona, not your Manticoran one," White Haven said, gesturing at the
blue uniform she wore. "But that being the case, I would have expected your
units to be designated as Grayson ships. Obviously they aren't, and I haven't
been able to come up with any other organization, except perhaps the Erewhon
Navy, to fit your terminology."

"Oh." Honor gave him one of her crooked smiles and shrugged. "That was
Commodore Ramirez's idea."

"The big San Martino?" White Haven asked, frowning as he tried to be sure he'd
fitted the right name to the right face on a com screen.

"That's him," Honor agreed. "He was the senior officer in Camp Inferno -- we
never would have been able to pull it off without his support -- and he
thought that given the fact that we were escaping from a planet officially
called Hades, we ought to call ourselves the Elysian Space Navy. So we did."

"I see." White Haven rubbed his chin, then grinned at her. "You do realize
you've managed to open yet another can of legal worms, don't you?"

"I beg your pardon?" Honor repeated in a rather different tone, and he laughed
at her obvious puzzlement.

"Well, you were acting as a Grayson, My Lady . . . and you're a steadholder.
If I remember correctly, the Grayson Constitution has a very interesting
provision about armed forces commanded by its steadholders."

"It -- " Honor broke off and stared at him, her single natural eye very wide,
and she heard the sudden hiss of an indrawn breath from the armsman behind
her.

"No doubt you're better informed than I am," White Haven said into her sudden
silence, "but it was my understanding that steadholders were specifically
limited to no more than fifty personal armed retainers, like the Major here."
He nodded courteously over his shoulder at LaFollet.

"That's correct, My Lord," Honor agreed after a moment. She'd been Steadholder
Harrington for so long that it no longer seemed unnatural to have somehow
become a great feudal magnate, yet she hadn't even thought about the possible
constitutional implications of her actions on Hell.

She should have, for this was one point on which the Constitution was totally
unforgiving. Every armsman in the service of Harrington Steading answered to
Honor in one way or another, but most did so only indirectly, through the
administrative machinery of her steading's police forces. Only fifty were her
personal liege men, sworn to her service, and not the steading's. Any order
she gave those fifty men had the force of law, so long as it did not violate



the Constitution, and the fact that she'd given it shielded them from any
consequences for having obeyed even if it did. She could be held responsible
for it; they could not, but those fifty were the only personal force
Steadholder Harrington was permitted.

Steadholders might command other military forces from within the chain of
command of the Grayson Army or Navy, but to satisfy the Constitution, the
command of those forces must be lodged in the established Grayson military
with the specific approval of the planet's ruler. And Protector Benjamin IX
had not said a word about anything called "the Elysian Space Navy."

She looked over her shoulder at LaFollet, and her armsman gazed back. His face
was calm enough, but his gray eyes looked a bit anxious, and she raised an
eyebrow.

"Just how badly have I stepped on my sword, Andrew?" she asked him, and
despite himself, he smiled, for "sword" had a very specific connotation on
Grayson. But then he sobered.

"I don't really know, My Lady. I suppose I ought to've said something about
it, but it never occurred to me at the time. The Constitution is pretty blunt,
though, and I think at least one steadholder was actually executed for
violating the ban. That was three hundred years ago or so, but -- "

He shrugged, and Honor chuckled.

"Not a good precedent, however long ago it was," she murmured, and turned back
to White Haven. "I guess I should have gone ahead and called them units in the
Grayson Navy after all, My Lord."

"That or the RMN," he said judiciously. "You hold legal rank in both, so the
chain of command would have covered you in either, I imagine. But it might be
just a little awkward the way things actually worked out. Nathan and I -- " he
flicked a small nod at the imperturbable young lieutenant behind them " --
discussed this on our way to Farnese. He actually went so far as to consult
Benjamin the Great's library. I don't believe there's been a precedent since
the one Major LaFollet just referred to, but the fact that a steadholder not
only held command in but actually created a military force not authorized by
the Protector could be a real problem. Not with Benjamin, of course." A casual
shooing gesture of his right hand banished that possibility to well-deserved
limbo. "But there are still those on Grayson who feel more than a little
uncomfortable with his reforms and see you as the emblem of them. I have no
doubt that some members of that faction would love to find a way to embarrass
you -- and him -- by seizing on any weapon, even one as specious as that sort
of pettifogging legalism. I'm sure Benjamin's advisers will see the problem as
soon as I did, but I thought it might be as well to point it out to you now so
you could be thinking about it."

"Oh, thank you, My Lord," Honor said, and both of them chuckled. It was a
brief moment, but it felt good. At least we can still act naturally around one
another. And who knows? If we act that way long enough, maybe it will actually
become natural again. That would be nice. I think.

She brushed the thought aside and leaned back, crossing her legs and ignoring
Nimitz's mock-indignant protest as her lap shifted under him.

"I trust you haven't had any more interesting thoughts, My Lord?" she said



politely to White Haven, and the earl smiled.

"No, I haven't," he assured her, then rather spoiled the reassurance by
adding, "On the other hand, you have been gone for over two T-years, Milady,
and everyone thought you were dead. There are bound to be quite a few
complications waiting for you to straighten out, don't you think?"

"Indeed I do." She sighed, and ran the fingers of her hand through her short-
cropped hair. She missed the longer, more luxuriant length she'd managed to
produce before her capture, but the Peeps had shaved it all away in the brig
of PNS Tepes, and the loss of her arm had made it impractical to grow it all
the way back out.

"I'm sure there are, as well, Milady." White Haven said, and shrugged as she
glanced at him again. "I have no real idea what they might be. Well, there are
one or two things I can think of, but I feel it would be more advisable to let
Protector Benjamin discuss them with you."

His face was admirably calm, but Honor felt a sudden prickle of suspicion. He
did know something, she thought, but whatever it was, he didn't expect it to
have serious or unpleasant repercussions. There wasn't enough worry in his
feelings for that. But there was a hefty dose of wicked amusement, a sense of
anticipation that fell short (barely) of gloating but was definitely of the
naughty little boy "I've got a seeeeecret!" sort.

She eyed him with scant favor, and he smiled beatifically. Like their shared
laughter of a few moments before, the amusement flickering in his depths was a
vast relief compared to the emotions he had no intention of ever expressing to
her, and she was glad. That did not, however, make her feel a bit better when
it came to worrying over just what sort of land mines could afford him so much
anticipatory delight.

"There've been a few problems back home in the Star Kingdom that I do know
about, however," he went on after a moment. "For one thing, your title was
passed on to your cousin Devon when you were officially declared dead."

"Devon?" Honor rubbed the tip of her nose, then shrugged. "I never really
wanted to be a countess anyway," she said. "Her Majesty insisted on it -- I
certainly didn't! -- so I really can't complain if someone else has the title
now. And I suppose Devon is my legal heir, though I hadn't thought much about
it." She grinned crookedly. "I suppose I should have considered it long ago,
but I'm still not really used to thinking in dynastic terms. Of course," she
chuckled wickedly, "neither was Devon! Do you happen to know how he took his
sudden elevation?"

"Grumpily, I understand." White Haven shook his head. "Said it was all a bunch
of tomfoolery that would only get in the way of his research on his current
monograph."

"That's Devon," Honor agreed with something very like a giggle. "He's probably
the best historian I know, but getting his nose out of the past has always
been all but impossible!"

"So I was told. On the other hand, Her Majesty insisted someone had to carry
on the Harrington title. She was quite firm about it, according to my
brother." White Haven paused, and Honor nodded her understanding. William
Alexander was Chancellor of the Exchequer, the second ranking member of the



Cromarty Government. If anyone was likely to be privy to Queen Elizabeth's
thinking, he was. "She personally discussed it with your cousin . . . at some
length, I understand," the earl added.

"Oh, dear!" Honor shook her head, her good eye brimming with delight. She'd
had her own experience of Elizabeth III in insistent mode, and the thought of
dear, stuffy, bookish Devon in the same position filled her with unholy glee.

"Well, she also got around to actually providing some lands to go with the
title, as well," White Haven told her. "So at least the new Earl Harrington
found himself with the income to support his new dignities."

"She did?" Honor demanded, and he nodded. "What sort of lands?"

"Quite a nice chunk of the Crown Reserve in the Unicorn Belt, I believe," he
said, and Honor blinked.

The term "lands" was used in the Star Kingdom as a generic label for any
income-producing holding associated with a patent of nobility. It was a sloppy
term, but, then, both the original colonial charter and the Constitution
tended to be a bit sloppy in places, as well. The same term had been used from
the very earliest days of the Manticore colony to refer to any income source,
whether it was actual lands, mineral or development rights, fishery rights, a
chunk of the broadcast spectrum for HD, or any other of a whole host of
grants, which had been shared out among the original colonists in proportion
to their financial contributions to the colonizing expedition. Probably as
much as a third of the Star Kingdom's current hereditary peerage held no
actual land on any planetary surface as a direct consequence of its
ennoblement. Well, no, that wasn't quite true. Virtually all the hereditary
members of the Lords had at least acquired properly titled seats somewhere to
support their aristocratic dignity, but the real income which had permitted
them to do so often came from very different sources.

Still, it was highly unusual these days for the Crown to dip into the Crown
Reserve to create those income sources, if for no other reason than that the
Reserve had dwindled over the years since the Star Kingdom's founding. The
usual procedure was for the Crown to request the Commons to approve the
creation of the required "lands" as a charge on the public purse, not to split
them off from the bundle of lands which still belonged personally to Elizabeth
III, which was what the Crown Reserve really was. And that was especially true
for a hereditary title like her own, since unlike the grants for life titles,
its holdings would remain permanently associated with it. So if the Queen had
irrevocably alienated part of the fabulously wealthy Unicorn asteroid belt
from the Crown in Devon's favor, she'd clearly been serious about her desire
for the Harrington title to be properly maintained.

A sudden thought struck her, and she stiffened in her chair.

"Excuse me, My Lord, but you said Devon inherited my Manticoran title?" The
earl nodded. "Do you happen to know what Grayson did about my steadholdership?
Did they pass it on to Devon, as well?"

"I believe there was some discussion of that," White Haven said after a
moment, and Honor's eye narrowed as the sense of amusement she'd already
tasted peaked momentarily. "In the end, however, they made other
arrangements."



"Such as?"

"I really don't think it would be proper for me to go into that, Milady," he
told her, with a commendably straight face. "It's a rather complicated
situation, and your sudden return from the dead is only going to make it even
more complicated. And since it's a purely domestic Grayson problem, I'm not
entitled to any say in its resolution. In fact, it would probably be
inappropriate even for me to express an opinion about it."

"I see." Honor regarded him very levelly for a moment, then smiled thinly. "I
see, indeed, My Lord, and perhaps someday the opportunity will arise for me to
repay your admirable self-restraint in kind."

"We can always hope, Milady," he agreed. "On the other hand, I doubt very much
that I'1ll ever make a dramatic return from the dead following my very public
execution."

"If I'd guessed that whatever it is you're so darkly hinting at was waiting
for me, I certainly would have thought twice about the idea,"™ Honor said
tartly, and he chuckled. But then his face and his emotions sobered.

"In all honesty, Milady, and all jesting aside, Grayson was thrown into far
more disorder by the report of your death than the Star Kingdom was. We have
scores of earls and countesses in the Star Kingdom; there are less than ninety
steadholders on Grayson. There were all sorts of repercussions there, and
that's why I agreed with Admiral Kuzak and Governor Kershaw that you ought to
return to Grayson first."

Honor nodded yet again. Although White Haven's Eighth Fleet was based on
Trevor's Star while it prepared for operations elsewhere, Theodosia Kuzak was
the system's military CO. She was junior to White Haven, but her Third Fleet
was still tasked as the system's primary defensive unit.

Governor Winston Kershaw was her civilian counterpart: the Manticoran
Alliance's official administrator and head of the commission overseeing the
organization of San Martin's post-liberation planetary government. He was also
a younger brother of Jonathan Kershaw, Steadholder Denby, and one of Benjamin
IX's stronger supporters, and he'd been quite . . . firm about how best to
handle the political aspects of Honor's return. In particular, he'd been
adamant in insisting that word of her return must remain completely
confidential until she'd had a chance to meet personally with Benjamin.

"I still don't know if I completely agree with the Governor," she said after a
moment, but White Haven shook his head.

"I think he's absolutely correct," he disagreed. "The political and diplomatic
consequences of your escape are going to be enormous, and Grayson deserves to
know the full details first. We'll send a courier boat ahead to both Yeltsin
and Manticore, but the dispatches will be classified at the highest level
available to us. Not even the courier boats' crews will know what they say,
and we're clamping a security blackout on the story here. I can't guarantee
it, but I doubt very much that Her Majesty will allow a hint of the
information to leak into the system data nets until the Protector's government
has had an opportunity to debrief you in person and decide how to deal with
it."

"Are you certain about that, My Lord?" Honor asked him. "I don't question the



basic logic, but why not send me in a courier boat rather than a dispatch? And
why the long way around instead of by way of Manticore? It's going to take
over three weeks for me to get to Grayson without using the Junction. That
seems like an awful long time to try to keep the arrival of so many people on
San Martin a secret!"

"As far as keeping secrets is concerned, there's no real problem. Oh, I doubt
the secret will keep very long in local space. The story's just too good. It's
bound to get out, sooner probably rather than later, but we control both
termini of the Junction. That means nobody outside this system will hear a
thing about it until we let the word out through Manticore or somebody carries
the news elsewhere through a regular hyper trip. Which means no one on the
outside is going to hear a thing about it for at least several weeks, and
probably a lot longer than that, given the traffic control we've clamped down
locally. Especially since McQueen sprang her damned offensives."

He frowned.

"One thing that did was make it very plain that we've been lax in our security
arrangements. They clearly had hellishly good intelligence for most of their
ops, and they had to have gotten it someway. “Neutral shipping' in the
Junction probably explains a good bit of it, at least in the case of Basilisk
and Trevor's Star. Plain old visual examination can tell them a lot about what
they see, and the Government has decided that we simply can't restrict
Junction traffic patterns much further. That's the real reason we're cutting
down on military Junction transits as much as we can, especially transits by
new construction we don't want the Peeps to know about."

He shrugged, in acceptance of orders from his civilian superiors, if not in
actual agreement with them.

"Anyway, I'm confident we can at least keep the news from breaking until after
Grayson's had an opportunity to decide how to handle it domestically. As for
sending you the long way around, that's a consequence of the ship we're using,
since it's part of that new construction we're keeping people from seeing. But
that was Governor Kershaw's call, and while I'm sure you would have preferred
a shorter voyage, it's certainly appropriate to send you home on the senior
Grayson ship present. And even if it weren't, I'm not foolish enough to argue
with a bunch of Graysons about it!"

He grinned at her expression, then sobered.

"In addition, your transit time will give Her Majesty and the Protector both
some time to consider how they want to handle the official announcement before
you actually arrive. And they're going to want to give it some very careful
thought, I'm sure." He shook his head. "I can't even begin to imagine how it
will all play out on the diplomatic front. You do appreciate what a monumental
black eye you've just given the Peeps in general and State Security and Public
Information in particular, don't you?"

"I have wiled away the occasional hour on the way here thinking about that,"
Honor admitted, and it was White Haven's turn to smile at the wicked gleam in
her eye. "In fact, honesty compels me to admit that I've actually spent a bit
of time here and there gloating over it," she went on. "Especially the bit
about my execution." The amusement in her eye vanished, replaced by a hard,
dangerous light which would have made White Haven acutely uneasy if it had
been directed at him. "I've seen the imagery myself now, you know. It was in



Farnese's memory." She shivered involuntarily at the memory of her own brutal
"execution," but the light in her eye never faded. "I think I know exactly how
my parents must have reacted to that. And Mac and Miranda." Her jaw tightened
for a moment. "Whoever put that particular bit of sick, sadistic footage
together has a lot to answer for, and knowing how hard Pierre and Saint-Just
will shortly be looking for a scapegoat has afforded me considerable
consolation over the past few weeks."

"I'm sure it has," White Haven agreed. "And judging from even the brief report
you've had time to give us so far, I imagine the consequences will actually go
a lot further than that in the end. You do realize that you've just executed -

- you should pardon the expression -- the largest mass prison break in the
history of mankind, don't you? You got out -- what? Four hundred thousand
people?"

"Something close to that, once Cynthia Gonsalves gets here," Honor said, and
he nodded at the correction. Captain Cynthia Gonsalves, late of the Alto
Verdan Navy, had left the Cerberus System well before Honor, but her
transports were far slower than the warships and assault ships Honor had
managed to secure. Which meant it would be weeks yet before the first wave of
escapees actually arrived.

"Well, that has to be the largest number of POWs ever to escape in a single
operation," White Haven pointed out, "and the sheer scale of the thing is
almost unimportant beside where you managed to escape from. State Security
will never recover from the blow to its reputation, and that doesn't even
consider what's going to happen when people like Amos Parnell start talking to
the newsies about who actually carried out the Harris Assassination -- !"

The earl shrugged, and Honor nodded. No doubt Public Information would do its
best to discredit anything the ex-Chief of Naval Operations of the People's
Navy might say, but not even Public Information was going to able to shrug
this one off, especially in the face of the files Honor's people had lifted
from Camp Charon's own security records. She suspected that PubIn was going to
have just a bit of a problem convincing people that the commandant of
StateSec's most important prison hadn't known what he was talking about when
he taunted Legislaturalist prisoners with the truth behind the Harris
Assassination's civilian massacre. And once it truly registered that the
Committee of Public Safety, organized to prevent the overthrow of the state by
the "traitorous" naval officers responsible for the coup attempt, was headed
by the man who had in fact masterminded the entire operation, the effect on
interstellar diplomacy was likely to be profound.

"As a matter of fact," White Haven went on much more quietly, breaking into
her train of thought, "as delighted as I am to see you back on both a personal
and a professional basis," she felt his emotions shy away from the word
"personal," but the intensity of his train of thought helped pull him past it,
"the effect on the Alliance's morale will probably be even more important, in
the short term, at least. Frankly, Milady, we need some good news rather
badly. Esther McQueen's managed to throw us firmly back onto the defensive for
the first time since Third Yeltsin, and that's shaken the Alliance's morale
seriously, especially among its civilians. Which means all the Allied
governments are going to be absolutely delighted to see you."

Honor shuddered. She knew he was right, yet she hated even to think about the
media circus the news was bound to spawn. All she wanted to do whenever she
contemplated it was to run far, far away and hide, but she couldn't. She had



responsibilities she couldn't evade -- even, she thought smolderingly, if he
won't tell me just what sort of "arrangements" they made on Grayson! And even
if she hadn't had those responsibilities, she could see the propaganda value
too clearly. She detested the idea of being turned into some kind of larger-
than-1life icon. She'd already had more than her fair taste of that, had to put
up with more media intrusiveness than any individual should have to tolerate,
and this was going to be infinitely worse.

But none of that mattered, except, perhaps, on a personal basis.

"I understand, My Lord," she said. "I hate it, and I'd do anything I could to
avoid the media frenzy, but I understand."

"I know you do, Milady," he said. Very few people, perhaps, would have
believed she truly loathed the very thought of the adulation soon to be
channeled her way, but Hamish Alexander was one of those few, and she smiled
gratefully at him.

He began to say something else, then stopped as a soft chime sounded. He
leaned forward to look across her and out the view port beside her, and nodded
in satisfaction.

"And here's your transport to Grayson, Milady," he announced. Honor glanced at
him for a moment, then turned to look out the port herself, and Nimitz pushed
up to stand in her lap. He pressed his nose to the armorplast, then twitched
his whiskers as he, too, saw the white mountain of battle steel drifting in
the void, bejeweled with the green and white lights of an "anchored" starship.

The superdreadnought was one of the largest ships Honor had ever seen.
Possibly the largest warship, she reflected, her experienced eye estimating
its tonnage from the relative size of the huge ship's weapons hatches and
impeller nodes, although she supposed she might have seen larger merchant
vessels. That was her first thought, but then she noted the odd, distinctive
profile of the after hammerhead, and her eye narrowed in sudden recognition.

"That's a Medusa!" she said sharply.

"In a manner of speaking," White Haven agreed. "Actually, though, the Graysons
built her, not us. It seems they got hold of the plans for the new class about
the same time BuShips did back home . . . and they had a bit less deadwood and
conservative stick-in-the-mud opposition to deal with."

He added the last phrase in a dust-dry voice, and Honor turned back to the
port to hide her expression as her mouth quirked uncontrollably. She
remembered that shattering night in her library only too well for personal
reasons, but she also recalled that one Hamish Alexander had been one of the
conservative sticks-in-the-mud who'd opposed the initial concept of the
hollow-cored, pod-armed missile SDs. She, on the other hand, had written the
final recommendations which had led to the Medusa design's actual formulation
as her last duty as a member of the Weapons Development Board.

"And have they been tested in action, My Lord?" she inquired after a moment,
as soon as she felt she could keep her voice level.

"On a limited scale," he said very seriously, "and they performed exactly as
you predicted they would, Milady. We don't have enough of them yet, but
they're absolutely devastating when used properly. And so -- " he glanced over



his shoulder at the other, lower-ranking officers behind them, none of whom
had been cleared for information they had no pressing need to know " -- have
certain other elements of the new fleet mix you described to me that night."

"Indeed?" Honor turned to look at him, and he nodded.

"Indeed. We haven't used any of them, including the new SDs, en masse yet.
We're still ramping up our numbers in the new classes and weapons, because
we'd like to commit them in really useful numbers rather than penny-packets
that will give the enemy time to adjust and work out countermeasures. At the
moment, we hope and believe that the Peep analysts haven't been able to put
together a clear picture of their capabilities from the limited use we've been
forced to make of them so far. That's one reason we're not sending any of the
new types through the Junction except in emergencies; we don't want anyone who
might whisper in StateSec's ear getting a good look at them. But within a few
more months, Citizen Secretary McQueen and the Committee of Public Safety
ought to be getting a very unpleasant surprise."

She nodded in understanding without taking her attention off the ship waiting
for her. There were a few differences between the completed ship and the
design studies she'd seen, but not very many, and she felt a curious,
semiparental surge of pride as she saw the reality of the concept she and her
colleagues on the WDB had debated so hotly.

"Just one more thing," White Haven said very quietly, pitching his voice too
low even for Robards and LaFollet to have heard, and she glanced at him. "This
ship, and the others like her in Grayson service, were all built in the
Blackbird Yard you arranged the basic funding for, Milady. So, in a very real
sense, you're a keel plate owner of all of them. That's one reason we felt
she'd be the perfect ship to take you home again."

Honor met his eyes, then nodded.
"Thank you for telling me, My Lord," she said, equally quietly.

Even as she spoke, the pinnace gave the tiny quiver trained reflexes
recognized as the lock-on of docking tractors. The ship was no longer a ship
beyond the port; it was simply a vast, endless expanse of alloy and weapons,
completely filling the view port and waiting in all its megaton majesty to
receive her as the minnow of their pinnace drifted into the brilliantly 1lit
belly of the white whale.

The tractors adjusted the pinnace with finicky precision before settling it
into its docking cradle, and Honor felt her breathing quicken and blinked on
tears as she gazed in through the armorplast wall of the boat bay gallery. The
massed ranks of Grayson blue, leavened here and there with the black-on-gold
of RMN personnel on detachment to their ally's navy, woke a sudden, almost
unbearable stab of homesickness, and even from here she could feel the fierce,
exultant beat of their emotions.

It was odd, she reflected. She truly had become a woman of two worlds. Child
of the cold, mountainous majesty of the Star Kingdom's Sphinx, yes, always
that. But she was also a woman of Grayson, and something of that sometimes
backward and maddening world, with its almost frightening dynamism and fierce,
direct loyalties and animosities, had infused itself into her, as well. She
understood its people now, as she never had when first she met them, and
perhaps that had been inevitable. However different they might have been on



the surface, in one respect they had always been alike, she and the people of
Grayson.

Responsibility. Neither she nor they had ever been able to run fast enough to
escape it. In an odd way, even those who'd hated her most for the changes
she'd brought their world had understood her almost perfectly, just as she'd
come to understand them. And so, as she felt those exultant waves of emotion
rolling over her from the bay gallery, she understood the people behind them,
and the understanding welcomed her home.

"After you, Milady," White Haven said, standing and gesturing at the hatch as
the green light blinked above it. She glanced at him, and he smiled. "In this
navy, you're senior to me, Lady Harrington. And even if you weren't, I would
never be stupid enough to come between you and a shipload of Graysons at a
moment like this!"

She blushed darkly, but then she had to laugh, and she rose with an answering
smile.

He helped her get Nimitz's carrier back into place on her back, then let her
precede him down the docking tube, and she felt the beat of the
superdreadnought crew's excitement, almost as if waves of over-pressure were
pulsing down the tube to meet her. It was as overwhelming, in a very different
way, as the emotional storm aboard Farnese had been, making it difficult to
think. But swimming a tube, even with only one arm, was something she could
have done in her sleep, and she fell back on the almost instinctive skills of
a forty-plus-year naval career. Yet as she approached the grab bar at the end
of the tube, she felt something else, even through the pulse beat of welcome
from the waiting Graysons. It was a small thing, yet it glittered with its own
brilliant delight and anticipation, and it came from behind her.

She wanted to look over her shoulder at White Haven, just to see if his
expression matched the ripple of someone else's laughter echoing in the back
of her mind. And, she admitted, for any clue as to what he was so amused over.
But there was no time, and she gripped the bar and swung out into the rich,
golden notes of the Steadholder's March.

She'd braced herself as best she could, but nothing could really have prepared
her. The music, the storm of uniforms, 1lit by the lightning flashes of gold
braid and rank insignia, the presented arms of the Marine honor guard, the
whirlwind of emotion and welcome -- and, yes, vengefulness as they saw her
missing arm and paralyzed face -- all of it crashed over her. And with it came
something else: a roar of cheering not even Grayson naval discipline could
have hoped to stifle. She felt Nimitz quivering in his carrier, shared his
almost dazed response to the sensations flooding through him like some
polychromatic roll of thunder that went on and on and on, and it was all she
could do to carry through the instinct-level protocol for boarding a ship.

She turned to salute the Grayson planetary flag on the boat bay's forward
bulkhead, then turned back to salute the ship's captain, and felt her heart
leap as she recognized Captain Thomas Greentree. The chunky, brown-haired
Grayson's face looked as if his smile were about to split it in two, and
beyond him, she recognized another familiar face. Admiral Judah Yanakov's
smile was, if possible, even broader than Greentree's, and somehow its welcome
went perfectly with the hard, dangerous light in his eyes as he saw the stump
of her arm. She knew him too well to doubt what that light portended, and she
made a mental note to talk to him -- at length -- as soon as possible. But now



was not the time, and she looked behind him, letting her gaze sweep the
gallery as she waited for the cheers to fade.

It was a spacious gallery, even for a superdreadnought, and --

Her thoughts chopped off as she saw the ship's crest on the bulkhead behind
the honor guard. The basis of the crest was glaringly obvious. She'd seen the
same set of arms every time she looked at her own steadholder's key . . . and
if there'd been any question at all of where it had come from, the ship's name
blazoned above it would have dispelled it immediately.

She stared at the crest, unable to look away even though she knew her reaction
was fully validating the torrent of amusement she felt flooding from the Earl
of White Haven. And it was probably as well for the earl's continued existence
that she couldn't turn away, she realized later, for if she'd been able to,
and if he'd been smirking even a tenth as broadly as she suspected he had, and
if he'd been in arm's reach

But she had no time to think about such things just then, for the tumult about
her was dying, and Thomas Greentree decided to ignore the strict demands of
naval protocol just this once. His hand came down from its salute even before
hers did, and it reached out, catching hers in a crushing clasp of welcome
before she could say a word.

"Welcome home, My Lady!" he said, and if his wvoice was husky with emotion, it
also echoed in the sudden quiet. "Welcome home. And welcome aboard the Honor
Harrington!"

CHAPTER THREE

High Admiral Wesley Matthews gazed out from the palatial shuttle pad lounge
and puffed his cheeks. His hair, dark brown back in the simpler days when he'd
been a mere commodore in what had been no more than a system-defense fleet,
was now so heavily shot with silver it seemed to gleam as the dawn light of
Yeltsin's Star spilled down over Austin City. There were more lines in his
intelligent, mobile face than there had been, too, but there was also a solid
satisfaction in his hazel eyes. Usually, at least. And with reason, for he had
overseen the transformation of the Grayson Space Navy which had been all but
destroyed in the Masadan War as it rose phoenixlike from the ashes to become,
by almost any standard, the third most powerful fleet in a hundred-light-year
radius of his world. To be sure, that fleet was also locked in battle with the
largest fleet within that same radius, but it had puissant allies, and, by and
large, High Admiral Matthews had much of which to be proud.

None of which helped damp the exasperated, affectionate, respectful irritation
he felt at this particular moment. He glowered for just a moment, with
infinite deference, at the back of the short, wiry man standing with him in
the lounge, then returned his attention to the scene beyond the window.

Austin City was the oldest city on Grayson. While many of its public buildings
had been placed under protective domes, the city as a whole had not, and it
was winter in Grayson's northern hemisphere. Fresh, heavy snow had fallen
overnight, and banks of it lay more than man-high where the landing field's



plows had deposited it. Matthews had never been particularly fond of snow, but
he was prepared to make exceptions at times. Like this year. The four-
thousand-year-old Christian calendar which Grayson stubbornly clung to for
official dating was in unusual agreement with the actual planetary seasons,
and that had given him extra enjoyment as he listened to his favorite carols.
It wasn't often that a Grayson had a chance to see for himself what the
ancient songs' enthusiasm for "white Christmases" was all about.

But Christmas had been two days before. Matthews' mind was back on military
matters once more, and he grimaced as he glanced at the dozen or so armsmen in
Mayhew maroon and gold standing about the foot of the lounge lift. Their
breath plumed in the icy air, and beyond them, several dozen Marines had been
scattered, apparently randomly, around the approaches. That randomness,
Matthews knew, was deceptive. Those Marines had been very carefully deployed,
with plenty of support a com call away, and they were heavily armed, alert,
and watchful.

And unless he missed his guess, every one of them was as irritated as he was
with the latest antic of their Protector.

One of these days, Benjamin is simply going to have to grow up. I know he
enjoys slipping the leash whenever he can, and Tester knows I can't blame him
for that, but he has no business standing around in a spaceport lounge with no
more security than this! And speaking of standing around, it would be nice if
he'd bothered to give me some reason to be standing around with him. It's
always flattering to be invited along, of course, but I do have several
hundred other things I could be doing. Not to mention the fact that the crack
of dawn is not my favorite time to get up and haul on a dress uniform just
because my Protector's decided to play hooky from the Palace for the day.

Benjamin Mayhew turned his head and smiled up at the taller high admiral. It
was a charming smile, from a charismatic man, and Matthews felt himself
smiling back almost against his will, for the Protector had that bad-little-
boy-escaped-from-the-tutor look he'd come to know entirely too well in the
last decade. It made Benjamin look much younger than his forty T-years (to
Grayson eyes, at least; to eyes from a planet where prolong had been available
from birth, he would have been taken for a man of at least fifty or sixty),
even if it didn't do a great deal to soften his senior naval officer's mood.

"I suppose I really ought to apologize, Wesley," the Protector said after a
moment, but then his smile turned into a broad grin. "I'm not going to,
though."

"Somehow that doesn't surprise me, Your Grace," Matthews infused his reply
with all the disapprobation he was prepared to allow himself with the ruler of
his planet.

"Ah, but that's because you know me so well! If you didn't know me, if you'd
been taken in by all the nice things the PR flacks say about me for public
consumption, then I'm sure it would surprise you, wouldn't it?"

Matthews gave him a fulminating look but, aware of the two Marines standing
vigilantly just inside the lounge entry, declined to answer in front of
military personnel. Although, if the only other ears had belonged to the
square-shouldered, weathered-looking armsman standing behind the Protector,
watching Benjamin's back with much the same irritated affection as Matthews,
it would have been a different matter.



Major Rice had been the Protector's personal armsman for over ten years, since
his predecessor's death during the Maccabean coup attempt, and he had not been
selected for his position for his social skills. Indeed, his social skills
were a bit rudimentary. But back before joining Palace Security, Sergeant-
Major Robert Rice, known to his fellows as "Sparky" for some reason Matthews
had yet to ferret out, had been the senior noncom of the Orbit Dogs.
Officially known as the 5019th Special Battalion, the Orbit Dogs were the
elite battalion (except that the outsized "special" battalion was bigger than
a normal regiment) of the Grayson Space Marines. After the Protector's
hairbreadth escape from assassination, Palace Security had decided he needed
an especially nasty guard dog, and "Sparky" Rice had been their choice. It was
not, Matthews suspected, a post the slightly graying, red-haired veteran had
accepted without some severe qualms. On the other hand, his long,
distinguished, and risky military career had probably stood him in good stead
by helping develop the sort of patience required to ride herd on a charge as

incorrigible as Benjamin IX. What mattered at the moment, however, was
that the Protector had no secrets from the head of his personal security
detachment, and that Rice had seen him in this sort of mood too often to have
taken anything Matthews might have said wrongly.

The high admiral realized the Protector was still grinning at him expectantly
and shook himself.

"I assure you, Your Grace," he said, taking a mild revenge by resorting to
tones of exquisite, courteous respect, "that no service you might request of
me could be anything other than an honor and a pleasure to perform."

"That's given me my own back!" Benjamin observed with admiration. "You've
really gotten very good at that, Wesley."

"Thank you, Your Grace," Matthews replied, hazel eyes twinkling at last. A
soft warning tone sounded and he glanced up at the data display on the lounge
wall. A Navy shuttle was ten minutes out, and his eyebrows rose. Obviously,
they were here to meet the shuttle, but why? And how did it come about that
the Protector clearly knew more than the uniformed commander of the Grayson
Navy did about who -- or what -- was aboard one of its shuttles? And what the
hell was Benjamin grinning about that way?

An almost unbearable curiosity nearly forced the question from him, but he bit
his tongue firmly. He would not give his maddening ruler the satisfaction of
asking, he told himself doggedly, and returned his gaze to the landing apron
of the pad.

Benjamin watched him for a moment longer, then smothered a laugh and joined
him in gazing out through the crystoplast.

Several more minutes passed in silence, and then a white contrail drew a
pencil-thin line across the rich blue morning sky behind the gleaming bead of
a shuttle. The bead grew quickly into a swept-winged arrowhead, and Matthews
watched with professional approval as the pilot turned onto his final approach
and swooped down to a perfect landing. The landing legs deployed, flexed, and
settled. Then the hatch opened and the stairs extended themselves, and
Matthews forced himself not to bounce on his toes in irritation. He really did
have far too many things to do, and as soon as this foolishness -- whatever it
was —-- was out of the way, perhaps he could get back to them and --



He froze, hazel eyes flaring wide as they locked on the tall, slim figure in a
blue-on-blue uniform identical to his own, and his mental grousing slithered
to an incoherent halt. He could not possibly be seeing what he thought he was,
a small, still voice told him logically. Only one woman had ever been
authorized to wear the uniform of a Grayson admiral. Just as only one woman in
the Grayson navy had ever carried a six-legged, cream-and-gray treecat
everywhere she went. Which meant his eyes must be lying to him, because that
woman was dead. Had been dead for over two T-years. And yet —--

"I told you I wouldn't apologize," Benjamin IX told his senior military
officer, and this time there was no amusement at all in his soft voice.
Matthews looked at him, his eyes stunned, and Benjamin smiled gently. "It may
be a little late,"™ he said, "but better late than never. Merry Christmas,
Wesley."

Matthews turned back to the lounge windows, still grappling with the
impossibility of it all. One or two of the Marines and armsmen on the pad
apron had made the same connection he had. Astonishment and disbelief were
enough to yank even them out of their focused professionalism, and he saw them
gaping at the tall woman with the short, curly hair. He knew he was doing
exactly the same, but he couldn't help it, and he felt disbelief giving way to
an exultant inner shout that threatened to rattle the bones of his soul like
castanets.

"I know how much she meant to you and the rest of the Navy," Benjamin went on
quietly beside him, "and I simply couldn't take this moment away from you."

"w

"B-but how -- ? I mean, we all knew . . . and the newsies all said --

"I don't know, Wesley. Not yet. I received the original dispatch from Trevor's
Star over two weeks ago, and an encrypted message direct from her shortly
after the Harrington came out of hyper and headed in-system, but they were
both maddeningly brief. They didn't give many details, aside from the most
important one: the fact that she was alive. I suppose she and Judah really
ought to have gone through your channels instead of directly to me, but she
was acting in her capacity as steadholder, not admiral, and she was right
about the need to consider the political repercussions of her return before
anything else. But do the details really matter?"”

The Protector of Grayson's voice was very soft, and his eyes gleamed as he
watched the tall, one-armed woman make her way towards the lounge 1lift,
followed now by a major in Harrington green, another half dozen or so
officers, and one burly senior chief missile tech in Manticoran uniform.

"Does anything really matter . . . besides the fact that she's come home again
after all?"

"No, Your Grace," Matthews said equally softly, and drew a deep, shuddering

breath -- his first, it seemed, in the last standard hour or so -- then shook
his head. "No," he repeated. "I don't suppose anything else does matter, does
ig?"

* *  *x

Honor Harrington stepped out of the 1lift and started to come to attention, but
Benjamin Mayhew reached her in a single stride. His arms went about her in a

bear-hug embrace far too powerful for his wiry frame to have produced, and her
working eye went wide. It was unheard of for a Grayson man to so much as touch



an unmarried Grayson woman, far less to throw his arms around her and try to
crush her rib cage! For that matter, no properly reared Grayson male would
embrace even one of his own wives so fiercely in public. But then the surprise
flowed out of her eye, and her remaining arm went around the Protector,
returning his hug, as his emotions swept through her. She shouldn't have done
it, even if Benjamin was the one who'd initiated the contact, but she couldn't
help it, for in that moment, he wasn't the Protector from whose hands she had
received her steadholdership ten T-years before. He was the friend who'd seen
her die and now saw her returned to life, and just at the moment, he didn't
give very much of a damn what the ironbound strictures of Grayson protocol had
to say about the proper behavior of a Protector.

The moment was as brief as it was intense, and then he drew a deep breath,
stood back, and held her at arms' length, hands on her shoulders, while he
looked intently up into her face. His eyes weren't completely dry, but that
was all right. Hers weren't either, and she tasted the cold anger flickering
deep within his joy at seeing her again.

"The eye's gone again, too, isn't it?" he said after a moment, and she nodded,
the live side of her mouth twisting in a wry smile. "That, and the nerve
repairs've been shot to hell again . . . And the arm," he said flatly.
"Anything else?"

She gazed back at him, all too well aware of just how much a lie his apparent
calm was. She'd been afraid of how he might react to her injuries, and
especially to how she'd received them. She'd had a sufficient foretaste from
Judah Yanakov and Thomas Greentree . . . not to mention every other Grayson
officer who'd heard the story.

She'd always known she enjoyed a unique status in her adopted Navy's eyes.
That probably would have been enough to wake the bleak, harsh hatred she'd
tasted in them as she tried to brush over her imprisonment and starvation and
StateSec's degrading efforts to break her. But they were also Grayson men, and
despite any changes Benjamin Mayhew might have wrought, Grayson men were
programmed on a genetic level to protect women. She suspected that the reports
of her death had been enough to push quite a few of them to a point only a
step short of berserk rage. Indeed, she knew it had, for she'd felt the echoes
of fury still reverberating within Judah Yanakov . . . and Greentree had told
her about his order to the Grayson forces at the Battle of the Basilisk
Terminus. Yet in some illogical way, the discovery of how she'd actually been
treated was even more infuriating to them, now that they knew she was alive,
than even the HD imagery of her supposed death had been when they'd believed
she was dead.

Men, she thought with exasperated affection. Especially Grayson men! Not that
Hamish was a bit better. They really aren't that far from the bearskins and
mastodon days, any of them, are they?

But however that might be, she must be very careful about exactly how she
related her experiences to this man. Benjamin Mayhew was the Planetary
Protector of Grayson and the liege lord of Steadholder Harrington, with all
the complex, mutually interlocking obligations that implied, including the
responsibility to avenge injuries done to his vassal. Worse, he was a Grayson
male, however enlightened he might be by his home world's standards. Worse
yet, he was her friend . . . and he'd never forgotten that he owed his
family's lives to her and to Nimitz. And worst of all, the fact that he was
the Protector of Grayson meant he was in a position to give terrifying



expression to the rage the man within him felt at this moment.

"That's about the entire list for me," she said, after only the briefest
pause, and her soprano was calm, almost detached. "Nimitz needs a bit of
repair work, too." She reached up to rub the 'cat's ears as he stood in the
carrier. "He had a little collision with a pulse rifle butt. Nothing that
can't be fixed for either of us, Benjamin."

"Fixed!" he half-snarled, and she felt his fresh spike of anger. Well, she'd
expected that. He knew she was one of the minority for whom regeneration
simply did not work.

"Fixed," she repeated firmly, and violated a thousand years of protocol by
giving the Protector of Grayson a gentle, affectionate shake. "Not with all
original parts, perhaps, but the Star Kingdom makes excellent replacements.
You know that."

He glared at her, almost angry at her for trying to brush her mutilation
aside. Both of them were perfectly well aware that not even Manticoran
medicine could provide true replacements. Oh, modern prostheses could fool
other people into never realizing they were artificial, and many of them, like
the cybernetic eye the Peeps had burned out aboard Tepes, offered some
advantages over the natural parts for which they substituted. But the
interface between nerve and machine remained. There was always some loss of
function, however good the replacement, and whatever enhancements a
replacement might add in partial compensation, it never duplicated the feel,
the sensitivity -- the aliveness -- of the original.

But then his face relaxed, and he reached up to pat the hand on his shoulder
and managed a nod, as if he recognized what she was trying to do. Perhaps he
did recognize it. Honor couldn't parse his emotions finely enough to be sure,
but he was certainly intelligent enough to understand how dangerous his anger
could be and to grasp her efforts to turn that anger before it launched him on
a charge to seek vengeance.

Speaking of which

"Actually," she said in a lighter tone, "I'm much luckier than the people who
arranged for me to need those replacements in the first place, you know."

"You are?" Mayhew asked suspiciously, and she nodded, then flicked her head at
the burly senior chief who'd finally arrived in the lounge, trailing along
behind the commissioned officers from the shuttle.

"Senior Chief Harkness here sort of saw to it that everyone who had anything
to do with what happened to me, including Cordelia Ransom, came to a very bad
end," she told the Protector.

"He did?" Mayhew regarded Harkness approvingly. "Good for you, Senior Chief!
How bad an end was it?"

Harkness flushed and started to mumble something, then slid to a halt and
stared imploringly at Honor. She gazed back with a demure smile, right cheek
dimpling, as she let him stew for a moment, then took mercy on him.

"About as bad as they come, actually," she said. Mayhew looked back at her,
and she shrugged. "He arranged for a pinnace to bring up its impeller wedge



inside a battlecruiser's boat bay," she told him much more soberly.
"Sweet Tester!" Matthews murmured, and her smile went crooked and cold.

"If there were any pieces left at all, they were very, very small ones,
Benjamin," she said softly, and his nostrils flared as he inhaled in intense
satisfaction.

"Good for you, Senior Chief," he repeated, and Honor felt a tingle of relief
as he stepped back from the precipice of his rage. He could do that, now that
he knew those actually responsible for what had happened to her were safely
dead. It wouldn't make him one bit less implacable where those people's
superiors were concerned, but his need to strike out at someone -- anyone --
had been muted into something he could control.

He gazed at Harkness for a few more moments, then gave himself a little shake
and turned back to Honor.

"As you see," he said in a more normal tone of voice, "I took your advice and
restricted the news to a minimum. Even Wesley didn't know who he was waiting
for." He smiled a devilish smile far more like his own. "I thought he'd enjoy
the surprise."

"No you didn't," Matthews replied, deciding that just this once leése-majesté
was fully justifiable, Marine sentries or not. "You decided that you'd enjoy
watching me be surprised . . . just like any other adolescent with a secret!"

"Careful there, High Admiral!" Benjamin warned. "Officers who tell the truth
about -- I mean, insult their Protectors have been known to come to gory
ends."

"No doubt they have," Matthews retorted, eyes twinkling as he held out his
hand to Honor, "but at least they perished knowing they'd struck a blow for
freedom of thought and expression. Didn't they, Lady Harrington?"

"Don't get me involved in this, Sir! We steadholders have a legal obligation
to support the dignity of the Protector. Besides, I'm “That Foreign Woman, '
remember? Having me on your side would only make things worse in the eyes of
the unthinking reactionaries who'd undoubtedly carry out his orders to scrag
you without turning a hair."

"Perhaps in the past, My Lady," Matthews said. "But not in the future, I
think. Or not the immediate future, at any rate. I realize we're talking about
Grayson reactionaries, but not even they are going to be immune to having you
come back from the dead. For a while, at least."

"Hah! I give it three weeks. A month tops," Mayhew snorted. "Fortunately,
there are less of them than there used to be, but the ones we still have seem
to feel some sort of moral imperative to become even more obstructionist as
their numbers dwindle. And they're concentrating on our interstellar relations
now, not the domestic side, anyway. Not that they aren't planning on back-
dooring their way back to the domestic front as soon as they can! It's too bad
these aren't the bad old days right after the Constitution was ratified. There
are quite a few of my Keys I'd like to introduce to some of the more

creative chastisements Benjamin the Great reserved for irritating
steadholders. Especially the ones like -- "



He broke off with a grimace and waved one hand dismissively.

"Let's not get me started on that. One thing of which we can be unfortunately

certain, Honor, is that there'll be plenty of opportunities for me to make you
dismally well aware of just how the conservatives have managed to irritate me

in your absence."

"I'm sure," she agreed. "But that brings another point to mind. Certain
admirals, including a Manticoran one and your own despicable cousin, have
flatly refused to tell me just what the lot of you did with my steading! I'm
pretty sure Judah ordered no one else to tell me anything, either, and he
doesn't fool me for a minute with that "military personnel shouldn't dabble in
matters of state' nonsense! He's grinning too much."

"He is?" Mayhew raised both eyebrows, then shook his head. "Shocking," he
sighed. "Simply shocking! I see I'll have to speak to him gquite firmly." Honor
glared at him, and he smiled back. "Still, the ins and outs of two-plus years
of history aren't something to try to explain in a spaceport lounge, either.
Especially not when we have a few other things to take care of before
Katherine and Elaine descend upon you and begin planning the planet-wide gala
to welcome you home."

He chuckled at Honor's groan, then nodded to Rice. The major touched his wrist
com and murmured something into it, and the Protector took Honor's elbow and
began escorting her towards the lounge exit while Rice and Andrew LaFollet
trailed quietly along behind them.

"As I said, Honor, I've restricted the information about your arrival to a
very small group, for the moment, at least, but there were a few people here
on Grayson who I thought really ought to know immediately."

"Oh?" Honor eyed him warily.

"Yes, and -- Ah, here they are now!" he observed as the exit doors slid
silently open, and Honor stopped dead.

Seven people appeared in the opening: five with four limbs, and two with six,
and all of them seemed to shimmer as her vision hazed with sudden tears.
Allison Chou Harrington stood beside her husband, small and elegant and
beautiful as ever, and tears gleamed in almond eyes that matched Honor's own
as she stared at her daughter. Alfred Harrington towered over her, his face
working with emotions so deep and so strong they were almost more than Honor
could bear to taste. Howard Clinkscales stood to Allison's left, his fierce,
craggy face tight with emotion of his own while he leaned on the silver-headed
staff that was the badge of office of Harrington Steading's Regent. Miranda
LaFollet stood to his left, cradling the treecat named Farragut in her arms,
smiling with her heart naked in her eyes as she saw her Steadholder and her
brother at last. And to Alfred's right stood a man with thinning sandy hair
and gray eyes, staring at her as if he dared not believe his own eyes. She
felt James MacGuiness' towering joy -- joy that was only now beginning to
overcome his dread that somehow the impossible news of her return was all a
mistake -- and wrapped about that joy was the dizzying spiral of welcome and
jubilation welling up from the slim, dappled shape riding on his shoulder as
the treecat named Samantha saw her mate.

It was all too much. Honor had no defense against the emotions pouring into
her from those people who meant so much to her, and she felt her own face



begin to crumple at last. Not with sorrow, but with a joy too intense to
endure.

He did it on purpose, she thought, somewhere down deep under the whirlwind of
her own emotions. Benjamin knows about my link with Nimitz, and he
deliberately saw to it that I could meet them with no one else present. No one
to see me lose it completely.

And then there was no more room for thought. Not coherent ones, anyway. She
was fifty-four T-years old, and that didn't matter at all as she stepped away
from Benjamin Mayhew, holding out her arm to her mother through her blinding
haze of tears.

"Momma?" she half-whispered, her soprano hoarse, and she tasted salt on her
lips as her parents came towards her. "Daddy? I -- "

Her voice broke completely, and that didn't matter, either. Nothing in the
universe mattered as her father reached her and the arms which had always been
there for her went about her. She felt the crushing strength of Sphinx in
them, yet they closed around her with infinite gentleness, and her visored cap
tumbled to the floor as her father pressed his face into her hair. Then her
mother was there, as well, hugging her and burrowing her way into the embrace
Alfred had widened to enfold them both, and for just a moment, Honor
Harrington could stop being a steadholder and a naval officer. She could be
simply their daughter, restored to them by some miracle they did not yet
understand, and she clung to them even more tightly than they clung to her.

She never knew how long they stood there. Some things are too intense, too
important, to slice up into seconds and minutes, and this was one of them. It
was a time that lasted as long as it had to last, but finally she felt her
tears ease and she drew a deep, deep breath and pushed back in her father's
arms to stare mistily up at his face.

"I'm home," she said simply, and he nodded.

"I know you are, baby." His deep voice was frayed and unsteady, but his eyes
glowed. "I know you are."

"We both know," Allison said, and Honor gave a watery giggle as her mother
produced a tiny handkerchief and, in the manner of mothers since time
immemorial, began briskly wiping her daughter's face. She was barely two-
thirds Honor's height, and Honor was fairly sure they must look thoroughly
ridiculous, but that was fine with her, and she looked across her mother's
head at Clinkscales.

"Howard," she said softly. He bowed deeply, but she saw his tears and tasted
his joy, and she held out her hand quickly. He blinked as he took it, his grip
still strong and firm despite his age, and then he drew a huge, gusty breath
and shook himself.

"Welcome home, My Lady," he said simply. "Your steading and your people have
missed you."

"I got back as soon as I could," she replied, making her tone as light as she
could. "Unfortunately, our travel plans hit a couple of glitches. Nothing
Chief Harkness and Carson couldn't straighten out for us, though."



Ensign Clinkscales stepped up beside her as she spoke his name, and the Regent
smiled as he enfolded his towering nephew in a huge hug. Howard Clinkscales
had been a powerfully built man in his prime, for a Grayson, but he'd never
matched Carson's centimeters, and he was eighty-seven pre-prolong T-years old.
The two of them looked as mismatched in height as Honor knew she and Allison
had, and she chuckled as she put her arm affectionately back about her mother.

Then she paused. She hadn't noticed in the intensity of their initial embrace,
but each of her parents wore a carrier much like the one in which she herself
carried Nimitz, and her eyebrow quirked. Now why -- ?

Then her father half-turned to make room for MacGuiness and Miranda, and
Honor's eye went even wider than it had gone when the door opened. The carrier
on his back wasn't like hers after all, for it wasn't for a 'cat. It was --

"Don't stare, dear," her mother said firmly, and reached up to grasp her chin,
turning her head to wipe the left side of her face. Honor obeyed the grip
meekly, so surprised she was unable to do anything else, and her mother shook
her head. "Really, Honor," she went on, "you'd think you'd never seen a baby
before, and I happen to know you have!"

"But . . . but . . ." Honor turned her head once more, staring into the dark
eyes that gazed drowsily back at her, and then gulped and turned back to her
mother, using her height to lean forward over her and look into the carrier on
Allison's back. She was sure the eyes in that small face were equally dark,
but they weren't drowsy. They were closed, and the tiny face wore the
disapproving, sleepy frown only babies can produce.

"Really, Honor!" her mother said again. "Your father and I are prolong
recipients, you know.

"Of course I do, but -- "

"You seem to have grown entirely too fond of that word, dear," Allison
scolded, giving Honor's face one last pat before she stepped back to examine
her handiwork. Then she nodded in satisfaction and tucked the damp square of
fabric back into whatever hiding place it had emerged from in the first place.

"It's all your fault, actually," she told Honor then. "You hadn't gotten
around to producing an heir, so when they tried to make poor Lord Clinkscales
Steadholder Harrington, he had to think of something in self-defense." She
shook her head, and Clinkscales looked at her for a moment, then gave Honor a
half-sheepish grin.

"You mean -- ?" Honor shook herself and drew a deep, deep breath. She also
made a mental resolution to personally hunt Hamish Alexander down and murder
him with her bare hands. Or hand, singular, she thought as she recalled his
devilish amusement and vague talk about "other arrangements" on Grayson. Given
the nature of the offense, waiting until she could be fitted with a
replacement for her missing arm was out of the question. If she left this
afternoon aboard a courier boat and went by way of the Junction, she could
stop by the Harrington to wring Judah Yanakov's neck and still be back at
Trevor's Star in just four days, and then

She exhaled very slowly, then looked back down at her mother.

"So I'm not an only child anymore?"



"Goodness, you figured it out after all," Allison murmured with a devilish
smile. Then she reached up and slipped the carrier straps from her shoulders.
She cradled the sleeping infant, carrier and all, in her arms, and when she
looked back up at Honor the deviltry had disappeared into a warm tenderness.

"This is Faith Katherine Honor Stephanie Miranda Harrington," she said gently,
and giggled at Honor's expression. "I know the name is longer than she is just
now, poor darling, but that's your fault, too, you know. At the moment --
which is to say until you get busy in the grandchild department -- this long-
named little bundle is your heir, Lady Harrington. As a matter of fact, right
this second she's actually the legal "“Steadholder Harrington,' at least until
the Keys get around to discovering that you're back. Which means we were lucky
to hold her to just five given names, all things considered. I expect the
assumption, up until a few hours ago, was that she would become Honor the
Second when she chose her reign name. Fortunately -- " Her lips quivered for
an instant, and she paused to clear her throat. "Fortunately," she repeated
more firmly, "she won't have to make that decision gquite as soon as we'd
feared she might after all."

"And this," Alfred said, having slipped out of his own carrier's straps, "is
her slightly younger twin brother, James Andrew Benjamin Harrington. He got
off with two less names, you'll note, thus duly exercising his prerogative as
a natural-born male citizen of the last true patriarchy in this neck of the
galaxy. Although we did, I hope you will also note, manage to butter up the
local potentate by hanging his name on the poor kid."

"So I see." Honor laughed, reaching out to stroke the baby boy's satiny cheek.
She shot a sideways glance at Benjamin Mayhew and noted his happy, almost
possessive smile. Obviously her parents and the Mayhews had grown even closer
to one another than she'd dared hope they might, and she returned her
attention to her mother.

"They're beautiful, Mother," she said softly. "You and Daddy do do good work,
even 1f I say so myself."

"You think so?" Her mother cocked her head judiciously. "For myself, I could
wish we'd figured out a way to skip straight from the delivery to the first
day of school." She shook her head with a pensive air that fooled no one in
the lounge. "I'd forgotten how much sheer work a baby is," she sighed.

"Oh, of course, My Lady!" Miranda LaFollet laughed. Honor turned to her maid
and found Miranda in the circle of her brother's arm . . . which would have
represented a shocking dereliction of duty on the major's part under normal
circumstances. Which these weren't. Miranda saw Honor's questioning expression
and laughed again. "It's so much "work' she insisted on carrying them to term
the natural way, despite the fact that her prolong added two and a half months
to the process, My Lady," she informed Honor. "And so much work that she
flatly refuses to let us provide full-time nannies for them! In fact, it's all
we can do to pry her loose from them -- to pry either of your parents loose,
actually -- long enough for them to go to the clinic! I don't think even
people from our steading were quite ready for the sight of two of the best
doctors on the planet making their rounds with babies on their backs, but -- "

She shrugged, and Honor chuckled.

"Well, Mother is from Beowulf, Miranda. They're all a little crazy there, or



so I've heard. And they go absolutely gooey over babies. Not," she added
reflectively, gazing at the tiny shapes of her brother and sister, "that I can
fault them, now that I think of it. These two have to be the most beautiful
pair of babies in the explored universe, after all."

"Do you really think so?" her mother asked.

"I really think so," Honor assured her softly. "Of course, I may be just a
tiny bit prejudiced, but I really think so."

"Good," Allison Harrington said, "because unless my nose is mistaken, Faith
Katherine Honor Stephanie Miranda here has just demonstrated the efficiency
with which her well-designed internal systems operate. And just to show you
how delighted I am by your opinion of her beauty, I'm going to let you change
her, dear!"

"I'd love to, Mother. Unfortunately, at the moment I only have one hand, and
since that's obviously a job which requires two . . ." She shrugged, and her
mother shook her head.

"Some people will do anything to avoid a little work," she said, much more
lightly than she felt as her eyes flicked to the stump of Honor's left arm,
and Honor smiled.

"Oh, I didn't have to do this just to get out of work," she assured Allison,
smile broadening as James MacGuiness approached with Samantha. "Mac spoils me
shamelessly. I'm sure he'd have been delighted to do my share of the diaper-
changing even without this. Wouldn't you, Mac?"

"I'm afraid that's one thing that isn't covered in my Jjob description,
Milady," the steward said. His voice was almost normal, but his eyes were
misty and his smile seemed to tremble just a bit.

"Really?" Honor's smile softened and warmed, and she reached out to put her
arm around him. He let himself lean against her for just a moment as she
hugged him hard, then held him back out at arm's length to look deep into his
eyes. "Well, in that case, I guess you'll just have to settle for being "Uncle
Mac' . . . because we all know uncles and aunts are responsible for spoiling
kids rotten, not doing anything constructive."

"What an interesting notion," Alfred Harrington observed. "And the job of big
sisters is -- 2"

"Depends on how much "bigger' they are, doesn't it?" Honor replied cheerfully.
"In this case, I thin -- "

She broke off suddenly, so abruptly her mother looked up from Faith in quick
alarm. Honor's smile had vanished as if it had never existed, and her head
snapped to her left, her single working eye locking on the 'cat on MacGuiness'
shoulder.

Samantha had reared up, her ears flat to her skull, her eyes fixed on her
mate. Allison whipped her head around to follow that intense stare, and her
own eyes widened as she saw Nimitz recoiling as if he'd been struck. For just
an instant, she had the insane thought that he'd somehow infuriated Samantha,
but only for an instant. Just long enough for her to recognize something she
had never, ever expected to see in Nimitz.



Terror. A fear and a panic that drove the whimper of a frightened kitten from
him.

MacGuiness and Andrew LaFollet had looked up when Honor broke off, and both of
them went white as they saw Nimitz. Unlike Allison, they had seen him that way
before -- once -- in the admiral's quarters of GNS Terrible, when the terrible
nightmares lashing his person's sleeping mind with the Furies' own whips had
reduced the empathic 'cat to shivering, shuddering helplessness. Now they saw
the equal of that terror ripping through him, and as one man, they stepped
towards him, reaching out to their friend.

But even before they moved, Honor Harrington had hit the quick release of the
carrier straps where they crossed on her chest. She caught the straps as they
opened, and, in a single, supple movement which ought to have looked awkward
and clumsy for a one-armed woman, stripped the carrier from her back and
brought it around in front of her. She went to her knees, hugging Nimitz,
carrier and all, to her breasts, pressing her cheek against his head, and her
eyes were closed as she threw every scrap of energy she had into the horror
raging in her link to him.

I should have felt it sooner, some fragment of calm told her. I should have
realized the instant we saw Sam . . . but he didn't realize it. My God, how
could we have missed it?

She held the 'cat with the full power of her arm and her heart, and for just
an instant, as the terrible storm front of his emotions spun its tornado
strength through them both, he struggled madly to escape her. Whether to run
and hide in his panic or in a desperate effort to reach Samantha physically
Honor could not have said, probably because he couldn't have. But then the
terrible panic flash eased into something less explosive . . . and far, far
bleaker. He went limp with a shudder, pressing his face against her, and a
soft, low-pitched keen flowed out of him.

Honor's heart clenched at the desolate sound, and she kissed him between the
ears while she held him close.

The pulser butt, she thought. That damned pulser butt on Enki! My God, what
did it do to him?

She didn't know the answer to that question, but she knew the blow which had
shattered his mid-pelvis had to be the cause of the dark and terrible
loneliness of a full half of Nimitz's mind. Nothing else could have caused it,
and the shock and terror it produced were infinitely worse than they might
have been because neither he nor Honor had even realized that silence was
there.

She crooned to him, holding him tightly, eyes closed, and she felt Samantha
standing high on her true-feet beside her. Nimitz's mate had exploded off of
MacGuiness' shoulder, racing to Nimitz, and her true-hands and feet-hands
caressed his silken fur. Honor felt her matching panic, felt her reaching out
to Nimitz with every sense she had, trying desperately to hear some response
from him, pleading for the reassurance her mate could no longer give her.

Honor tasted both 'cats' emotions, and her tears dripped onto Nimitz's pelt.
But at least the initial panic was passing, and she drew a deep, shuddering
breath of relief as they realized, and Honor with them, that they could still



feel one another's emotions . . . and Samantha realized Nimitz could still
hear her thoughts.

The exact way in which the telempathic treecats communicated with one another
had always been a matter of debate among humans. Some had argued that the
'cats were true telepaths; others that they didn't actually "communicate" in
the human sense at all, that they were simply units in a free-flow linkage of
pure emotions so deep it effectively substituted for communication.

Since her own link to Nimitz had changed and deepened, Honor had realized
that, in many ways, both arguments were correct. She'd never been able to tap
directly into Nimitz's "conversations" with other 'cats, but she had been able
to sense the very fringes of a deep, intricate meld of interflowing thoughts
and emotions when he "spoke" to another of his kind. Since he and Samantha had
become mates, Honor had been able to "hear" and study their interwoven
communication far more closely and discovered Nimitz and Samantha truly were
so tightly connected that, in many ways, they were almost one individual, so
much a part of one another that they often had no need to exchange
deliberately formulated thoughts. But from observing them together and also
with others of their kind, she'd also come to the conclusion that 'cats in
general definitely did exchange the sort of complex, reasoned concepts which
could only be described as "communication." Yet what she'd never been certain
of until this dreadful moment was that they did it over more than one channel.
They truly were both empaths and telepaths. She knew that now, for Samantha
could still "hear" and taste Nimitz's emotions . . . but that was all she
could hear. The rich, full-textured weaving which had bound them together had
been battered and mauled, robbed of half its richness and blighted with
unnatural silence, and she felt herself weeping for her beloved friends while
they grappled with their sudden recognition of loss.

How could we not have noticed it on Hell? All that time, and we never even
guessed --—

But then she drew a deep breath of understanding. Of course. Her link with
Nimitz operated through the 'cat's empathic sense. They'd never used the
telepathic "channel" to communicate, and so Nimitz had never even suspected
that it had been taken from him. Not until the moment he'd reached out to his
mate . . . and she hadn't heard him at all.

"Honor?" It was her mother's soft voice, and she looked up to see Allison
kneeling beside her, her face anxious, her eyes dark with worry. "What is it,
Honor?"

"It's —-- " Honor inhaled sharply. "In the Barnett System, when Ransom
announced her plans to send me to Hell, she ordered her goons to kill Nimitz,
and -- " She shook her head and closed her eyes again. "We didn't have

anything left to lose, Mother, so —-- "

"So they attacked the StateSec guards," Andrew LaFollet said softly, and Honor
realized her armsman, too, was kneeling beside her. He was to her left, on her
blind side, and she turned towards him. "That must have been it, My Lady," he
said when his Steadholder looked at him. "When that bastard with the pulse
rifle clubbed him."

"Yes." Honor nodded, not really surprised Andrew had realized what must have
happened. But she could taste the confusion of the others, even through the
emotional tempest still rolling through the two treecats. She loosened her



grip on Nimitz, setting the carrier on the floor, and watched as he climbed
out of it. He and Samantha sat face-to-face, and he pressed his cheek into the
side of her neck while her buzzing purr threatened to vibrate the bones right
out of her, and her prehensile tail wrapped itself about him and her true-
hands and hand-feet caressed him. Even now he sat awkwardly hunched, twisted
by his poorly healed bones, and she looked back up to meet her mother's
worried eyes.

"No one's ever known if the 'cats were truly telepaths . . . until now," she
told Allison softly. "But they are. And when that SS thug clubbed him, he must
have . . . have broken whatever it is that makes them telepaths, because Sam
can't hear him, Mother. She can't hear him at all."

"She can't?" Honor looked up. Her father stood beside her, cradling one of the
babies in either arm, and frowned as she nodded at him. "From the way he's
sitting, the pulser must have caught him -- what? Almost exactly on the mid-
pelvis?"

"A little behind it and from the right we think, My Lord," LaFollet said.
"Most of the ribs went on that side, too. Fritz Montoya could probably give
you a better answer, but it looked to me like it came down at about a seventy-
degree angle. Maybe a little shallower than that, but certainly not by very
much."

The armsman's eyes were intent, as if he recognized something behind the
question from his Steadholder's father, and Alfred nodded slowly.

"That would make sense," he murmured, staring for a moment at something none
of the others could see while he thought hard. Then he gave his head a little
shake and looked back down at his elder daughter.

"We've wondered for centuries why the 'cats spinal cords have those clusters
of nervous tissue at each pelvis," he told her. "Some have theorized that they
might be something like secondary brains. They're certainly large enough, with
sufficiently complex structures, and the theory was that they might help
explain how something with such a relatively low body mass could have
developed sentience in the first place. Others have derided the entire idea,
while a third group has argued that even though they may be secondary brains,
the physical similarities -- and differences -- between them indicate that
they must do something else, as well. Their structures have been thoroughly
analyzed and mapped, but we've never been able to link them to any discernible
function. But, then, no one ever had a 'cat expert quite like you available
for consultation, Honor. Now I think we know what at least one of those super-
ganglia do."

"You mean you think the mid-limb site was his . . . well, his telepathic
transmitter?"”

"I'd certainly say that's what it looks like. I noticed that you said Sam
can't hear him, not that he can't hear her. Is that correct?"

"Yes. I think so, anyway," Honor said after a moment. "It's hard to be sure
just yet. When he realized she couldn't hear him, he just -- "

"Reacted very much the way I would have in his place," her father interrupted.
"And not surprisingly. I've always wondered what would happen to a telempath
who suddenly, for the first time in his life, found himself isolated and



alone, locked up in his own little world. We still don't begin to know all we
ought to about the 'cats, but one thing we do know is that they all seem to
share that constant awareness, that linkage, with every other 'cat and most
humans, at least to some extent, around them. It's always there, from the day
they're born, and they must take it as much for granted as they do oxygen. But
now —-- "

Alfred shuddered and shook his head, and Honor nodded mutely, astounded by how
accurately her father had described an interweaving of minds and hearts he had
never been able to taste himself.

"If I'm right about how he was injured, this can't be the first time something
like this has happened to a 'cat, either. God knows they get banged up enough
in the bush that at least some of them must have sustained similar injuries
and lived. So they have to know it can happen to any of them, and it must be
one of their most deep-seated fears. When Nimitz realized it had happened to
him . . ."

He shook his head again and sighed, his eyes dark with sympathy as they rested
on the two 'cats and he listened to Samantha's soft, loving croon.

"Is there anything we can do?" Honor asked, and there was an odd edge to her
voice, one LaFollet didn't understand for several seconds. But then he
remembered. Alfred Harrington was one of the Star Kingdom of Manticore's four
or five finest neurosurgeons. This wasn't just a daughter asking her father
for reassurance; it was a woman asking the man who'd rebuilt the nerves in her
own face, and who'd personally implanted her own cybernetic eye, if he had one
more miracle in his doctor's bag for her.

"I don't know, honey. Not yet," he told her honestly. "I've paid more
attention to the journal articles on 'cats than most other neurosurgeons, I
imagine, because of how much a part of all our lives Nimitz is, but my
specialty is humans. Native Sphinxian life forms have always been more of a
veterinary specialization, and there are a lot of differences between their
neural structures and ours. I'm positive that fixing the bone and Jjoint damage
won't be a problem, but I don't have any idea where we might be on the matter
of neural repairs." The live side of Honor's face tightened, and he shook his
head quickly. "That doesn't mean anything, Honor! I'm not just trying to be a
doctor throwing out an anchor to windward; I truly don't know, but I certainly
intend to find out. And I'll promise you -- and Nimitz and Samantha -- this
much right now. If it can be fixed, then I will damned well find the way to do
ict"

Honor stared up at him for two more heartbeats, and then she felt her taut
shoulders relax just a bit, and the worry in her face eased ever so slightly.
She trusted both her parents' judgments in their medical fields. She'd seen
and heard about what they'd accomplished far too often not to have learned to
trust them. If her father said he thought there might be a way to correct the
crippling damage Nimitz had received, then he truly believed there might be
one, for one thing he did not do was tell comforting lies.

And one other thing he did not do, she thought. Never in her entire life had
he made her a promise he'd failed to keep . . . and she knew he would keep
this one, as well.

"Thank you, Daddy," she whispered, and felt her mother's arms go around her
once again.



CHAPTER FOUR
"I don't fucking believe this!"

More than one of the people seated around the conference table flinched at the
venom in Secretary of War Esther McQueen's snarl. Not because they were afraid
of her (although some of them were), but because no one who wasn't completely
insane spoke to Rob Pierre and Oscar Saint-Just that way.

Despite himself, Pierre felt a grin -- more of a grimace, really -- twitch the
corners of his mouth. There were nine people at the table, including himself
and Saint-Just. Among them, they represented the core membership of the most
powerful group in the entire People's Republic. After better than eight T-
years, the Committee of Public Safety still boasted a total membership of
twenty-six, almost thirty percent of its original size. Of course, that was
only another way of saying that it had been reduced by over seventy percent.
And allowing for new appointments to replace those who'd disappeared in
various purges, factional power struggles, and other assorted unpleasantnesses
(and for the replacement of several of those replacements), the actual loss
rate among the Committee's members had been well over two hundred percent. Of
the original eighty-seven members, only Pierre himself, Saint-Just, and Angela
Downey and Henri DuPres (both of whom were little more than well-cowed place-
holders) remained. And of the current crop of twenty-six, only the nine in
this room truly mattered.

And six of them are too terrified to breathe without my permission. Mine and
Oscar's, at any rate. Which was what we thought we wanted. They're certainly
not going to be hatching any plans to overthrow me . . . but I hadn't quite

counted on how useless their gutlessness would make them when it hit the fan.

Which -- fortunately or unfortunately, depending on one's viewpoint -- is at
least not something anyone would ever consider saying about McQueen.

"I can understand your . . . unhappiness, Esther," he said aloud after a
moment. "I'm not too happy myself," he added with gargantuan understatement.
"Unfortunately, it seems to have happened, whether either one of us likes it
or not."

"But -- " McQueen started to snap back, then made herself stop. Her mouth
clicked shut, and she reined in her temper with visible, nostril-flaring
effort.

"You're right, Citizen Chairman," she said in the tone of a woman coming back
on balance. "And I apologize for my reaction. However . . . surprising the
news, 1t doesn't excuse such intemperate language. But I stand by my original
sentiments. And while I imagine there will be time for proper recriminations

later -- " she glanced at one of the only two people at the table who were
junior to her, and Leonard Boardman, Secretary of Public Information, wilted
in his chair " -- the immediate consequences are going to be catastrophic

and that's if we're lucky! If we're unlucky. . . ."

She let her voice trail off and shook her head, and Pierre wished he could
disagree with her assessment.



"I'm afraid I have to concur with you there," he admitted, and it was his turn
to shake his head.

Joan Huertes, Interstellar News Service's senior reporter and anchorwoman in
the People's Republic of Haven, had commed Boardman directly, seeking his
comment on the incredible reports coming out of the Manticoran Alliance. The
good news, such as it was, was that Boardman had been smart enough to give her
a remarkably composed (sounding, at any rate) "No comment," and then to
contact Saint-Just immediately rather than sit around and dither over what the
PR disaster might mean for him personally. Judging from his expression, he'd
made up for the dithering since, but at least he'd gotten the information into
the right hands quickly.

Equally to the good, Saint-Just hadn't even considered covering up or trying
to sugarcoat the situation for Pierre. Some people, including some at this
table, would have in his place, for it was Oscar's people who'd screwed the
pooch. But he'd made no attempt to delay while he sought scapegoats. And,
finally, they were at least fortunate that the story hadn't come at them
completely without warning.

Citizen General Seth Chernock had opted to send his dispatch, with its
preposterous conclusion that something must be very wrong in the Cerberus
System, aboard a StateSec-crewed vessel in the name of security rather than
using the first available dispatch boat. By his most pessimistic estimate,
however, he ought to have arrived in Cerberus over two months ago, yet no
report from him had reached Saint-Just. No one had worried about that at
first. After all, Chernock was the StateSec CO of the sector in which Cerberus
lay. That meant any decisions about how to deal with problems there were
properly his, and he wasn't the sort to ask prior approval for his actions.
Besides, what could possibly have happened to such a powerful force?

Yet as the silence dragged out, Saint-Just had begun to grow anxious at last,
and last week he'd finally dispatched his own investigators -- very quietly --
to look into Chernock's ridiculous worries. None had reported back yet, and
wouldn't for at least another three weeks, but at least he'd already begun the
information-seeking process.

Unfortunately, that was all the good news there was . . . and Pierre was
grimly certain they'd scarcely even begun to hear the bad news.

"Excuse me, Citizen Chairman," Avram Turner, the thin, intense, dark-haired
Secretary of the Treasury (and most junior member of the Committee), said
after several seconds of silence, "but I'm still not clear on how any of this
could have happened.”

"Neither are we -- yet," Pierre replied. "Obviously no one saw it coming, or
we would have acted to prevent it. And at this particular moment, all the
information we have is what's coming to us from the Manties."

"With all due respect, Citizen Chairman, and while that may be true, it would
have helped enormously if StateSec had informed the Navy when it first
received Citizen General Chernock's initial dispatches," Esther McQueen said.
"We couldn't have prevented what had already happened to Hades, and we
couldn't have hoped to intercept Harrington en route to Trevor's Star, but you
do realize that our frontier fleets and star systems are going to hear about
this from the Manties and Sollies well before they hear anything about it from
us." She twitched her shoulders. "I can't begin to estimate the impact it will



have on Fleet morale and the loyalty of our more, um, fractious planetary
populations, but I don't expect it to be good."

"I know." Pierre sighed, and ran the fingers of one hand through his hair.
"Unfortunately, the communications lag really bit us on the ass on this one.
I'm not defending my decision to keep Chernock's original report to myself,
but be honest, Esther. Even if I'd shared his dispatch with you, what could we
have done about it until we had confirmation of whether or not he was correct?
And without sending a courier to Cerberus to see for yourself, would you have
believed a completely unarmed group of prisoners, denied any technology above
the level of windmill water pumps, the closest of them separated from our main
on-planet base by over fifteen hundred kilometers of ocean, on a world whose
native flora and fauna are totally inedible, could somehow have seized control
of an entire star system? Of course Oscar and I thought Chernock had gone
insane! And even if he hadn't, the force he took with him should have been
capable of dealing easily with anything the prisoners could do to resist it."

He met McQueen's eyes levelly, and the small, slender Secretary of War had to
nod. She didn't feel like agreeing, but she really had no choice. None of the
fragmentary information so far available explained how the prisoners had
seized the planet in the first place, far less how they could possibly have
defeated the powerful force Chernock had put together to go and take it back
again.

And the bastard had the good sense to ask for a regular Navy CO for his
collection of Navy and SS units, she admitted to herself unhappily. Let's not
point that little fact out just now, Esther.

She pushed herself back in her chair, eyes closed for a moment, and pinched
the bridge of her nose. Until their own couriers got back from Cerberus, they
had only the fragments Huertes had used to prime the pump in her interview
attempt with Boardman, and it was entirely possible Boardman had read too much
into those bits and pieces. Unfortunately, it didn't feel that way to McQueen,
and she'd learned to trust her instincts. And if Boardman hadn't overreacted -
- hell, if only a tenth of what he thought Huertes had meant was true -- the
disaster sounded pretty damned close to complete.

She puffed her lips in silent frustration and anger, wondering how in hell it
could have happened. She'd never met Citizen Admiral Yearman, but she'd pulled
his record within minutes of hearing from Saint-Just -- finally! -- about
Chernock's dispatch. From what she could see, Yearman wasn't (or hadn't been;
no one was certain at the moment if he or Chernock were still alive) an
inspired strategist, but he was a sound tactician. If Chernock had been smart
enough to realize he needed a professional to ride herd on his SS thug
starship crews, then one had to assume he'd also been smart enough to let that
professional run the show once they arrived in Cerberus. And whatever
Yearman's weaknesses in the area of strategy, he certainly ought to have been
able to deal with the orbital defenses guarding Hades, even if they'd been
completely under the escapees' control. Particularly since Chernock had
specifically informed Saint-Just that he was giving Yearman the full technical
specs on those defenses.

But still
"The fact that Harrington is still alive may actually be even more damaging

than the escape itself," Turner pointed out, and, again, McQueen nodded.
Privately, she was impressed by the other's nerve. His point was glaringly



obvious, but making it in front of the two men who'd decided to have Public
Information fake up the imagery of Harrington's execution took guts,
especially for the most junior person present. On the other hand, as McQueen
herself demonstrated, actual power within the Committee of Public Safety
wasn't necessarily linked with how long one had been a member. Rob Pierre had
handpicked Turner to take over the Treasury just over a T-year ago, when he
decided to ram through a long-overdue package of fiscal reform, and whatever
his other failings might be, the thin, aggressively energetic Turner had
performed impressively in implementing those reforms. His star was definitely
in the ascendant at the moment.

Then again, my star is "in the ascendant”" . . . and I know perfectly well that
Saint-Just would shoot me in a second if he thought he could dispense with my
services. Hell, McQueen gave a mental snort of amusement, he'd probably shoot
me anyway, just on general principles. Pierre's the one who's smart enough to
know the Navy needs me running it. Saint-Just's just the one who's smart
enough to know I'll shoot both of them the instant I think I can get away with
it.

"Again, I'd like to disagree, and I can't." Pierre sighed in response to
Turner's observation. It was his turn to pinch the bridge of his nose, and he
shook his head wearily, then managed a wan smile. "It seemed so simple at the
time. She was already dead -- we knew that -- and whatever we said, the

Manties and Sollies would never believe we hadn't killed her. At least this
way we could pass it off as the end result of due process instead of leaving
the impression that we'd just shot her out of hand and dumped her in a shallow
grave. And we were hardly in a position to risk shaking public confidence by
announcing Cordelia's death or what had really happened to Tepes, so -- "

He shrugged, and no one in the conference room needed any maps to figure out
what he'd left unsaid. None of them had been part of Cordelia Ransom's faction
on the Committee. If they ever had been, they would not have been in this room

or any longer on the Committee. They all knew how useful Pierre and
Saint-Just had found the delay in the official announcement of Ransom's death
when it came time to purge her supporters. But still

"That's the thing I find hardest to understand," Turner murmured with the air
of a man thinking out loud. "How could she possibly have survived what

happened to Tepes? And if she did, how could we not have known?"

"Esther?" Pierre glanced at McQueen. "Would you have any thoughts on those
questions?"

Carefully, now, she thought. Let's speak very carefully, Esther.

"I've had a lot of thoughts about them, Citizen Chairman," she said aloud, and
that much at least was true. "I've gone back and pulled the scan records from
Count Tilly's flag deck and combat information center, and I've had them
analyzed to a fare-thee-well over at the Octagon." She reached inside her

civilian jacket and extracted a thin chip folio, tossing it on the table so
that it slid to a stop directly in front of Pierre. "That's the result of our
analyses, and also the actual records of the explosion, and none of my people
have been able to find anything to explain how Harrington and her people could
have gotten off the ship and down to the planet before she blew. Or, for that
matter, how Citizen Brigadier Tresca and his people groundside could possibly
have missed something like that. Obviously they must have used some of Tepes'
small craft, although how they could have taken control of them in the first



place is beyond me. There were less than thirty of them aboard, and I can't
even begin to imagine how so few people could fight their way through an
entire ship's company to the boat bays. But even assuming they could pull that
off, the only small craft anyone actually saw was the single assault shuttle
that Camp Charon used the orbital defenses to destroy."

She paused, watching Pierre (and Saint-Just) as neutrally as possible. The
chips she'd passed to the Citizen Chairman contained exactly what she'd said
they did. What they did not contain was the footage from Count Tilly's flag
deck immediately after Tepes had blown up. McQueen had been very specific
about the time chops she'd assigned when she instructed the Navy experts to
analyze the records. She still wasn't certain what Citizen Rear Admiral
Tourville had been up to when he bent over his tac officer's console, and she
had no intention of allowing anyone else to figure that out if there was
anything at all she could do to prevent it. Lester Tourville was entirely too
good a fighting officer to hand over to StateSec. And the fact that she'd
covered for him, once she found a discreet way to let him know she had, ought
to prove extremely useful as a loyalty enhancer down the road

"The one thing I can suggest with some degree of confidence," she went on
after a moment, "is that Harrington and her people must have used the
temporary degradation of the Hades sensor net caused by the destruction of the
known shuttle to slip their own small craft through to the surface without
anyone groundside seeing them coming."

"Degradation?" Turner repeated, and she cocked an eyebrow at Pierre. The
Citizen Chairman nodded almost imperceptibly, and she turned to Turner.

"The ground defense center at Camp Charon used high megaton-range orbital
mines to destroy the Manties' escape shuttle -- or what everyone had assumed
was their escape shuttle -- just before Tepes blew up. The blast and EMP from
that, coupled with the effect of Tepes' own fusion plants when they let go,
created a very brief window in which the sensor net was effectively "blinded’
and reduced to a fraction of its normal efficiency. That has to be when
Harrington's people slipped through to the planet."

"Are you suggesting that they planned from the beginning to use our own
response to open the way for them?"

"I think it's obvious that they must have," McQueen replied. "And we're
talking about Honor Harrington here, Avram."

"Harrington is not some sort of boogeyman," Saint-Just said in frosty tones.
Several people cringed, but McQueen met his cold eyes steadily.

"I didn't say she was," she said. "But it's obvious from her record that she's
one of the best, if not the best, Manty officers of her generation. With the
sole exception of what happened at Adler -- where, I might add, she still
succeeded in her primary mission of protecting the convoy under her command,
despite atrociously bad luck -- she's kicked the crap out of every commander
we've put up against her, Navy and StateSec alike, apparently. All I'm saying
here is that this is exactly the sort of maneuver I would expect from her."
She raised a hand as Saint-Just's eyes narrowed and continued before he could
speak. "And, no, I'm not saying that I would have anticipated something like
this before the fact. I wouldn't have, and I have no doubt she would have
taken me completely by surprise, as well. I'm simply saying that, looking back
after the fact, I'm not in the least surprised that she managed to anticipate



Camp Charon's logical response to an “escaping' shuttle and found a way to use
it brilliantly to her advantage. It's exactly the sort of thing she'd been
doing to us for the last ten or twelve years now."

"Which is why she is a boogeyman." Pierre sighed. "Or why altogether too many
of our people regard her as one. Not to mention the reason the Manties and
their allies are so ecstatic about having her back." He showed his teeth in an
almost-smile. "Bottom line, it doesn't really matter whether or not she's some
sort of warrior demigoddess if that's what her people think she is."

"I wouldn't go quite that far, Sir," McQueen said judiciously. "What she
actually manages to do to us is nothing to sneeze at. Still, you're
essentially correct. She's much more dangerous to us, right this moment, as a
symbol than as a naval officer."

"Especially given how badly shot up she seems to be," Turner agreed with a
nod.

"I wouldn't count too heavily on her injuries to keep her out of action,"
McQueen cautioned. "None of them appear to have affected her command
abilities. Or not," she added dryly, "to judge by the rather neat little
operation she apparently just pulled off, at any rate. And it's entirely
possible, if the situation turns nasty enough for them, for the Manties to
send her back out, arm or no arm."

"On the other hand, that would appear, at the moment, to be one of the
brighter spots of the situation," Pierre pointed out. "For right now, at
least, your people are still pushing the Manties back, Esther. Are you in a
position to keep on doing that?"

"Unless something changes without warning, yes," McQueen said. "But I caution
you again, Sir, that my confidence is based on the situation as it now exists
and that the situation in question is definitely open to change. In
particular, we know from the Operation Icarus after-battle reports that the
Manties hit us with something new in both Basilisk and Hancock, and we're
still not certain exactly what it was in either case."

"I still believe you're reading too much into those reports." Saint-Just's
tone was just a tiny bit too reasonable, and McQueen allowed her green eyes to
harden as they met his. "We know they used LACs at Hancock," the StateSec CO
went on, "but we've known ever since our commerce raiding operations went sour
in Silesia that they had an improved light attack craft design. My
understanding is that the analysts have concluded the Hancock LACs were simply
more of the same."

"The civilian analysts have concluded that," McQueen replied so frostily
several people winced.

McQueen and Saint-Just had clashed over this before, and their differences,
however cloaked in outward propriety, had become ever more pointed over the
last few months. McQueen wanted to resurrect the old Naval Intelligence Bureau
as a Navy-run shop, staffed by Navy officers. Her official reason was that the
military needed an in-house intelligence capability run by people who
understood operational realities. Saint-Just was equally determined to retain
the present arrangement, in which NavInt was merely one more section of State
Security's sprawling intelligence apparatus. His official reason was that
centralized control insured that all relevant information was available from a



single set of data banks and eliminated redundancy and the inefficiency of
turf wars. In fact, his real reason was that he suspected that her real reason
was a desire to cut his own people out of the loop in order to give herself
(and any personal adherents in the upper echelons of the Navy's command
structure) a secure channel through which to intrigue against the Committee.

"I could wish for more complete and detailed data from Hancock," she went on
after the briefest of pauses and in slightly less chill tones. "Only one of
Citizen Admiral Kellet's cruisers got out, and every one of her surviving
battleships took severe damage. And, of course, only six of them came home
again."

She paused once more to let the numbers sink in, and her eyes surveyed her
fellow Committee members cooly. I don't think I'll mention Citizen Admiral
Porter again just now, she decided. I've made the point plainly enough to both
Pierre and Saint-Just in the past, and it would be . . . untactful to make it
again in front of the others. But, Christ! If the idiot hadn't panicked when
he realized he was in command, if he'd only stayed concentrated for another
thirty minutes, we'd've gotten a hell of a lot more battlewagons home. Kellet
and Hall had them clear of the Manty SDs, and it's obvious the LACs were about
to break off the action, but then the fucking idiot went and ordered his units
to scatter and "proceed independently" to the hyper limit! He might as well
have dropped fresh meat into the water for a bunch of 0ld Earth piranha! I
know it, the rest of the Octagon staff knows it, and Saint-Just and Pierre
know it, but the bastard's political credentials were so good Pierre let
Saint-Just turn the entire board of inquiry into one gigantic whitewash. So
there's still no open channel I can use to let the rest of the officer corps
know what really happened, and that's making all of them even more nervous
than they ought to be over whatever "secret weapons" the Manties are coming up
with this time around. Thank God Diamato got back alive . . . but it took over
two months for the medics to put him back together well enough for us to get
anything coherent even out of him.

"Because so few units got out, and because those who did had suffered so much
damage to their sensor systems," and because you won't let me, "I've still
been unable to reconstruct the events at Hancock with any higher degree of
certainty and confidence than the official board managed immediately after the
operation,”™ she went on. "I've got a lot of theories and hypotheses, but very
little hard data."

"I'm aware of that, Esther," Saint-Just said with ominous affability. "There
doesn't seem to be much question but that Kellet allowed herself to be
ambushed by LACs, however, does there?"

"It could certainly be described that way," McQueen agreed, showing her teeth
in what not even the most charitable would have called a smile.

"Then my point stands." Saint-Just shrugged. "We've known for years that they
have better LACs than we do, but they're still just LACs, when all's said and
done. If it hadn't been for the circumstances under which they were allowed
into range, they surely wouldn't have been any real threat."

"They weren't allowed into range, Citizen Secretary," McQueen said very
precisely. "They utilized stealth systems far in advance of anything we have -
- and far more capable than any LAC should mount as onboard systems -- to
intercept before anyone could have detected them. And once in range, they used
energy weapons of unprecedented power. Powerful enough to burn through a



battleship's sidewall."

"Certainly they used their stealth systems effectively," Saint-Just conceded,
his almost-smile as cold as her own had been. "But, as I already said, we've
known for years that they were upgrading their LACs. And as you yourself just
pointed out, our sensor data is scarcely what anyone could call reliable. My
own analysts -- civilians, to be sure, but most of them were consultants with
the Office of Construction before the Harris Assassination -- are uniformly of
the opinion that the throughput figures some people are quoting for the
grasers mounted by those LACs are almost certainly based on bad data."
McQueen's face tightened, but he waved a hand in a tension-defusing gesture.
"No one's arguing that the weapons weren't "of unprecedented power,' because
they clearly were. But you're talking about battleship sidewalls, attacked at
absolutely minimal range, not ships of the wall, or even battleships or
battlecruisers attacked at realistic ranges. The point my analysts are making
is that no one could fit a graser of the power some people seem afraid of into
something the size of a LAC. It's simply not technically feasible to build
that sort of weapon, plus propulsive machinery, a fusion plant, and the sort
of missile power they also displayed, into a hull under fifty thousand tons."

"It wouldn't be possible for us," McQueen agreed. "The Manties, however, have
rather persistently done things we've been unable to duplicate. Even our pods
are less sophisticated than theirs. We make up the differential by using
larger pods, more missiles, and bigger missiles, because we can't match the
degree of miniaturization they can. I see no reason to assume that the same
doesn't hold true for their LACs."

"I see no reason to assume that it automatically does hold true, either,"
Saint-Just returned in the voice of one striving hard to be reasonable. "And
the LACs they've been operating -- still are operating, for that matter -- in
Silesia show no indication of the sort of massive, qualitative leap forward my
analysts assure me would be necessary to build LACs as formidable as some
people believe we're facing. Granted, it's the job of the Navy to err on the
side of pessimism, and it's better, usually, to overestimate an enemy than to
underestimate him. But at this level, we have a responsibility to question
their conclusions and to remind ourselves they're only advisors. We're the
ones who have to make the actual decisions, and we can't allow ourselves to be
stampeded into timidity. As you pointed out yourself, quite rightly, when you
proposed Icarus in the first place, we have to run some risks if we're to have
any hope at all of winning this war."

"I haven't said we don't, and I haven't proposed sitting in place out of
fear," McQueen said flatly. "What I have said is that the situation is
unclear. And the LACs aren't the only thing we have to worry about. Citizen
Commander Diamato was quite adamant about the range of the shipboard missiles
used against Citizen Admiral Kellet's task force, and nothing we have in
inventory can do what they did, either. And that doesn't even consider what
happened to Citizen Admiral Darlington in Basilisk. Unless the Manties were in
position to bring their entire Home Fleet through, or unless our intelligence
on the terminus forts was completely wrong, something very unusual was used
against him, and all any of the survivors can tell us is that there were one
hell of a lot of missiles flying around."

"Of course there were. Both of us have pods, Esther, as you yourself just
pointed out. Our intelligence on the numbers of forts was accurate, we simply
underestimated the numbers of pods which had already been delivered to them.
Besides, I just received a report from one of our sources in the Star Kingdom



which suggests that the answer was probably White Haven and Eighth Fleet."

"We have?" McQueen cocked her head, and her eyes flashed. "And why haven't I
heard anything about this report over at the Octagon?"

"Because I just received it this morning. It came in through a purely civilian
network, and I directed that it be forwarded to you immediately. I assume
you'll find it in your message queue when you get back to your office." Saint-
Just sounded completely reasonable, but no one in the room, least of all
Esther McQueen, doubted for a moment that he'd saved this little tidbit until
he could deliver it in person . . . and in front of Rob Pierre. "According to
our source, who's a civilian employed in their Astographic Service, White
Haven brought all or most of his fleet through from Trevor's Star in a very
tight transit. I'm not conversant with all the technical terms, but I'm sure
the report will make a great deal of sense to you and your analysts when
you've had a chance to study it. The important point, however, is that what
happened to Darlington was simply that he walked into several dozen
superdreadnoughts who weren't supposed to be there and into the fire of a
store of missile pods we thought hadn't been delivered."

He shrugged, and McQueen bit her tongue hard. She knew Pierre well enough by
now to realize he understood exactly what Saint-Just had just done, and why

and that it had worked anyway. For herself, she had no doubt the report
said exactly what he'd said it did. And it made sense, too. Indeed, she'd
considered the possibility, but the Manties had played things awfully tight
about exactly how they'd pulled off that little trick. Unfortunately, the
rabbit he'd just produced about one thing the Manties had done lent added
authority to his voice when he argued about other things the Manties had done.
As he proceeded to demonstrate.

"I think my analysts are probably on the right general track about Hancock,
too," he went on, as if his analysts had already suggested that Eighth Fleet
had successfully rushed to the defense of Basilisk, as well. "The LACs in
Hancock just happened to be there. No doubt they do represent an upgrade on
what we've already seen in Silesia, and Hancock would be a reasonable place
for them to work up and evaluate a new design. The logical answer is that they
were already engaged in maneuvers of some sort when we turned up and they were
able, by good luck for them and bad luck for us, to generate an intercept.
Unless we want to stipulate that the Manties' R&D types are magicians in
league with the devil, though, the worst-case evaluation of their capabilities
is much too pessimistic. Probably there were more of them than any of Kellet's
survivors believed and they made up the apparent jump in individual firepower
with numbers. As for the missiles Diamato talked about, he's the only tac
officer who seems even to have seen them, and none of his tactical data
survived Schaumberg's destruction. We have no way to be sure his initial
estimates of their performance weren't completely erroneous. It's far more
likely there were additional ships back there, ships he never saw because of
their stealth systems, and that the apparent performance of the missiles was
so extraordinary because what he thought was terminal performance was actually
a much earlier point in their launch envelope." He shrugged. "In either case,
no one else has seen any signs of super LACs or missiles since, and until we
do see some supporting evidence . . ."

He let his voice trail off and shrugged again, and McQueen drew a deep breath.

"That all sounds very reasonable, Oscar," she said in a very even tone. "But
the fact that they haven't used whatever they used then since might also



suggest -- to me, at least —-- the possibility that they've decided to hold off
on using their new toys until they have enough of them, in their estimation,
to make a real difference.”

"Or until they're pushed so far back they have no choice but to use them,"
Saint-Just suggested a bit pointedly. "I agree with your basic analysis,
Citizen Secretary, but it's been over a year since you launched Icarus, and
you've hit them hard a half dozen times since then without seeing any sign of
new hardware. Let's say for the sake of argument that they do have a new LAC
and a new missile and that the performance of each falls somewhere between
what your analysts think we actually saw and what my analysts believe is
theoretically possible. In that case, where are those new weapons? Isn't it
possible the Manties haven't used more of them because they don't have any
more? That we ran into prototypes of a design they still haven't been able to
debug sufficiently to put into series production? That being the case, they
may still be months from any actual deployment. And the need to defeat them
before they do get it into full production lends still more point to the
importance of continuing to hit them as hard, frequently, and quickly as
possible.”

"That's certainly possible," McQueen agreed. "On the other hand, it has been
over a year. My own thought is that even if they were prototypes, a year is
more than long enough for the Manties to have put them into at least limited
production. And we have been pushing the pace since Icarus. They know that at
least as well as we do, and I would have expected to see them using their new
weapons, even if they only had a relatively low number of them, in an effort
to knock us back on our heels . . . unless they're deliberately holding off
while they build up the numbers to hit us hard at a moment of their own
choosing. They've lost nine star systems, but none were really vital, after
all. While I hate to admit it, we're still at the stage of hitting them where
we can hit them, not necessarily of attacking the targets I wish we could hit.

She paused for a moment, gazing levelly at Saint-Just, but it was Pierre she
watched from the corner of her eye. The Citizen Chairman frowned, but he also
nodded almost imperceptibly. McQueen doubted he even realized he had, but the
tiny response was encouraging evidence that he, at least, was reading her
reports and drawing the proper conclusions from them. More to the point,
perhaps, it was an indication that even if Saint-Just had just scored points
in his ongoing fight over the control of NavInt and his suspicion that she was
deliberately slowing the operational pace to make herself appear even more
irreplaceable, the Chairman still recognized what was going on.

"I feel sure the Manties' senior planners realize that as well as we do,
Oscar," she went on. "It would take some gutsy decisions by their strategists
to hold back at this point even if they do, of course, but if I were in their
shoes and thought I could pick my moment, I'd certainly do it. And I'd do my
best to keep my opponent from getting an early peek at my new systems until I
was ready to use them, too. There's never been a weapon that couldn't be
countered somehow, and I wouldn't want to give the other side a good enough
look at my new weapons to begin figuring out a doctrine to offset them."

"You've both raised excellent points," Pierre said, intervening before Saint-
Just could reply. He knew the StateSec commander was increasingly unhappy
about the degree to which the Navy, and even a few of StateSec's shipboard
commissioners, were beginning to venerate McQueen. Saint-Just was too
disciplined and loyal to move against her without Pierre's authorization, but
he was also more attuned by nature to the implications of internal threats



than to those of external ones. In many ways, Pierre shared Saint-Just's
evaluation of the domestic threat McQueen represented, but he was afraid the
SS commander's legitimate concerns in those areas caused him to underestimate
or even dismiss the severity of the danger still posed by the Manticoran
Alliance's military forces. Quiescent and apparently defensive minded though
they'd been since Icarus, Pierre was far from convinced that they were down
for the count.

"For the moment, however," he continued, deliberately pulling the discussion
back from the confrontation between his internal watchdog and his military
commander, "our immediate emphasis ought to be on how we respond to the
consequences of Harrington's escape. Our military operations have already been
planned and set in motion, and there's not much we can do about them right
this minute, but Huertes is still going to want a response from us, and we
can't afford to let the Manties' version of what happened totally dominate the
coverage in the Solarian League."

"I'm afraid I don't see how we can prevent that, Citizen Chairman," Leonard
Boardman said. His voice was a bit hesitant, but firmer than McQueen would
have expected, and he didn't cringe too badly under the daggered look Pierre
shot him.

"Explain," the Citizen Chairman said flatly.

"Huertes came to us once the story got back to her, Sir," Boardman pointed
out. "It didn't originate in the Republic; it originated with the Manties'
announcements in Yeltsin and Manticore. There's no possible way it could've
gotten back to us here until well after they'd already dumped it through
Beowulf to the rest of the Solarian League."

He paused, and Pierre nodded, grudgingly and almost against his will. The Star
Kingdom of Manticore's control of the Manticore Worm Hole Junction gave it an
enormous advantage in terms of turnaround time on any message to the Solarian
League, and on something like this, the Manties would have exploited it to the
maximum.

"That means anything we do in the League will be playing catch-up," Boardman
went on a bit more confidently. "Here in the Republic, we'll have the

opportunity to put our spin on it -- " and just how, Esther McQueen wondered,
can anyone possibly put a good "spin" on something like this, Citizen
Secretary? " -- but in the League, we'll be trying to overcome the Manties'

spin. And, quite frankly, Sir, I'm afraid Huertes already knows at least
something we don't."

"Such as?" Saint-Just demanded, and McQueen hid a grimace. There didn't seem
to be a great deal of sense in demanding an opinion about something when
Boardman had just said they didn't know what that something was.

"I have no idea -- yet," Boardman replied. "But from the tone of her
questions, she knows more than she told us about. It's as if she's trying to
get us to commit ourselves so she can catch us out."

"I don't much care for the sound of that," Wanda Farley, the Secretary of
Technology grunted. The heavy-set woman had been silent throughout, and
especially during the debate on the technical feasibility of the new
Manticoran LACs, but now she frowned like a dyspeptic buffalo. "Just who the
hell does she think she is, playing some kind of game with us?"



Who she thinks she is, McQueen very carefully did not say aloud, is a real
newsie trying to report the biggest human interest story of the entire war.
I'm not surprised you're confused, after the way INS and the other services
have let PubIn play them like violins for decades, but you idiots had better
wake up pretty damned fast. They've caught us red-handed, with proof we fed
them a special-effects chip and lied at the very highest level about
Harrington's execution. Worse, they're not all cretins. Some of them see
themselves as real reporters, with some sort of moral obligation to tell their
viewers the truth. And even the ones who don't know that the folks back home
know they let themselves be suckered. So they're pissed off at us for using
them, and at the same time, they have to do something to win back their
audience's confidence. So for the first time in fifty or sixty T-years, we're
going to find ourselves with genuine investigative reporters climbing all over
us right here at home, unless we decide to evict them all the way we did
United Faxes Intergalactic. Which we can't do just this minute without
convincing every Solly we've got things to hide. Which, of course, we do.

Unfortunately, getting someone like Farley to understand how things worked in
a society without officially sanctioned censorship was a hopeless cause.

"That doesn't really matter, Wanda." Pierre sighed. "What matters are the
consequences."

"I think our best bet is to be as cautious as we can without completely
clamming up, Sir," Boardman said. "There's no point in our denying, to the
Sollies, at least, that something happened at Cerberus and that at least some
prisoners apparently managed to escape. At the same time, we can say,
honestly, that we haven't yet heard back from the forces we'd already
dispatched to Cerberus in response to concerns previously raised by StateSec
personnel. That will indicate that we were as well informed as possible, given
the communications lag, before Huertes came to us. And it will also buy us a
little more time. We'll obviously have to ascertain the facts for ourselves
before we can offer any comment, and we can respectfully decline to engage in
useless speculation until we have ascertained the facts."

"And then?" Saint-Just prodded.

"Sir, it will depend on what the facts are, how bad they are, and how we want
to approach them," Boardman said frankly. "If nothing else, however, I feel
confident Huertes will have dropped the other shoe by then. Or, for that
matter, we'll have direct reports from our own sources in Manticore. We can at
least buy enough time for that to happen, and for us to decide on the best
angle from which to spin the story."

"And domestically?" Pierre asked.

"Domestically, we can put whatever spin we like on it, Sir, at least in the
short term. Whatever they may want to do for their home audiences, I doubt
very much that any of the services is going to risk being tossed out of the
Republic just to dispute Public Information's reportage locally. And if they
try, we've got the mechanisms in place to stop them cold. In the short term.
In the long term, at least a garbled version of the Manties' version is bound
to leak out here at home, but that will take months at the very least. By the
time it does get out, it will have lost a lot of its immediacy. I don't expect
the greatest impact to be here at home, unless we really drop the ball. It's
the consequences in the League that I worry about."



"And me," McQueen said quietly. "It's largely the Solly tech transfers which
have let us get within shouting distance of the Manties' naval hardware. If
this story is going to jeopardize that technology pipeline, we could have a
very serious problem."

"Unless we finish the Manties off before it becomes “serious,' " Saint-Just
observed with a wintery smile.

"With all due respect, that isn't going to happen anytime soon," McQueen
replied firmly. "Oh, it's always possible we'll get lucky or their morale will
suddenly crack, but they've redeployed to cover their core areas in too much
depth. We're punching away mainly at systems they took away from us, Oscar. If
they let us hang onto the initiative, we'll wear them down eventually. That's
the great weakness of a purely defensive strategy; it lets your opponent
choose her time and place and achieve the sort of concentrations that grind
you away. But we're still a long way from reaching any of the Alliance's
vitals -- except, of course, for what happened in Basilisk. Raids on places
like Zanzibar and Alizon may have profound morale effects, but they don't
really hurt the Manties' physical war-fighting capability very much, and now
that they realize we're on the offensive, the systems where we really could
hurt them, like Manticore, Grayson, Erewhon, and Grendlesbane, are far too
heavily protected for us to break into without taking prohibitive losses."

Saint-Just looked stubborn, and Pierre hid a sigh. Then he rubbed his nose
again and squared his shoulders.

"All right, Leonard. I don't like it, but I think you're right. Draft a
statement for me on the basis you've suggested, then com Huertes and offer her
an exclusive interview with me. I'll want to be briefed very carefully, and
you'll inform her that certain areas will be off-limits for reasons of
military security, but I want to come across as open and forthcoming. Maybe I
can coax her into letting that other shoe fall . . . or bait her into trying
to mousetrap me with it, at any rate. But what I really want is to remind her
and her colleagues how valuable access to my office is. Maybe then they'll
think two or three times before they do something that might piss us off
enough to deny them that access.

"In the meantime, Esther -- " he turned to McQueen " -- I want you to expedite
operations. In particular, I want you to put Operation Scylla on-line as soon
as possible. If we're going to take a black eye over Cerberus, then it's going
to be up to you to win us some countervailing talking points by kicking some
more Manticoran butt in the field."

"Sir, as I told you yesterday, we —-- "

"I know you're not ready yet," Pierre said just a bit impatiently. "I'm not
asking for miracles, Esther. I said ‘“expedite,' not charge off half-cocked.
But you've demonstrated you can beat the Manties, and we need it done again as

soon as you possibly can."

He held her eyes, and his message was clear. He was willing to back her

military judgment against Saint-Just's -- mostly, at least, and for the moment
-- but he needed a miracle, and the sooner the better. And if he didn't get
one, he might just rethink his faith in her . . . and his decision to restrain

Saint-Just from purging her.



"Understood, Citizen Chairman," she said, her tone resolute but not cocky. "If
you want some Manticoran butt kicked, then we'll just have to kick it for you,
won't we?"

CHAPTER FIVE
"So how does it feel to be alive again?"

The question came out in a husky, almost furry-sounding contralto, and Honor's
mouth quirked as she looked across from her place in the improbably
comfortable, old-fashioned, unpowered armchair that seemed hopelessly out of
place aboard a modern warship. HMS Edward Saganami's captain smirked
insufferably back at her, white teeth flashing in a face barely a shade
lighter than her space-black tunic, and Honor shook her head with a wryness
that was no more than half amused.

"Actually, it's a monumental pain in an awful lot of ways," she told her
oldest friend, and Captain the Honorable Michelle Henke laughed. "Go ahead,
laugh!" Honor told her. "You haven't had to deal with people who name
superdreadnoughts after you -- and refuse to change the name when it turns out
you weren't quite dead yet after all!"™ She shuddered. "And that's not the
worst of it, you know."

"Oh?" Henke cocked her head. "I knew they'd named the Harrington after you,
but I hadn't heard anything about their refusing to change the name."

"Well, they have," Honor said grumpily, and rose to stalk around the spacious
quarters the RMN's designers had provided for the brand-new heavy cruiser's
lady and mistress after God. All of Saganami's personnel spaces were bigger on
a per-crewman basis than those of older ships, but Henke's day cabin was as
big as the captain's cabins of some battlecruisers. Which at least gave her
plenty of room in which to pace.

She set Nimitz on the back of the chair, and Samantha flowed up from where
she'd perched on its arm to wrap her tail about him once more. Honor watched
the two 'cats for a moment, grateful that the harsh, metallic-tasting
bitterness of Nimitz's fear and sense of loss had retreated into something all
three of them could handle, then looked back at Henke and began to pace with
proper vigor.

"I argued myself blue in the face, you know, but Benjamin says he can't
overrule the military, the Office of Shipbuilding says it would confuse their
records, Reverend Sullivan insists that the Chaplain's Corps blessed the ship
under her original name and that it would offend the religious sensibilities
of the Navy to change it now, and Matthews says it would offend the crews'
belief that renaming a ship is bad luck. Every one of them is in on it, and
they keep playing musical offices. Whenever I try to pin one of them down, he
simply refers me -- with exquisite courtesy, you understand -- to one of the
others. And I know they're all laughing in their beers over it!"

Henke's grin seemed to split her face, and her throaty chuckle rippled with
delight. She was one of the people who'd figured out the truth about Honor's
link to Nimitz long ago, which lent a certain added entertainment to Honor's
certainty about how much the highest Grayson leaders were enjoying themselves.



"Well, at least the Admiralty agreed to back off from calling them the
Harrington-class," she pointed out after a moment, and Honor nodded.

"That's because the Star Kingdom has a slightly less low so-called sense of
humor," she growled. "And," she added, "Caparelli and Cortez know I'd've
resigned my commission if they hadn't gone back to designating them the
Medusa-class. I only wish I thought I could get away with making the same
threat stick against Matthews."

She glowered, and Nimitz and Samantha bleeked in shared amusement as they
tasted her emotions. She raised her head to shake a fist at them, but the
living corner of her mouth twitched again, this time with true humor at the
absurdity of her situation.

"I think it's a sign of how much they care about you that a reactionary old
batch of sticks is willing to give you such a hard time, actually," Henke
observed. Honor shot her a sharp glance, and the other woman shook her head.
"Oh, I know Benjamin is the cutting edge of what passes for liberalism on
Grayson, Honor, and I respect him enormously, but let's face it. By Manticoran
standards, the most liberal soul on the entire planet is a hopeless
reactionary! And with all due respect, I don't think I could legitimately call
either Reverend Sullivan or High Admiral Matthews liberals, even for Grayson.
Mind you, I like them a bunch, and I admire them, and I don't feel
particularly uncomfortable around them. In fact, I'll even admit they're both
doing their level best to support Benjamin's reforms, but they grew up on pre-
Alliance Grayson. Matthews has done an excellent job of adjusting to the
notion of allowing foreign women into Grayson service, and an even better one
of treating them with equality once they're there. But deep down inside, he
and Sullivan -- and even Benjamin, I suspect -- are never really going to get
over the notion that women need to be coddled and protected, and you know it.
So if they're willing to give you a hard time, they must really, really like
you a lot."

She shrugged, and Honor blinked at her.

"Do you even begin to realize how ridiculous that sounds? They respect women,
and want to protect them, so the fact that they're all willing to drive me
totally insane means they like me?"

"Of course it does," Henke replied comfortably, "and you know it as well as I
do."

Honor gave her a very direct look, and she gazed back with an expression the
perfect picture of innocence until Honor finally grinned in ironic
acknowledgment.

"I suppose I do," she admitted, but then her smile faded just a bit. "But that
doesn't reduce the embarrassment quotient one bit. You know some Manticorans
are going to think I signed off on keeping the name. And even if they weren't
going to, I think it's about as pretentious as anything could possibly get. Oh
-- " she waved her hand as if brushing away gnats " -- I suppose it made
sense, in an embarrassing sort of way, to name a ship after a naval officer
who was safely dead, but I'm not dead, darn it!"

"Thank God," Henke said quietly, and all the laughter had gone out of her
face. Honor turned quickly to face her as she felt the sudden darkness of her
emotions, but then Henke shook herself and leaned back in her chair.



"By the way," she said in a conversational tone, "there's something I've been
meaning to say to you. Have you seen the HD of your funeral on Manticore?"

"I've skimmed it," Honor said uncomfortably. "I can't stand to watch too much
of that kind of thing, though. It's like seeing a really bad historical
holodrama. You know, one of the “cast of thousands' things. And that doesn't
even consider the crypt at King Michael's! I mean, I realize it was a state
funeral, that the Alliance thought the Peeps had murdered me and that that had
turned me into some sort of symbol, but still -- "

She shook her head, and Henke snorted.

"There was some of that kind of calculation involved, I suppose," she allowed,
"if not nearly as much as you probably think. But what I had in mind was my
own humble participation in your cortege. You knew about that?"

"Yes," Honor said softly, remembering the images of an iron-faced Michelle
Henke, following the anachronistic caisson down King Roger I Boulevard at a
slow march through the measured tap-tap-tap of a single drum with the naked
blade of the Harrington Sword upright in her gloved hands and unshed tears
shining in her eyes. "Yes, I knew about it," she said.

"Well I just wanted to say this, Honor," Henke said quietly. "And I'll only
say it once. But don't you ever do that to me again! Do you read me on that,
Lady Harrington? I never want to go to your funeral again!"

"I'll try to make a note of it," Honor said, striving almost successfully for
levity. Henke held her gaze for a long, still moment, then nodded.

"I suppose that will have to do, then," she said much more briskly, and leaned
back in her own armchair. "But you were saying your friends back on Grayson
have done something else to offend your fine, humble sensibilities?"

"Darn right they have!" Honor took another turn about Henke's day cabin, the
hem of her Grayson-style gown swirling about her ankles with the energy of her

stride.

"Stop stomping around my quarters, sit down, and tell me what it is, then,"
Henke commanded, pointing to the chair Honor had previously occupied.

"Yes, Ma'am," Honor said meekly. She sat very precisely in the chair, chin
high, feet planted close together, hand resting primly in her lap, leaned
forward ever so slightly, and looked at her friend soulfully. "Is this better,
Ma'am?" she asked earnestly.

"Only if you want to be thumped," Henke growled. "And in your present
condition, I might even be able to take you."

"Ha!" Honor snorted with lordly disdain, then leaned back and crossed her
legs.

"Better. Now tell!"
"Oh, all right," Honor sighed. "It's the statue."

"The statue?" Henke repeated blankly.



"Yes, the statue. Or maybe I should call it "The Statue' -- you know, capital
letters. Maybe with a little italics and an exclamation point or two."

"You do realize I don't have even a clue what you're babbling about, don't
you?"

"Oh? Then I take it you haven't been down to Austin City since my recent
untimely demise was reported?"

"Except to ride the pinnace down to pick you up from the Palace, no," Henke
replied in a mystified tone.

"Ah, then you haven't been to Steadholders' Hall! That explains it."
"Explains what, damn it?!"

"Explains how you could have missed the modest little four-meter bronze statue
of me, standing on top of an eight-meter -- polished! -- obsidian column, in
the square at the very foot of the main stairs to the North Portico so that
every single soul who ever walks through any of the Hall's public entrances
will have to walk right past it at eye level."

Even the ebullient Henke stared at her, stunned into silence, and Honor
returned her goggle-eyed gaze calmly. Not that she'd felt the least bit calm
when she first saw the thing. It had been another of Benjamin's little
"surprises," although she believed him when he insisted the idea had been the
Conclave of Steadholders', not his. He was simply the one who hadn't bothered
to mention its existence to her before she found herself face-to-face -- well,
face-to-column, anyway -- with the looming monstrosity.

No, she made herself admit judiciously, calling it a "monstrosity" wasn't
really fair. Her own taste had never run to heroic-scale bronzes, but she had
to agree, in the intervals when she could stop gnashing her teeth, that the
sculptor had actually done an excellent job. The moment he'd chosen to
immortalize was the one in which she'd stood on the Conclave Chamber's floor,
leaning on the Sword of State while she awaited the return of the servant
Steadholder Burdette had sent to fetch the Burdette Sword, and it was obvious
he'd studied the file footage of that horrible day with care. He had every
detail right, even to the cut on her forehead, except for two things. One was
Nimitz, who'd been sitting on her desk in the Chamber while she waited but had
somehow been translocated from there to the statue's shoulder. That much, at
least, she was willing to grant as legitimate artistic license, for if Nimitz
hadn't been on her shoulder, he'd still been with her, and far more intimately
than the sculptor could ever have guessed. But the other inaccuracy, the
nobility and calm, focused tranquility he'd pasted onto her alloy face

That she had a problem with, for her own memories of that day, waiting for the
duel to the death with the treasonous Burdette, were only too clear in her own
mind.

She realized Henke was still staring at her in stupefaction and cocked her
head with a quizzical expression. Several more seconds passed, and then Henke
shook herself.

"Four meters tall?" she demanded in hushed tones.

"On top of an eight-meter column," Honor agreed. "It's really very imposing, I



suppose . . . and when I saw it, I was ready to cut my own throat. At least
then I really would be decently dead!"

"My God!" Henke shook her head, then chuckled wickedly. "I always thought of
you as tall myself, but twelve meters may be just a bit much even for you,
Honor!"

"Oh, very funny, Mike," Honor replied with awful dignity. "Very funny indeed.
How would you like to walk past that . . . that thing every single time you
attended the Keys?"

"Wouldn't bother me a bit," Henke said. "After all, it's not a statue of me.
Now, you on the other hand . . . I suppose you might find it just a little,
ah, overwhelming."

"To say the least," Honor muttered, and Henke chuckled again. There was a bit
more sympathy in it this time, but her eyes still danced with wicked amusement
as she pictured Honor's face when she'd first seen Benjamin IX's "surprise."

"And they won't take it down?"

"They won't," Honor confirmed grimly. "I told them I'd refuse to use the main
entrance ever again if they left it there, and they said they were very sorry
to hear it and pointed out that there's always been a private entrance for
steadholders. I threatened to refuse to accept my Key back from Faith, and
they told me I wasn't permitted to do that under Grayson law. I even
threatened to have my armsmen sneak up on it some dark night and blow it to
smithereens . . . and they told me it was fully insured and that the sculptor
would be more than happy to recast it in case any accident befell it!"

"Oh, dear." Henke seemed to be experiencing some difficulty keeping her voice
level, and Honor reminded herself, firmly, that she had too few friends to go
around killing every one of them who found her predicament hilarious.
Especially, she acknowledged, since that seemed to include every single one of
them.

"My, my, my," Henke murmured finally. "Coming back from the dead does seem to
be a little complicated, doesn't it?" She shook her head. "And what was that
business about your having violated the Grayson Constitution?"

"Oh, Lord!" Honor moaned. "Don't even mention that to me!"

"What?" Henke blinked. "I thought someone told me it had all been settled?"
"Oh, certainly it was “settled,' " Honor groused. "Benjamin decided the best
way to deal with it was to take the "Elysian Navy' into Grayson service and
give it a place in the chain of command. So he did."

"And this is a problem?" Henke asked quizzically.

"Oh, no!" Honor replied with awful irony. "All he did was create a special
"Protector's Own Squadron' of the Grayson Space Navy, buy in all the captured

ships for service as its core elements, and make me its official CO."

"Did you say “core elements'?" Henke repeated, and Honor nodded. "And
precisely what, if I'm not going to regret asking, does that mean?"



"It means Benjamin has decided to offer slots in the GSN to any of the
Cerberus escapees who want to take them, and he's established a special unit
organization for them. He's calling it a “squadron,' but if he gets a fraction
of the number of volunteers I think he's going to get, it's going to be more
like a task force . . . or a bloody fleet in its own right! Anyway, he's
planning to swear them all on as his personal vassals, then make me, as his
Champion, the permanent CO. He's starting out with the ships we brought back
with us, but he'll be adding to them, and he and Matthews are already making
gleeful noises about pod superdreadnoughts and proper screening elements."

"My God," Henke murmured. Then she cocked her head. "Does he have the
authority to do something like that? I mean, I'd hate to think how Parliament
would react back home if Beth even thought about establishing a force like
that!"

"Oh, yes," Honor sighed. "The Grayson Constitution gives the Protector the
right to do it. He's the only person on Grayson who does have the right to
organize full-scale military units out of his personal vassals. It was one of
the little points Benjamin the Great wrote into the Constitution to emphasize
the Sword's primacy. Of course, he'll place it under the authority of Wesley
Matthews, as Chief of Naval Operations, which should soothe any ruffled
feathers, but people on Grayson take their personal oaths even more seriously
than most Manticorans. If push ever came to shove between the Protector and
the regular Navy -- God forbid! -- it would almost certainly come down on
Benjamin's side. And the fact that virtually all the personnel for it,
initially, at least, will be foreign-born and that "That Foreign Woman' will
be its CO, at least on paper, has the conservatives in the Keys unable to
decide whether to drop dead of apoplexy or scream bloody murder. Except, of
course, that they can't possibly afford to raise a stink over it at the moment
because of all the whooping and hollering going on over my return. Which is
exactly what that stinker Benjamin is counting on."

"Counting on?" Henke wrinkled her nose, and Honor laughed briefly.

"Service in the Grayson Space Navy automatically confers Grayson citizenship
after a six-year hitch, Mike. Benjamin rammed that little proviso through
right after they joined the Alliance. He was one of the first people on the
planet to recognize that the GSN was going to have to recruit from abroad to
man its units, and he was determined to give anyone who signed on a stake in
the planet they'd be fighting to defend. Of course, once everyone else figured
out the same thing, there was a lot of resistance to the notion of offering
citizenship to job lots of infidels. But Reverend Hanks signed on in strong
support, and it came soon enough after the Maccabean coup attempt and "the
Mayhew Restoration' that no one in the Keys could put together an effective
opposition. It doesn't apply to Allied personnel serving on loan from their
own navies, even if they hold rank in the GSN, but these won't be Allied
personnel. Which means every person he enlists for his "Protector's Own' will
eventually become a Grayson citizen, assuming she survives, and there are
almost half a million escapees . . . most of whom have no planet to go home
to. I'd be surprised if at least a third of them didn't jump at his offer, and
that means he'll be adding something like a hundred and sixty thousand
"infidels' to his population in a single pop."

Including Warner Caslet, she thought. I'm not sure he'll accept, but I know
Benjamin is going to make the offer to him. And I think I'd certainly accept
it in his place. No matter what I or anyone else from Hell says, there'd be a
lot of resistance to giving him a commission in the RMN, but the GSN's already



recruited at least one ex-Peep . . . and made out very well on the deal!

She smiled in memory of her first "Grayson" flag captain, but then her grin
faded just a bit. Caslet was also a passenger aboard Saganami. The cruiser's
crew had taken its cue from its captain and treated him as an honored guest,
despite his insistence on so far retaining his People's Navy uniform, but she
knew he wasn't looking forward to his arrival in the Star Kingdom. Nor would
she have looked forward to it in his place. No doubt everyone would be
exquisitely polite and correct, especially in light of what she and Alistair
McKeon had had to say about his actions aboard Tepes and on Hell, but ONI must
be rubbing its hands together and cackling with glee at the thought of his
upcoming debrief. He had been Thomas Theisman's ops officer in Barnett, after
all. And even though he'd been out of circulation on Hell for the better part
of two T-years, he still represented a priceless intelligence windfall. They
were going to wring every detail they could out of him, and while the
commander had made peace with his decision to defect to the Alliance, Honor
knew his stubborn sense of integrity was going to make the process both
painful and difficult. His commitment to the defeat of the Committee of Public
Safety was absolute, but his entire world had been the People's Navy for too
many years to make "betraying" the people still in it anything but an
agonizing ordeal.

And even when it's over, no one is really going to trust him in Manticoran
uniform, she thought sadly. They can't -- not when they can't taste his
commitment the way Nimitz and I can. But the Graysons can trust him. Or give
him an honest chance to prove they can, at least. The Church of Humanity
Unchained has always embraced the concept of redemption through Grace and good
works . . . and been pretty darned insistent on the penitent's responsibility
to "meet his Test." So unlike us cynical Manticorans, we Graysons are
preprogramed to give people like Warner the chance to work their passages.

Nimitz bleeked in amusement at the split-personality aspects of her last
thought, but both of them had grown accustomed to such moments, and she only
shook her head at him.

"But even if every one of them volunteers, that still doesn't sound like all
that huge a number," Henke argued, pulling her attention back to the
discussion at hand. "After all, Grayson already has a population of around
three billion. So a hundred and sixty thousand would only be -- what? A five-
thousandth of a percent increase or so?"

"Sure they would, but they're only a part -- the biggest lump so far, maybe,
but only a part -- of the total he's hoping this will add to the Grayson
population. And they all have prolong, they'll all be highly visible, and
they'll all have their own ideas about the proper place of women -- and
religion -- in society. And they'll be citizens, Mike. Unlike all the Allied
personnel passing through, they'll be staying on, and the conservatives can't
even pretend they won't. In fact -- " she smiled thinly " -- the vast majority
of this particular batch will probably be staying on in Harrington Steading.
As will quite a few of those who don't have a naval background or choose not
to take service. I'd already gotten Benjamin to agree to that before he sprang
this "Protector's Own' business on me."

"Um." Henke frowned and rubbed her lower lip. "I hadn't considered all of
that," she admitted after a moment. "But it still doesn't sound like the end
of the world for the Grayson way of life to me!"



"It's not," Honor agreed. "If it were likely to be that, Reverend Sullivan
would never have followed Reverend Hanks' lead in supporting the idea so
strongly, which he has. But it can serve Benjamin as one more wedge for his
reforms. More to the point, it's a deliberate smack in the face to the Keys
who've been complaining most loudly about foreign influences since McQueen
first started hitting back so hard."

"They're not the only ones who've been complaining," Henke said sourly. "The
Opposition's been howling about the Government's “inexcusable mishandling of
the military situation' ever since Giscard hit Basilisk! Leaving that aside,
though, Jjust how does Benjamin's decision constitute smacking down complaining
steadholders?"

"I don't doubt the Opposition's tried its best to make capital out of it back
on Manticore," Honor said, "but I doubt they've been quite as insidious about
it as some of the Keys have. Benjamin's steadholders have to proceed more
carefully than the Opposition in the Star Kingdom does because the
Constitution gives him so much more power than Elizabeth enjoys. If they
irritate him too badly, there are all sorts of ways he can punish them -- ways
that are perfectly legal, now that the written Constitution is back in force -
- and they know it. So they never attack him directly, and they never attack
his policies head-on. Instead, they nibble around the edges by viewing with
concern and voicing those concerns as “remonstrances to the Sword,' always as
the stewards of their steaders' interests and guardians of the Grayson way of
life and never out of anything so unworthy as ambition of their own." The
living side of her mouth twisted in distaste. "Ever since McQueen's first
campaign, a bunch of them've coalesced around Mueller and his cronies and
argued that the reverses she handed us are evidence Grayson ought to consider
whether or not it wants to continue to defer to the inept foreign leadership
which made those reverses possible. They've all but openly called for Grayson
to go it alone. To withdraw from the Alliance, pull its units out of the
consolidated chain of command, and become a mere “associated power' rather
than a full ally."

"Jesus, Honor." For the first time, Henke looked genuinely concerned. "I
hadn't heard anything like that! Is there any possibility that they could pull
it off?"

"Not a chance," Honor said flatly. "Benjamin would never allow himself to be
stampeded into anything remotely like it, and for all intents and purposes,
Benjamin Mayhew is Grayson. I don't think anyone in the Star Kingdom truly
appreciates the extent to which that's true, Mike. We persist in seeing
everyone else through the lenses of our own experience, but powerful as
Elizabeth is, she doesn't begin to approach Benjamin's personal authority on
Grayson." She shook her head.

"No, no one's going to succeed in dictating foreign or military policy to
Benjamin, but that's not really what they're after. They may not like it, but
they've had to accept that Benjamin is clearly ascendant. They're not going to
be able to face him directly and win for a long time, so they've dug in for
the long haul. All they're trying to do right now is nibble away at his
popular support, plant doubts and questions and worries in the minds of as
many Graysons as possible. They know as well as Benjamin does that his true
authority rests on the support of his subjects, so they're trying to weaken
that support and push him into acting more circumspectly against them. As they
see it, that's the first step in a steady downward spiral of the Sword's
authority. Each time he fails to respond forcefully to their provocations,



they chip away a tiny piece of his ability to respond forcefully the next
time, and that's all they're really after at this point."

"I see." Henke shook her head again. "I seem to remember a time when you
didn't understand politics. Or like them very much, for that matter," she
observed.

"I still don't like them," Honor replied. "Unfortunately, as one of the Keys
myself, I haven't had much option but to learn how they work . . . Grayson
style, at least. And if I had to learn about something I detest, at least
Howard Clinkscales and Benjamin Mayhew were probably the best teachers I could
possibly have had."

"I can see that. But I still don't see exactly where Benjamin's offering
citizenship to your fellow escapees smacks down his opponents."

"It doesn't do it directly. In fact, in a way, he can't do it directly as long
as they don't attack him directly. But what it does do is to make his ongoing
commitment to opening Grayson to outside viewpoints abundantly, one might
almost say brutally, clear. And without providing his version of the
Opposition a target they can attack without seeming to attack him." Honor
shrugged. "It's all a game of indirection and flanking maneuvers, Mike, and I
just got tossed right back into the middle of it as the Protector's Own's
official CO. I have no idea who's going to wind up actually commanding the
force, though I wouldn't be surprised if they picked Alfredo Yu for the slot.
But I'll be carried on the record as its permanent commander, which is
Benjamin's not-so-subtle way of throwing another brick into the conservatives'
teeth. They're upset enough just to have me back at all, whatever they have to
say for public consumption. Naming me as the official CO will only rub their
nose in the message Benjamin is sending them . . . and given the excitement
over my return, they don't dare do or say anything that might be considered a
personal slight to me."

"Jesus," Henke repeated in a very different tone, and produced a crooked
smile. "I always thought our political bloodletting was bad back home! But I
am impressed to hear Honor Harrington rattling off an appreciation of enemy
intentions that readily."

"Yeah, sure you are," Honor grumped. "What you mean is that you're grateful
you don't have to put up with it!"

"Probably. But speaking of complicated situations, and not to change the
subject or anything, you did get your finances straightened out again, didn't
you?"

"In a manner of speaking." Nimitz and Samantha slid off the chair back,
crowding down to completely fill Honor's lap with the insistence on physical
contact which had become even more a part of them since Nimitz had realized
he'd lost his mental voice, and she caressed Nimitz's ears gently.

"Getting them fully straightened out is going to take considerably longer,"
she went on, looking back up at Henke. "Willard did wonders in the time he
had, but a month and a half simply wasn't long enough to sort out a situation
that complex. Unfortunately, Her Majesty was just a bit insistent on my
returning to the Star Kingdom as soon as I could “spare the time,' as she put
it." She shrugged, deciding -- again -- not to mention the dispatches which
had passed back and forth between Mount Royal Palace and Harrington House



before Elizabeth's formal "invitation" arrived. "From the looks of things, it
should all come out reasonably straight in the end," she said instead.

" “Reasonably straight'? I hope you won't mind if I say that sounds just a bit
casual for someone worth thirty or forty billion dollars, Honor!"

"It's only about twenty-nine billion," Honor corrected her testily. "And why
shouldn't I be “casual' about it?" She snorted. "Remember me? Your yeoman
roommate from Sphinx? I've got more money than I could possibly spend in the
entire rest of my life, even allowing for prolong, Mike! It beats heck out of
being poor, but after a certain point, it's only a way to keep score . . . in
a game I'm not all that interested in playing. Oh, it's a wvaluable tool, and
it lets me do all sorts of things I never would have been able to do without
it, but to be perfectly honest, I think I would have preferred leaving it just
the way my will left it. I don't need it, and Willard, Howard, and the Sky
Domes board were making perfectly good use of it before I came back."

"Honor Harrington, you are an unnatural woman," Henke said severely. "Anyone
who's that cavalier about that much money should be locked away somewhere she
can't do herself a mischief!"

"That's approximately what Willard said," Honor acknowledged with a sigh. "But
the clincher was when he pointed out that all my will had actually done with
the bulk of my fortune was leave it in trust for the next Steadholder
Harrington. Which is me, if you want to look at it that way. Or you could say
that since I was never actually dead, the will never really came into effect."
She rolled her eyes. "I can just see me dealing with that part of it! “Excuse
me, Mac, but that bequest of mine? I need it back, I'm afraid, since it turns
out I had the bad taste not to be dead after all. Sorry about that!' "

She did not, Henke noticed, mention the beloved ten-meter sloop on Sphinxk,
which she had left to Henke herself.

"But you aren't dead," she pointed out, and Honor snorted.

"So? All the surprise gifts I'd tucked away wound up given out when everyone
thought I was dead, and even with their disbursement, the estate still gained
something like eleven-point-five billion in value while I was away. Obviously,
my fortune can survive perfectly well without them, and there's no point
taking them back now just so my executor can hand them back over to everybody
when I finally do shuffle off."

"Um." Henke was a first cousin of Elizabeth III on her mother's side, and her
father was the Earl of Gold Peak, the Cromarty Government's Foreign Secretary
and one of the wealthier members of the Manticoran peerage. Henke never had to
worry about money, although the allowance her father had put Michelle on until
she graduated from the Academy had been well on the miserly side by the
standards of her social peers. Not that Henke had any objections in
retrospect. There'd been times when she'd felt pinched for funds as a girl,
but she'd had too much opportunity since then to see what had happened to
childhood acquaintances whose parents hadn't seen to it that they realized
money didn't exactly grow on trees.

Despite that, her observation had been that very few of the truly wealthy, for
all that they regarded the availability of money as an inevitable part of
their day-to-day lives, could have matched Honor's lack of concern. But that,
she realized slowly, was because for so many of those wealthy people, fortune



and the power that went with it were what defined their lives. It made them
who they were, and created and established the universe in which they existed.

But not for Honor Harrington. Her wealth truly was incidental to who she was,
what she did, and where her responsibilities lay. A useful tool, she'd called
it, but only because it helped her discharge those responsibilities, not
because it had any overwhelming impact on her own, personal life.

"You are an unnatural woman," Henke said after a moment, "and thank God for
it. We could probably use a few more like you, now that I think about it. Not
that I'd want you to get a swelled head or anything."

"Spare my blushes," Honor said dryly, and this time they both chuckled.

"So," Henke said after several moments, in the tone of one turning to a fresh,
neutral subject, "what, exactly, do our lords and masters have in mind for you
when you get back to the Star Kingdom?"

"You don't know?" Honor sounded surprised, and Henke shrugged.

"They just told me to go and get you, not what they were going to do with you
once I delivered you helpless into their hands. I feel quite sure Beth
personally instructed Baroness Morncreek to send Eddy to fetch you, and just
this once, I decided I had no quarrel with naked nepotism. But no one told me
what was in those dispatches I brought you. And while I am, of course, far too
dutiful a servant of the Crown to poke my nose into affairs which are none of
my concern, if it just happened that you were willing to let fall a few
morsels of information . . ."

She let her voice trail off and raised both hands, palm upwards, before her,
and Honor laughed out loud.

"And you called me “unnatural'!"
"Because you are. And do you know what they plan to do with you?"

"Not fully, no." Honor shook her head and hid another twinge of worry. And,
really, there's probably no reason I should worry, when you come right down to
it. Elizabeth may have sounded a little . . . irritated there at the end, but
she didn't really sound angry. Or I don't think she did, anyway.

"For one thing, though, I strongly suspect Her Majesty of wanting to play the
same "Let's surprise poor Honor!' game Benjamin's having so much fun with,"
she went on darkly after a moment, "and that scares me. She's got a lot bigger
toy box."

"I imagine you'll survive that part of it," Henke reassured her.

"I'm rapidly discovering that it is not, in fact, possible -- quite -- to die
of simple embarrassment," Honor observed. Not if you put your foot down firmly
enough, at least. "This is not always a fortunate thing, however, as it seems

to challenge those about me to keep pushing the envelope to find out if
someone can die of advanced embarrassment, on which point the jury is still
out."

"Quit feeling sorry for yourself and tell me the rest!" Henke scolded.



"Yes, Ma'am." Honor leaned further back in the chair, wrapping her arm around
Nimitz while she considered the parts that she felt comfortable discussing
with someone else, even Henke. Samantha laid a wedge-shaped chin on her left
shoulder to help her consider, and she smiled as silken whiskers brushed her
cheek just above the line of nerve deadness.

"I would have been returning to the Star Kingdom fairly soon anyway, of
course," she went on after a moment in a more serious voice. "They want to
check all of us out at Bassingford, and Daddy will be heading this way in the
next couple of weeks to oversee my repairs." She took her hand from Nimitz's
pelt for a moment to gesture at the dead side of her face. "Grayson's
hospitals are building up to Manticoran standards surprisingly quickly, and
the neural center Daddy and Willard put together to match Mom's genetic clinic
is really good, but they just don't have the support structure yet for a
rebuild job quite as, um, extensive as my own. We're going to fix that as
quickly as we can -- I did mention that money is a useful tool at times,
didn't I? -- but for now, the Star Kingdom's the best place short of the
Solarian League to handle something like this.

"I also ought to drop by Admiralty House, I suppose," she went on, and Henke
hid a smile. Honor might not realize how much she'd changed over the last ten
years, but the casual way she'd just referred to Admiralty House, the sanctum
sanctorum of the Royal Manticoran Navy, was a dead giveaway to Henke. Honor
was only a commodore in the RMN, but she thought and acted like the fleet
admiral she was in Grayson service . . . and did it so naturally she wasn't
even aware of it. "Among the other things you brought me was a very politely
phrased "request' to make myself available as soon as possible for an ONI
debrief. And I'll want to talk to Admiral Cortez about the ways he can make
best use of the non-Allied military personnel who came back from Hell with us
and don't get scooped up by Benjamin's new project.

"On top of that," she said with a little moue, "I feel depressingly certain
I'm going to be spending entirely too much time talking to newsies. I'm going
to insist on holding that sort of thing to an absolute minimum, but as you
suggested earlier, I did see the recordings of the funeral Duke Cromarty and
Her Majesty laid on for me. In the wake of all that hoopla, I don't suppose
it's even remotely possible for me to avoid the spotlight.”

"I'd say that was a fairly generous understatement," Henke agreed.

"After that -- " Honor shrugged. "The only thing I know for certain from the
Admiralty is that, assuming I plan on returning to Manticoran service while
I'm in the Star Kingdom for medical reasons anyway, they'd like me to consider
spending some time at Saganami Island. I'll be on limited duty while they
design and build my new arm, so I guess a stint in a classroom might not be a
terrible idea. I don't know exactly what they have in mind, but I'd rather
keep busy than just sit around." She shuddered. "I remember the last time we
went through all this neural implant business. Not having anything to do
between bouts of surgery and therapy just about drove me crazy!"

"I can imagine. For that matter, I remember what it was like when they finally
let you go back on active duty and gave you Nike." The two women smiled at one
another, and if Honor's smile was just a bit bittersweet as that shared memory
brought back Paul Tankersley and the agonizing pain of his loss, it was a pain
she'd learned to bear.

"Well, then!" Henke said briskly, glancing at her chrono and then pushing



herself to her feet. "I've pounded your ear long enough, and we've got about
two hours before dinner. How would you like to make a start on that guided
tour I promised you?"

"I'd love to," Honor replied. She rose in turn, and Henke helped her get
Nimitz into his carrier and settled on her back. Samantha supervised from the
back of the chair, and then accepted the forearm and elbow Henke offered her,
and the four of them stepped out through the cabin hatch.

"I think you'll like her a lot, Honor," Henke said after acknowledging the
salute of her Marine sentry. She led the way down the passage towards the
1ift, and her smile was proprietary and proud. "I know you're already familiar
with the basic parameters of the design, but they went right on refining it up
to the moment they actually laid Eddy down at Hephaestus, and a lot of the
features that ended up in the Har -- I mean, in the Medusas -- were
incorporated into her, as well. Not just the automation to reduce crew size,
either. We got a lot of the new electronics goodies, including some major fire
control updates, the brand new generation of ECM and stealth, and a little
surprise for the Peeps the next time they take a down-the-throat shot at us."

She grinned evilly, and Honor returned the expression with equally wicked
anticipation.

"I thought we'd start with the command deck," Henke went on, "then drop by
CIC. After that . . ."

CHAPTER SIX

The stumpy stone spire of King Michael's Tower was as old-fashioned and
unimpressive-looking as Honor remembered, but this was her second visit to it.
She was well aware of how misleading appearances could be, because this time
she knew whose private retreat it was, and she felt a small, undeniable edge
of trepidation as she watched it grow higher before her while she followed her
guide through the grounds of Mount Royal Palace. Michelle Henke walked beside
and half a pace behind her, and Andrew LaFollet and Simon Mattingly brought up
the rear. Samantha rode on Henke's shoulder, keeping a watchful eye on Nimitz
in the carrier on Honor's back, and Honor suspected their cavalcade looked
more than a little ridiculous.

She nodded in acknowledgment of the sharp salutes from the uniformed personnel
of the Queen's Own Regiment and Palace Guard Service as she passed. Their
outward miens were professional, alert and almost expressionless, and they'd
been briefed on her scheduled arrival over a month ago. That meant there was
little of the astonishment and sudden bursts of excitement she'd had to deal
with back on Grayson, which was a vast relief, although at least all the

practice Grayson had put her through had helped her learn -- finally -- how to
tune down the volume on her emotion-sensing ability. She chuckled mentally at
the thought. Someone back on 0ld Earth -- Samuel Johnson? -- had once observed

that the knowledge that someone was to be hanged concentrated one's thoughts
wonderfully. Honor had discovered the bitter truth of that sitting in a brig
cell aboard PNS Tepes, but she'd also discovered a variant on the theme since
her return. The sheer intensity of the emotional storm which had lashed at her
so often and so violently from so many minds had forced her to concentrate on
her own empathic ability as never before. She still didn't know how she'd done
it, but she'd managed (out of simple self-preservation) to acquire a far finer



degree of control. She could no more have described the learning process, or
even how she did whatever it was she'd learned to do, than she could have
described how she'd first learned to walk or talk, but she'd heaved a vast
sigh of relief when she realized she'd developed something which must be very
like Nimitz's own ability to adjust the gain. She still couldn't avoid tasting
the emotions of those about her, but for the first time she'd gained
sufficient control that she could hold the "volume" down to a level at which
she no longer had to worry about looking and feeling dazed by the clamor no
one else about her could even perceive. That, she felt certain, was going to
prove to be a very valuable talent in the future -- like the next time she
found herself unable to completely tune out Hamish Alexander's emotions -- and
she was vastly relieved to have it, although she could have wished for a less
tumultuous way to acquire it.

For now, it also helped that the Queen's Own and PGS were professional outfits
whose personnel spent their careers in close proximity to their Queen, which
gave them all a certain degree of familiarity with the movers and shakers of
the Star Kingdom. However unnatural it still seemed to her, Honor had been
forced to accept that the PR impact of her return after her very public
execution and funeral had at least temporarily elevated her to that sort of
stature. Which made the security people's matter-of-fact acceptance of her
presence a far more soothing balm than they could possibly suspect.

Honor had deliberately answered her Queen's summons in civilian dress, and,
after a little consideration, she'd chosen to appear in a Grayson-style gown
and wearing, as always in civilian garb, the Harrington Key and the Star of
Grayson. Partly that was because, aside from a few outfits better suited to
the Sphinx bush than Mount Royal Palace, she didn't even own any Manticoran
civilian clothing. And, if pressed, she would also have to admit that she'd
long since decided she liked the way she looked in the utterly impractical
Grayson garments. But there were other factors. Queen Elizabeth had requested
her presence, not commanded it as she had a right to do in the case of a
serving officer of the Manticoran military or a member of the Star Kingdom's
nobility. Her restraint had not escaped Honor's notice, and she'd wondered how
much of it had to do with the one thing she'd so far steadfastly refused to
allow Elizabeth to do. It was possible that the Queen had decided, either out
of tact or (though Honor hoped not) pique, to handle her with long-handled
tongs. If that were the case, it might be a very good idea for Honor to put
some extra distance between herself and her Manticoran persona, so she'd come
as a Grayson steadholder, answering the invitation of an allied head of state,
not as one of Elizabeth's subjects.

She could have done that and still appeared in uniform as Admiral Harrington,
but that might have sent the wrong message to her (many) surviving critics in
the Opposition. However temporarily quelled they might be, they knew that she
knew as well as they did who'd blocked the promotion the RMN would otherwise
have granted her long ago. If they saw her in Grayson uniform now, with her
Grayson rank, they would almost certainly decide she was mocking their efforts
to deny her advancement in Manticoran service. And, she'd been forced to admit
to herself, a nasty little part of her had longed to do just that . . . and
for precisely that reason. But the Queen probably didn't need her to go
pumping any fresh hydrogen into that particular fire when all the publicity
associated with her return from Cerberus seemed to have given her the whip
hand. Besides, if she'd worn uniform, she would have had to formally return
all the salutes coming her way.

Her lips twitched at the thought, and then she banished the smile as the



guards at the tower's entrance ushered her and the Honorable Michelle through
it. A stiffly professional captain of the Queen's Own rode up with them in the
old-fashioned, straight-line elevator, and Honor frowned very slightly at him
as she sensed the strong strand of disapproval winding through his emotions.

She knew what had waked it. Grayson law required any steadholder to be
accompanied by her personal armsmen at all times, and the people responsible
for the Queen of Manticore's security were unhappy, to say the least, at the
thought of anyone entering her presence with a weapon. They had no reason to
distrust Graysons in general, and still less to distrust anyone in Honor's
service. But this was their bailiwick, and their finely honed professional
paranoia was at work.

She could understand that, because she didn't much like the thought of
bringing weapons into Elizabeth's presence herself, but she didn't have any
choice. More than that, she'd already reduced her normal three-man detail to
the minimum Grayson law would permit. If she'd tried to exclude Andrew or
Simon as well, it might have seemed like an expression of distrust, and she
would die before she did anything which might conceivably be construed in such
a fashion.

Besides, Elizabeth's clearly considered the matter herself. If she hadn't, she
wouldn't have made a point of informing me -- and her security people -- that
Andrew and Simon were to keep their guns.

The elevator sighed to a stop, and she and Henke followed their guide down a
short hall to the same sitting room in which Elizabeth had received the two of
them once before. Mattingly peeled off at the carved and polished wood of the
sitting-room door, standing to the left of the doorway while the Army captain
took up his own post to its right, but LaFollet entered the room at her heels.

Elizabeth Adrienne Samantha Annette Winton, Queen of Manticore, sat in an
overstuffed armchair across the same thick, rust-colored carpet, and she was
not alone. Her own treecat, Ariel, lay across the back of the chair, and his
head came up as he gazed intently at Nimitz and Samantha. Honor felt the
familiar surge as he reached out to the two newcomers . . . and his quick
concern as only Samantha answered. He rose to regard Nimitz even more
intently, and Honor tasted his sudden shocked understanding and the sympathy
and welcome he projected to her companion on its heels.

There were two other humans in the room. One was completely familiar to Honor,
and her living eye twinkled as she saw her cousin Devon, Second Earl
Harrington. He looked -- and was; she could taste his emotions as well as
anyone else's -- extremely uncomfortable. It was a sensation she remembered
only too well from her own first visit here, and she supposed it must be still
worse for Devon. At least Honor had been a naval officer, and one who'd met
her Queen before, at that, before the visit. From the flavor of his emotions
and the expression on his face, Devon was still coming to grips with the fact
that he was now a peer of the realm, and she felt him wondering if she
secretly wanted to snatch her title back from him.

She smiled at him as reassuringly as the crippled left side of her mouth
allowed, but the second man in the sitting room drew her attention from her
cousin. He was slightly built and silver-haired, with a worn and weary-looking
face which, in person, was disconcertingly similar to a face she'd once seen
across forty meters of grass on the Landing City dueling grounds. That face,
too, had belonged to a man named Summervale. But Denver Summervale had been a



disgraced ex-Marine turned professional assassin; Allen Summervale was the
Duke of Cromarty . . . and Prime Minister of the Star Kingdom of Manticore.

"Dame Honor!" Elizabeth III pushed up out of her chair with a huge smile.
Honor was immensely relieved to taste the genuine welcome behind that smile,
but, Steadholder Harrington or no, she was not sufficiently far removed from
her yeoman origins not to feel a quick spasm of uncertainty when Elizabeth
held out her hand. Yet she was Steadholder Harrington, and so she took the
Queen's hand in a firm clasp and made herself meet Elizabeth's dark brown eyes
levelly. It was hard. Far harder than she'd expected, and a tiny corner of her
brain marveled at just how much her world had changed in the nine T-years
since she'd last stood in this room. She wasn't at all certain she liked all
those changes, but she found, as she stood face-to-face with her monarch, that
it was impossible to deny them any longer, even to herself.

"Your Majesty," she said quietly, and inclined her head in a small, respectful
bow.

"Thank you for coming so promptly," Elizabeth went on, waving Honor towards
the armchair which faced her own across the coffee table. She nodded a far
more casual greeting to her cousin, and Henke parked herself comfortably in
another chair, leaving the couch to Devon Harrington and Duke Cromarty.

"I know you must still have a million things to deal with on Grayson,"
Elizabeth went on, waiting for Honor to seat herself before she sank back into
her own chair, "and I deeply appreciate your putting them on hold for me."

"Your Majesty, I was your subject long before I became Steadholder
Harrington," Honor replied, unlatching Nimitz's carrier and moving it around
in front of her. Nimitz flowed out into her lap, and Samantha hopped down from
Henke's chair to patter across the carpet and join her mate.

"I'm aware of that," Elizabeth said. Then her voice darkened for just a
moment. "But I am also aware of the Crown's failure to protect your career, as
you so amply deserved, in the face of your shameful treatment following your
duel with Pavel Young."

Honor winced at the name of the man who'd hated her for so long and hurt her
so cruelly before she finally faced him one rainy morning with a pistol in her

hand. But that, too, had been nine T-years ago, and she shook her head.

"Your Majesty, I knew going in what was going to happen. That you and His

Grace -- " she nodded courteously to Cromarty " -- would have no choice but to
act as you did. I never blamed either of you. If I blamed anyone -- besides
Young himself -- it was the Opposition leaders."

"That's very generous of you, Milady," Cromarty said quietly.

"Not generous," Honor disagreed. "Only realistic. And in all fairness, I can
hardly claim that packing me off to Grayson in disgrace was the end of my
life, Your Grace!" She smiled ironically and touched the golden Harrington Key
where it gleamed on her chest beside the glittering glory of the Star of
Grayson.

"But not because certain people didn't try to make it that," Elizabeth
observed. "You've attracted the hatred of far too many fanatics over the
years, Dame Honor. As your Queen, I'd like to request that you try to cut down



on that in years to come."
"I'll certainly bear that in mind, Your Majesty," Honor murmured.

"Good." Elizabeth leaned back and studied her guest for a moment. Elizabeth
would feel better when Bassingford Medical Center had confirmed that, other
than the loss of her arm, Honor had indeed survived her ordeal intact. But she
looked better than the Queen had feared she might, and Elizabeth felt her own
worry easing just a bit.

She gave Honor one more searching glance, then turned to her cousin.

"And good morning to you, too, Captain Henke. Thank you for delivering Dame
Honor in one piece.”

"We strive to please, Your Majesty," Henke replied with a certain
unctuousness.

"And with such deep and heartfelt respect, too," Elizabeth observed.

"Always," Henke agreed, and the cousins grinned at one another. They really
did look remarkably alike, although Henke showed the outward signs of the
original, modified Winton genotype far more strongly. Elizabeth's rich
mahogany skin was considerably lighter than her cousin's, yet Honor rather
suspected Elizabeth had even more of the less obvious advantages Roger
Winton's parents had had designed into their progeny. The exact nature of
those modifications, while not precisely classified, was unknown to the
general public, as was the very fact that any Winton had ever been a genie. In
fact, the Star Kingdom's security people took considerable pains to keep it
that way, and Honor knew only because Mike had been her Academy roommate and
closest friend for just under forty T-years . . . and because Mike had known
she was a fellow genie for almost all that time. But whichever of them had
more of the original modifications, both had the same, distinctive Winton
features, and there were barely three years between their ages.

"I believe you know Earl Harrington," Elizabeth went on, turning back to
Honor, and it was Honor's turn to grin.

"We have met, Your Majesty, although it's been some time. Hello, Devon."

"Honor." Devon was ten T-years older than Honor, although his mother was
Alfred Harrington's younger sister, and he looked even more uncomfortable than
before as all eyes turned to him. "I hope you realize I never expected -- " he
began, but she shook her head quickly.

"I'm perfectly well aware that you never wanted to be an earl, Dev," she said
reassuringly. "In fact, that's something of a family trait, because I never
wanted to be a countess, either." She smiled briefly at Elizabeth, then looked
back at her cousin. "Her Majesty didn't give me a great deal of choice, and I
doubt she gave you any more than she let me have."

"Rather less, in fact," Elizabeth affirmed before Devon could respond. "There
were several reasons. One, I'm a little ashamed to admit, was to revitalize
general support for the war by cashing in on the public fury over the Peeps'
decision to execute you, Dame Honor. By very publically supporting your
cousin's right to replace you, I managed to refocus attention on your “death’
quite effectively. Of course, I did have some motives which were less



reprehensible than that, though I'm not sure they were very much less
calculating."

"Ah?" Honor's single word invited further explanation, and she was too focused
on Elizabeth to notice the grins Michelle Henke and Allen Summervale
exchanged. Elizabeth's lips quivered ever so briefly, but she managed to
suppress her own smile. There were -- perhaps -- twenty people in the Star
Kingdom, outside her immediate family, who would have felt comfortable enough
with her to cock an interrogative eyebrow in her direction with such
composure.

"Indeed," the Queen said. "One was that I had a certain bone to pick with the
Opposition.”™ Her temptation to smile vanished, and her eyes were suddenly cold
and hard. It was said Elizabeth III held grudges until they died of old age
and then sent them to a taxidermist, and at that moment, Honor believed every
story she'd ever heard about her Queen's implacable, sometimes volcanic,
temper. Then Elizabeth gave her head a little shake and relaxed in her chair
once more.

"The decision to exclude you from the Lords after your duel with Young upset
me on several levels," she said. "One, of course, was the slap in the face to
you. I understood, possibly better than you can imagine, exactly what you felt
when you went after Young."

She and Henke exchanged a brief look. Honor had no idea what lay behind it,
but she shivered inwardly at the shared sudden, icy stab of old, bitter anger
and grief that went with it.

"I might have wished you'd chosen a less public forum in which to issue your
challenge," Elizabeth went on after a moment, "but I certainly understood what
forced you to choose the one you did. And while the Crown's official position,
and my own, is that dueling is a custom we could very well do without, it was
your legal right to challenge him, just as his life was both legally and
morally forfeit when he turned early and shot you in the back. For the
Opposition to make the fact that you “shot a man whose gun was empty' --
because he'd just finished emptying his magazine into you -- a pretext for
excluding you infuriated me both as a woman and as Queen. Particularly when
everyone knew they were doing it, at least in part, as a way to strike back at
Duke Cromarty's Government and myself, as Queen, for forcing the declaration
of war through Parliament.

"In all fairness, I suppose I ought to confess that that last point weighed
rather more heavily with me than I'd really like to admit," she confessed.
"I'd prefer to be able to say that it was all outrage over the wrong they'd
done you, but as you yourself have undoubtedly discovered as Steadholder
Harrington, allowing them to get away with baiting either myself or my Prime
Minister is never a good idea. Each time they do it, they chip away, however
slightly, at my prerogatives and my ministers' moral authority. Very few
people realize that, even now, our Constitution exists as a balance between
dynamic tensions. What the public perceives as laws and procedures set in
ceramacrete are, in fact, always subject to change through shifts in precedent

and custom . . . which, come to think of it, is how the Wintons managed to
hijack the original Star Kingdom from the Lords in the first place." She gave
a wolfish smile. "The original drafters intended to set up a nice, tight

little system which would be completely dominated by the House of Lords so as
to protect the power and authority of the original colonizers and their
descendants. They never counted on Elizabeth the First's sneaking in and



creating a real, powerful, centralized executive authority for the Crown
or enlisting the aid of the Commons to do it!

"My family, however, is fully aware of how the present system came to be, and
we have no intention of allowing anyone to hijack our authority. The Peep
threat has lent added point to that determination for seventy T-years now, and
I see no sign of that changing any time soon. Which is one major reason I
never had any intention of allowing your exclusion to stand. Unfortunately,

you'd been killed -- or so we all believed -- before I got around to
correcting the problem. So I decided to make certain your proper heir -- " she
nodded to Devon " -- was confirmed as Earl Harrington, and provided the lands

commensurate with his title, and seated in the Lords as soon as possible. What
was more, I made certain the leaders of the Opposition knew what I was doing,
and why, at a time when they no longer dared express their true feelings for
you because of what public opinion would have done to them." She gave another
of those wolfish smiles. "I trust you won't be offended to learn that I had
such an ignoble motive, Dame Honor."

"On the contrary, Your Majesty. The thought of your whacking certain august
members of the House of Lords gives me a rather warm feeling, actually."

"I thought it might." For a moment, the two women smiled at one another in
perfect accord, but then Elizabeth drew a deep breath.

"Now that you've returned from the dead, as it were, the situation has changed
rather radically, however. If they want to see it that way, I've actually
outmaneuvered myself by having Devon confirmed as Earl Harrington, since I now
have no choice but to allow him to remain earl, thus neatly depriving you of
any legitimate claim to his seat in the Lords, or else initiate steps to
deprive him of the title in your favor. Legally, of course," she gave Devon a
brief, almost apologetic smile, "there would be no problem with the latter.
You aren't dead, after all, and there are plenty of legal precedents to cover
the return of your property, including your peerage. But there would be a
certain amount of embarrassment for the Crown in jumping through all the legal
hoops, particularly after how, um, quietly but . . . forcefully Duke Cromarty
and I made the case for confirming him in the first place."

"I see." Honor ran her hand gently down Nimitz's spine, then nodded. "I see,"
she said in a rather firmer tone. "And I also suspect that you're working your
way up to something with all this explanation, Your Majesty."

"I told you she was a sharp one, Beth!" Henke chuckled.

"I hardly needed to be told, Mike," the Queen replied dryly, but her eyes
remained on Honor, who felt a sudden tingle as she realized Elizabeth wasn't
quite ready to give up her initial idea after all. "Unfortunately, she's also
a stubborn one," Elizabeth went on, confirming her fear. "May I ask if you've
reconsidered your position on the Medal of Valor, Dame Honor?"

From the corner of her eye, Honor saw Henke snap upright in her chair, but she
kept her own gaze fixed on Elizabeth's face.

"No, Your Majesty, I haven't." Her soprano voice was tinged with a hint of
respectful regret but also unwavering, and Elizabeth sighed.

"I'd like you to think about that very carefully," she said persuasively. "In
light of all you've accomplished, it -- "



"Excuse me, Your Majesty," Honor interrupted, courteously but firmly, "but
with all due respect, every reason you and His Grace have given me has been a
bad one."

"Dame Honor," Cromarty spoke up in his deep, whiskey-smooth baritone, "I won't
pretend to deny that there are political considerations involved here. You
wouldn't believe me if I did, and, frankly, I'm not particularly ashamed that
they exist. The Peeps attempted to use your execution as a political and
morale weapon against the Alliance. That was the sole reason for the dramatic
way in which Ransom and Boardman went about announcing it to their own people,
to us, and to the Solarian League. The fact that they'd utterly misread the
reaction it would provoke throughout the Alliance doesn't change their intent,
and they actually did score some points with certain segments of the Solarian
League by portraying you as a convicted, out-of-control mass murderess without
bothering to explain the details. Of course, it had already blown up in their
faces to some extent, here in the Star Kingdom and in the Alliance, at least,
even before you returned so inconveniently from the dead. Now it has all the
earmarks of a first-class diplomatic catastrophe for them everywhere, and as
the Prime Minister of Manticore, it's my job to see to it that their
catastrophe is as complete as I can possibly make it. Awarding you the
Parliamentary Medal of Valor and just incidentally rehearsing the details of
your escape in the citation for public consumption is one sure way to help
accomplish that goal."

Honor started to speak, but his raised hand stopped her.

"Let me finish, please," he said courteously, and she nodded a bit
unwillingly. "Thank you. Now, as I was saying, the political considerations
are, in my opinion, completely valid and appropriate. But they're also beside
the point. Whether you care to admit it or not, you've already earned the PMV
several times over, as the Graysons clearly recognize." He flicked a graceful
gesture at the Star of Grayson glittering on her breast. "Had it not been for
the aversion in which the Opposition holds you, you probably would have
received it after First Hancock . . . or after Fourth Yeltsin. And whether you
earned it in the past or not, you certainly did when you organized, planned,
and executed the escape of almost half a million prisoners from the Peeps'
most secure prison!"

"I'm afraid I can't agree with you, Your Grace," Honor said firmly. Henke
squirmed in her chair, holding herself in it by main force of will, but Honor
ignored her to concentrate on the Prime Minister.

"The PMV is awarded for valor above and beyond the call of duty," she
continued, "and nothing I did was beyond the call of duty." Cromarty's eyes
widened in disbelief, but she went on calmly. "It's the duty of any Queen's
Officer to escape, if possible. It's the duty of any officer to encourage,
coordinate, and lead the efforts of any of her subordinates to escape from the
enemy in time of war. And it's the duty of any commanding officer to lead her
personnel in combat. More than that, I should also point out that I,
personally, had very little to lose in attempting to escape from Hell. I'd
been sentenced to death. For me, that made whether or not to risk my life in
an attempt to escape a rather simple decision."

"Dame Honor -- !" Cromarty began, but she shook her head again.

"If you want to reward people who truly demonstrated valor above and beyond



the call of duty, you ought to be giving any medals to Horace Harkness," she
said flatly. "Unlike myself, he faced only incarceration, not execution, when
we reached Hell, and he knew it. But he also chose, entirely without orders,
to pretend to defect. He knowingly risked virtually certain execution if he
was caught in order to break into the central computers of Cordelia Ransom's
flagship, arrange all the critical details of our escape to the planetary
surface, and completely destroy Tepes to cover our escape. I submit to you,
Your Grace, that if you and Her Majesty want to award a PMV to anyone,
Harkness is the most deserving individual you could possibly find."

"But -- " Cromarty began again, and she shook her head once more, more firmly
than before.

"No, Your Grace," she said, and there was no give in her voice at all. "I will
not accept the PMV for this."

"Honor!" Henke burst out, unable to restrain herself any longer. "You never
mentioned anything like this on the trip from Grayson!"

"Because it wasn't important."

"The hell it wasn't! They're talking about the Medal of Valor, for God's sake!
You don't just tell Parliament "Thanks but no thanks' when they offer you the
Star Kingdom's highest award for valor!"

"I'm afraid Dame Honor doesn't agree with you, Mike," Elizabeth said. Her tone
was on the tart side, but there was respect in it, as well, and she gazed at
Honor with measuring eyes even as she spoke to her cousin. "In point of fact,
when we first sent her word that Allen was planning to move the award, she was
quite firm about rejecting it."

"Firm?" Henke echoed. "What d'you mean, firm?"

"I mean she offered to resign from my Navy if I persisted," Elizabeth said in
a dust-dry voice. Honor felt Henke's shock, and her own cheekbones heated just
a bit as she met her Queen's eyes, but Elizabeth chuckled after a moment.
"They do say Sphinxians are stubborn," she murmured, "and I've heard the same
about Graysons. I suppose I should have known what would happen if anyone was
crazy enough to combine the two in one package!"

"Your Majesty, I mean no disrespect," Honor said. "And I'm deeply honored to
know that you and Duke Cromarty truly believe I deserve the PMV. The fact that
you do is something I'll always treasure, truly. But I don't deserve it. Not
for this. And the PMV is too important to me for me to do anything that might,
well . . . cheapen it, if you'll forgive my choice of words. It . . . wouldn't
be right."

"Dame Honor, you are an unnatural woman," Elizabeth III said severely, unaware
her cousin had used exactly the same words. "Or perhaps you're not. Perhaps
I've simply spent too much time surrounded by politicians and power mongers.
But I doubt very much that there are two women in the Star Kingdom who would
turn down the PMV when both her Queen and her Prime Minister insist she take
it." She snorted. "Of course, it might be wiser for me not to bet any money on
that belief. After all, up until last month, I would've said there wasn't one
woman who'd turn it down!"

"Your Maj -- "



"It's all right, Dame Honor." Elizabeth sighed, waving a hand. "You win. We
can hardly march you out into the Crown Chancellery at pulser point and make
you accept it. Think of what a PR disaster that would be! But you do realize
that i1if you persist in turning down the PMV we're not going to let you
overturn our other plans, don't you?"

"Other plans?" Honor repeated cautiously, and Elizabeth grinned like a treecat
in a celery patch.

"Nothing too complicated," she reassured her guest. "It's just that, as I
explained, my slap on the Opposition's wrist over your exclusion from the
Lords lost much of its point when you turned up alive. So since I was the one
who took your title away, I thought I should be the one to replace it

and -- " her eyes glittered " -- give those self-serving cretins a kick in the
ass they'll be years recovering from!"

"I don't understand, Your Majesty," Honor said, and her tone showed true alarm
for the first time. There was too much glee in the Queen's emotions, too great
a sense of having found a way to simultaneously drub the Opposition and
mousetrap Honor into accepting what Elizabeth clearly considered to be her
"due."

"As I said, it's not complicated." Elizabeth's 'catlike grin intensified.
"You're no longer Countess Harrington, and now that I've become more familiar
with Grayson, I realize that creating you that in the first place was really a
bit inappropriate, considering the difference in the precedence of a countess
and a steadholder. Protector Benjamin has never complained about the
unintentional insult we offered one of his great nobles by equating the two
titles, but I'd be surprised if he doesn't harbor at least a little resentment
over it, and it's never a good idea to risk potential friction with one's
allies in the middle of a war. So I've decided to correct my original error."

"Correct -- ?" Honor gazed at her Queen in horror.

"Absolutely. The Crown has seen fit to urge the House of Commons, and the
House of Commons has seen fit to approve, your creation as Duchess
Harrington."

"Duchess?!" Honor gurgled.

"Correct," Elizabeth assured her. "We've carved a rather nice little duchy out
of the Westmount Crown Reserve on Gryphon for you. There aren't any people
living there right now -- it was part of the Reserve, after all -- but there
are extensive timber and mineral rights. There are also several sites which
would be suitable for the creation of luxury ski resorts. In fact, we've had
numerous inquiries about those sites from the big ski consortiums for years,
and I imagine several of them will be quite eager to negotiate leases from
you, especially when they remember the role you played in the Attica Avalanche
rescue operations. And I understand you enjoy sailing, so we drew your borders
to include a moderately spectacular stretch of coast quite similar to your
Copper Walls back on Sphinx. I'm sure you could put in a nice little marina.
Of course, the weather on Gryphon can be a bit extreme, but I don't suppose
you can have everything."

"But . . . but Your Majesty, I can't -- That is, I don't have the time or the
experience to -- "



"Now that, Your Grace, will be quite enough," Elizabeth said, and for the
first time, her voice was stern, the voice of a monarch. Honor closed her
mouth with a click, and Elizabeth nodded.

"Better," she said. "Much better. Because this time, you're wrong. You do have
the experience for the job. My God, Honor," it was the first time she'd ever
addressed Honor solely by her given name, but Honor was too stunned even to
notice, "you've got more experience than most of the people who are already
dukes or duchesses! There's not a single Manticoran noble who's ever enjoyed
the sort of authority and power a steadholder wields -- Elizabeth the First
saw to that four hundred years ago! -- and you've been handling that job for
ten T-years now. After that, this should be a piece of cake!"

"Perhaps so, but you know I'm right when I say I won't have time to see to my
responsibilities properly," Honor rejoined. "I've been more fortunate than any
woman deserves to have Howard Clinkscales to rely on back on Grayson, but now
you're talking about piling a second set of responsibilities on top of my
duties as Steadholder Harrington! No serving officer has the time to handle
responsibilities like this the way they should be handled!"

"Ah?" Elizabeth cocked her head. "Should I take that up with Earl White
Haven?"

"No! I didn't mean -- " Honor chopped herself off and inhaled deeply.
Elizabeth had no right resorting to that particular argument, she thought, but
there was no way she cared to explain why that was to her Queen.

"I know what you meant, Honor," Elizabeth said quietly. "And, frankly, I'm not
at all surprised you feel that way. It's one of the things I like about you.
And it is customary for the great peers to devote their full attention to
overseeing their lands. But there have always been exceptions, just as there
have been in Earl White Haven's case. Hamish Alexander is far too valuable to
the Navy for us to have him sitting around gathering dust running his earldom,
and that's why he has a steward -- like your Clinkscales -- to execute his
policies in his absence. The same arrangement can certainly be made for you.
Indeed, I thought your friend Willard Neufsteiler might do nicely, if you can
spare him from Sky Domes."

Honor blinked, surprised that Elizabeth was sufficiently well informed to know
about her relationship with Neufsteiler, but the Queen continued with calm
assurance.

"Whatever it takes, we'll work it out. Of course, it will probably help that
you're going to be stuck here in the Star Kingdom for at least a T-year for
medical treatment. That should keep you close enough to oversee the initial
organization of a new duchy . . . and the experience you had organizing
Harrington Steading should prove very valuable to you, I'd think. For that
matter, the fact that there's no one living there at the moment will also
alleviate some of the immediacy in getting it organized. But like White Haven,
you're too valuable to the Navy for us to keep you sitting at home." Elizabeth
smiled crookedly. "The time will undoubtedly come, and sooner than I'd like,
when I have to send you back out to be shot at for me again. And this time you
may not be as lucky. So if you won't accept my medals, you will damned well
let me give you this while I still have the chance! Is that clear, Lady
Harrington?"



"Yes, Your Majesty." Honor's soprano was more than a little husky, but she
tasted the Queen's complete intransigence on this topic.

"Good," Elizabeth said quietly, then shoved back in her chair, stretched her
legs out before her, crossed her ankles, lifted Ariel into her lap, and
grinned.

"And now that we've gotten that out of the way, Your Grace, I intend to insist
on a command performance. I know perfectly well that you're going to do your
damnedest to avoid the newsies, and that even if you fail, they're bound to
get the story's details wrong -- they always do! -- when they report it. So
instead of reading about it in the 'faxes, I want every detail of your escape
in person!"”

CHAPTER SEVEN
"So what do you think of her, Commander?"

Commander Prescott David Tremaine turned towards the voice and felt his spine
straighten as he recognized Rear Admiral of the Red Dame Alice Truman. He'd
expected her yeoman to collect him when she was ready to see him, but she'd
come in person. She stood in the open hatch between the waiting room and her
private briefing room aboard HMSS Weyland, as golden-haired, green-eyed, and
sturdy as he remembered, and he started towards her, but she waved a hand
before he took a step.

"Stay where you are, Commander. Don't let me take you away from the view," she
said, and crossed the compartment to where he stood beside the enormous view
port. That view port was a rarity aboard Weyland, where exterior hull space
was always at a premium and most people had to be content with HD wall screens

assuming they got even that. Which was silly, perhaps, since the wall
screens came with a zoom capability no unaided eye could achieve, but it was
also very human. There was something innately satisfying about knowing one was
seeing the actuality, not an image, however faithful it might be. Even
hardened starship officers who never saw the cosmos directly from their
command decks seemed to share that craving for a front row seat on God's jewel
box, and the fact that Truman had snagged such a prize said interesting things
about the favor in which The Powers That Be currently held her.

Not that Truman's manner showed any particular awareness of that. Many
officers of her seniority would have been far more formal with a newly
promoted commander, not yet thirty-seven T-years old, just reporting to her
for duty, and he warned himself not to rely too much upon the fact that she
wasn't. Or wasn't starting out that way, anyway. He and Truman had served
together under Lady Harrington twice before, yet he scarcely expected her to
remember him. The first time, Truman had been a commander herself, CO of the
light cruiser Apollo when Lady Harrington had commanded the heavy cruiser
Fearless and Tremaine had been a very junior officer indeed aboard the
destroyer Troubadour. Still, a certain sense of us-against-the-universe clung
to everyone who had been a part of that small squadron. Not that there are as
many of us as there used to be, Tremaine reminded himself with a touch of
grimness, then took himself sternly to task.

The second time had been only four T-years ago, when Tremaine had been Lady
Harrington's boat bay officer aboard the armed merchant cruiser Wayfarer.



Truman had been a captain of the list then, and once more she'd been Lady
Harrington's second-in-command, the senior captain of her Q-ship squadron. But
once again they'd served on different ships, and the second time around, their
paths had never crossed at all.

We may have served together, sort of, he reminded himself, but she's a rear
admiral now. That makes her about two steps short of God; vice admirals and
full admirals have to fit in there somewhere. And that doesn't even count the
trick she pulled off on Hancock Station last year . . . or the knighthood she
got out of it. So answer the question, dummy!

"I like her a lot, Ma'am," he said. "She's -- " Despite his resolve to
maintain decorum, his hands waved as he sought exactly the right word. "She's
. wonderful," he said finally, and Truman smiled at the simple sincerity
which infused his tone.

"I thought pretty much the same thing the first time I saw Minotaur," she
admitted, feeling her own remembered excitement in the echo of Tremaine's
enthusiasm. She treasured that feeling even more now that she was a flag
officer and would never again directly command a Queen's ship, and she stepped
up beside the view port and clasped her hands behind her as she and Tremaine
turned to gaze out it together.

The port's lack of magnification limited what the human eye could pick out of
something as endless as space, but for all its immensity, space also offered
the needle-sharp clarity of hard vacuum, and the nearest space dock was barely
thirty kilometers away. That was more than close enough to see the huge, two-
kilometer hull floating at the center of the dock, and five more identical
docks, each cocooning its own hull in progress, could be made out beyond it.
The nearer ship was clearly all but ready to commission, for crews were
completing the fusing of her paint while a steady stream of lighters trundled
up to her cargo bays with loads of ship's stores, environmental supplies,
missile pallets, and all the other million-and-one items a ship of war
required.

The five docks beyond hers dwindled rapidly with distance, curving away in
their orbits around the blue-and-white beauty of the planet Gryphon, but if
one looked very closely, one could see still another cluster of docks
reflecting the distant light of Manticore-B beyond them.

"Quite a sight, isn't i1t?" Truman murmured, and Tremaine shook his head. Not
in disagreement, but with a sense of wonder.

"You can say that again, Ma'am," he replied softly. "Especially when you
remember that every slip aboard Weyland is already full."

"And aboard Hephaestus and Vulcan," Truman agreed, and turned to smile at him.
"Ever expect to see Grayson-style space docks here in the Star Kingdom,
Commander?"

"No, Ma'am, I didn't," he admitted.

"Well, neither did I." Truman returned her gaze to the port. "Then again, I
never thought I'd see the building tempo we're starting to hit." She shook her
head. "It just never seemed possible that we'd completely fill every slip
aboard every space station the Navy owns and then start throwing together
stand-alones like that." She nodded at the dock, and her voice turned grimmer.



"But you're probably going to see even more of them in the next few T-years,"
she told him. "The way the Peeps have been pressing the pace, we're going to
need every ship we can get . . . and soon, unless I'm mistaken. And losing two
brand new yards in Alizon and Zanzibar last year doesn't help a bit."

It was Tremaine's turn to look at her. He hadn't been back all that long, and
Bassingford Medical Center had turned him loose with a clean bill of health
less than two months ago. He'd been eligible for a full month of liberty,
since he and everyone else who'd been sent to Hades were entitled to
survivor's leave, but he'd used only three weeks of it. He'd loved every
minute he got to spend with his mother and his two sisters, and his older
brother's admiration -- verging on sheer awe, actually -- had done marvelous
things for his ego, but he'd been simply unable to take longer than that.

A great deal of what had happened since Esther McQueen became the Peeps'
secretary of war was still classified, but there was more than enough in the
public record, especially coupled with what the escapees from Hell had learned
about the Peeps' side of events from the data bases of their captured ships,
for Tremaine to know it hadn't been good. Indeed, the more he'd seen, the more
convinced he'd become that the Navy needed every person it had. Besides, he
was constitutionally incapable of sitting on the sidelines when he ought to be
pulling his weight. He'd always been a bit that way, he supposed, but he'd
also been blessed, if that was the word, with the examples of senior officers
like Lady Harrington and Alistair McKeon -- or Alice Truman -- and a man
didn't serve under officers like that without developing a sense of duty. It
could be an uncomfortable gift, but all things considered, he much preferred
it to the reverse.

And I sleep better at night, too, he told himself, all the time concentrating
on making his questioning gaze properly respectful. Truman studied his face
for several seconds, then smiled again, crookedly, this time, and took pity on
him.

"We've managed not to completely lose control of any really critical systems,
Scotty," she told him, and he felt a glow of pleasure at her use of the
nickname he hadn't even known she knew, "but McQueen's hit us hard." She
grimaced. "The one thing a lot of us have always been afraid of was that
eventually someone who knew her ass from her elbow would wind up running the
Peep Navy. It had to happen eventually, but we could at least hope that
StateSec would keep on shooting anyone competent enough that she might seem to
be a threat to the regime. Unfortunately, they haven't shot McQueen, and she's
an even tougher customer than most of us were afraid they'd turn up to face
us."

She gestured to the space docks beyond the view port.

"We've taken heavier losses in the last T-year than in the previous three,"
she said quietly, "and that doesn't even consider the damage to our
infrastructure in Basilisk, Zanzibar, and Alizon. Seaford -- " she waved a
dismissive hand " -- wasn't all that valuable. Oh, there was a lot of prestige
and a sense of vengeance on the Peeps' part at having taken the system back.
That wasn't good, but, even so, we wouldn't have minded its loss all that much

if that idiot Santino hadn't managed to get his entire task group wiped
out while inflicting virtually no damage on the Peeps."

Her mouth twisted, but she made herself smooth it back out and inhaled deeply.



"It would be bad enough if McQueen were all we had to worry about," she went
on after a moment, "but she's managed to put together a first-rate team to
turn her strategy into reality. I believe you've met Citizen Admiral
Tourville?" She crooked an eyebrow at Tremaine, and he nodded.

"Yes, Ma'am, I have," he said with feeling. "He's got all the affectations of
a true hot dog, but underneath that, he's sharp as they come. As good as just
about any Allied officer I've ever heard of."

"Better, Scotty," Truman murmured. "Better. And Giscard may be even better
than Tourville. We already knew Theisman was good, of course." She and
Tremaine exchanged tight smiles, for both of them had met Thomas Theisman
during their first visit to Yeltsin's Star. "I don't think any of the others
are really up to their weight, but it doesn't matter very much. McQueen has
those three out in the field running her ops, and it looks like she's giving
them the cream of the crop as squadron and task group commanders. And if those
people aren't up to their standards when they report for duty, every operation
they execute also lets them teach their captains and tac officers just a
little bit more. So if the war goes on long enough -- "

She shrugged her shoulders, and Tremaine nodded slowly. His expression must
have been more anxious than he'd thought, because she smiled reassuringly.

"Don't panic, Commander. Yes, they're getting better, but we've still got a
few people, like Earl White Haven and Duchess -- " they grinned at one another
once more, this time broadly " -- Harrington, who can kick their butts. And
now that I think about it, Admiral Kuzak, Admiral Webster, and Admiral
D'Orville aren't that bad, either. But there's no point denying that the
opposition is starting to get better, and that's not good when they already
have the edge in numbers and their tech transfers from the Sollies are
starting to close the gap between their ships' capabilities and our own.

"At the moment, they're not trying to move in and take any of our core systems
away from us. They're not even making that big a push to take back the major
systems that we've taken away from them over the last few years. What they're
doing is sniping at us, running in to damage or destroy a handful of our
warships or secondary bases wherever they think they see a weakness. And,
unfortunately, there are a lot of places where we are weak, largely because of
the “citadel' defense the politicians insist on."

" "Citadel,' Ma'am?" Tremaine repeated, and she snorted.

"That's only my personal term for it, but I think it's appropriate. The
problem is that McQueen caught us at the worst possible moment. We'd worn
ourselves and our ships out in an effort to maintain our offensive momentum,
and no one can get away with that forever. At the moment she hit us, our
strength had been heavily drawn down because of how many ships we'd finally
been forced to hand over to the yard dogs for refit, and we were screwed." She
shrugged. "In hindsight, we should have pulled them back sooner, when we could
refit them in smaller numbers, even if it meant slowing our operational tempo.
But that's the beauty of hindsight: it always has a lot more to go on than you
did when you had to make the decision the first time around.

"At any rate, McQueen obviously understood perfectly that we'd been forced to
reduce our strength in what we thought were safe areas in order to maintain
our forward concentrations, but no one on our side had dreamed she might be
able to convince Pierre and his butchers to let her strike that deep into our



rear. So when she did, she caught us with our trousers around our ankles and
hit us hard. She took losses of her own, but she could have lost every ship
she committed to all of her initial ops and still come out ahead just from the
physical damage Giscard did in Basilisk. Not to mention Basilisk's political
consequences, both foreign and domestic."

She shook her head, and her green eyes were somber.
"Did you hear much from the civilians about that during your leave?"

"More than I wanted to," Tremaine replied grimly, remembering the one true low
point of his time at home. His father had taken the entire family out to
dinner and insisted he wear his uniform. Personally, Tremaine had suspected
his dad hoped someone would recognize his son from the newscasts and 'faxes.
What none of them had expected was to end up seated next to a man who had lost
a lifetime's investment -- and a brother who'd stayed behind, trying to make
sure all of their employees had evacuated their orbital warehouse complex in
time -- when Citizen Admiral Giscard hit Basilisk. Worse, the man in question
had clearly had too much to drink, and the scene which resulted would live
forever in Tremaine's memory. It had started with muttered imprecations and
escalated into full-scale screaming before the police arrived to take the man
in for disturbing the peace. But worse even than his screamed obscenities and
insults had been the tears running down his face . . . and the irrational
sense of guilt Tremaine had felt. He'd known at the time that it was
irrational, but that hadn't made it bite any less deeply.

"I'm not surprised you have." Truman sighed. "Hard to blame them, really.
Giscard wiped out sixty T-years of investment, though at least the loss of
life was a lot lower than it might have been. Thanks to Giscard's basic
decency, really; he waited until the last minute to fire, and there was damn
all we could have done to stop him if he'd wanted a massacre! But the physical
damage was catastrophic enough. White Haven kept him from taking out the
Junction forts in Basilisk or retaining permanent control of the system, but
that was about all. And truth to tell, I very much doubt Giscard ever planned
to keep the system. What he had was a raiding squadron from Hell, not the
tonnage to move in and hang onto an entire star system that he and McQueen
must have known we'd move Heaven and Hell, not to mention Home Fleet, to take
back.

"But once the extent of the damage sank in, the entire Star Kingdom went into
a sort of state of shock. We're supposed to do things like that to the Peeps,
not the other way around, and the fact that we hadn't shook public confidence
more severely than I would have believed possible. I won't go so far as to
call it panic, but it was ugly, Scotty. Really, really ugly, and all of a
sudden, for the first time since the declaration of war, we found political
imperatives driving military operations, rather than the reverse."

"I've heard the Opposition's side of it, Ma'am." Tremaine's tone mirrored the
disgust in his expression. "Especially from the Palmer Institute and that son-
of-a -- Uh, I mean that jackass Houseman."

"No, you meant “son-of-a-bitch.' " Truman's eyes twinkled, despite her earlier
bleakness. "And you were right, although, personally, I prefer “unmitigated,
fatheaded, self-serving, vindictive bastard,' myself."

"If you say so, Ma'am. After all, far be it from me to argue with a flag
officer!"



"Wise of you, Commander. Very wise," she said, but then the twinkle faded and
her voice turned serious once more. "But if you've heard them, you know what
the Government was up against. People were scared, and the Opposition chose to
play on that fear. I try to remind myself to be fair, because it probably
really is true that a lot of them actually believed what they were saying, but
people like High Ridge and Descroix were definitely playing it for political
advantage and hang the consequences for the war."

"What consequences were those, Ma'am?" Tremaine asked quietly.

"The citadel defense, of course," Truman said sourly. "The Government didn't
dare risk getting hit that hard in another core system, so they demanded that
the Admiralty redeploy to make sure we wouldn't be." She waved both hands, the
gesture rich with frustration. "Don't get me wrong, Scotty. We probably would
have done a lot of what they wanted, in the short term, anyway, with no
pressure at all, because a lot of it made sense, at least until we'd had time
to analyze what McQueen had done to us and get a feel for what she was likely
to try next. But we had to redeploy much more radically than anyone at the
Admiralty wanted, and any offensive action of our own has been paralyzed ever
since."

"But -- " Scotty cut off his incipient protest. She'd been far more open than
he'd had any right to expect, and he warned himself not to abuse her
frankness. But she only gestured for him to go on, and he drew a deep breath.

"I understand what you're saying, Ma'am," he said, "but what about Eighth
Fleet? Surely that's an offensive force, isn't it? And Admiral White Haven
certainly seemed to be just about ready to go when we were in Trevor's Star."

"I'm sure he did," Truman conceded. "And, yes, Eighth Fleet is our primary
offensive force . . . officially. But while I'm certain White Haven, Admiral
Caparelli, and the Prime Minister would all just love to turn him loose,
they're not going to do it."

"They're not?" Surprise betrayed the question out of Tremaine, and Truman
shrugged.

"No one's told me so officially, but it's pretty clear what they're really
doing, Scotty. Of course, I've got access to some information you don't, which
probably makes it a little more obvious to me. But think about it. Home Fleet
hasn't been materially reinforced. The Basilisk forts have been beefed up, and
the unfinished ones have been brought on-line to cover the Junction terminus
there. In addition, the system picket is about twice as strong as it was, and
the Gryphon Squadron's been upgraded to a heavy task group. But that's all
that's changed here in the Star Kingdom, because we've been forced to send
every ship we possibly could to strengthen our allies' defenses. They got
their own shock treatment out of Zanzibar and Alizon, and the Government's
been forced to do a lot of reassuring the only way it could: with ships of the
wall.

"But we also need to be ready to meet any threat to the Star Kingdom itself,
and that's what Eighth Fleet is really doing. White Haven demonstrated the
strategic advantages of the Junction when he beat the Peeps to the Basilisk
terminus all the way from Trevor's Star. So what we're trying to do is shake
Eighth Fleet as threateningly as we possibly can under McQueen's and
Theisman's noses by looming ominously over Barnett while what Eighth Fleet



actually is is the strategic reserve for the Star Kingdom."

"Um." Tremaine scratched an eyebrow, then nodded slowly. "I can see that,
Ma'am. And I can see why we can't exactly tell the public not to worry because
Eighth Fleet is covering the home systems. I mean, if we told our people that,
we'd also be telling the Peeps they don't have to worry about its coming after
them, wouldn't we?"

"We would. Of course, McQueen is more than smart enough to figure it out for
herself. At the same time, she has to honor the threat, because she might be
wrong. But what's really disturbing to me about it, aside from the fact that
letting the other side pick its own time and place to hit us is the strategy
of weakness, is that I feel guite sure the Opposition has had it explained to
them in confidential briefings." She saw the question in Tremaine's eye and
shrugged. "It's traditional to keep the Opposition leadership informed in time
of war. In theory the Cromarty Government could fall at any moment, in which
case we might find the Opposition parties being forced to form a government. I
spend the odd sleepless night praying it will never happen, but if it did, any
lost time while they figured out what was happening could be disastrous."

"I know that, Ma'am. I don't especially like the thought, but I understand why
it has to be done. I was just a bit confused as to why you found that
disturbing?"

"Because even though they have to know what the PM and the Admiralty are
doing, no one could possibly guess it from their public statements. Have you
actually read any of the Opposition 'faxes? Seen their editorials?"

"No, not really. I suppose I ought to, but -- "
It was Tremaine's turn to shrug, uncomfortably, and Truman snorted.

"I don't blame you for avoiding them. In fact, I tend to do the same. But if
you skim them, you'll find they're going right on viewing with alarm. They're
being careful to avoid language which could too obviously be called scare-
mongering or alarmist, but they're still gnawing away at public confidence in
the Cromarty Government just as hard as they can. In my own opinion, they're
doing it purely for political advantage . . . and they know the Duke can't
publically rebut their charges or explain what he's really doing with Eighth
Fleet without telling the Peeps, as well."

"But surely they have to realize they're also undermining confidence in the
war itself!"

"Some of them undoubtedly do. But they -- or their leadership, at least --
don't care. They're completely focused on the political front, so completely
that actually fighting the war is secondary. Besides, they don't have to take
responsibility for what happens at the front; Duke Cromarty and the Admiralty
do."

"That's . . . disgusting," Tremaine said quietly.

"I suppose it is," Truman agreed, but her tone was thoughtful. "On the other
hand, it's also very human. Don't misunderstand me, Scotty. I'm not saying
these people are inherently evil, or deliberately trying to lose the war. Some
of them, like High Ridge, Janacek, and a couple of New Kiev's advisers do fall
into the category of “evil' as far as I'm concerned . . . and you don't want



to get me started on Sheridan Wallace! They're the manipulators who don't give
a good goddamn about anything but their own personal interests. Most of the
rest are like Houseman, only less so, thank God! They're genuinely uninformed
about military realities, but they think they know all about the subject, and
their military advisers aren't exactly what I'd consider the best available.
No doubt said advisers would feel the same way about me if our roles were
reversed, however, and the fact that I think they're stupid doesn't make them
evil. Nor does it make the people who rely on their advice evil. But if New
Kiev genuinely believes that Cromarty is handling the entire war wrongly and
that his commitment to a clear-cut, military resolution of our differences
with someone the size of the Peeps can lead only to ultimate disaster, then
she has a moral responsibility to do something about it. As she sees it,
that's exactly what she's doing, and while I've never been much of a fan of
the notion that the end justifies the means, she clearly accepts it."

The golden-haired rear admiral shook herself, and her tone changed.

"But be that as it may," she said briskly, "it's the Navy's Jjob to get on with
fighting the war, not to sit around and complain over the way the politicians
are running it. Which is what this is all about."

She jutted her chin out the port at the space docks, and Tremaine nodded. When
an admiral decided to change the subject, lesser mortals followed her lead.
Expeditiously.

"What we're hoping," Truman went on, "is that whether or not Eighth Fleet
succeeds in holding McQueen's attention, she'll go on pecking at peripheral
systems long enough for us to get ready to go back over to the offensive
ourselves. We've made a lot more progress on bringing our maintenance cycles
back up to snuff than the Peeps know -- or than we hope they know, anyway --
and our critical-system pickets are much stronger than they were even four or
five months ago. At the same time, the Graysons are building ships like
maniacs, and between us, we've produced a solid core of Harring -- I mean
Medusas that we hope the Peeps don't know about. And the Admiralty's moving
right ahead with plans to shut down Junction forts here in Manticore, which is
releasing hundreds of thousands of personnel from Fortress Command to Fleet
duty. And while all that's going on, we're building the ships for those people
to crew and rushing them through their working up periods as quickly as we
can. In fact, we're probably pushing them through a bit more quickly than we
ought to, and I'm more than a little concerned about soft spots and green
units. That's one reason I was so delighted to discover you were available for
assignment here."

Tremaine straightened. It sounded as if she meant she'd specifically asked for
him, and if she had, it was one of the highest professional compliments he'd
ever been paid.

"I take it you've been briefed on the new carriers?" she asked, and he nodded.

"Not fully, Ma'am. They told me I'd be receiving my detailed brief when I
reported for duty. But they certainly told me enough to whet my appetite for
more!"

"I thought it would have that effect," she told him with a smile. "I
remembered Lady Harrington bragging on what a hot-shot boat bay officer and
pinnace pilot you were back when I commanded Parnassus, and I knew you'd
worked closely with Jackie Harmon." Her eyes darkened, and Tremaine's mouth



tightened. He had worked with Commander Harmon closely, and liked her a lot,
and the news that she'd been killed in action under Truman's command in
Hancock had hit him hard.

"At any rate," Truman went on more briskly, "I knew you were familiar with the
first generation of the new LACs, and when I put all that together, you were
at the very top of a very short list of officers who have that sort of
background. You're still a bit junior for the slot I want to put you into, but
I think you can hack it. Especially with the command experience you picked up
in Cerberus with Lady Harrington."

"Thank you, Ma'am . . . I think." Tremaine couldn't keep himself from adding
the last two words, but Truman only smiled.

"I hope you still feel that way after the next couple of months, Commander,"
she told him, and pointed once more at the ship in the nearest space dock.
"According to the yard dogs, that ship will be ready for acceptance trials
next week. If they're right, you'll be aboard her when she runs them."

"I willz?"

"Indeed you will, Scotty. And once she commissions, I will personally run you,
and everyone else aboard her, until you drop. And when you do, I'll jerk you
back up by the scruff of the neck and start running you all over again,
because you and I, for our sins, are going to be the cutting edge of the
offensive we're planning on launching."

"We are, Ma'am? I mean -- "
"I know exactly what you mean," Truman assured him, "and don't worry about it.

You're a bright young fellow, and I know from experience that you're
motivated, hardworking, and quite a bit more disciplined than you care to

appear. In fact -- " she smiled lazily " -- now that I think about it, you're
also quite a bit like Lester Tourville yourself, aren't you, Commander? All
the affectations of a real hot dog . . . but with the ability to back it up."

Tremaine only looked at her. There was, after all, very little he could say in
response, and she chuckled.

"I hope you are, anyway, Scotty, because that's exactly what I need. ‘Fighter
jocks, ' Jackie called them. That's what we need for LAC crews . . . and as the
new CO of HMS Hydra's LAC wing, it's going to be your job to build them for
me!"

CHAPTER EIGHT

"Duchess Harrington is here, Sir Thomas," the Admiralty yeoman announced, and
stood to one side, holding the old-fashioned manual door wide. Honor stepped
through it with an expression she hoped concealed a certain inner trepidation,
and the barrel-chested man behind the landing pad-sized desk rose to greet
her.

"Your Grace," he said, holding out his hand, and she hid a small smile as she
crossed the bright, wood-paneled office to take it. The protocol was just a
bit complicated, and she wondered if Admiral Caparelli had consulted the



experts on how to handle it or if he was simply feeling his way along as he
went.

In every way but one -- well, two, actually -- she was now this man's
superior. In Yeltsin, of course, where she was Steadholder Harrington, that
had been true for years. But now she was Duchess Harrington here in the Star
Kingdom, as well. Her good eye gleamed with pure, unadulterated gloating as
she recalled the stifled expressions on quite a few noble lords and ladies as
the woman they had excluded from their midst was seated among them as the most
junior duchess of the Star Kingdom . . . who just happened to outrank ninety-
plus percent of the rest of the peerage. Despite lingering doubts over the
wisdom of creating her new title, she had to admit that the looks on the faces
of Stefan Young, Twelfth Earl of North Hollow, and Michael Janvier, Ninth
Baron of High Ridge, were going to remain two of her fondest memories when (or
if) she reached her dotage.

Another treasured recollection would be the speeches of welcome from the
Opposition leadership. She'd listened attentively, her expression grave, while
Nimitz lay in his awkward curl in her lap and both of them tasted the actual
emotions behind the utterly sincere voices. It wasn't particularly nice to
know how much the people doing the talking hated her, and the way they'd
gushed about her "heroism" and her "courage, determination, and infinite
resourcefulness" had been faintly nauseating, but that was all right. She and
Nimitz had known precisely what the speakers actually felt, and she'd been
faintly surprised when High Ridge hadn't fallen down and died in an apoplectic
fit. Countess New Kiev hadn't been much better, although at least her teeth-
gritting rage had seemed more directed at the obstacle Honor presented to her
plans and policies and less tinged with the personal hatred radiating from
High Ridge and North Hollow.

And it's not like there weren't at least as many -- heck, a lot more! --
people who were genuinely pleased over it, she reminded herself.

But she'd been Duchess Harrington for barely three weeks, and her new
dignities were still an uncomfortable fit.

They were probably just as big a problem for some of the people around her as
they were for her, however, and Sir Thomas Caparelli had every right to be one
of them. He'd been First Space Lord since the first day of the war, when Honor
had been merely one of his more junior captains of the list. Even now, she was
only a commodore in Manticoran service, and the last time she'd been in the
Star Kingdom, she'd been no more than the designated commander of a heavy
cruiser squadron . . . which hadn't even been formed yet! She was relieved to
taste no resentment from him over the heights to which she'd risen since, but
there was an undeniable awkwardness, as if he were still in the process of
adjusting his thinking to allow for her latest, unwanted elevation.

But there was also a genuine sense of gratitude for her survival, and his
handclasp was firm. Nor had it been inappropriate for him to initiate the
handshake, although some of the more supercilious sticklers among her fellow
nobles (like High Ridge) would undoubtedly have looked down their aristocratic
noses at him for his presumption. A proper greeting would have been a small,
courteous bow, preferably with a respectful click of the heels . . . and a
little scraping to go with the bow. When all was said and done, after all,
Thomas Caparelli was a mere commoner who'd won his lowly knighthood for
service to the Crown rather than inheriting it as a true noble would have.



But that was all right with Honor. Those were the sorts of nobles who
represented what she had always considered to be the greatest flaw in a
generally satisfactory society and system of government, and she could
scarcely have cared less for their good opinion, whereas she valued that of
Caparelli. And as far as she was concerned, the two ways in which he continued
to outrank her were at least as important as any elevations which had come her
way.

Like her, he was also a knight of the Order of King Roger, but while Honor had
risen to the rank of Knight Commander following First Hancock, Caparelli was a
Knight Grand Cross. Even more importantly, particularly in this office and
under these circumstances, every single uniformed member of the Royal

Manticoran Navy answered directly to him . . . including Commodore Honor
Harrington.
"It's good to see you," he went on now, regarding her measuringly. "I

understand Bassingford has signed off on your fitness to return to limited
duty?"

"Not without a fair amount of hemming and hawing, I'm afraid," Honor agreed
with a small smile. "They've finished their exams, and my med records have
been duly reactivated from the dead files, but I think the fact that I don't
regenerate and do reject nerve grafts bothers them more than they want to
admit. What they really want to do is keep me wrapped up in cotton until they
get the new nerves installed and the new arm built . . . and they're not too
happy about the fact that I'm going to have the work done outside Navy
channels."

"I'm not surprised." Caparelli snorted. Unlike too many people, Honor was
pleased to note, he felt no need to shy away from a frank evaluation of her
injuries. Of course, he'd been scraped up with a spatula himself when he was
only a captain. Unlike her, he'd been able to take advantage of regeneration,
but he'd put in his own time in the doctors' and therapists' clutches along
the way.

"Bassingford Medical Center is probably the finest single hospital in the Star
Kingdom," the First Space Lord went on conversationally while he guided Honor
towards the comfortable chairs grouped around a polished crystal coffee table
to one side of his desk. "The Navy's tried to make it that, anyway, and it's
certainly the biggest. But that can be both a plus and a minus, since BuMed
clearly hates to admit that no one can be the best there is at everything. I
suspect they probably also feel just a little piqued with themselves for
losing your father to civilian practice. Still, once they calm down, they'll
realize only a lunatic would fail to avail themselves of his expertise if it
was available."

There was a strange undertone to his emotions, and Honor cocked her head as
she sank into the indicated chair with Nimitz while Caparelli seated himself
facing her.

"Excuse me, Sir Thomas, but that sounded rather like a personal observation."

"Because it was." The First Space Lord smiled. "Your father was Chief of
Neurosurgery at Bassingford after that little misadventure of mine in Silesia,
and he did a far better job of reassembling all my bits and pieces than anyone
expected. He cut way down on the amount of regen I had to survive along the
way, and I rather doubt that he's gotten anything but better since." He shook



his head firmly. "You go right ahead and ignore anyone at Bassingford who
tries to talk you into letting them do the work, Your Grace. They're good, but
‘good' is no substitute for the best there is."

"Why, thank you, Sir Thomas. I never knew Daddy was one of your physicians,
but I'll certainly tell him what you just said. I'm sure it will mean a great
deal to him."

"It's no more than the truth. And no more than what I said to him at the time,
for that matter," Caparelli said with a chuckle. "Of course, I imagine people
in his line of work hear a lot of that sort of thing from the patients whose
lives they put back together."

He leaned back in his chair, eyes focused on something Honor couldn't see for
several seconds, then shook himself.

"But I didn't ask you to visit me to talk about that, Your Grace," he said
more briskly. "Or, at least, not to talk about it beyond being certain you've
been cleared to return to duty. What I actually wanted was to offer you a job.
Two of them, really."

"Two jobs, Sir Thomas?"

"Yes. Well, there was one other point I wanted to address, but we can get to
that later. First, I'd like to tell you what I had in mind for letting us get
the most good we can out of you while you're stuck here in the Star Kingdom
anyway."

He leaned still further back, crossed his legs, and interlaced his fingers
across his raised knee, and Honor could feel the intensity of his thoughts.
She was rather surprised by some of what she sensed, for Caparelli had never
had a reputation as a thinker. No one had ever accused him of stupidity, but
he'd always had the sort of direct, shortest-distance-between-two-points,
linear approach that went through obstacles, generally rather forcefully,
rather than around them. It was a personality which went well with his weight-
lifter's torso and wrestler's arms, but there had always been those who felt
he was just a little short of . . . finesse for a flag officer of his
seniority.

Now, as she sampled his emotions and as he marshaled his thoughts, she knew
his critics had been wrong. It was possible he'd changed since becoming First
Space Lord and finding himself responsible for directing the Star Kingdom's
and, for all intents and purposes, the entire Manticoran Alliance's combat
operations, but she felt very little of the bull in a china shop he was
supposed to be. He might not be a supporter of an indirect approach to many
problems, and he would never, she suspected, be the intellectual equal of
someone like Hamish Alexander. But there was an almost frightening discipline
behind his dark eyes, and a toughness and tenacity -- an unwavering
determination -- which she suddenly realized might just make him a perfect
choice for his present position.

"What I had in mind, Your Grace," he began after a moment, "was to use you at
Saganami Island. I realize that's not very conveniently placed for access to
your father's hospital on Sphinx, but it's only a few hours away, and we
would, of course, make Navy transport available and coordinate your schedule
around your treatment's timetable."



He paused, looking at her questioningly, and she twitched a small shrug while
she stroked Nimitz's ears.

"I feel sure we could work around that, Sir Thomas. Daddy may be a civilian
now, but he was an officer for twenty-odd T-years. He's well aware of how even
"limited duty' can complicate a course of treatment, and he's already told me
he'll do everything he can to eliminate scheduling conflicts. For that matter,
he and Doctor Heinrich, one of his colleagues here on Manticore, have already
discussed the possibility of his using Doctor Heinrich's facilities rather
than my shuttling back and forth between here and Sphinx."

"That would be an excellent arrangement from the Service's viewpoint,"
Caparelli said enthusiastically. "At the same time, your health and recovery
come first. If it turns out that you need to return to Sphinx, even full time,
until you're fit to return to full, active duty, I would expect you to tell
us. I trust you understand that."

"Of course I do, Sir," Honor replied, and to her surprise, he snorted.

"Easy for you to say, Your Grace, but I've talked with several of your ex-COs,
including Mark Sarnow and Earl White Haven. Even Yancey Parks. And every one
of them warned me that I'd have to have someone watch over you with a club if
I really expected you to put your health above what you fondly conceive to be
your duty!"

"That's a bit of an overstatement, Sir." Honor felt her right cheek heat and
shook her head. "I'm the daughter of two physicians. Whatever anyone else may
think, I'm not foolish enough to ignore doctor's orders."

"That isn't exactly what Surgeon Captain Montoya told me," Caparelli observed
with what the uncharitable might have called a grin, and she felt his fresh
amusement as her blush darkened. "But that's neither here nor there . . . as

long as I have your word that you will inform us if you need additional down
time for medical reasons?"

"You do, Sir," she said, just a bit stiffly, and he nodded.
"Good! In that case, let me explain what Admiral Cortez and I have in mind."

Despite herself, Honor's eyebrow quirked at that. Sir Lucien Cortez was Fifth
Space Lord, in charge of the Bureau of Personnel. In many respects, his was
the hardest Navy job of all, for it was his responsibility to manage the
Service's enormous manpower demands, and he'd shown a positive genius for
making the available supply of bodies stretch. As BuPers' CO, the Naval
Academy on Saganami Island fell within his sphere for rather obvious reasons,
but she was surprised that he'd gotten personally involved in deciding how the
Academy might best make use of a simple commodore. But her surprise passed
quickly, because, of course, she wasn't a "simple commodore" anymore, whether
she liked it or not.

"As you know," Caparelli went on, "we've been steadily increasing the size of
the Saganami student body since the war began, but I doubt that anyone who
hasn't spent some time there could fully realize how much its composition has
changed. A bit less than half our total midshipmen are now from out-kingdom,
from various Allied navies, and probably thirty percent of those allied
personnel are Graysons. We've graduated well over nine thousand Grayson
officers since Protector Benjamin joined the Alliance."



"I knew the number was high, Sir, but I hadn't realized it was quite that
high."

"Few people do." Caparelli shrugged. "On the other hand, there were about
eighty-five hundred in our last graduating class, and eleven hundred of them
were Graysons. In addition, we've accelerated the curriculum to run each form
through in just three T-years . . . and this year's first form will have well
over eleven thousand in it."

Both Honor's eyes widened. There'd been only two hundred and forty-one in her
own graduating class . . . but that had been thirty-five T-years ago. She'd
known the Academy had expanded steadily over most of those three and a half
decades, and that its expansion had become explosive in the last ten or eleven
T-years, but still --

"I never imagined we were turning out that many ensigns every year," she
murmured, and Caparelli shrugged again.

"I wish the number were twice as high, Your Grace," he said bluntly. "But one
of the core advantages which have let us take the war to the Peeps despite the
numerical odds has been the difference in our officer corps' training and
traditions. We're not about to throw that edge away, which means we can't cut
the training time any shorter than we already have. We've called up a lot of
reservists, and we're running even more mustangs through the Fleet O0OCS
program, of course, but that's not quite the same. Most of the reservists
require at least three or four months of refresher training to blow the rust
off, but they already have the basic skills. And the mustangs are all
experienced enlisted or noncoms. We've adjusted our criteria a bit to reflect
the realities of our manpower requirements, and we make some exceptions in the
cases of truly outstanding candidates, but on average, they've all got a
minimum of at least five T-years of experience."

Honor nodded. For all its aristocratic traditions, the RMN had always boasted
a remarkably high percentage of "mustangs," enlisted personnel or petty
officers who'd chosen (or, sometimes, been convinced) to seek commissioned
rank via the Fleet Officer Candidate School program. The FOCS cycle ran a bit
less than half as long as that of the Academy, but that was because its
personnel were already professionals. There was no need to instill in them the
platform of basic military skills, and their lower deck origins gave them a
tough, pragmatic view of the Navy which the "trade school" graduates often
needed surprisingly badly.

"But the core of our officer corps," Caparelli went on, "is still the supply
we graduate from Saganami, and we are absolutely determined to preserve its
quality. Moreover, there are very compelling reasons for us to graduate as
many Allied officers from the Academy as possible. If nothing else, it's one
way of making sure we and our allies are on the same page when we discuss
military options, and the fact that they're completely familiar with our
doctrine helps eliminate a lot of potential confusion from joint operations.

"Unfortunately, maintaining quality while steadily increasing quantity leaves
us chronically short of teaching staff, especially in the Tactical curriculum.
The Star Kingdom produces plenty of qualified teachers for most areas -- from
hyperphysics to astrogation to gravitics to molycircs —-- but there's only one
place to learn naval tactics."



"I can see that, Sir," Honor agreed.

"Then I suspect you're also beginning to see where we want to make use of you.
Without wanting to embarrass you, you've demonstrated rather conclusively that
you're one of our better tacticians, Your Grace." Honor made herself meet his
gaze levelly, and he went on calmly. "You've also, Lucien tells me, shown a
particular knack for polishing the rough edges of junior officers. At my
request, he pulled the jackets on several officers who've served under you,
and I was most impressed with the professionalism, dedication, and skill you
seem to have instilled into them. I was especially impressed by the way
Captain Cardones and Commander Tremaine have performed."

"Rafe and Scotty -- I mean, Captain Cardones and Commander Tremaine -- were
very junior when they first served with me, Sir," Honor protested. "Neither of
them had yet had the opportunity to show his full capabilities, and it's
hardly fair to say that they've performed so well since then because of
anything I may have done!"

"I said I was particularly impressed by them, Your Grace, not that they were
the only ones who seem to have responded to your touch. In point of fact,
however, Lucien ran an analysis, and there's a clear correlation between the
time officers spend under your command and the subsequent improvement in their
efficiency ratings."

Honor opened her mouth once more, but he waved a hand before she could speak.

"I said I didn't want to embarrass you, so let's not belabor the point, Your
Grace. Instead, let's just say Lucien and I think you could be of great
benefit to Saganami's Tactical Department and let it go at that, all right?"

There was nothing she could do but nod, and he smiled with an edge of sympathy
that echoed even more strongly through her link to Nimitz.

"Actually, the large number of Grayson midshipmen was another reason we wanted
you," he told her. "Some of them have problems making the transition from such
an, um, traditional society to the Star Kingdom's. It helps that they're
disciplined and determined to succeed, but there have still been a few
incidents, and one or two have had the potential to turn ugly. We've imported
as many Grayson instructors as we can to try to alleviate that, but the supply
of qualified Graysons is limited, and the GSN needs them on active fleet
service even worse than we need their Manticoran counterparts. Having you
available, both as an advisor to the faculty and as a role model for Grayson
and Manticoran midshipmen alike, will be very valuable to us."

That much, at least, Honor could accept without quibbles, and she nodded
again.

"Good! In that case, what we'd like to do is assign you two slots in
Introductory Tactics. It's a lecture course, so class size is large, but we'll
also assign you three or four teaching assistants, which should let you keep
your office hours within reason. I hope it will, anyway, because we've got a
couple of other things we'd like you to do for us while we've got you."

"Oh?" Honor regarded him suspiciously. There was something going on behind
those eyes, but even with her link to Nimitz, she couldn't figure out exactly
what.



"Yes. One of them will be to make yourself available for an occasional
conference with Alice Truman. You heard about her action at Hancock?"

"I did,"™ Honor agreed.

"Well, she was already on the short list for flag rank, and Hancock
accelerated the process, so she's now Rear Admiral of the Red Truman. And
she's also Knight Companion Dame Alice Truman. I was quite honored when Her
Majesty asked me to dub her into the Order."

"Good for her!" Honor said.

"Agreed. And well deserved, too. But in addition to her new rank, she's also
in charge of training and working up our new LAC carriers. She and Captain
Harmon did wonders with Minotaur's original wing, as they amply demonstrated
in action. But Captain Harmon's death was a tragedy in a lot of ways

including the loss of her experience and perspective. Especially since we've
made some major modifications to the Shrike design, based on experience in
Hancock. We're still working out what that means in terms of doctrine, and
since you wrote the final WDB specs for the original Shrike-class LACs, not to
mention your experience creating LAC doctrine in Silesia with your Q-ships, we
think you could be of major assistance to Dame Alice, even if it's only by
acting as a sounding board for her own concepts. She's going to be nailed down
to Weyland, where we're building the carriers, but you could certainly
correspond, and she'll be here on Manticore fairly often for face-to-face
discussion."

"I'm not sure how much help I could actually be, but of course I'd be
delighted to do anything I can, Sir."

"Good. And, now that I think about it, you'll probably be in a better position
than most to game out and evaluate new doctrine," Caparelli said, in an
offhand sort of tone which was a very poor match for the sudden peak of
anticipation in his emotions, and Honor looked up sharply.

"I will?" she said, and he nodded. "May I ask why that might be, Sir?" she
asked when he failed to volunteer anything more.

"Certainly, Your Grace. You'll be well positioned because of your access to
the ATC simulators."

"Access?" Honor frowned.

The Advanced Tactical Course, otherwise known (to its survivors) as "the
Crusher," was the make-or-break hurdle for any RMN officer who ever hoped to
advance beyond the rank of lieutenant commander. Or, at least, to advance
beyond that rank as a line officer. A handful of officers, including Honor,
might have commanded destroyers without first surviving the Crusher, but no
one who failed the Crusher would ever command any starship bigger than that.
Those who washed out were often retained for nonline branches and even
promoted, especially now that the long-anticipated war with Haven had arrived,
but they would never again wear the white beret of a hyper-capable warship's
CO. Even those who, like Honor, had commanded DDs before passing ATC were few
and far between . . . and they'd become even fewer over the last ten or twelve
T-years. Being selected for ATC was the coveted proof that an officer had been
picked out for starship command. That her superiors had sufficient faith in
her abilities to entrust her with the authority to act as her Queen's direct,



personal representative in situations where she might well be months of
communication time away from any superior officer.

And because that was so, the Crusher was, and deliberately so, the toughest,
most demanding course known to man . . . or as close to that as the Royal
Manticoran Navy had been able to come in four T-centuries of constant
experimentation and improvement. The ATC Center was also on Saganami Island,
attached to the Academy campus, but it was a completely separate facility,
with its own faculty and commandant. Honor's own time there had been among the
most exhausting and mind-numbing of her career, but it had also been one of
the most exhilarating six T-months of her entire life. She'd loved the
challenge, and the fact that ATC's commandant at the time had been Raoul
Courvosier, her own Academy instructor and beloved mentor, had only made it
better.

Even so, she was at a loss to understand what Caparelli was driving at. Any
Academy tactical instructor could request time on one of the ATC's smaller
simulators or holo tanks, but they had access to almost equally good equipment
right there in Ellen D'Orville Hall. And if the Navy was punching out new
officers -- and, presumably, new commanding officers -- at the rate Caparelli
had just described, then no one outside the ATC itself was going to have much
access to the big, full-capability simulators and tanks reserved for the
Crusher and the Naval College.

"Well, I certainly hope you'll have access," Caparelli told her. "It would be
most improper for the staff to refuse to allow sim time for their own
commandant!"

"For -- ?" Honor stared at him, and he grinned like a naughty little boy. But
then his grin faded, and he raised one hand, palm uppermost before him.

"I've already said you're one of our best tacticians, Your Grace," he said
quietly, "and you are. If it hadn't been for how badly we needed you in the

field -- and, of course, for the political fallout after your duel with North
Hollow -- we'd've dragged you back to teach tactics years ago. Unfortunately,
we've never been able to spare you from front-line command . . . until now. I

would certainly prefer for you to abandon this habit of getting yourself shot
up, but if you're going to be stuck here in the Star Kingdom for a while
anyway, then we intend to make maximum possible use of you!"

"But there's no way I'd have time to do the job properly!" Honor protested.
"Especially not if you've got me lecturing at the Academy!"

"In the prewar sense, no. You wouldn't have time. But we've had to make some
changes there, as well. The staff is much larger now, and in addition to your
regular XO, you'll have several very good deputies. We'd obviously like as
much hands-on time as you can spare, but your primary responsibility will be
to thoroughly evaluate the current curriculum and syllabus in terms of your
own experience and propose any changes you feel are desirable. We've reduced
the normal tenure for the commandant to two T-years, largely because of our
desire to cycle as many experienced combat commanders through the slot as we
can. We're aware that your medical treatment shouldn't take much more than a
year, however, and as soon as the medicos sign off for your return to full,
active duty, we'll find a replacement. But you have a great deal of experience
to share with the prospective commanders of Her Majesty's starships, paid for
in blood, more often than not. We cannot afford to let that experience escape
us . . . and you owe it to the men and women passing through ATC, and to the



men and women they will command, to see to it that they have the very best and
most demanding training we can possibly give them."

"I -- " Honor began, then stopped. He was right, of course. She might argue
about whether or not she was the best woman for the job, but he was right
about how important the job itself was.

"You may be right, Sir," she said instead, trying another approach, "but ATC
has always been an admiral's billet, and if you've expanded it as much as it
sounds like, I'd think that would be even more true now than when I went
through it." Caparelli listened gravely, then pursed his lips and nodded.
"Well, I realize I carry an admiral's rank in the Grayson Navy, but ATC is a
Manticoran facility. I'd think there'd be an awful lot of stepped-on toes and
out-of-joint noses if you brought in a Grayson to command it."

"That might be true of any other Grayson, Your Grace. We don't expect it to be
a problem here. And if you're concerned about it, we could always put you in
command as an RMN officer, instead."

"But that was my point, Sir. I don't have the seniority for the post as a
Manticoran: only as a Grayson. As a Manticoran, I'm only a commodore."

"Oh, I see what you're getting at now," Caparelli said, and once again his
thoughtful tone was completely at odds with the bubbling mischievousness
behind his sober expression. He sat there for several seconds, rubbing his
chin, then shrugged. "That may be a valid concern," he admitted. "I doubt it
would be the problem you seem to be assuming it could, but it might cause some
friction. I suspect, however, that there are countervailing considerations of
which you are, as yet, unaware."

"Countervailing?" Honor repeated, and his sobriety vanished into a huge grin
as he heard the suspicion in her voice. Yet he didn't answer immediately.
Instead, he reached into the pocket of his tunic and withdrew a small case.

"I believe I said there was one other matter I meant to discuss with you, and
I suppose this may be as good a time as any." He held the case out to her. "I
think you'll find the explanation of those countervailing considerations in
here, Your Grace," he said.

She took it gingerly. It was a fairly typical jeweler's case, with two thumb
notches for a magnetic lock. Like many routine tasks whose performance two-
handed people took for granted, opening it presented a daunting challenge for
a woman with only one, but Nimitz reached out an imperious, long-fingered
true-hand. She smiled and handed it over, and his busy fingers did what she
could not.

The 1id sprang open, and Nimitz peered into the case, then bleeked in profound
satisfaction. Honor's eyebrows went up as she tasted his pleasure, but she
couldn't see past his prick-eared head until he looked up and passed the case
back to her.

She glanced into it . . . and her breath caught.

Nestled into a bed of space-black velvet were two small triangles, each made
up of three nine-pointed golden stars.

She recognized them, of course. How could she not recognize the collar



insignia of a full admiral of the Royal Manticoran Navy?
She looked up, her expression stunned, and Caparelli chuckled.
"Sir, this -- I mean, I never expected -- " Her voice broke, and he shrugged.

"In point of fact, Your Grace, I believe this is the first time in the Star
Kingdom's history that an officer has been jumped straight from commodore to
admiral in one fell swoop. On the other hand, you've been an admiral in
Grayson service for years now, and performed in exemplary fashion in that
role. And you did spend two years in grade as a commodore, you know

although I understand you chose to act in your Grayson persona for most of
that time in an effort to defuse certain seniority problems."

His voice turned darker with the last words, and Honor understood perfectly.
Rear Admiral Harold Styles had been allowed to resign his commission rather
than face trial on the charges of insubordination and cowardice she'd laid
against him, but not everyone felt that was sufficient punishment.

"We've decided you shouldn't have to face that particular problem again,"
Caparelli told her. "Besides, you and I both know that only political
considerations delayed your promotion to commodore as long as we had to wait.
Those considerations no longer apply, and we need flag officers like you."

"But three grades -- !

"I think it likely you would have made vice admiral before your capture but
for the caliber of your political enemies," Caparelli said, and she tasted his
sincerity. "Had that been the case, then an additional promotion out of the
zone would certainly have been appropriate after your return, given the nature
of your escape and the multiple engagements you fought in the process." He
shrugged. "I won't deny that there's an element of politics in jumping you
quite this far in a single leap, Your Grace. I understand you turned down the
PMV, and Baroness Morncreek passed along the reasons you gave Her Majesty and
Duke Cromarty. I respect your decision, although I also think you've amply
demonstrated that you deserve that award. This promotion, however, is quite
another matter. Yes, it will offer political advantages to Cromarty and the
Foreign Office. Yes, it will make Grayson happy -- not a minor concern in its
own right. And, yes, it's a way to punch the Peeps right in the eye by showing
how we regard their charges against you. But it's also something you have
absolutely and demonstrably earned, both in the Queen's service and as the
woman who won at Fourth Yeltsin and Cerberus in someone else's uniform."

"But, Sir -- "
"The discussion is closed, Admiral Harrington," Sir Thomas Caparelli said, and
there was no mistaking the command in his voice. "The Promotions Board, the

General Board of Admiralty, the First Space Lord, the First Lord of the
Admiralty, the Prime Minister of Manticore, and the Queen have all reached the
same conclusions; the chairman of the Military Affairs Committee assures Duke
Cromarty that the promotion will be duly approved; and you are not allowed to
argue with us. Is that understood?"

"Yes, Sir." The live side of Honor's mouth quivered just a little, and
Caparelli smiled.

"Good! In that case, why don't I take you over to Cosmo's for lunch? I



understand a few dozen or so of your closest friends are waiting to help you
celebrate your promotion -- I can't imagine who could have let the 'cat out of
the bag to them about it -- and after that, we can hop out to Saganami Island
and let you meet your new staff."”

CHAPTER NINE

"This just gets worse and worse," Rob Pierre sighed as he skimmed Leonard
Boardman's synopsis of his latest gleanings from the Solarian League reporters
covering the PRH. "How can one person -- one person, Oscar! -- do this much
damage? She's like some damned elemental force of nature!"

"Harrington?" Oscar Saint-Just quirked an eyebrow and snorted harshly at
Pierre's nodded confirmation.

"She's just happened to be in the right places -- or the wrong ones, I
suppose, from our perspective -- for the last, oh, ten years or so. That's the
official consensus from my analysts, at least. The other theory, which seems
to have been gaining a broader following of late, is that she's in league with
the Devil."

Despite himself, Pierre chuckled. The jest, such as it was, was bitterly
ironic, but that didn't deprive it of its point. Especially from someone as
dour and emotionless as Saint-Just. But then the Chairman sobered and shook
his head.

"Let's be honest with ourselves, Oscar. She's managed it in no small part
because we've fucked up. Oh, I have no doubt she's at least as capable as the
Manties think she is, but her effect was pretty well localized until we
decided to tell the universe we'd hanged her! Aside from a few stories buried
in the back files of one or two of the Solly 'faxes, no one in the Solarian
League had ever even heard of her. Now everyone, with the possible exception
of a few neobarbs on planets no one's gotten around to rediscovering yet,
knows who she is. And what she's done to us."

"Agreed." Saint-Just sighed. "And in the name of honesty, we might as well
admit it was my people who did the major share of the fucking up. We can't do
much about punishing Tresca, of course, but Thornegrave survived his share of
the fiasco."

Pierre nodded. Brigadier Dennis Tresca had been the StateSec commander of
Hades, and Major General Prestwick Thornegrave had been the officer, also in
StateSec, who'd lost an entire transport fleet and its escorts to Harrington.
Which had provided her with the warships to completely destroy Seth Chernock's
task force and capture its ground combat component's transports. Which, in
turn, had provided the additional personnel 1lift she'd needed to pull out
every single prisoner who'd opted to join her.

"We could always shoot him for his part in letting her escape," Saint-Just
went on. "Politically, he's as reliable as they come, or he wouldn't have been
a sector commander in the first place. His prior record was excellent, too,
but God knows he deserves a pulser dart or a rope over this one. And I suppose
it wouldn't hurt the rest of my people to know they can be held to the same
standards as anyone else if they screw up spectacularly enough," he added,
grudgingly but without flinching.



"I don't know, Oscar." Pierre pinched the bridge of his nose. "I agree he blew
it, but in fairness to the man, he had no reason to expect anything until it
was far too late. And while I know she's not one of your favorite people,
McQueen has a point about the downside of shooting people whose real crime was
simply that they got caught in the works. If he'd done anything outside
procedure, or if he'd been given any prior clue that the prisoners had taken
over the planet and its defenses, then, yes, the decision to shoot him would
be a slam dunk. But he didn't do any of that, and he hadn't been given any
clues. So if we shoot him, we tell every other SS officer that he's likely to
be shot for anything that goes wrong, even if it resulted from elements
totally outside his control."

"I know," Saint-Just admitted. "At the very least, we'll encourage cover-your-
ass thinking when and where we can least afford it. At worst, there'll be even
more pressure to cover up mistakes by not reporting them or even actively
conspiring to conceal them. Which is how you get blind-sided by problems you
didn't even know existed until it was too late to do a damned thing about
them."

"My point exactly," Pierre agreed. Privately, he was, as always, rather amused
by how clearly Saint-Just could see the detrimental consequences of a rule of
terror when they might affect his own bailiwick even while McQueen's efforts
to eliminate them from hers only fueled his suspicion of her "empire
building."

"But he still has to be punished," Saint-Just went on. "I can't afford not to
come down on him after something like this."

"I agree," Pierre said. "How about this? We've already agreed there's not much
point in our pretending the other side doesn't know where Cerberus is now, but
there are still too many prisoners on the planet for us to move them, right?"
Saint-Just nodded, and Pierre shrugged. "In that case, we may as well tell our
own Navy where it is, too. I know Harrington blew the old orbital defenses to
bits when she pulled out, but the main base facility and the farms are still
there on Styx. So we put a Navy picket squadron into the system, under the
local StateSec CO's overall command, of course, and keep the prison up and
running, and we send our friend Thornegrave to one of the camps. We'll even
give him a cover ID so his fellow inmates don't know he was a StateSec
officer. They may lynch him anyway if they figure it out, but we won't have
done it. So we get the effect of punishing him, and seeing to it that everyone
in StateSec knows we did, plus the benefit of having shown mercy by not
shooting him ourselves."

"That's an evil thought, Rob," Saint-Just observed, then chuckled. "And
appropriate as hell, too. Maybe you should have my Jjob."

"No, thank you. I have enough trouble with mine. Besides, I'm not stupid
enough to think I could do yours half as well as you do it."

"Thanks. I think." Saint-Just rubbed his chin for a moment, then nodded. "I
like it. Of course, there's nothing to keep the Manties from coming back in
strength and taking everyone else off the planet, I suppose. I doubt very much
that McQueen would agree to divert a big enough force to protect the system
against any sort of raid in strength. For that matter, even if she would, it
would probably be unjustifiable." The last sentence came out in a tone of sour
admission, and Pierre smiled without humor.



"I don't see any reason for the Manties to come back. For one thing, it seems
pretty obvious that everyone who had the guts and gumption to leave already
went with Harrington. They might be able to make a little more propaganda
capital out of going back and "liberating' everyone else, but not enough of it
to justify the effort on their part. And it's not as if they really need any
more propaganda capital out of it." He shook his head wryly. "They're doing
just fine as it is, now aren't they?"

"It seems that way," Saint-Just agreed sourly. Then he brightened just a bit.
"On the other hand, my people are putting together a four-month summation on
the Manties' domestic front, and their preliminary reports suggest that the
Manties may just need all the good propaganda they can get." Pierre couldn't
quite keep a hint of incredulity out of the look he gave the StateSec chief,
and Saint-Just waved a hand in a brushing-away gesture. "Oh, I know anything
they're reporting to me now is behind the curve. And completely out of date,
in a lot of ways, since none of the information they had when they made their
analysis allowed for any of the news out of Cerberus. But that doesn't
invalidate its reading of base-line trends, Rob. And let's face it, what
Harrington did to us at Cerberus, or even what Parnell may be doing in the
League, are short-term spikes as far as domestic Manty morale is concerned.
Sure, they can hurt us a hell of a lot in the short term, and if Cromarty and
his bunch capitalize properly on it, they can build some long-term advantage
out of it. But the really important factors are the ones that can't be fudged
or spin-doctored. If anyone knows that's true, we do. Look at all the problems
trying to put the best face on that kind of thing's given us, for God's sake,
even when Cordelia was around to turn disaster into glorious triumph for the
Dolists." He shook his head. "Nope. The Manty government still has to deal
with its public's response to things like ship losses, the capture or loss of
star systems, casualty rates, tax burdens, and the general perception of who
has the momentum militarily."

Pierre nodded with a guarded expression, and Saint-Just's eyes gleamed with
brief humor, but he declined to bring McQueen back into the conversation
yet.

"It's that kind of factor my people have been looking at, and according to
what they've found, they actually believe we may have the long-term morale
advantage."

"And how much of that is because they know you and I would really like to hear
it?" Pierre asked skeptically.

"Some, no doubt," Saint-Just acknowledged, "but most of these people have been
with me a long time, Rob. They know I'd rather have the truth . . . and that I
don't shoot people for telling me what they think the truth is just because I
don't like hearing it."

And that, Pierre mused, actually is true. And you go to some lengths to make
sure it stays that way, don't you, Oscar? Which, I suspect, is one reason
you're so concerned over the possibility of your upper echelon people
developing cover-your-ass mentalities after Cerberus. But the fact that the
people at the top genuinely want to produce accurate reports may or may not
mean they manage to pull it off. "Garbage in-garbage out" is still true, and
there's no way to be sure agents lower down in the chain aren't "sweetening"
the reports they send up to their superiors, who may not be quite so
understanding as you are. Nonetheless



"All right," he said aloud. "I agree that your senior analysts know better
than to lie to keep us happy. But I fail to see how they can feel we have the
morale advantage!"

"I didn't say they did," Saint-Just said patiently. "Not Jjust at the moment. I
said they believe we may have the advantage in the long term." He paused until
Pierre nodded acceptance of the correction, then went on. "The way they see
it, our morale started at rock bottom when our initial offensives got hammered
into the ground and the Manties seized the initiative . . . and held it for
five damned T-years. And people in general haven't been any too happy with
StateSec's policies, either," the SS CO went on, his tone calm but not
apologetic, "and the financial hardships of the war only made that worse."

It was Pierre's turn to nod unapologetically. The Dolists' Basic Living
Stipend had been frozen by the Legislaturalists at the outbreak of
hostilities. Indeed, the war had begun when it did largely because the Harris
Government couldn't afford the next scheduled round of BLS increases and had
needed an outside threat to justify delaying them. Nor had the Committee been
able to find the money for the increases. Possibly the most useful single
thing the late, otherwise unlamented Cordelia Ransom had managed was to
convince the Dolists to blame the Manticoran "elitists" and their "aggressive,
imperialist war" (not the Committee) for the threadbare state of the Treasury.
But the Mob's acceptance that it wasn't Rob S. Pierre's personal fault that
its stipends hadn't gone up hadn't made it any happier with what that meant
for its standard of living. And he supposed he ought to admit that his
economic reforms had made the situation far worse in the short term. But he
and Saint-Just both knew they'd been essential in the long run, and even the
Dolists seemed to be coming, grudgingly, to accept that they had.

"But in a way," Saint-Just continued, "that actually works to our advantage,

because when you come right down to it, the only way our morale could go was

up. The Manty public, on the other hand, started the war terrified of how it

might end, only to have its confidence shoot up like a counter-grav shuttle.

As far as their man-in-the-street could see, they beat the snot out of us for
three of four T-years without even working up a good sweat, and there didn't

seem to be very much we could do to stop them.

"But the war hasn't ended, and they expected it to. No one's fought a war this
long in two or three centuries, Rob. I know a lot of Sollies probably think
that's because we and the Manties both are a bunch of third-class
incompetents, but you and I know that isn't true. It's because of the scale
we're operating on and, much as we may hate to admit it, because the Manties'
tech has been so good that their quality has offset our advantages in
quantity. Which is pretty depressing from our side, of course. But it's also
depressing from their side, because their public knows as well as we do that
they hold the tech advantage, and up until Icarus they were winning all the
battles, but they hadn't won the war. In fact, they weren't even in sight of
winning it. Every year their taxpayers have been looking at higher and higher
naval budgets as both of us keep building up our fleets and investing in new
shipyards and hardware. Their economy's stronger and more efficient than ours,
but it's also much smaller, in an absolute sense, and every bucket has a
bottom. The Manty taxpayers would be more than human if they didn't worry that
the bottom of theirs was coming into sight after so long, so they're feeling
the economic strain -- less of it than we are, but more than they've ever felt
before -- and their casualties, low as they are compared to ours, are much
higher as a percentage of their population."



He shrugged.

"They want the war to be over, Rob. Probably even more than our own people do,
since the civilian standard of living here in the Republic is actually
stabilizing after the last couple of T-years' roller-coaster ride. And then
along came Operation Icarus and hammered their morale with a series of major
military reverses." He shrugged again. "I'm not saying they're on the brink of
imminent collapse or anything of the sort. I'm simply saying that Manty
support for the war is nowhere near as monolithic as we tend to think it is,
and my people are suggesting that Cromarty and his government are under more
strain holding the war effort together than any of our previous models
indicated."

"Hmmmm." Pierre cocked his chair back and toyed with an antique letter opener
which had once belonged to Sidney Harris. It actually made sense, he
reflected, and only the fact that he was so busy pissing on his own forest
fires had kept him from giving the possibility the consideration it probably
merited. But still

"I'd have to agree that all that sounds reasonable," he admitted finally. "But
I don't see where it's going to have a major effect on our immediate position
even 1if it's true. Manty war weariness isn't going to cause them to collapse
any time soon, and unless something like that happens, Cromarty will stay in
power and he and Elizabeth III will go right on pounding us. And whatever
Manty morale is like, the worst effects of Parnell's ‘revelations' are going
to be felt here at home and on Solly attitudes."

"I know that." Saint-Just flicked the fingers of one hand in agreement. "But
that's one reason I want to keep the pressure on them as much as possible. And
why I'd like you to reconsider your position on Operation Hassan."

Pierre bit off a groan. In fact, he managed to stop it before it even reached
his expression, but it wasn't easy. Aside from McQueen, Operation Hassan was
the point on which he and Saint-Just were in the most fundamental
disagreement. Not because Pierre couldn't accept the basic logic behind
Hassan, but because he doubted its chances of success . . . and feared the
consequences if it failed. For that matter, even its success might not come
anywhere near producing the results Saint-Just's planners anticipated.

"I still don't like it," he said after a moment, his voice flat. "Too much can
go wrong. And even if it succeeds perfectly, remember that InSec tried exactly
the same trick thirty-three T-years ago. Pulled it off, too. And look what
that got us. Besides, think of the PR consequences if something like Hassan
blows up in our faces!"

"It's not the same thing at all," Saint-Just said calmly. "Oh, the basic
concept is the same, but we're at war now. The impact on the Manties would be
immeasurably greater, and even if we wound up being blamed for it, no one
could possibly say we weren't striking at a legitimate military objective!"

Pierre grunted skeptically, and Saint-Just shrugged.

"All right, forget that. But InSec managed to set it up so that no one knew
we'd been behind it thirty-three years ago, and I can do the same today. I
swear I can, Rob," he said earnestly. "None of the people I'd use in the
action teams would have the least idea who they were actually working with,



and my planners have come up with cutouts at all levels to keep any Manty
investigator from tracing it back to us. And even if it doesn't have exactly
the effect we're hoping for in a best-case scenario, it would have to hurt
their coordination and determination. I don't happen to share the most
optimistic of my people's expectations, but if we pull Hassan off, I can
guarantee you that people like New Kiev, High Ridge, and Descroix and Gray
Hill would turn the Manty Parliament into a dogfight to end all dogfights.
They'd be so busy squabbling for power among themselves no one would have the
time to spare for something as minor as a war."

His voice and expression were earnest and persuasive, and Pierre felt his
instinctive opposition to the plan waver before his security chief's
conviction.

But Oscar is a spymaster at heart, he reminded himself. He's preprogrammed to
think in terms of clandestine ops, and hard as he tries to avoid it, I know he
can sell himself on an operation just because it has all the "secret agent"
bells and whistles. And there's at least a little empire-building at work
here, too, because if he pulls off something like Hassan, he could very well
win the war, or at least end it, which is something the entire People's Navy
hasn't come close to accomplishing this far.

"Do you really think there's a chance of success?" he asked after a moment,
and Saint-Just frowned at his serious tone.

"Yes," the StateSec CO said after a long moment of obviously hard, careful
thought. "Depending on where the operation is finally mounted, the chances
could range from excellent to poor or even very poor, but even in a worst-case
situation, it could work. And as I say, if it fails, all we've lost is some
cat's-paws."

"Umn." Pierre rubbed his chin some more, then sighed heavily.

"All right, Oscar. You can set it up. But only if you can assure me the
operation will not be mounted without my specific authorization." He raised a
hand to fend off Saint-Just's slightly pained expression. "I'm not afraid you
might go off half-cocked," or not, at least, against my specific orders, "but,
as you say, we'd be relying on cat's-paws for the actual dirty work. I want to
make damned sure one of them doesn't drag us into something we don't want to
do."

"I can do that," Saint-Just said after another moment's thought. "To be
honest, the biggest risk would be with Hassan Two, in Yeltsin's Star, because
the people we'd use there are a bit harder to control. On the other hand, our
cutouts are actually cleaner there than they are in Manticore. And, to be
honest, Hassan One doesn't stand very much chance of success. Not up against
domestic Manty security. I've thought from the beginning that Hassan Two is
our best chance -- we'd've had a clean shot for a partial Hassan there year
before last, if the pieces had just been in place -- and I think we ought to
be willing to accept a little more risk of premature action to set things up
there."

"Hmpf." Pierre closed his eyes in consideration of his own, then sighed once
more and nodded. "All right. Set it up, but I'm serious about giving the final
okay myself, Oscar. And I'm trusting you, personally, to see to it that any
‘accident' in this particular case is just that, and not a case of someone
further down the chain deciding to act on his own initiative just because a



target strays into his sights!"

"I'll see to it personally," Saint-Just promised, and Pierre nodded in
approval. When Oscar Saint-Just gave him his word, it could be relied upon.

"But Hassan has to be a longshot," the StateSec man went on. "If it works, it
can be decisive, but we can't do a thing to create the circumstances which
would let us mount it, because there's no way we can assert control over them.
Unlike military operations."

Pierre sighed again, inwardly this time, but with feeling. He'd known this was
coming from the moment Saint-Just arrived, but he'd allowed himself to hope
the discussion of domestic Manticoran politics, civilian morale, and Operation
Hassan might have diverted his chief spy from it.

Silly me. I wonder if the energy death of the universe could divert Oscar from
this particular subject?

"All right, Oscar," he said finally. "I know you're unhappy about McQueen in
general, but I thought we'd already been over that. Is there something
specific -- and new -- you wanted to discuss about her? Or is there something
you just want to revisit?"

Saint-Just looked most uncharacteristically sheepish. It was not an expression
anyone but Rob Pierre had ever seen on his face, but given the Chairman's
tone, and the number of times they'd been over the same ground, it was
inevitable. Despite that, however, his voice was calm and collected when he
replied.

"Yes and no," he said. "Actually, I wanted to discuss the misgivings you
already know I have in context with these latest reports from the Sollies." He
nodded to the holo display of the memo pad Pierre had been perusing when he
arrived, and the Chairman nodded. He might be weary unto death of hearing
Saint-Just's reservations about Esther McQueen, but he was far too intelligent
to simply ignore them. Saint-Just's track record at ferreting out threats to
the New Order was too impressive for that.

"Actually," the SS man went on, "I think Parnell and his lot are going to do
us a lot more damage than Harrington's return. Much as I hate to admit it, it
was particularly clever of the Manties to send him on to Beowulf without any
major medical treatment. And it was particularly stupid of Tresca to have
recorded his sessions with the man."

Pierre nodded again, but this time more than a trace of sick fascination
hovered in the back of his brain. Saint-Just's conversational tone was
completely untouched by any horror or even any indication that he saw any
reason to feel so much as a mild distaste for his subject matter. Which, given
that the "sessions" to which he referred had been neither more nor less than
vicious physical and mental torture, was more than a little appalling. Pierre
was well aware that the ultimate responsibility for anything Saint-Just or any
of the security man's minions did was his. He was the one who'd brought about
the fall of the Legislaturalists, and he was Chairman of the Committee. More
than that, he'd known from the beginning what StateSec was doing, and he would
not pretend even to himself that he hadn't. But the knowledge bothered him.
There were times it bothered him a very great deal indeed . . . and he
suspected Oscar Saint-Just slept like a baby every night.



I need him, Pierre thought, not for the first time. I need him desperately.
More than that, horrible as he is, the man is my friend. And unlike Cordelia,
at least there's never been anything personal about the things he does.
They're just . . . his job. But that doesn't make it any less horrible. Or
mean the universe wouldn't be a better place without him in it.

"I have to agree that Tresca's judgment was . . . questionable," he said,
allowing no trace of his thoughts to color his tone. "But so was our decision
-- No, be honest. It was my decision not to simply shoot Parnell along with
the others."

"Maybe. But I supported it at the time, and, given what we knew then, I still
think it was the correct one. He knew things no one else knew. Especially
about the Navy, of course, but also about the inner dynamics of the core
Legislaturalist family connections. Given that the purges had hardly begun,
and how much internal resistance still existed in some sectors of the Navy
command structure, we'd have been fools to blow all that knowledge away with a
pulser dart."

"Then, I suppose. But that was years ago . . . and he never gave us very much,
despite all the “convincing' even someone like Tresca could come up with. On
balance, we certainly ought to've gone back and cleaned up the loose ends long
before any of this had the chance to happen."

"Hindsight, Rob. Pure hindsight. Oh, sure. If we'd shot him two or three years
ago, none of this would've happened, but who in his right mind would have
expected a mass breakout from Hades? We'd tucked him away in the safest place
we had, and he should have just quietly rotted there without making any
problems for us at all."”

"Which, unfortunately, 1is certainly not what he's doing," Pierre observed
dryly.

"No, it isn't," Saint-Just agreed.

The Secretary of State Security's tone showed commendable restraint, Pierre
reflected, considering what the testimony of the Hades escapees and, even
worse, the HD records Harrington had pulled from Camp Charon's supposedly
secure data banks, were doing in the Solarian League.

The fact that PubIn had lied about Harrington's death was bad enough. Having
an entire series of witnesses, beginning with Amos Parnell, the last
Legislaturalist Chief of Naval Operations, turn up to denounce the Committee
of Public Safety in general and Rob Pierre and Oscar Saint-Just in particular
as the true instigators of the Harris Assassination was worse, much worse. The
fact that many of those witnesses, including Parnell, obviously had been
tortured (and the Manties had been smart enough to send all of them to
Beowulf, where physicians from the League itself could determine they truly
had been) was worse yet. And having recorded imagery of Dennis Tresca
personally, gloatingly, overseeing that torture and confirming that Pierre and
Saint-Just had planned the entire coup was worst of all.

The damage was going to be catastrophic, and all Saint-Just's analysts and
their very probably correct new models of Manticoran politics and attitudes
couldn't begin to mitigate that damage's impact where the League was
concerned.



However vital and all-consuming the war between the People's Republic and the
Manticoran Alliance might have been for the inhabitants of what was still
known to the Solarian League as the Haven Sector, it had been distinctly
secondary news to the Sollies. The League was the biggest, wealthiest, most
powerful political unit in the history of humankind. It had its own internal
problems and divisions, and its central government was weak by Havenite or
Manticoran standards, but it was enormous, self-confident, and almost
completely insulated, as a whole, from events in Pierre's neck of the galaxy.
Specific components of the League, like merchants, arms makers, shipping
lines, and investment firms, might have interests there; for the Solly man on
the street, the entire sector lay somewhere on the rim of the universe. He
felt no personal concern over events there, and his ignorance about the sector
and its history was all but total.

Which, Pierre admitted, was the way Haven had preferred things.

The Solarian League had its own share of oligarchies and aristocrats, but the
ideal to which it hewed was that of representative democracy. In fairness,
most of the core worlds actually did practice that form of government, and
every single member of the League embraced at least its facade, whatever the
reality behind the outward appearance. And that had played neatly into the
hands of the Office of Public Information, for Manticore was a monarchy.

Half of the Star Kingdom's allies were also monarchies, for that matter.
Places like the Protectorship of Grayson, or the Caliphate of Zanzibar, or the
Princedom of Alizon all boasted open, hereditary aristocracies and were, or
could readily be made to appear to be, autocracies. Actually, as Pierre knew,
most of them were closer in practice to the mushy Solarian ideal than the PRH
was . . . but the Solly public didn't know that. Which had given PubIn's
propagandists a clear track at convincing that public that the Republic was
just like them. It must be, after all, since it was a republic -- it said so
right in its name, didn't it? -- fighting against the intrenched, despotic,
and hence evil forces of reactionary monarchy. The fact that at least half of
the out-colonies (and, for that matter, many of the planets which were now
core worlds of the League itself) had gone through their own monarchical
periods was beside the point. The exigencies which had all too often faced
colony expeditions, especially before the Warshawski sail, had provided
fertile ground for strong, hierarchical forms of government in the interests
of survival, but the core world populations had forgotten that. After all,
many of them had been settled for almost two millennia. They took their
current, comfortably civilized status for granted and tended to forget (if it
had ever occurred to them at all) that the Star Kingdom of Manticore, for
example, had been settled for barely five centuries.

The societies of this entire sector were much younger than any of 0ld Earth's
older daughter worlds, and some of them, especially in systems like Yeltsin's
Star and Zanzibar, had faced particularly brutal struggles for survival.
Although continued social evolution tended to undermine the autocratic systems
such worlds had developed once the problems of clinging to survival yielded to
security and prosperity, that process took time. Many of the regimes colony
worlds had thrown up had been at least as despotic as popular prejudice could
ever have imagined, and some remained that way still in many sectors, like the
Silesian Confederacy, for example. But those worlds were the exceptions, and
those who had joined the Manticoran Alliance were not among them.

Except that the Solly public hadn't known that, and Public Information had
gone to great lengths to keep it from finding out. With, Pierre thought



sourly, a remarkable degree of success, once again proving it was always
wisest to bet on the side of ignorance and intellectual laziness.

But the testimony and evidence of men and women like Parnell had broken
through PubIn's shield, and the SS personnel Harrington's Cerebus court
martials had tried and convicted for particularly vicious violations of the
PRH's own laws only made it still worse. It was difficult for anyone on Haven
to make a comprehensive assessment of how bad the actual damage was because of
the lengthy communications lag between the People's Republic and the League.
The Manticoran Alliance's control of both the Manticoran and the Erewhon
wormhole junctions meant the Star Kingdom's capital was mere hours away from
the Sigma Draconis System and Beowulf, the second-oldest human colony world,
and barely a week from the Sol System itself. But Haven was a six-month round
trip away even for a dispatch boat, which meant the only real information
Pierre or Saint-Just had was that which was carried to them aboard the neutral
vessels still allowed through either junction to the People's Republic. Any
additional information would be badly out of date by the time they heard about
it.

Most of what they knew had thus come from the Solarian news agencies' feeds,
since the Manties had been very careful not to interfere with any of the
newsies' courier boats or with any third party's diplomatic traffic. And, as
Pierre had feared, most of the reporters for those agencies were pursuing an
aggressive style of journalism which had not been seen in the PRH in decades.
They were using their better information sources to bully still more
information (or admissions, at least) and more open interviews out of PubIn by
doling out their own tidbits on a gquid pro quo basis, and the fact that Pierre
needed that information strengthened their hands.

Fortunately, however, they were not (for the moment, at least) his sole
sources of information. The PRH had arrangements with half a dozen League
member worlds who let its diplomatic pouches and couriers travel aboard their
diplomatic vessels. It was an invaluable connection to Haven's embassies and
intelligence nets in the League, but at its best, it was slower than the
finely polished courier networks the news services maintained and the
information it provided was always somewhat dated. That hadn't been a problem
when PubIn controlled the only information gates the newsies had been
interested in opening, but it certainly was one now that PubIn desperately
wanted to know what was happening somewhere else.

Worse, there was no way to know how much longer that arrangement would hold.
They'd already received rumblings that at least two of the worlds they'd
counted among the PRH's friends were seriously rethinking their relationships
in light of the disturbing revelations coming from Parnell and his companions.
Pierre felt certain others would soon be engaged in the same process,
especially if, as seemed likely, Parnell was invited to testify before the
Solarian League Assembly's Committee on Human Rights. It was unlikely that
anything as fundamentally unwieldy as the League would actually get around to
formally declaring the PRH an outlaw state, but the inevitable mass coverage
of Parnell's testimony could only make the PR disaster worse, and public
opinion wasn't something any Solarian world's government could safely ignore.

Of more immediate concern, Pierre had no idea how the situation would affect
Haven's arrangements with certain Solarian arms firms. Legally, any Solly firm
which traded weapons technology to either the Manties or the PRH faced
formidable penalties for violating the embargo the Assembly had enacted
shortly after the outbreak of hostilities. In fact, the central government had



always lacked the muscle or the will to make that embargo fully effective.
Even if the Assembly had possessed the police power to enforce it, the Star
Kingdom had used the economic clout the Manticore Wormhole Junction gave it
too openly to secure it, and a great many people and firms who'd stood to make
unreasonable amounts of money from supplying the belligerents (or cutting into
the enormous Manty merchant marine's carrying trade) resented it enormously.
Given the Assembly's official acceptance of the embargo, none of those
outraged parties had been in a position to demand their government force the
Manties to allow them to trade openly with the PRH, however, which meant the
Manties had been able to close their wormholes to any direct, rapid transfer
of actual hardware and had made even technology or information transfers
difficult.

Difficult, but not impossible. It had taken a depressingly long time to
establish the contacts and make the arrangements, given the time lag built
into any communications loop, yet Saint-Just's people had managed it in the
end. The heavy combat edge the Manties' superior technology had given the RMN
and its allies had provided all the incentive anyone could have asked for from
Haven's side, and those at the Solarian end had incentives of their own. Greed
was undoubtedly the greatest one, for there were huge profits to be made, even
from a government as close to bankruptcy as that of the PRH, but there were
others.

Many Solarian shipping lines deeply resented the near monopoly the Star
Kingdom had enjoyed on shipping to and from the Haven Sector and the Silesian
Sector thanks to the astrographic accident of the Manticore Junction. There
were other, wealthier sectors, but very few outside the League itself which
were as heavily populated or which offered as potentially rich pickings as the
regions to which Manticore controlled rapid access. Worse, the pattern of
wormholes extending from Manticore covered over half the League's total
periphery, with advantages in transit times whose value was almost impossible
to overstate. As a percentage of the total commerce of the Solarian League,
the sums involved were barely even moderate; as a percentage of the bottom
lines of individual shipping lines and corporations, they were enormous, which
meant the individuals in question had reasons of their own to want to see the
Star Kingdom . . . diverted from nurturing its merchant marine.

Another form of greed helped explain the interest of several Solly arms
makers, of course. The League in general had an invincible confidence in its
technology's superiority to that of any lesser power. By and large, that
confidence was probably justifiable, but there were individual instances in
which it was much less so than the Sollies believed. The Star Kingdom of
Manticore's R&D talent, in particular, compared favorably with that of any
League world, whether the League knew it or not. The PRH's did not, but once
the People's Republic realized how completely current Manticoran technology
outclassed its technology (most of it purchased from the same people who built
the Solarian League Navy's warships), it had hastened to share that fact with
its suppliers. While those suppliers had felt that Solarian hardware in
Solarian hands would undoubtedly prove far superior to that same hardware in
the hands of a Navy whose personnel came from a ramshackle education system
like the PRH's, they could not overlook specific items, such as the Manties'
development of the first, practical short-range FTL communication system in
history, reported by their Havenite customers. They couldn't seem to get the
League Navy itself interested in sending competent observers to the front of
what the League persisted in regarding as a squabble between minor, third-rate
foreign powers, but the combined allure of profitable sales and access to the
information the People's Navy could provide from sensor readings and



occasional examination of Manty wreckage had proved irresistible.

Yet those arrangements, like everything else, now stood jeopardized by Amos
Parnell's escape to the League. If he was believed, and Pierre felt dismally
certain he would be, the PRH was about to stop being the "good guys" in the
eyes of Solarian public opinion. It was possible, even probable, that the
longstanding acceptance of the Star Kingdom and its "autocratic" allies as the
heavies of the piece would prevent any fundamental, long-term swing of public
support in the Manties' favor, but that wasn't the same thing as saying that
it wouldn't provoke a swing against the PRH. If Pierre was lucky, it would
generate a feeling of "a pox upon both your houses!" and lead to a general
disgust with both sides, and Leonard Boardman and Public Information would
certainly do their utmost to bring that about. But even that attitude would
intensify public support for the embargo. Which, in turn, would inspire
certain League bureaucrats to look more closely at their legal responsibility
to enforce it . . . and to publically slap the wrist of anyone caught
violating it. Since one thing they could slap those wrists with was a
temporary or even permanent bar against bidding on Navy contracts, the PRH's
suppliers were about to become much more skittish about doing business with
them.

None of which was going to do anything good for the People's Navy's combat
efficiency.

"Well," the Chairman said finally, "there's not much we can do about the
situation in the League right now. We'll just have to ride it out, I suppose.
And Boardman's right in at least one respect. The official communications lag
between here and Sol really does work in our favor right now."

"For what it's worth," Saint-Just replied. "But let's not fool ourselves, Rob.
We can delay sending official government responses to inquiries from the
League by claiming that the Manties' control of the wormholes means we have to
send them the long way around, but that's not going to help us when it comes
to their newsies' questions. They don't have that problem, and anything we say
to them is going to get back to the core worlds almost as quickly as anything
the Manties say."

"Thank you for pointing that out."™ Pierre's tone was sour, but there was a
slight, weary twinkle in his eye. He wouldn't have shown it to anyone but
Saint-Just, and the StateSec CO snorted.

"You're welcome. It's my job to bring you the bad news even more than the
good, after all. Which is why I mentioned Parnell in context with McQueen."

He cocked his head, eying his superior expectantly, and Pierre surrendered to
the inevitable.

"Go on," he said.

"We're not going to be able to completely control the Solly version of events
even here in the Republic," Saint-Just said. "So far, our existing censorship
is containing its open dissemination, and the Solly agencies understand that
we will retaliate if they violate the Information Control Act or the
Subversive Agitator statutes. But bootleg versions of Solly stories are going
to get out. Hell, we've never been able to fully suppress the Manty 'faxes
dissidents keep smuggling in!"



"I know that," Pierre said patiently. "But I think Boardman is right about our
ability to at least mitigate the damage. Unconfirmed, “bootleg' reports have
always been with us, but they've never been able to offset the full weight of
the official information system. Not even people who automatically take
anything PubIn says with a grain of salt are immune to the saturation effect
over the long term. They may reject our version of specific events, but the
background noise still shapes the context in which they view the rest of the
universe."

"I'm not disputing that, although I think Boardman is overconfident about his
ability to spin this particular story. But I'm also not worrying about public
opinion, Rob. Not in the short term, at least. I'm worrying about how the Navy
is going to react once the full extent of Parnell's charges sinks in."

"Um." Pierre cocked his chair back and ran one hand's fingers through his
hair.

" "Um,' indeed," Saint-Just said. "You know how popular Parnell was with the
Legislaturalist officer corps. We may have had the better part of ten T-years
to build our own cadre of officers, but every single senior member of it
started out under the Legislaturalists. They may've been lieutenants and even
ensigns, but they started out with Parnell as their CNO. As long as he was
safely dead, especially after being executed for his part in the Harris
Assassination, he was no threat. In fact, branding him with responsibility
actually helped undermine any lingering loyalty to the old regime. After all,
if someone they respected that much had been part of the plot, then everything
they'd respected about the old system suddenly looked far less certain than it
ever had before.

"But now he's back, and alive -- which absolutely proves that at least part of
what we told them about him was a lie -- and he's telling the universe we
engineered the Harris Assassination. Which means everything we thought we'd
accomplished by making him one of the fall guys is now likely to turn around
and bite us right on the ass."

"Are you seriously suggesting we could be looking at some sort of spontaneous
general military revolt?" Pierre asked, and his tone was less incredulous than
he could have wished it were.

"No." Saint-Just shook his head. "Not a spontaneous one. Whatever else is
happening, they're in the military and the Republic is fighting for its life,
with dozens of its star systems still occupied by the other side. They may not
like us much -- in fact, let's be honest and admit that they've never liked
the Committee -- but that doesn't change the larger picture, and they must
realize what the Manties could do to them if the chain of command falls apart
or we split into factions that start fighting among themselves. They certainly
saw enough of that when we were still securing our own control and the Manties
were picking off frontier systems we were too disorganized to reinforce.

"But what is going to happen is that we're about to lose a lot of the
legitimacy we've slowly built up in their eyes. We've done our best to promote
people who had bones to pick with the old order, of course, and most of those
officers won't feel any great nostalgia for the Legislaturalists even if
Parnell has come back from the dead. But not all of them are going to fall
into that category, and even some of the ones who do are going to remember
that at least the Legislaturalists never shot officers in job lots for failure
to perform. So if the people who have shot them suddenly turn out to have



seized power by having lied to them, they're not going to feel any great
loyalty to us, either."

He paused, eyebrows raised, until Pierre nodded.

"I expect inertia to be on our side," he went on then. "We've been the
government for ten T-years, and they've seen too much chaos. The Levelers
aren't that far in the past, and the natural tendency is going to be to shy
away from any course of action which is likely to encourage the Mob's more
extreme efforts or provoke new power struggles at the top. But that's why I'm
so concerned about McQueen and the degree of loyalty she's managed to evoke by
winning battles."

"We'd have that problem with anyone who won battles, Oscar!"

"Agreed. And I also realize, although you must sometimes think I've forgotten,
that we have to have someone who can win battles. I'm fully aware that it
would be just as fatal -- to you, me, and the Committee, at least -- to lose
the war as it would be for someone to stage a successful coup against us. But
the person who's winning for us right now is Esther McQueen, and she's as
ambitious and smart as they come. Worse, she's a member of the government

and one who only came on board well after all the things Parnell is accusing
us of had already happened. She's in a position to claim all of the advantages
of the incumbent, if you will, without having to shoulder any of the
disadvantages. And worst of all, perhaps, she's the one woman in the Navy
who's in a position to have a realistic chance of delivering a shot to the
brain of the Committee. She's right here, on Haven, with direct access to you,
me, and the rest of the Committee. And she's already the civilian head of the
Navy. If the officer corps decided to follow her lead, there wouldn't be any
factional struggles. Not immediately, at any rate. And you can bet anything
you want that she's smart enough to make that point to them."

"But there's no evidence she's done anything of the sort," Pierre pointed out.

"No, there isn't. Trust me, if I'd picked up even a whisper of anything like
that, you would have been the first to know. But there wasn't any evidence
that she'd done anything out of the ordinary before the Leveler coup attempt,
either, Rob."

Pierre nodded unhappily. It had been fortunate for the Committee that McQueen
was in a position to act when the Levelers managed to completely paralyze the
normal channels of command. She'd been the only senior navy officer with both
the quickness to grasp what was happening and the guts to act on her own
initiative, and that was all that had saved the lives of Rob Pierre and Oscar
Saint-Just. But she'd been able to act with such decisiveness only because her
flagship's entire company had been prepared to follow her without orders,
despite the knowledge that such a display of initiative might well get them
all shot for treason even if the Committee survived. Worse yet, she'd
obviously managed, completely undetected, to set up her own contingency plans
with her immediate staff and the senior officers of her flagship.

And those plans most definitely had not been directed against the Levelers,
however they might have worked out in practice.

"What are you suggesting, Oscar?" he asked finally. "Do you seriously think we
can remove her?"



"Not without running serious risks, no. As you say, we need someone who can
win battles. But we only need her until the battles are won, and she's smart
enough to know that, too. That's why I'm so antsy about her delays in
launching Operation Scylla. And about the way she keeps harping on the
Manties' supposed "new weapons.' I think she's playing for time while she
makes her own arrangements."

"I'm not sure I can agree with you," Pierre said. "She's kept us much more
fully informed on the status of operations than Kline ever did. Granted, she
could be doing that in part to convince us to leave her alone while she
polishes up her plans to shoot us both, but she's right when she points out
the sheer problems of scale. Hell, you referred to them yourself just a few
minutes ago! It takes months to concentrate task forces and fleets, train them
to carry out an operational plan, and then launch them at an enemy a hundred
light-years from their own bases."

"I know it does. But I also think she's harping on the arguments in favor of
caution more than the situation justifies." Saint-Just raised a hand as Pierre
opened his mouth. "I'm not saying I know more about naval operations than she
does, Rob. I don't. But I do know about the ways an expert can use his
expertise to confuse an issue, especially when he -- or, in this case, she --
knows she was put in charge specifically because the people who put her there
didn't have that expertise themselves. And I also know what my own analysts
are telling me about the technical plausibility of things like these “super
LACs' of hers. I've been through their arguments very carefully and double-
checked their contentions with people still active in our own R&D, and -- "
his tone changed ever so slightly " -- with four or five of the Solly tech
reps here overseeing the technology transfers. And they all agree. The mass
requirements for a fusion plant capable of powering both a LAC's impeller
nodes and a graser the size of the one McQueen says she believes in are
completely incompatible with the observed size of the vessels. And McQueen is
a professional naval officer, so she has to have sources at least as good as
mine. That's one reason I think we have to look carefully at the possibility
that she's deliberately overstating the risks to slow the tempo of operations
still further and give herself more time to organize her own network against
us."

Pierre rocked his chair slowly from side to side, lips pursed while he
considered Saint-Just's argument. It was clear the StateSec CO had been headed
in this direction for months now, but this was the first time he'd laid out
his fears in such concise and unambiguous terms. And as he considered what
Saint-Just had said, Pierre found himself wishing he could reject those fears
out of hand.

Unfortunately, he couldn't. Still

"Do you have any specific evidence?" he asked. "Not that she's plotting
anything -- I know we've just agreed we don't have any evidence of that -- but
that she's exaggerating the military risks?"

"Not hard and fast," Saint-Just admitted. "I have to be careful who I ask. If
she is up to anything, asking anyone in her own immediate chain of command
would risk letting her know what we were asking about. But as I say, I've had
my own people looking at both the analyses she's presented to us and the raw
data on which those analyses are based, and their conclusions are quite
different from hers."



"Hardly conclusive," Pierre objected. "Any group of analysts is going to
differ with any other. God knows you and I both see enough of that, even when
the people doing the analyses are scared to death of us and know exactly what
we want to hear!"

"Granted. That's why I said I don't have any hard and fast evidence. But this
fixation of hers on the “new weapons' the Manties used during Icarus really
worries me. I know her official rationale for why they might be sitting on new
hardware, but they haven't launched a single offensive action since Icarus,
aside from a few local counterattacks, every one of which was executed without
any new mystery weapons! And why is she so quick to dismiss the argument that
we ought to be pushing the pace to take the Manties completely out before they
can get their supposed new weapons into mass production? For that matter, why
hasn't their Eighth Fleet moved against Barnett, if they're not fully on the
defensive? They spent the better part of a year organizing it in the first
place, then diverted it to Basilisk against Icarus, and now it's been sitting
in place in Trevor's Star for another damned year! Everyone knows it was
supposed to be their primary offensive force. That's why they put White Haven
in command of it. So why is it just sitting there . . . unless they're afraid
to attack us?"

"Have you asked her that?"

"Not in so many words, no. You've seen how she responds to the questions I
have asked, and I've certainly given her plenty of openings to explain why she
thinks White Haven is just sitting in Trevor's Star. All she ever does is trot
out the old arguments about how critical the Trevor's Star terminus of their
wormhole junction is to them. But even she has to admit they've finally gotten
their fortresses on-line to cover the terminus . . . not to mention the fact
that their Third Fleet is still permanently on station there. No, Rob. There
has to be another reason to hold White Haven on such a short leash, and the
only one I can think of is that they're afraid of us. Of her, if I want to be
fair, I suppose."”

"I don't know," Pierre said slowly. "That's all awfully speculative, Oscar.
You have to admit that."

Saint-Just nodded, and Pierre scratched an ear while he frowned in thought.
The problem, of course, was that it was part of Saint-Just's Jjob description
to be speculative where possible threats to the Committee's security were
concerned.

"Even if you're right," the Chairman said at length, "we still can't just
summarily dismiss her. For one thing, and particularly in light of the whole
Parnell mess, it would look like another put-up job, especially to anyone
who's already inclined to support her."

Saint-Just nodded once more, his expression sour, and Pierre felt his mouth
quirk in a wry twist of its own as he thought of all the work he and Saint-
Just had done on McQueen's StateSec dossier. It had been such a lovely job,
complete with all the evidence anyone could ever ask for to "prove" she was
guilty of plotting treason against the People with none other than colleagues
of that arch-traitor Amos Parnell, himself. And now the fact of Parnell's
survival meant it was effectively useless for its intended purpose of
satisfying the military that they'd had no choice but to shoot her.

"I don't know that there is anything we can do about her, immediately," Saint-



Just said aloud. "We're both in agreement about how good she is at her job. If
I'm wrong about what she's doing, it would be a stupid waste to deprive
ourselves of her abilities. For myself, my natural inclination is to dispense
with her services rather than risk the possibility that my suspicions are
justified, but that's part of the nature of my job. I'm supposed to look for
internal threats to the state first, and I realize that sometimes I have to
rein myself in before I let that carry me away."

"I know you do," Pierre said, and it was true. Which, unfortunately, lent more
weight to his concerns, not less.

"The only thing I can see to do is to leave her where she is but press her
even harder to move ahead on Scylla," Saint-Just told him. "She's agreed it's
the next logical step and that we should execute it as quickly as possible, so
she can hardly object to our pushing for its early execution. If she turns
obstinate, that would not only indicate my worries may be justified but also
provide us with a completely legitimate difference over policy to justify her
removal. On the other hand, if we launch the operation and the Manties give
ground the way my analysts expect them to, we'll have evidence that a
generally more aggressive policy is in order, and we can demand she pursue it.
In the meantime, I'll keep as close an eye on her as I can in hopes that if
she actually is planning something we wouldn't like, she'll slip up and give
herself away."

"And if she does slip up?"

"If she does, then we eliminate her, however fast and dirty we have to do it,"
Saint-Just said simply. "We won't have any choice, no matter what fallout may
result. A dead, martyred McQueen will be a hell of a lot less threat to us
than a live McQueen organizing firing squads of her own!"

"Agreed." Pierre sighed heavily. "But if push comes to shove and we have to
remove her, we'll need someone on hand to replace her. Someone who could pick
up where she left off against the Manties without picking up where she left
off plotting against us. And someone we're fairly certain wasn't part of
whatever she may -- or may not, God help us -- be planning."

"You're certainly right about that. I wouldn't want to put any money on
Giscard or Tourville or any of their crowd. We've discussed that before, and
my concerns about their loyalty to us are only heightened by the success
they've achieved under McQueen. They'd almost have to be feeling more loyal to
her than they were before Icarus." He rubbed his chin again. "I don't know,
Rob. I can think of a half dozen admirals whose loyalty I'd feel confident
about, but I'm afraid most of them fall well short of McQueen's military
competence. Then, too, if I feel sure where their loyalties lie, I'm quite
sure the Navy does, too. Which means they'd almost certainly be seen as our
creatures, whereas McQueen's been seen as one of their own. I could live with
that, but I'd rather not provide any incentive for her replacement's new
subordinates to start right out feeling disloyal to him." He grinned
mirthlessly. "Clearly what we need is an outstanding commander, outside
McQueen's circle, who was never so loyal to us as to make the rank and file
immediately suspicious of him but who has no ambitions of his own."

"And Diogenes thought he had trouble looking for an honest man!" Pierre
snorted. "Just where do you expect to find this paragon?"

"I don't know." Saint-Just chuckled. But then his face hardened, and there was



no humor at all in his voice when he spoke again. "I don't know -- yet. But
I've already started looking, Rob. And if I find him, then I think my estimate
of Citizen Secretary McQueen's indispensability will undergo a small
reevaluation."

CHAPTER TEN

"It looked pretty good to me, Scotty." Captain (Junior Grade) Stewart Ashford
leaned over Scotty Tremaine's shoulder to study the tac simulator's display.
It showed only the results of the exercise, not the "attack" itself, but the
number of "dead" LACs was depressingly high, and he winced as he contemplated
it. "I certainly thought it was going to work when we discussed your attack
plan. So what happened?"

"I got overconfident, Stew." Scotty Tremaine sighed. "That's what happened."

"How?" Ashford demanded. He tapped keys, then pointed almost accusingly at the
plot as it obediently altered to a static display of the situation just before
the start of the attack. "They didn't have a sniff of you to this point, or
the escorts would've already opened fire. You were in clean within -- what? A
hundred and eighty k-klicks? And closing with an overtake of over ten thousand
KPS. And an accel advantage of almost five hundred gees over the merchies!
They were dead meat."

"Yep." Tremaine gazed dolefully at the icons of the simulated freighters which
had been his LAC wing's objectives, then gave Ashford a crooked grin.

There were only a few T-years' difference in their ages, but Ashford, part of
HMS Minotaur's original LAC wing and now the COLAC of HMS Incubus, had already
enjoyed almost a year of hands-on training with actual hardware. Incubus was
officially carried on the Ship List as CLAC-05, and she was rather closer to
the original Minotaur in design than Hydra was. Not that the differences were
pronounced, although Hydra, on a bit less tonnage, actually carried twelve
more LACs. She paid for it with somewhat lower magazine capacity for her
shipboard launchers, but given the fact that a LAC carrier had no business
getting close enough to other starships to shoot at them (and be shot at by
them), that was a trade-off Tremaine was perfectly happy to accept. But Hydra
would be CLAC-19 when she finished working up in another month or so, and her
own LACs were only beginning to arrive. Which meant that unlike Ashford,
Tremaine and his wing had been forced to do almost all of their training in
simulators.

And it didn't help any that Stew and his friends poached the entire first
production run of the new birds, either, Tremaine reflected. But there was no
rancor in the thought. The COLACs for all six of the first group of carriers
had served as squadron commanders under Jackie Harmon. They were, in fact, the
only squadron COs to survive Second Hancock, and they'd paid cash for their
promotions. Less than half of HMS Minotaur's wing had survived the battle, but
they'd massacred the Peep battleships once the enemy's formation came unglued.
Ashford's own LAC crew had a confirmed total of three battleship kills, and
his squadron as a whole had killed five.

If anyone in the Service had earned the right to trade in their original
Shrike-class LACs for the new Shrike-As, they were the ones.



Besides, Tremaine gloated, they may've gotten the Shrike-As, but my people got
the first B models, and we got the Ferrets at the same time Incubus and her
people did. And even if we hadn't, Stew's a nice guy. He's saved me a hell of
a lot of grief by taking me under his wing, so to speak, too.

"They were dead meat, all right. Except for one little detail the Admiral
neglected to mention to us." He tapped the play key, and watched with that
same crooked grin as the sim unfolded.

Everything went exactly as planned -- right up to the moment his LACs reached
graser range, turned in to attack . . . and four of the eight "merchantmen"
dropped their ECM. Three superdreadnoughts and a dreadnought opened fire
simultaneously, and not even the powerful bow-walls of the Shrike-B or the
Ferret could stave off the devastating effects of a ship of the wall's energy
batteries. Sixty-three of Tremaine's LACs "died" in the first broadsides, and
the remaining forty-five, squadron organizations shot to hell, scattered
wildly. Thirty of them managed to roll ship and yank the throats of their
wedges away from the capital ships, but one of the SDs was a Medusa-class, and
she was already rolling pods. Not even the Shrike-B, with her aft-facing laser
clusters and countermissiles could stave off that sort of firepower, and only
thirteen of Tremaine's LACs had managed to escape destruction. Seven of them
had been so badly damaged that they would have been written off on their
return to Hydra (in real life, at any rate).

"Hoooo, boy!" Ashford shook his head in sympathy . . . and sudden wariness.
"The 0ld Lady's always been on the sneaky side, but this is the first time she
ever did something like that. No warning at all?"

"None," Tremaine replied with a sort of morbid pride. "Of course, as she was
happy to point out afterward, not a one of us -- including me -- ever bothered
to make a specific, visual confirmation on the targets. We trusted out
sensors, instead, and we shouldn't have relied solely on them. After all, she
did warn us that we were going up against Manticoran "merchies,' so someone in
the wing should have reflected on what that meant in terms of EW upgrades for
any possible escorts she hadn't warned us about. We didn't. And before you
ask, yes, I specifically got her permission to show this to you. Permission, I
might add, which I received with somewhat mixed emotions."

"Mixed?" Ashford looked up from the display and crooked an eyebrow.

"Well, misery loves company, Stew. It was embarrassing as hell to get handed
my head this way, and I think I would have taken a certain comfort from having
it happen to all the rest of you, too." Ashford chuckled, and Tremaine's eyes
twinkled as he went on. "But then I thought about it, and something else
occurred to me. If she went to such lengths to swat my wing in such an
abundantly nasty way, and if she doesn't mind if I warn you about how she did
it ahead of time, then what does that say about the nastiness she must have in
mind to surprise you? I mean, after all, you're forewarned now, so she's going
to have to come up with something really wicked for you, don't you think?"

His smile was beatific, but Ashford's vanished abruptly. His expression was
absolutely blank for several heartbeats, and then he glared at Tremaine.

"You are a sick, sick man, Commander Tremaine."

"Guilty as charged. But I'll be looking forward to seeing what she does to
you."



"Yeah? Well this is all your fault anyway, you know."
"My fault? And just how do you figure that? I'm the one she did it to first!"

"Uh-huh. But she wasn't doing this kind of stuff at all before she went back
to Saganami Island for that conference last week. You and I both know who she
spent all that time conferring with, now don't we? And if not for you and
those other jokers on Hades, Duchess Harrington wouldn't have been available
to help her think up this sort of thing, now would she?"

"Um." Tremaine scratched an eyebrow. "You know, you're right. I hadn't thought
about it, but this is exactly the sort of thing Lady Harrington would've done.
Heck, I've seen her do it, for that matter!" He gazed back down at the display
for several seconds, then nodded. "And I know exactly why she and Admiral
Truman did it, too."

"Naturally evil and sadistic natures?" Ashford suggested, and Tremaine
laughed.

"Hardly. Nope, they wanted to remind me -- all of us, actually, because I'm
sure this was only the first whack -- just how fragile these birds are. I
figure we can mix it up with screening units, including battlecruisers, at
just about any range, and we can probably go in against battleships with a
good chance of success. But against proper ships of the wall?" He shook his
head. "Unless we've got an absolutely overwhelming numerical advantage,
there's no way we could realistically hope to take out a dreadnought or a
superdreadnought. And even then, there'd be an awful lot of empty bunks in
flight crew territory afterward! Which is one of the points they wanted to
make."

"One of the points?" Ashford looked at him quizzically, and Tremaine shrugged.

"Yep. I feel confident that we'll be hearing about several others when the
Admiral drops by for our debrief, but I can already tell you what at least one
of them will be." He paused, and Ashford made a little "go on" gesture. "Lady
Harrington's said it a million times, Stew: there are very few true
‘surprises' in naval combat. “Surprise' is what happens when someone's seen
something all along . . . and thought it was something else. Which is a pretty
fair description of what happened here, don't you think?"

"Yeah, I suppose it is," Ashford said after a moment. "Then again, how likely
is it that Peep ECM could fool us at that short a range?"

"I don't know. Maybe not very . . . but it'd be even less likely if we were
watching for it, now wouldn't it? And come to think of it, I know at least one
Peep tac witch who probably could fool us."

Ashford looked up from the display, eyes bright with curiosity, but he reined
himself in quickly. Tremaine could almost feel the intensity with which the
captain longed to ask him just which Peep tactical officer he'd managed to
strike up a personal acquaintance with. But he didn't ask . . . and Tremaine
chose not to tell him. In fact, he rather regretted having said a thing about
it. Like the other survivors from Prince Adrian, he'd made a point of not
saying a word to anyone about the efforts Lester Tourville and Shannon Foraker
had made to see to it that they were treated decently. By now, ONI knew
Tourville was one of the Peep admirals who'd trounced the Allies so severely



in Esther McQueen's offensive, and it looked like Foraker was still his tac
officer. Given that, Tremaine supposed it would have made sense, in a cold-
blooded, calculating sort of way, to see if they couldn't convince State
Security to shoot the two of them. But the survivors had decided, individually
and without discussion or debate, to keep their mouths shut. The newsies had
crawled all over every escapee from Hell they could find -- indeed, Scotty was
amazed that Dame Honor and Nimitz (or Andrew LaFollet) hadn't killed or even
crippled a single reporter, given how relentlessly they'd hounded "the
Salamander" -- but not one report had mentioned Tourville or Foraker.

"In any case, it won't hurt a bit for us to be on guard against this kind of
thing," he said after a moment, nodding at the display. "And truth to tell,
I'll bet she and the Admiral saw it as an opportunity to work on anti-LAC
tactics of their own."

"You don't really think the Peeps are going to be able to match our birds, do
you?" Ashford failed to keep the incredulity entirely out of his voice, and
Tremaine chuckled.

"Not anytime soon, no. On the other hand, don't get too uppity about the
differences in our hardware. I had an opportunity to look at a lot of their
stuff up close and personal, and it's not as bad as you might think. Not as
good as ours, 1in most cases, but better than most of our people seem to
assume." He paused, then grimaced. "Well, better than I'd ever assumed,
anyway, and I doubt I was unique."

"Then how come they keep getting their ears pinned back?"

"I said their stuff wasn't as good as ours . . . but most of it's probably as
good as anything anyone else has. Their real problem is that they don't know
how to get the best out of what they've already got. Their software sucks, for
instance, and most of their maintenance is done by commissioned personnel, not
petty officers and ratings. Oh -- " Tremaine waved both hands " -- they don't
have anything like the FTL com, and they haven't cracked the new compensators,
the new beta nodes, or any of that stuff. But look at their missile pods.
They're not as good as ours, but they go for a brute force approach to put
enough extra warheads into a salvo to pretty much even the odds. And think
about Ghost Rider. It's going to be years before they can match our new remote
EW capability, but if they wanted to accept bigger launchers and lower missile
load-outs, they could probably match the extended range capabilities of Ghost
Rider's offensive side. Heck, build the suckers big enough, and they could do
it with off-the-shelf components, Stew!"

"Hmph! Have to be really big brutes to pull it off," Ashford grumbled. "Too
big to be effective as shipboard weapons, anyway."

"What about launching them from a pod format for system defense?" Tremaine
challenged. "For that matter, put enough of them in single-shot launchers on
tow behind destroyers and light cruisers, even if they had to trade 'em out on
a one-for-one basis with entire pods of normal missiles, and they could still
get a useful salvo off. I'm not saying they can meet us toe-to-toe on our
terms. I'm only saying that a Peep admiral or tac officer who knows how to get
maximum performance out of his hardware can still do one hell of a lot of
damage, however good we are. Or think we are."

"You're probably right," Ashford admitted slowly. "And they can afford to take
more damage than we can, too, can't they?"



"That they can . . . at the moment. Of course, that could change with the new
designs and -- "

The hatch to the sim compartment slid open, and Tremaine broke off as he
turned towards it. Then his face lit with an enormous smile as a sandy-haired
man with a prizefighter's build and a battered face stepped through it.

"Chief!" the commander exclaimed, stepping forward quickly, then paused as the
newcomer held up one hand in a "stop" gesture, pointed at his collar insignia
with his other hand, and gave a huge, toothy grin.

"Whoa! I mean Chief Warrant Officer Harkness!" Tremaine said with a grin of
his own, and finished throwing his arms around the older man in a bear hug.

Stewart Ashford blinked at the sight, for commissioned officers did not
normally greet their subordinates quite that enthusiastically. But then the
name registered, and he gave the warrant officer a sudden, eagle-eyed second
look.

Tremaine had eased up on the hug, though he still held the older man by the
upper arms, and Ashford nodded. The crimson, blue, and white ribbon of the
Parliamentary Medal of Valor could not be mistaken, even if this was only the
third time he'd ever actually seen it on anyone. Besides, he should have
recognized the man who wore it instantly. That battered face had certainly
looked out of enough HDs and 'faxes once the newsies got hold of the details
of PNS Tepes' destruction.

"Captain Ashford," Tremaine began, turning back to face him, "this is -- "

" —— Chief Warrant Officer Sir Horace Harkness, I believe," Ashford finished.
Harkness came to attention and started a salute, but Ashford's hand beat him
to it. As was only fitting. Anyone who'd won the PMV was entitled to take a
salute from anyone who hadn't, and that was one tradition for which the
captain felt no resentment at all.

"I'm very pleased to meet you, Mr. Harkness," the captain said as the warrant
officer returned his salute. "I won't belabor the reasons -- I imagine you're
well and truly tired of hearing about them anyway -- but I do have one
request."

"Request, Sir?" Harkness repeated cautiously, and Ashford grinned.

"It's only a small one, Sir Horace, but you see, some time ago, someone
dropped a little surprise into my LAC's computers. It was a legitimate trick,
I suppose, under the circumstances, since, as Commander Tremaine here was Jjust
reminding me, the object is for us to learn to expect the unexpected. But as
he was also just reminding me, misery loves company, and it just occurred to
me that doctoring the computers could be the sort of tradition I should be
passing on to some poor bast -- er, I mean some deserving soul in my own wing.
And since I understand you have a certain way with computers . . . 2"

His voice trailed off suggestively, and Harkness grinned.
"Now, Sir, that would hardly be a nice thing to do. And I've sort of promised

the Navy I'd swear off playing with computer systems in return for a certain,
ah, lack of scrutiny where a few of my records over at BuPers are concerned.



And maybe one or two minor files at the Judge Advocate General's office, too.
And then there was that -- Well, never mind. The point is, I'm not supposed
to be doing that kind of thing anymore."

"But it would be in a very good cause," Ashford pointed out persuasively.

"Sure it would," Harkness agreed with a snort. "You just go right on telling
yourself that, Sir. Me, I can't help thinking what you really want is to see
to it that you're not the only one it happens to."

"Oh, there's some of that in it," Ashford admitted cheerfully. Then his
expression sobered just a bit. "But as Commander Tremaine just discovered,
surprise actually is a legitimate teaching tool, and better my boys and girls
get some egg on their faces from something I do to them than sail all fat and
happy into something the Peeps do to them."

"There's something to that, Chief. I mean Chief Warrant Officer," Tremaine
said.

"Chief's just fine, Sir," Harkness told him, then shrugged. "Well, I guess if
the Captain really wants it, I'll just have to see what I can do for him.
Assuming that's all right with you, anyway, Sir."

"Me?" Tremaine raised an eyebrow, and Harkness nodded.

"Yes, Sir. Seems like I'm your new senior flight engineer, Mr. Tremaine. I
know it's supposed to be a commissioned slot, but I guess BuPers decided that
under the circumstances, seeing as how I've already spent so much time keepin'
an eye on you and all, you'd just have to make do with me. Unless you'd rather
not, of course?"

"Rather not?" Tremaine shook his head and slapped the older man on the upper
arm. "Do I look like I'm crazy?" Harkness grinned and opened his mouth, but
Tremaine cut him off in the nick of time. "Don't answer that, Sir Horace!" he
said hastily. "But in answer to your question, no. There's no one I'd rather
have."

"Well, good," Chief Warrant Officer Sir Horace Harkness, PMV, CGM, and DSO
said. " 'Cause it looks like you're sorta stuck with me, Sir." He paused.
"Until the shore patrol turns up, anyway!"

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Honor was buried in paperwork when a hand rapped gently on her Advanced
Tactical Course office door. She didn't notice the quiet sound in her
preoccupation . . . until it rapped again, harder, and a throat cleared itself
with pointed firmness.

That got her attention, and she looked up.

"Commander Jaruwalski is here, Ma'am," James MacGuiness said in the tone he
reserved for those private moments when his wayward charge required chiding,
and Honor chuckled. His eyes twinkled back ever so slightly, but the look he
gave her was stern, and she composed her own expression into a properly
chastened one.



"Yes, Mac," she said meekly. "Would you show her in, please?"

"In a moment, Ma'am," he replied, and crossed to her desk. It was littered
with data chips, the remnants of her working lunch, a sticky-looking cocoa
mug, the crusty rim of a slice of Key lime pie, a two-thirds-devoured bowl of
celery, and an empty beer stein. As she looked on in faint bemusement,
MacGuiness caused all that clutter -- except the data chips -- to teleport
itself neatly onto the tray on which he'd delivered lunch in the first place.
It couldn't possibly be as easy as he made it appear, Honor thought, and then
smiled as his brisk fingers twitched and flipped even her data chips into
seeming order. He took another second to straighten the flower arrangement on
the credenza, check Nimitz and Samantha's perch, and scrutinize Honor's
uniform. A speck of fluff on her right shoulder earned an ever so slight
frown, and he flicked it off with a tiny sniff.

"Now I'll show her in, Ma'am," he said then, and departed with his tray in
austere majesty, leaving the large office magically neat and tidy behind him.

Nimitz bleeked quizzically from his place beside Samantha, and Honor smiled as
she tasted their shared delight. She couldn't be certain whether they were
more amused by the arcane fashion in which MacGuiness created order out of
chaos or by the firm manner in which he managed her, but it didn't really
matter.

"No, I don't know how he does it either," she told them, choosing to assume it
was the former, and both 'cats radiated silent laughter into the back of her
mind.

She shook her head at them, then tipped back in her chair to await her guest.

It was odd, she thought. Or she supposed many people would find it so, at any
rate. James MacGuiness had to be the wealthiest steward in the history of the
Royal Manticoran Navy. If he was still in the Navy, that was. She'd left him
forty million dollars in her will, and he'd known better than even to try to
give it back when she turned back up alive. Most people with that kind of
money would have been out hiring servants of their own, but MacGuiness had
made it quietly but firmly clear, without ever actually saying so, that he
was, and intended to remain, Honor's steward.

She'd tried, in rather half-hearted fashion, to convince him to remain on
Grayson as Harrington House's majordomo. He'd shown a pronounced gift for
managing the staff there (which, in Honor's opinion, was far too large

as if anyone cared what she thought about it), and she'd known how badly
Clinkscales and her parents would miss his unobtrusive efficiency. More than
that, Nimitz and Samantha had left their 'kittens behind. The kids were old
enough now to be fostered, and they would certainly suffer no shortage of 'cat
parenting with Hera, Athena, Artemis, and all the males prepared to keep a
wary eye on their mischief making. The normal pattern, in the very rare
instances in which a female 'cat who had adopted a human also produced a
litter of 'kittens, was to foster them at two or three T-years of age.
Samantha's need to remain at the side of her mate while he grappled with the
loss of his mental voice had simply added a bit more urgency than usual to the
fostering arrangement.

But MacGuiness had been the 'kittens' human foster parent for over two T-
years. Honor knew how hard it had been for him to leave the cuddly,



rambunctious, loving, chaos-inducing balls of downy fur behind, and she'd
tasted the 'kittens' wistful sadness at his departure, as well. And it wasn't
as if he'd had to follow her back off Grayson. At her own "posthumous"
request, the RMN had allowed him to resign in order to remain permanently at
Harrington House. And, she admitted, she hadn't asked the Service to do so
simply because of his role in her Grayson establishment. She'd dragged him
into and -- barely -- out of far too many battles, and she'd wanted him safely
on the sidelines.

Unfortunately, that was an option she didn't appear to have. She still wasn't
sure how he'd gotten his way . . . again. They'd never argued about it.
There'd been no need to. By some form of mental judo which put her own skill
at coup de vitesse to shame, he'd simply avoided the entire discussion and
appeared aboard the Paul Tankersley for the trip to the Star Kingdom. Nor had
the Navy been any more successful at imposing its own, institutional sense of
order on the situation. MacGuiness had never reenlisted and showed no
particular desire to do so . . . yet no one in the Service seemed aware that
he hadn't. Honor was positive that, as a civilian, he must be in violation of
about a zillion regulations in his current position. The security aspects of
the ATC materials to which he had access alone must be enough to drive a good,
paranoid ONI counterintelligence type berserk! But no one seemed to have the
nerve to tell him he was breaking the rules.

Which, if she were going to be honest, was precisely how she preferred things.
There'd been a time when the mere thought of a permanent personal servant had
seemed preposterous and presumptuous. In many ways, it still did . . . but
MacGuiness was no more her "servant" than Nimitz was. She didn't know
precisely how to characterize their actual relationship, but that didn't
matter at all. What mattered was that commodore, admiral, steadholder, or
duchess, she was still James MacGuiness' captain, and he was still her keeper
and friend.

Even if he was a multimillionaire civilian these days.

She chuckled again, then banished her fond smile as MacGuiness returned with a
dark, hawk-faced woman in an RMN commander's uniform. It wasn't hard to assume
a more solemn expression, for the dark cloud of the other woman's emotions --
a wary bitterness and dread, only slightly lightened by a small sense of
curiosity -- reached out to her like a harsh hand, and it was all she could do
not to wince in sympathy.

I think my suspicion must have been right about on the money. And I wish it
hadn't been. But maybe we can do a little something about this after all.

"Commander Jaruwalski, Your Grace," MacGuiness announced with the flawless
formality he saved for times when company was present.

"Thank you, Mac." Honor said, then rose and held out her hand to Jaruwalski.
"Good afternoon, Commander. Thank you for arriving so promptly on such short
notice."

"It wasn't all that short, Your Grace." Jaruwalski's soprano sounded very much
like Honor's own, but with a washed-out, beaten down undertone. "And to be
honest, it wasn't as if I had a lot of other things to be doing anyway,"
Jaruwalski added with what was probably meant to be a smile.

"I see." Honor squeezed her hand firmly, for just a moment longer than was



strictly necessary, then broke the handclasp to gesture at the chair which
faced her desk. "Please, be seated. Make yourself comfortable." She waited
until Jaruwalski had settled herself, then crooked an eyebrow. "Are you a beer
drinker, by any chance, Commander?"

"Why, yes. I am, Your Grace." The commander was clearly surprised by the
question, and that surprise seemed to cut through a bit of her enshrouding
gloom.

"Good!" Honor said, and looked at MacGuiness. "In that case, Mac, would you
bring us a couple of steins of 0ld Tilman, please?"

"Of course, Your Grace." The steward glanced courteously at Jaruwalski. "Would
the Commander like anything to go with her beer?"

"No, thank you. The beer will be just fine . . . Mr. MacGuiness." The brief
pause and her hesitant use of the civilian address echoed Honor's earlier
thoughts, but her confusion over MacGuiness' status was definitely a secondary
concern for her at the moment. It was obvious from the taste of her emotions
that no flag officers had been in the habit of inviting her to drop by for a
beer over the course of the last T-year.

"Very good, Ma'am," MacGuiness murmured, and withdrew with a silence any
treecat might have envied.

Jaruwalski gazed after him for a moment, then turned resolutely back to face
Honor. There was something very like quiet defiance in her body language, and
Honor hid another wince as she tasted the bitterness behind the other woman's
dark eyes.

"No doubt you're wondering why I asked you to come see me," she said after the
briefest of pauses.

"Yes, Your Grace, I am," Jaruwalski replied in a flattened voice. "You're the
first flag officer who's wanted to see me since the Seaford Board finished its
deliberations." She smiled and gave a slight, bitter toss of her head. "In
fact, you're the first senior officer who hasn't seemed to be going out of her
way to avoid seeing me, if you'll forgive my bluntness."

"I'm not surprised to hear that," Honor said calmly. "Under the circumstances,
I suppose I'd be astonished if it had been any other way." Jaruwalski's
nostrils flared, and Honor tasted her instant, inner bristling. But she gave
no sign of it as she continued in that same deliberate tone. "There's always a
temptation to shoot the messenger if the news is bad, even among people who
ought to know better than to blame her for it. Who do know better, when all's
said."

Jaruwalski didn't -- quite -- blink, but Honor tasted a sudden watchful
stillness at the commander's core. She'd answered Honor's summons unwillingly
and come to this office wary and defensive, trying with forlorn pride to hide
her inner wounds. It was clear she'd expected those wounds to be ripped open
once again, but Honor's response had robbed her of that expectation. Now she
didn't know just what Honor did want, and that made her feel uncertain and
exposed. However much the contempt with which she'd been treated had hurt, at
least it had been something she'd understood. And she dared not let herself
hope this meeting might produce anything except more of the same.



Not yet, at any rate, Honor thought, and looked away as MacGuiness reappeared
with two frosty steins of dark amber beer. He'd taken time to put together a
small tray of cheese and raw vegetables, as well, and she shook her head with
a smile as he set his burden on the corner of her desk and whisked out a snowy
napkin for each of them.

"You are entirely too prone to spoil people, Mac," she told him severely.
"I wouldn't say that, Your Grace," he replied calmly.

"Not in front of a guest, anyway," she teased. It was his turn to shake his
head at her, and then he withdrew once more and she looked back at Jaruwalski.

The commander had smiled, almost despite herself, at the exchange. Now she
pushed the smile off her lips, but without quite the same wariness, and Honor
waved at the stein closer to her.

"Help yourself, Commander," she invited, and took a deep swallow of her own
beer. It was all she could do not to sigh as the rich, crisp brew slid down
her throat. Of all the things she'd missed on Hell, she often thought she'd
missed 0Old Tilman most. The StateSec garrison had imported Peep beer (most of
which could have been poured back into the horse and left the universe a
better place, in Honor's opinion) and some of the SS personnel and prisoners
had tried their hands at brewing. But none of them had managed to get it
right. For that matter, Honor had come to suspect that some subtle mutation in
the hops or barley grown on Sphinx was responsible for the unique and
outstanding products of the Tilman Brewery.

Jaruwalski seemed to hear the sigh Honor didn't permit herself, and her mouth
twitched. Then she settled back in her chair and took a slow, appreciative
swallow of her own.

Honor was careful not to show the deep satisfaction she felt as the commander
relaxed. It was unusual for a flag officer to offer a subordinate beer, or
anything else even mildly alcoholic, during "business hours." On the other
hand, the circumstances of this meeting were hardly usual, and Jaruwalski had
obviously faced more than her fair share of excruciatingly formal meetings
since the Second Battle of Seaford.

Honor gave the other woman a few more moments, then leaned forward and set
down her beer.

"As I said, I'm sure you wondered what it was I wanted to see you about," she
said quietly. Jaruwalski stiffened back up just a little, but said nothing.
She only gazed back at Honor, waiting. "You probably had a few suspicions --
none of them pleasant, I imagine -- about why someone from the Admiralty might
want to see you, but you couldn't imagine why I should ask you to come by my
office. Unless, of course, I intended to use you as some sort of “horrible
example' for Crusher candidates, since it must have become obvious to you that
you had no hope of further promotion after Seaford."

Her voice was conversational, almost mild, and it hurt Jaruwalski even more
because it lacked the vitriol she must have heard from so many others.

"I did wonder, Your Grace," she said after a moment, trying very hard to keep
the hurt and bitterness from showing. "I rather doubted that you intended to
offer me a shot at the Crusher," she added in a gallant attempt at humor.



"No, I don't," Honor told her. "But I may able to offer you something you'll
find equally interesting."

"You may?" Surprise startled Jaruwalski into the cardinal sin of interrupting
an admiral, and her dark face grew still darker as she realized it had.

"I may," Honor repeated, and tipped her chair back. "Before we go any further,
Commander, I should perhaps tell you that I once served under Elvis Santino,"
she said, and paused. This time she obviously expected a response, and
Jaruwalski cocked her head to one side and narrowed her eyes.

"You did, Your Grace? I didn't know that."
And you don't know just where I'm headed, either. But you will, Commander.

"Yes. In fact, I first met him on my middy cruise. We deployed to Silesia in
the old War Maiden, and he was assistant tac officer." Jaruwalski's face
twisted ever so slightly at that, and Honor smiled with no humor at all. "You
may, perhaps, begin to suspect why I was less surprised than many to hear
about what happened at Seaford," she said in a kiln-dry tone.

"I take it he was . . . less than stellar in that role, Your Grace?" The
commander's soprano was as dry as Honor's own, hiding the hatred which had
welled up within her at the mention of Santino's name, yet it also held an
echo of something like humor.

"You might say that," Honor allowed. "Or you might say that, as a tac officer,
he needed four astro fixes, a hyper log, approach radar, and a dirtside flight
controller with full computer support just to find his backside with both
hands. On a good day."

This time Jaruwalski found it impossible to hide her surprise. Her eyes
widened at the scathing condemnation of Honor's tone, and she sat very still.

"I've read the Board's report on Seaford," Honor went on after a moment, in a
more normal voice. "Having known Santino, I suspect I have a better grasp than
many of what went on -- or didn't, as the case may be -- in his head. I've
never understood how he managed to scrape through the Crusher himself, or how
even someone with his family connections could get promoted so high with such
a dismal performance record. But I wasn't a bit surprised by the fact that he
clearly panicked when it hit the fan."

"Excuse me, Your Grace, but I was under the impression that many senior
officers felt he ought to have “panicked' . . . and didn't. Or I thought the
consensus was that he should have been cautious enough not to close head-on
with the enemy when they outnumbered him so heavily, at least.”

"There's panic, and then there's panic, Commander. Fear of the odds, of the
enemy, even of death is one thing. All of us feel that. We'd be fools if we
didn't. But we learn not to let it dictate our responses. We can't, if we're
going to do our jobs.

"But there's another sort of terror: the terror of failure, of being blamed
for some disaster, or of assuming responsibility. It's not just the fear of
dying; it's the fear of living through something like Seaford while everyone
laughs behind your back at what an idiot you were to allow yourself to be



placed in such a disastrous situation. And the fact that Elvis Santino really
was an idiot only made that fear worse in his case."

She paused, tilting her head to study Jaruwalski with her working eye. The
commander met her gaze steadily, but she was clearly uneasy. She agreed
completely with Honor's assessment of Santino, yet she was only a commander

and one whose career had come to a crashing halt. A commander had no
business criticizing any admiral, and given her situation, anything she said
would have to sound self-serving.

"I was particularly struck by three points in the Board's report, all relating
more or less directly to you, Commander," Honor continued after a few
heartbeats. "One was that a flag officer about to face the enemy in an
extremely uneven battle deprived himself of an experienced tactical officer
who'd obviously been on the station long enough to have a much better grasp of
local conditions than he did. The second was that having done so, he went to
the length of having that tac officer removed from his flagship and took time
to dictate a message explaining her relief for “lack of offensive-mindedness, '
“lack of preparedness,' and “failure to properly execute her duties.' And the
third . . . The third point, Commander, was that you never defended yourself
against his charges. Would you care to comment on any of those points?"

"Ma'am -- Your Grace, I can't comment on them." Jaruwalski's voice was frayed
about the edges, and she swallowed hard. "Admiral Santino is dead. So is every
other member of his staff and any other individual who might have heard or
seen what actually happened. It would . . . . I mean, how could I expect
anyone to believe that -- "

Her voice broke, and she waved both hands in a small, helpless gesture. For
just a moment, the mask slipped, and all the vulnerability and hurt she'd
sought so hard to hide looked out of her eyes at Honor. But then she drew a
deep breath, and the mask came back once more.

"There was a time in my life, Commander," Honor said conversationally, "when
I, too, thought no one would believe me if I disputed a senior's version of
events. He was very nobly born, and wealthy, with powerful friends and
patrons, and I was a yeoman's daughter from Sphinx, with no sponsors, and
certainly with no family wealth or power to back me up. So I kept quiet about
his actions . . . and it very nearly ruined my career. Not once, but several
times, until we finally wound up on the Landing City dueling grounds."

Jaruwalski's mouth opened in surprise as she realized who Honor was talking
about, but Honor went right on in that same casual tone.

"Looking back, I can see that anyone who knew him would have recognized the
truth when they heard it, if only I'd had the confidence to tell them. Or
perhaps what I really needed was confidence in myself -- in the idea that the
Navy might actually value me as much as it did a useless, over-bred, arrogant
parasite who happened to be an earl's son. And, to be honest, there was a
sense of guilt in my silence, as well. A notion that somehow I must have
contributed to what happened, that at least part of it truly was my fault."

She paused and smiled crookedly.

"Does any of that sound familiar to you, Commander?" she asked very quietly
after a moment.



"I -- " Jaruwalski stared at her, and Honor sighed.

"Very well, Commander. Let me tell you what I think happened on Hadrian's flag
deck when Lester Tourville came over the hyper wall. I think Elvis Santino
hadn't put himself to the trouble of reviewing the tactical plans he'd
inherited from Admiral Hennesy. I think he was taken totally by surprise, and
I think that because he hadn't bothered to review Hennesy's -- and your --
contingency plans, he didn't have a clue about what to do. I think he panicked
because he knew the Admiralty would realize he hadn't had a clue when it read
his after-action report. And I think that the two of you argued over the
proper response. That you protested his intentions and that he took out his
fear and anger on you by relieving you . . . and taking the time on the very
edge of battle to send along a message with no specifics at all, only
allegations so general you couldn't effectively dispute them, which he knew
would finish your career. And, of course, just incidentally make you the
whipping girl for anything that went wrong after your departure, since it
would clearly have been your lack of preparedness, not his, which had created
the situation. Is that a fairly accurate summation, Commander?"

Silence hovered in the office, hard and bitter, as Jaruwalski stared into
Honor's one good eye. The tension seemed to sing higher and higher, and then
the commander's shoulders slumped.

"Yes, Ma'am," she said, her near-whisper so quiet Honor could scarcely hear
her. "That's . . . pretty much what happened."

Honor leaned back once more, her face no more than calmly thoughtful, while
she and both of her friends strained their empathic senses to assay that soft
reply. It would be very easy for someone who truly had been guilty of
Santino's allegations to lie and agree with her, but there was no falsehood in
Andrea Jaruwalski. There was enormous pain, and sorrow, and a bitter
resentment that no one before Honor had bothered to reach the same
conclusions, but no lie, and Honor drew a breath of mingled relief and
satisfaction.

"I thought it might have been," she said, almost as quietly as Jaruwalski had
spoken. "I reviewed your scores from the regular Tactical Officer's Course,
and they didn't seem to go with someone who suffers from a lack of offensive-
mindedness. Neither did the string of excellent efficiency evaluations in your
personnel jacket. But someone had to take it in the neck over Seaford, and
Santino wasn't available. Not to mention the fact that even people who'd met
him had to wonder if this time he might not have had a point, since surely not
even he would dismiss the officer he most desperately needed if she hadn't
screwed up massively. But you knew that, didn't you?"

She paused, and Jaruwalski nodded jerkily.

"Of course you did," Honor murmured. "And you didn't defend yourself by
telling the Board what actually happened because you thought no one would
believe you. That they'd assume you were trying to find some way -- any way --
to defuse the serious charges Santino had leveled against you."

"No, I didn't think anyone would believe me," the other woman admitted, face
and voice bleak. "And even if someone had been inclined to, as you say, he was
dead. It would have been my unsupported word against that of an officer who'd
been so disgusted by my lack of nerve that he'd taken time to make my
cowardice and incompetence a part of the official record even as he headed



into battle against hopeless odds."
She shrugged with hard-edged helplessness, and Honor nodded.

"That was what I thought. I could just see Santino's face as he dictated that
message, and I knew a little too much about his "lack of offensive-
mindedness.' And his laziness. And his habit of looking for scapegoats."

It was her turn to shrug, with a very different emphasis, and silence
stretched out between them. It radiated from Honor's desk like ripples of
quiet, flowing over them both, and she tasted the relief, almost worse than
pain, as Jaruwalski realized there truly was one person in the universe who
believed what had actually happened.

The commander picked up her stein and took a long swallow, then inhaled
deeply. Her face was closed off no longer, and in its relaxation it lost its
masklike discipline. Now it was almost gaunt, sagging with the weariness and
pain its owner had hidden for so long, and her eyes were intent as she studied
Honor's expression.

"Your Grace, I can never tell you how much it helps to hear you say what
you've just said. It's probably too late to make any difference where my
career is concerned, but just knowing one person understands what really
happened, is -- " She shook her head. "I can't begin to say how important that
is to me. But grateful as I am, I can't help wondering why you've bothered to
take the time to tell me."

"Because I have a question for you, Commander," Honor said. "A very important
one, actually."

"Of course, Ma'am." There was a faint edge of fresh fear in the taste of the
commander's emotions, a worry that whatever Honor wanted to know would destroy
her sense of understanding. But even though she waited with inner dread for
the second shoe to drop, her voice was steady and she met Honor's gaze without
flinching.

"What advice did you give, Admiral Santino?" Honor asked very quietly.

"I advised him to withdraw immediately, Your Grace." Jaruwalski never
hesitated. She knew Honor's reputation, and Honor felt her fear as if it were
her own -- the fear that the one person who'd guessed what had happened would

decide that perhaps the admiral's allegations had been accurate after all.
That Jaruwalski had given in to the counsel of her own fears. The fact that
Honor had obviously considered Santino a feckless incompetent didn't
necessarily mean the woman the newsies called the Salamander wouldn't have
looked for some intelligent form of offensive action rather than supinely
surrender her command area. But Honor had asked a question . . . and Andrea
Jaruwalski had answered it honestly, despite her dread that her honesty would
cost her the only sympathetic ear she'd found in almost a T-year of bitter
humiliation.

"Good," Honor said softly, and smiled crookedly as the commander twitched.

She didn't know whether she would have called Jaruwalski's answer "good" if
not for her link to Nimitz and her ability to experience the commander's
emotions and honesty directly. She liked to hope she would have, yet her own
nagging honesty made her wonder if she really would have been able to look at



the reply with sufficient dispassion for that. But it didn't really matter at
the moment.

"I'm glad to hear you say that," she went on after a moment. "Glad because it
was the right decision, given the value -- or lack of value -- of Seaford
Nine's facilities and the weight of metal you faced. And glad because you
didn't waffle when I asked. I rather suspected what sort of person would make
Elvis Santino feel so small he would overcome his own terror long enough to
ensure the destruction of her career. Now I've had an opportunity to see for
myself, and I'm glad I have."

"You are, Your Grace?" Jaruwalski sounded stunned, as if she were unable even
now to fully credit what she was hearing, and Honor nodded.

"We assume a certain level of physical courage in a Queen's officer, Andrea,"
she said. "And usually, by and large, we find it. It may not say great things
for human intelligence that our officers are more concerned with living up to
the Saganami tradition, at least in the eyes of their fellows, than of dying,
but it's a very useful foible when it comes to winning wars.

"But what we ought to treasure far more deeply is the moral courage to
shoulder all of an officer's responsibilities. To look past the "Saganami
tradition' and see the point at which her true responsibility as a Queen's
officer requires her to do something which may end her career. Or, worse, earn
her the contempt of those whose good opinion she values but who weren't there,
didn't see the choices she had to make. I ordered one of my closest friends to
surrender his ship to the Peeps. He was fully prepared to go out fighting,
just as I suppose I might have been in his place. But my responsibility was to
see to it that his people's lives weren't sacrificed in a battle we couldn't
possibly win.

"That was hard. One of the hardest things I've ever done, and it almost got me
hanged. But even knowing what the Peeps planned to do to me, personally, my
responsibility, in the same situation, would be to give the same order again."

She looked deep into Andrea Jaruwalski's eyes, and her own softened with
approval for what she saw there.

"I believe you advised Admiral Santino to withdraw, and I believe you did it
for the right reasons. Not out of fear, but out of common sense and sanity.
And that was no easier for you than ordering Alistair McKeon to surrender was
for me, because it does cut against the tradition. But there comes a time when
we have to look past the form of a tradition to the reason it came into
existence in the first place, and throwing away a task force, and all the
lives that go with it, in a futile gesture of defiance is not what Edward
Saganami did or would have expected those who followed him to do. If there's
even the remotest chance of victory, or if other, overriding considerations,
like the honor of the Star Kingdom or the risk of losing an ally's trust, make
it necessary, that's one thing. But to take a force that badly outnumbered
into the teeth of that much firepower in defense of a star system that was of
absolutely no use to us in the first place . . . 2"

She shook her head firmly.
"You saw that, and you advised your admiral to see it for himself. He failed

because he lacked the moral courage you displayed in advising him, and his
failure killed him and every man and woman aboard his flagship . . . and most



of the people aboard all the other ships of his command. When it comes to
choosing between two people who demonstrate those patterns of behavior, I know
which one I want in the Queen's service. Which is why I asked you to come see
me."

Jaruwalski's eyebrows rose in silent question, and Honor smiled.

"I've been in command of ATC for less than two weeks now," she said. "I've got
three very capable deputies, plus my own experience with the Crusher, and
despite the extra load Admiral Caparelli saw fit to assign me as a Tactics 101
lecturer, I've already identified several changes I want to make. Places I
want to tweak the program just a bit, or change its emphasis slightly. And I
want you to help me do that."

"Me, Your Grace?" Jaruwalski was obviously certain she'd misunderstood, and
Honor chuckled.

"You. I need an aide, Andrea. Someone whose judgment I trust, who'll

understand what I'm trying to do and see to it that the effort gets organized

effectively. And someone who can stand in for me in the simulators, and in the

classroom sessions, when I can't make it myself. And someone, if you don't

mind my saying so, who can serve as a living example of how to do it right
despite the price they may have to pay afterward."

Jaruwalski's dark face had paled, and she blinked hard, lower lip trembling
ever so slightly.

"Besides," Honor went on in a deliberately lighter tone, "I've got at least
one much less laudable reason to offer you the slot."

"Y-you do, Ma'am?" The commander's soprano was husky, and it stumbled just a
bit over the first word, but Honor pretended she hadn't noticed.

"Of course I do!" she said, and her smile was her best 'cat-in-a-celery-patch
grin. "Just think of it -- this gives me the opportunity to poke that jackass
Santino right in the eye even after he's gone by "rehabilitating' the officer
whose career he tried to wreck out of sheer spite and spleen. Heavens, woman!
How could I possibly pass up an opportunity like that?"

CHAPTER TWELVE
"Who did they say they were?" Samuel Mueller asked his steward.

"They said they were investors looking for sites for new farming domes, My
Lord," Crawford Buckeridge replied. The steward had been with Mueller for over
thirty years, and the steadholder did not miss the slight emphasis he'd placed
on the verb.

He gave no sign of it, however. He often wondered what Buckeridge thought of
his own . . . extracurricular activities. The Buckeridges had been in the
service of the Muellers for generations, so whatever the steward might think,
Mueller had no fear of his mentioning anything to anyone else. But Buckeridge
was also a deeply religious man who'd been badly shaken by the murder of
Reverend Julius Hanks and the proof that William Fitzclarence had been behind
both that and the deaths of dozens of school children right here in Mueller



Steading. While the steward disapproved of Benjamin Mayhew's reforms as
severely as Mueller could have asked for, he'd been horrified that a
steadholder could stoop to such actions, which probably meant it was fortunate
that he'd never realized Mueller had been Fitzclarence's silent partner.

But not for that insane assassination plan of his, Mueller reminded himself. I
still can't imagine what got into his so-called brain to inspire him to that.
Brother Marchant had a lot to do with it, no doubt, but could even Marchant
have been so stupid as to deliberately kill Reverend Hanks?

He shook his head, brushing aside a familiar sense of bemusement. It wasn't as
if it really mattered. Marchant and Fitzclarence were both dead, and no one
had tied him to either of them. Besides, he'd been out of his mind to get
involved in something so crude, and he was Jjust as happy to be rid of such
incompetent allies. Violence, whether open or covert, was not the answer. Not

because he had any particular moral objections -- indeed, one of his fondest
dreams was of Honor Harrington and Benjamin Mayhew in the same air car as it
blew up in midair -- but because killing either of them at this point would

probably be counterproductive. Especially since Harrington had come back from
the dead and added that accomplishment to her Grayson hagiography.

Too many people were prepared to carry on if anything happened to her or
Mayhew these days, and the only way to deal with that was to build a
counterorganization, one openly dedicated to slowing the "reform" process

although only through legal, constitutional channels, of course. Since
Mayhew had succeeded in institutionalizing his reforms, dismantling them would
require an institutional framework of its own, and that was what Mueller had
dedicated himself to building. At the same time, he'd retained some of his old
clandestine connections. Most of them were pure information conduits these
days, but he still had a few contacts tucked away that were a bit more action-
oriented. He had to be particularly careful about those contacts, but he was a
steadholder. And the leader of what had emerged as the equivalent of the loyal
opposition, at that, which meant even Mayhew had to be very careful when
dealing with him, lest it appear he were attempting to smear someone simply
because that someone disagreed with him.

Mueller snorted at the thought. No one on Grayson had had any experience in
running a system of government based on a division of powers eleven T-years
ago. If they'd had that experience, they might have been able to hold Mayhew
in check and prevent the entire damned "Mayhew Restoration.”" But they hadn't,
and when Mayhew reasserted the written Constitution during the Masadan Crisis,
he'd gotten away with resurrecting an autocratic system which the Keys,
individually and collectively, lacked the strength to break.

Since they couldn't break it, they'd had to learn to work within it, and that
took time. Whatever else he might be, Mayhew was a student of history and an
extremely astute politician. He'd taken ruthless advantage of the Keys'
temporary paralysis and overturned their autocracy and secured near total
ascendancy for the Sword while they were still dithering and trying to
remember what the ancient procedures had been. But they'd learned eventually,
and the degree of autonomy they enjoyed within their own steadings had helped.
At least they still possessed solid local bases of support, plus control of
the organs of government and law enforcement in their home steadings. And
Mueller, in particular, had emerged as a master of parliamentary tactics. He
and his allies could only nibble away at the Protector's power at the moment,
but he was patient. Benjamin IX's attention was being drawn more and more
completely to fighting the war. No one could have the energy or time to do



that effectively and keep a keen watch on all the domestic aspects of his
government, and Mueller had convinced his fellow opposition leaders to work
quietly and carefully in the shadows to which Benjamin could no longer pay
close attention. It wasn't glorious or spectacular, but, in time, it would
prove to be something much more important than either of those things:
effective.

Still, his position as the clear leader of those opposed -- respectfully, of
course -- to the Mayhew reforms put him in a somewhat exposed position. Every
crackpot who had any hope of working within the system, and quite a few
perfectly content to work outside it, saw him as a logical rallying point. The
strangest people seemed to spring out of the very ground to bring him their
plans and suggestions, and as he reflected on his steward's response to these
two, he wondered how odd they were going to turn out to be.

On the other hand, one never knew when even the most unlikely tools could turn
out to be just what one needed, could one?

"Show them into my office -- the formal one. And have someone keep an eye on
them. Hmmmm . . . Hughes, I think."

"Yes, My Lord," Buckeridge replied, and turned to sail majestically off.

Mueller smiled after him. Buckeridge didn't much care for Sergeant Steve
Hughes. Not because of anything the armsman had ever done, but because, unlike
the steward, Hughes was the first of his family in Mueller Steading. But that
was all right with Mueller. For certain sensitive duties, he relied on people
Buckeridge would have approved of, whose families had served his for decades
or centuries. He could trust those people to keep their mouths shut and their
thoughts to themselves, assuming they thought about his instructions at all
rather than simply obeying. But Hughes was part of the new breed. A tall,
lanky fellow, especially for a Grayson, he was far more comfortable than his
more traditional fellows with the new technology gushing into Grayson. He was
particularly good with computer software, and he'd been very useful to the
Mueller Steadholder's Guard (and to Samuel Mueller personally) in that area.

More importantly, he was virulently conservative and almost rabidly religious,
with an oppressive personal piety which was a rarity even on theocratic
Grayson. Those character traits went a bit oddly with his fascination with the
new technology pouring into his home world from the off-worlders he hated, but
that didn't bother Hughes. And they did make him particularly valuable to
Mueller. It was good to have someone who was reliable and intelligent (those
two qualities, alas, did not always go together among his more traditional
retainers) and technologically sophisticated.

Sergeant Hughes had only been with the Mueller Guard for about five years, and
Mueller had been very cautious about him initially. As the man had proved his
reliability and demonstrated his conservative bent, however, he had been
gradually tapped for increasingly sensitive duties. Nothing seriously illegal,
of course. Mueller didn't do much of that sort of thing anymore, and he knew
precisely which of his armsmen to rely upon for the rare instances in which
something a little . . . irregular had to be accomplished. But Hughes had
amply demonstrated his fundamental reliability, and Mueller had come to depend
on him in matters which were merely shady.

He chuckled again at the thought, then pushed back his chair. The office from
which he actually ran his steading was far less grand than the formal one to



which Buckeridge had just shown his guests. It was also more comfortable and
much more efficiently arranged . . . and he had no intention of allowing
anyone he did not know and trust absolutely anywhere near it.

He tucked a few record chips and several pages of old-fashioned, handwritten
notes into a secure drawer of the desk, closed it, and spun the ancient but
still effective combination lock. Then he shrugged into his jacket,
straightened his tie, and walked slowly down the hall towards his waiting
visitors.

* Kk %

The two men sat patiently in the armchairs to which Buckeridge had ushered
them, and Mueller smiled as he noted the coffee cups on the low table between
their chairs. They were from the everyday set, not one of the more formal
china patterns. Obviously Buckeridge considered these people to be of
sufficient potential worth to his master that they merited the rites of
hospitality; equally obviously, he didn't much approve of what he clearly
considered to be their devious, probably dishonest way of approaching his
steadholder.

Poor Crawford. If he only knew, Mueller thought, but he allowed his expression
to show no trace of it as he walked briskly into the room.

Sergeant Hughes stood just inside the door, imposing in Mueller red-and-
yellow, and Mueller nodded to him as he passed. The strangers heard him enter
and rose quickly, turning towards him with courteous expressions.

"Good morning, gentlemen." The steadholder sounded breezy, like the confident,
busy, honest man he was. "I'm Lord Mueller. What can I do for you this fine
day?"

The strangers glanced at one another, as if taken a bit aback by such cheerful
gusto, and he hid an inward, catlike smile. It wasn't strictly necessary in
this case, of course, but he did enjoy playing with people's minds.

"Good morning, My Lord," the older of them finally said. "My name is Anthony
Baird, and my friend here is Brian Kennedy. We represent an investment cartel
interested in agricultural expansion, and we'd appreciate a few moments to
discuss it with you."

His eyes flicked meaningfully towards Hughes as he spoke, and Mueller allowed
just a trace of his smile to show as he shook his head amiably.

"That worked fine to get you past my steward, Mr. Baird," he said cheerfully,
"but I very much doubt that you or Mr. -- Kennedy, was it? -- have any
particular interest in farmland. In which case, we should probably get down to
your real reason for being here, don't you think?"

Both visitors were definitely taken aback by that, and they turned to look at
one another much harder than before. Then, as one, their gazes swiveled back
to Hughes.

"The sergeant is one of my personal armsmen, gentlemen," Mueller said, putting
a cooler edge on his voice, and Baird and Kennedy -- assuming those were their
real names, which Mueller doubted -- pulled themselves quickly back together.
Casting doubt on an armsman's loyalty had once been a swift way to a most
unpleasant end . . . and it was still nothing a prudent man wanted to do in



the presence of the armsman in question.
Accidents, after all, happened.

"Of course, My Lord. Of course!" Baird said. "It's just that, well, we weren't
quite prepared -- I mean . . ."

"You mean, I imagine, that you expected to have to beat around the bush and
work your way gradually up to whatever actually brought you here," Mueller

supplied helpfully, then chuckled at Baird's expression as he sank into the
comfortably padded chair behind his huge desk.

"Forgive me, Mr. Baird. I shouldn't let my levity get the better of me, but my
position among the Keys uncomfortable with the Protector's so-called “reforms'
has made me a logical rallying point for others who are . . . uncomfortable
with them. And since the "Mayhew Restoration,' quite a few of those others
have felt a need to avoid attracting the, ah, official attention of the
Sword."

Baird started to speak, but Mueller waved a hand and tut-tutted him back into
silence.

"I regret the fact that they feel that way, Mr. Baird, and I personally feel
an honest man has nothing to fear from the Sword simply because he does not
agree with Protector Benjamin in all things. The Test still calls us to take
our stands for what we believe to be right and true, after all. Sadly,
however, I can understand why not everyone would agree with me, and so I mean
no disrespect if you and Mr. Kennedy are among those who prefer not to put my
opinion to the test in that respect. My time is in short supply, however, so
I'd prefer not to waste time on cautious, circumspect approaches."

"T . . . see," Baird said. He cleared his throat. "Well, in that case, My
Lord, let me come to the true point of our visit." He nodded to Kennedy, and
the two of them sank back into their chairs. Baird reached for his coffee cup
once more and crossed his legs, obviously working hard to project an aura of
relaxation.

"As you alluded to, My Lord, your position among the Keys who are distressed
by the changes here on Grayson is well known. In our own way, my colleagues
and I share that distress and have labored as best we might in the same cause.
But while we have many friends and a degree of funding which might surprise
you, we lack the prominence and position to make our efforts effective. You,
on the other hand, lack neither of those things and are widely respected as an
astute and thoughtful leader. What we would like to propose is an association
between our organization and you."

"Your organization," Mueller repeated, swinging his chair ever so slightly
from side to side. "And just how large would this ‘organization' of yours be,
Mr. Baird?"

"Large," Baird said flatly. Mueller looked a question at him, and he shrugged.

"I would prefer not to be very specific about numbers, My Lord. As you
suggested earlier, most of us are more than a little uncomfortable about
letting the Sword know our identities. While I would never criticize your own
faith in the safety of honest men, I've also seen how many of our ancient
rights and traditions the Protector has trampled underfoot in the last eleven



years. The Sword has never been so powerful, and we fear it seeks more power
still. If our worst fears should be true, then those of us less prominent than
the Keys would be well advised to be cautious in openly opposing the "Mayhew
Reforms.' "

"I don't agree with your conclusions," Mueller replied after a moment, "but,
as I said, I can sympathize with your concerns, and I respect your decision."
He rubbed his chin. "Having said that, however, what does this "large' and
anonymous organization of yours propose?"

"As I said, My Lord, an association. An alliance, if you will. Many of us have
been active in the picketing and protest movements. We have many friends among
the hardcore members of those movements. They bring us information which could
be very useful to someone in your position, and they also provide a visible
and powerful medium for transmitting your positions to the public at large. We
can also offer a useful infusion of campaign workers for the next elections,
and we're quite good, if I do say so myself, at getting out the vote among
those who share our views. And -- " he paused for just a moment " -- our
members are as generous with their money as with their time. We are not, by
and large, wealthy individuals, My Lord. Few of us are among the rich or
powerful. But there are a great many of us, and all of us give as we may for
the Lord's work. I realize that campaign finance sources are being looked at
more closely than ever before, but I'm sure we could devise a . . . discreet
means of contributing to your political war chest. To the tune, let us say, of
ten or eleven million austens. Initially."

Mueller managed to keep his shock from showing, but it was hard. That was a
substantial sum, equivalent to seven and a half to eight and a half million
Manticoran dollars, and Baird seemed to be suggesting that it was only a
beginning.

Wheels whirred behind the steadholder's eyes. He was too wily a conspirator
not to recognize the skill with which Baird had trolled the hook before him.
But his initial confidence that Baird was overstating both the numbers and
power of his "organization" had just taken a severe blow. It would take an
organization of considerable size to produce that sort of money from its
members' contributions, especially if, as Baird was suggesting, they came from
the middle and lower-middle classes.

What was most tempting was Baird's suggestion that the contributions would be
slipped to him secretly. There was no legal ban on contributions from any
source -- any such ban would have been considered a restriction of free speech
-- but there was a very strong tradition of full disclosure of donors. In
fact, the Sword required such disclosure for any election which crossed the
borders of more than one steading, which meant for any race for the Conclave
of Steaders, the planetary government's lower house.

And therefrom hung a large part of the emerging Opposition's problems. They
were strongest in the Keys, where the defense of power and privilege against
the Sword's encroachments naturally strengthened opposition born of principle.
In the Conclave of Steaders, the reverse was true. The lower house had been
reduced to total irrelevance before the power of the great Keys prior to the
Mayhew Restoration. Now it had reemerged as the full equal of the upper house,
and the majority of its members, even many uncomfortable with Benjamin's
reforms, were staunch Mayhew loyalists. It was there that the Opposition most
needed to make electoral gains . . . and also where open campaign
contributions from conservative sources would do a candidate the most harm.



But if no one needed to know where the money for those contributions had come
from in the first place

"That's a most interesting proposition, Mr. Baird," Mueller said after a
moment. "It's sad but true that even the Lord's work requires frequent
infusions of capital. Any contributions would be most gratefully accepted,
and, as you, I feel sure we could find an unobtrusive way for us to accept
your generous support. But I believe you also mentioned information sources
and campaign organizations?" Baird nodded, and Mueller leaned back in his
chair.

"In that case, gentlemen, let's take this discussion just a little further.
For example, what about . . ."

* k%

Several hours later, Sergeant Samuel Hughes, Mueller Steadholder's Guard,
ushered Baird and Kennedy from his steadholder's office and showed them back
out of the sprawling, ancient stone pile of Mueller House. He'd said nothing
while he stood post in Mueller's office, and he said nothing now -- a taciturn
fellow, Sergeant Hughes -- but the teeny-tiny camera whose lens was hidden in
the uppermost button of his tunic had caught the two visitors and their
earnest discussions with Lord Mueller.

Lord Mueller didn't know that, however. Nor would he . . . until the proper
time.
Unfortunately, nothing which had been discussed this morning was -- quite --

illegal. Not yet, at any rate. Once campaign money actually changed hands
without disclosure of its sources a crime would have been committed. The best
that anyone could hope for out of what had been said in Mueller's office was a
conspiracy conviction, and even with the camera footage, convicting a man like
Mueller in open court of conspiracy would be extremely difficult.

That was disappointing, or should have been. Yet Hughes felt no
disappointment, for he sensed an opening. For the first time of which he was
aware, an outside organization, not just an individual nut or a small cluster
of them, had reached out to initiate contact with Mueller. Always before it
had been the other way around, with Mueller very carefully approaching allies
of his own selection. That had been one of the steadholder's greatest
strengths, for he'd built his own contacts and alliances as a spider built its
web, weaving the strands cautiously and artfully and always making certain
they would bear the weight he chose to put upon them.

But if he accepted the offers Baird and Kennedy had made, and it looked very
much as if he would, then he would have allowed an unknown into his web, and
it would begin to generate strands of its own, whether it meant to or not. The
steadholder's entire organization would become more porous and easily
penetrated, and the number of potential witnesses against him would go up
geometrically.

And that, Sergeant Hughes thought fervently, was a consummation greatly to be
desired. Because Sergeant Hughes, who was also Captain Hughes, of the Office
of Planetary Security, had spent the better part of five years worming his way
into Mueller's confidence, and he still had very little to show for it. But if
this morning's meeting was headed where he thought it was, that was about to
change.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

"Well it's about time . . . I think," Citizen Vice Admiral Lester Tourville
observed. He'd tilted back his chair at the briefing-room table, and his eyes
glittered as he studied the star-spangled hologram above it. He'd seen it
before, many times, during the preliminary planning stages, but then a plan
was all it had been. Now it was an actual operation, waiting only for the
proper concentration of assigned forces to become reality.

"Qualifications from you always make me nervous," People's Commissioner
Everard Honeker replied dryly, and Tourville chuckled. The citizen vice
admiral often wondered what StateSec thought it was doing leaving Honeker as
his political watchdog. It seemed too much to hope that none of the citizen
commissioner's SS superiors had realized that a certain strain of corruption
through association had crept into their relationship. Since that entire
disgraceful business with the decision to execute Honor Harrington on what
everyone knew had been trumped up charges, Honeker's corruption had increased
apace. By now, it had come perilously close to outright disaffection, and
Tourville was willing to bet that the citizen commissioner's reports to Oscar
Saint-Just bore only a passing acquaintance with reality.

For a time, both Tourville and Honeker had tried very hard to pretend nothing
had changed between them. It had seemed safer that way, especially since they
could never know when some other informer might be in a position to see or
guess what was actually happening. But things had changed since Operation
Icarus. Indeed, Tourville had noticed without comment, even to Honeker, that
there seemed to have been a general thawing of the relationships between the
people's commissioners and the Twelfth Fleet officers whose political
reliability they oversaw. He doubted that it was anything remotely universal,
but Twelfth Fleet had accomplished something none of the rest of the People's
Navy, with the possible exception of Thomas Theisman's Barnett command, had
managed to achieve: it had defeated the Manties in battle. More than simply
defeated them. Twelfth Fleet had humiliated the Royal Manticoran Navy and it
allies. In the process, it had obviously shaken the entire Manticoran Alliance
-- a man only had to look at the Allies' current total lack of offensive
action to realize that -- and simultaneously given the Republic's civilian
morale its first real boost since the war began.

And the men and women of Twelfth Fleet, Navy and people's commissioners alike,
knew precisely what they'd achieved. The pride and solidarity which came from
something like that, especially after so many years of defeat and humiliation
of their own, was impossible to overestimate. A man like Honeker, who'd been
fundamentally decent to begin with, almost had to succumb to it . . . and not
even a cold fish like Eloise Pritchart, Citizen Admiral Giscard's
commissioner, was completely immune to it.

Surely the people back at StateSec GHQ had to realize something like that was
inevitable. But they seemed not to have. Or, at least, they weren't reacting
as they would have reacted to such a realization earlier in the war. Saint-
Just's minions had made a few changes, but not the ones Tourville would have
anticipated. Oh, he was more than slightly suspicious about StateSec's sudden
generosity in reinforcing Twelfth Fleet with units of its private navy, but
none of the citizen commissioners had been relieved or removed. And so far as
Tourville could tell, no new watchdogs had been appointed to keep an eye on



the commissioners, as well as the admirals . . . which he would have
considered the most rudimentary of precautions in Saint-Just's place.

Of course, the fact that he'd seen no evidence of new watchdogs proved
nothing. StateSec had effectively unlimited manpower, and Saint-Just had been
setting up domestic spy networks for decades, first for Internal Security and
the Legislaturalists and now for StateSec and Rob Pierre. No doubt he could
manage to avoid detection while he set one up here if he put his mind to it.
But Tourville genuinely believed he hadn't, and he wondered how many other
people realized what a monumental realignment in the power balance between
Saint-Just and Esther McQueen that represented.

But one of the more mundane and enjoyable side effects of the changes had been
a general loosening of the frigid formality and distance the people's
commissioners had previously maintained. Honeker had begun loosening up sooner
than most, but a year ago, not even he would have joked about the possible
risks of an ops plan. Not when it had been his job to ensure that the officer
with whom he shared his jest drove the plan through to unflinching success
despite any risks it might entail.

Of course, the fact that Lester Tourville had carefully built a reputation as
the the sort of gung-ho, bloodthirsty officer who could hardly wait for his
next fight had given Honeker a set of priorities which differed somewhat from
those of his fellow watchdogs. All to often, he'd found himself maneuvered
into the position of being forced to restrain Tourville's enthusiasm, and as
he'd realized long ago, that had given the citizen admiral and Citizen Captain
Yuri Bogdanovich, Tourville's chief of staff, a pronounced advantage when it
came to maneuvering him into doing things their way.

Which lent a certain added point to his jest. And probably meant it was
Honeker's way of posing a sincere question.

"I suppose I'm a little surprised to hear myself adding qualifiers, too,
Everard," the citizen vice admiral admitted after a moment. The use of
Honeker's first name was something neither of them would have dared
contemplate before Icarus; now neither of them turned a hair. "And I'm not at
all sorry we're actually getting Scylla organized. I just wish we knew more
about whatever buzz saw Jane Kellet walked into at Hancock."

He pulled a cigar from his breast pocket and played with it without unwrapping
it while he swung his chair back and forth in minute, thoughtful arcs.

"NavInt is still contradicting itself at regular intervals trying to explain
what happened to her," he went on in a musing tone. "I guess I can't blame
them for that, given the dearth of hard tactical data and the absolute
confusion and trauma of her survivors, but I think its obvious the Manties
have something we don't know about."

"Citizen Secretary McQueen's “super LACs'?" Honeker's voice held an ever-so-
slight edge of whimsy, but his eyes were somber, and Tourville nodded.

"I read Citizen Commander Diamato's -- No, he's a citizen captain now, isn't
he?" Tourville shook his head. "Damned hard way to win a promotion, but, by
God, the man deserved it! I'm just glad he got out of it alive." The citizen

vice admiral shook his head again, then inhaled sharply. "At any rate, I read
his report, and I wish he'd been in shape to produce it before McQueen
convened the board of inquiry."



"I do too. For the technical data it contained, at any rate." Tourville
quirked an eyebrow, and Honeker chuckled humorlessly. "I've read it, too,
Lester. And, as I'm sure you did, I rather suspected there'd been a few
excisions. He said remarkably little about his task force's command structure,
didn't he?"

"Yes, he did," Tourville agreed. Even now, neither he nor Honeker was prepared
to comment openly on the fact that the Hancock Board had proved that despite
any other changes, Esther McQueen was not fully mistress of the Navy. Citizen
Admiral Porter's idiocy was excruciatingly obvious to any observer, yet no one
on the Board had commented on his arrant stupidity. His political patrons
remained too powerful for that, and nothing could be allowed to taint the
reputation of an officer famed for his loyalty to the New Order. Which meant
that despite all McQueen could do, the Hancock Report had lost two-thirds of
its punch and turned into something suspiciously like a whitewash rather than
the hard-hitting, ruthless analysis the Navy had really needed.

"But like you, I was thinking about the hardware side of his report and
wishing the Board had been given a chance to see it before it issued its
official conclusions," the citizen admiral went on. "Not that it would have
convinced the doubters . . . or even me -- fully, I mean -- I suppose. It Jjust
doesn't seem possible that even the Manties could squeeze a fusion plant, and
a full set of beta nodes, down into a LAC hull and then find room to cram in a
godawful graser like the one Diamato described, as well!"

"I've never really understood that," Honeker said, admitting a degree of
technical ignorance no "proper" people's commissioner would display. "I mean,
we put fusion plants into pinnaces, and isn't a LAC just a scaled-up pinnace,
when all's said and done?"

"Um." Tourville scratched an eyebrow while he considered the best way to
explain. "I can see why you might think that," he acknowledged after a moment,
"but it's not just a matter of scale. Or, rather, it is a matter of scale, in
a way, but one in which the difference is so great as to create a difference
in kind, as well.

"A pinnace has a far weaker wedge than any regular warship or merchantman.
It's enormously smaller, for one thing, not more than a kilometer in width,
and less powerful. The little hip-pocket fusion plants we put into small craft
couldn't even begin to power an all-up wedge for a ship the size of a LAC.
Which is just as well, because they use old-fashioned mag bottle technology
and laser-fired fusing that's not a lot more advanced than they were using
back on 0ld Earth Ante Diaspora. We've made a hell of a lot of advances since
then, of course, in order to shoehorn the plants down to fit into pinnaces,
but the way they're built puts a low absolute ceiling on their output.

"Even the biggest pinnace or assault shuttle comes in at well under a thousand
tons, though, and a worthwhile LAC has to be in the thirty- to fifty-thousand-
ton range just to pack in its impellers and any armament at all. Remember that
courier boats in the same size range don't carry any weapons or defenses and
just barely manage to find someplace to squeeze in a hyper generator. A LAC
may be smaller than a starship, but it still has to be able to achieve high
acceleration rates (which means a military grade compensator), produce
sidewalls, power its weapons -- and find places to mount them -- and generally
act like a serious warship, or else people would simply ignore it. Which means
that, like any starship, LACs need modern grav-fusing plants to maintain the



power levels they require. And there are limits on how small you can make one
of those."

The citizen vice admiral twitched a shrug.

"Of course, the designers can cut some corners when they design a LAC. For one
thing, they don't try to build in a power plant which can meet all
requirements out of current generating capacity. Ton-for-ton, LACs have
enormous capacitor rings, much larger than anything else's, even an SD.
They're a lot smaller in absolute terms, naturally, given the difference in
size between the ships involved, but most energy-armed LACs rely on the
capacitor rings to power their offensive armament, and a lot of them rely on
the capacitors even for their point-defense clusters. And not even a
superdreadnought has enough onboard power generation to bring its wedge up
initially without using its capacitors. Just maintaining it once it is up,
even with the energy-siphon effect when it twists over into hyper, requires a
huge investment in power, and initiating the impeller bands in the first place
raises the power requirement exponentially. So even when they're not doing
anything else, most warships tend to have at least one fusion plant on-line to
charge up their capacitor rings . . . and, of course, a LAC only has one power
plant, and just keeping it up and running requires its own not insubstantial
power investment.

"And that's why so many of our own shipyard people will tell you that anything
like Diamato's “super LACs' is flatly impossible. Either the damned things
have to be bigger than Diamato thought they were, or else there's some serious
mistake in his estimate of the destructiveness he claims they were capable of
handing out."

"I'm a bit confused, Lester," Honeker admitted. "Are you saying Diamato was
right? Or that he must have been wrong?"

"I'm saying that by every logical analysis I can come up with, he must be
wrong . . . but that what happened to Jane Kellet argues that he must be
right. That's what worries me. Javier Giscard is good, and with all due
modesty, I'm not exactly a slouch myself when it comes to tactics. And I've
got Yuri and Shannon to help me think about them. But none of us has been able
to come up with a way to really defend against the “super LAC,' because none
of us can make any rational, useful projections as to what its real
capabilities are. And, frankly, I'm almost as worried by what Diamato had to
say about the range and acceleration on those damned missiles someone kept
shooting up their wakes while the LACs -- or whatever -- were shooting them
from close up and personal. LACs or no LACs, the kind of range advantage that
suggests is enough to keep a man from sleeping very soundly at night."

"So you think McQueen is right to be cautious," Honeker said flatly.

"I do," Tourville replied, and his tone was equally flat. Then he shrugged.
"On the other hand, I can also understand why some people -- " he carefully
refrained from mentioning Oscar Saint-Just by name, even now and even with
Everard Honeker " -- keep asking where the Manty secret weapons are. We've hit
them several times since Icarus. Not in any more of their critical systems,
granted, but all along their northern frontier, without seeing a sign of
anything we didn't already know about. So if they've got them, why haven't
they used them? And if they haven't got them, then we ought to be beating up
on them as hard and as fast as we can. And if they're in the process of
getting them, but don't have them yet, then we really ought to go after them



hammer and tongs."

"I see." Honeker regarded the citizen vice admiral speculatively. It must be
like pulling teeth for Lester Tourville to even appear to agree with Oscar
Saint-Just about anything. Not that Honeker blamed Tourville a bit for that.
For that matter, Honeker had come to share a lot of the citizen admiral's
reservations about the soundness of StateSec's commanding officer's military
judgment.

But one thing Honeker had learned about Tourville was that there was an
extraordinarily keen brain behind the wild man facade he was at such pains to
project. And if Lester Tourville was genuinely worried by his inability to
reconcile the apparently contradictory aspects of the reports from Hancock,
Everard Honeker was certainly not prepared to dismiss his concerns.

Whether he understood their technical basis or not.

"So I take it that you approve of the basic Scylla plans," he said after a
moment. "Given your desire to get in and beat up on the Manties hard and fast,
I mean."

"Of course I do. There's room for us to get hurt, but that's true of almost
any operation worth mounting. And the only way we could get hurt too badly
would be for the Manties to figure out where we plan to hit them and
concentrate everything they can scrape up to stop us. That would require them
to be a lot more daring in their deployments than they've been ever since we
hit them with Icarus, and I don't see any sign of that changing just yet.
Which, of course, gives added point to hitting them now, before they do get
around to regaining their strategic balance.

"But McQueen was also right about the need to concentrate our own forces and
drill them before we commit them. You know as well as I do how much Twelfth
Fleet has expanded since Icarus, and we still don't have all of our assigned
order of battle. An awful lot of our people have some frighteningly rough
edges, especially in the new-build units that haven't fully completed their
working-up process. And the expansion in new hulls is spreading our trained
engineering people still thinner . . . not that we were exactly oversupplied
with them to begin with!"

He shook his head with a sardonic grin.

"Typical, isn't it? We finally start to get on top of our shortage of
competent onboard technicians, and that's when the yards start producing
enough new ships that we have to thin them out all over again!" He chuckled.
"Oh, well. I suppose we're better off having too many ships and not enough
techs than when we had too few of either of them.

"But the point I was making was that McQueen's insistence on taking time to
prepare adequately makes a hell of a lot of sense. We'll commit as soon as we
possibly can -- in fact, I think McQueen is probably pushing too hard and
fast, if she seriously intends to make the execution date she's specified --
but it's going to take time. Just to get all of our units here, given the
sheer distances over which they'll have to travel, and then to get them all up
to effective combat standards once they arrive."

And, he did not add aloud, just to teach those cretins StateSec's palmed off
on us which hatch to open first on their damned air locks!



He might not have said the words aloud, but Honeker heard them anyway. Like
Tourville, Honeker had been astonished by StateSec's ongoing failure to make
wholesale replacements among Twelfth Fleet's people's commissioners. Partly,
he knew, that reflected Saint-Just's complete faith in Eloise Pritchart's
judgment and coldly analytical intelligence. But for all that, he rather
doubted Saint-Just was anywhere near as comfortable as he tried to appear
about Twelfth Fleet's personnel relationships. He couldn't be -- not when the
stability of those relationships could only serve (in his judgment) to
strengthen Esther McQueen's hand. Which obviously explained the
"reinforcements" StateSec had provided to Twelfth Fleet.

Officially, it was only an effort to help the Navy overcome the shortage in
the hulls required for the proper execution of Operation Scylla and its
follow-on ops. Clearly, if the Navy was short of ships, it was the duty of
State Security, as the People's guardians and champions, to make up the
shortfall.

It had come as something of a shock to Honeker to discover that StateSec
actually had dreadnoughts and even superdreadnoughts in its private fleet. Not
a great many of them, it appeared, but Honeker had never suspected that the SS
had any ships of the wall. From Tourville's expression, he suspected the
existence of those ships had come as an even greater shock to the citizen vice
admiral . . . and not a pleasant one. True, there didn't seem to be a great
many of them, but still -- !

Both Tourville and Giscard clearly regarded the SS units' arrival as a mixed
blessing. No officer about to embark on a high-risk offensive could help
feeling at least a little grateful when the equivalent of an entire, oversized
squadron of the wall appeared out of the woodwork to reinforce his order of
battle. At the same time, the crews of those ships were among the most fervent
supporters of the New Order generally and of Oscar Saint-Just in particular.
None of them really trusted regular officers, and they weren't shy about
showing it. Which meant that the sense of unity and pride which lay at the
core of Twelfth Fleet's achievements was threatened by the divisive inclusion
of the SS ships, their companies, and -- especially! -- their officers. Those
ships had also required a much greater amount of drilling than Navy ships
would have in order to attain Twelfth Fleet's standards, and the graphic proof
of their initial deficiencies hadn't done a thing to sweeten relationships
between their crews and the PN regulars.

Honeker had no doubt that Esther McQueen had been less than thrilled to have
the StateSec units palmed off on her, but she could hardly object to what
everyone knew was their real reason for being there without appearing to be
guilty of the very subversive attitudes Saint-Just clearly believed she
harbored. Even if that hadn't been true, turning them down would have made it
harder to argue in favor of delaying Scylla. If she were truly that short of
hulls, she should be jumping at such a powerful reinforcement, after all! So
if she'd objected to it instead, regardless of her official reasoning, it
could only be because she wanted to drag her feet for nefarious reasons of her
own, right? Or that, at least, would be StateSec's interpretation.

And the fact that they're specifically split between the squadrons which just
happen to contain Lester's and Giscard's flagships hasn't passed unnoticed,
the citizen commissioner thought grimly. I doubt that was McQueen's idea,
either, and I know Lester would just love to "adjust" fleet organization a bit
to get rid of them, but neither he nor Giscard dare do such a thing any more



than McQueen would have dared to turn down Saint-Just's "reinforcements" in
the first place.

He sighed. In a perfect universe, the revolution would long since have been
brought to its successful and triumphant conclusion. In the one in which he
actually lived, men and women he liked and admired, like Lester Tourville and
Shannon Foraker, were in at least as much danger from the people who were
supposed to be running the Republic they served as from the people who were
supposed to be trying to kill them. Had those men and women truly been enemies
of the People, that would have been one thing. But they weren't. And for that
matter, Honeker was no longer as certain as he once had been that he -- or Rob
Pierre or Oscar Saint-Just -- actually knew what the People truly wanted!

And so he'd found himself forced to choose between people he knew were
fundamentally decent, honorable, and courageous enough to risk their lives in
the thankless task of defending the Republic and people who could be guilty of
the ghastly excesses being reported by the escapees from Cerberus and Camp
Charon. He shouldn't have had to do that . . . and the fact that he'd been
forced to do it after all shouldn't have put his own life in danger. But he
had, and it had, and he sometimes wished he could come right out and tell
Lester where he stood. Yet he couldn't quite do that, even now. And it didn't
matter, for he was quite sure Lester had figured it out for himself.

He just hoped Oscar Saint-Just hadn't!

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

"Oh, what a clever, marvelous, disgusting little girl you are!" Allison
Harrington told the baby in her lap enthusiastically. "Now if only you were
equally clever in ways that didn't make messes, you'd be the perfect daughter.

As it is -- " she leaned forward, pressing her lips to the little girl's
stomach and blowing to produce a fluttering sound that made her daughter
squeal with delight " -- you're still just almost perfect!"

Faith gave a delighted squeal and did her level best to grab her mother's hair
and pull, but Allison avoided the pink, chubby fist and distracted her with a
shrewd tickle. Faith squealed again and produced a duplicate of the splendid
bubble of drool which had prompted her mother's original compliment, and
Allison laughed and reached for a cleansing tissue. An arm in a jade-green
sleeve reached over her shoulder to offer one, and she looked up with a smile
of thanks. Corporal Jeremiah Tennard, already assigned, despite Allison's
vehement protests, as Faith's personal armsman responded with a smile of his
own, but it didn't do much to offset the harried look in his eyes.

Which only made Allison smile even more sweetly at him before she turned back
to the task of mopping up Faith's handiwork.

She'd just finished that task when an air car settled into one of the VIP
terminal lounge's parking slots just a bit more rapidly than the traffic regs
truly approved. A musical tone and a subdued flash of green light indicated
that the car's owner's account had been debited for the appropriate use fee,
and a boarding tube extruded itself from the slot's outer wall to the car's
starboard hatch. A moment later, the car door opened and another man in the
green-on-green of Harrington Steading stepped out of it.



"Hello, Simon!" Allison greeted the newcomer cheerfully. Simon Mattingly had
been promoted from corporal to lieutenant when the Steadholder's Own section
of the Harrington Guard was expanded to provide Faith and James with their
own, dedicated security teams. It hadn't changed his duties as second-in-

command of Honor's personal team -- or, rather, it hadn't kept him from being
reassigned as Andrew LaFollet's second-in-command as soon as Grayson
discovered LaFollet (and Honor) were still alive -- and Allison was happy for

his advancement.
Mostly.

Her happiness would have been completely unflawed but for the reason the
Steadholder's Own had been expanded. It was absolutely ridiculous, in her
calmly considered opinion, for a child barely ten months old to already have
no less than four trained, lethally competent, armed-to-the-teeth, omnipresent
bodyguards. James was luckier; he had only two armsmen assigned to his
security detail, since Grayson law regarded him primarily as a spare, albeit a
welcome one.

For once in her life, however, not even Allison Chou Harrington's
intransigence had been enough. The fact that the Conclave of Steadholders had
accepted Faith as Honor's heir, formally named Howard Clinkscales her regent,
determined the composition of her Regency Council (which had not, as
originally structured, included the Steadholder Mother), and transferred the
Harrington Key to her as the second Steadholder Harrington had represented an
enormous concession on the Conservatives' part. Of course, all those
arrangements had come tumbling down when Honor turned out to be alive after
all, but Faith remained her legally designated heir, and Allison was well
aware that most of the steadholders, even those who belonged to what passed
for the Keys' liberal wing, would really have preferred for her to be clever
enough to have made sure James was born first. Since she'd been so
inconsiderate as to produce a girl child first, however, and since Protector
Benjamin had insisted, they had grudgingly agreed that it was time to allow
female children to inherit their fathers' keys. They'd insisted on
grandfathering in a stipulation to guarantee the succession of the sons of
those among them who'd already produced male heirs, even if, as most Grayson
men did, those sons had older sisters, and they'd specifically exempted the
protectorship itself, despite Benjamin's best efforts, but they'd accepted yet
another of his reforms.

And blamed it on "those Harrington" women just like the others, too! Allison
chuckled a bit sourly in the depths of her mind. Gave in more gracefully than
I'd expected, though. But, then, that was when everyone knew Honor was dead,
and none of them wanted to risk their steaders' fury by seeming unreasonable
about the succession of her steading. Not to mention the fact that they had
another twenty T-years before Faith would be old enough to carry the
Harrington Key in her own right. Now Honor's back, and half of them seem to
think she deliberately arranged to get herself sent to Hell as some fiendishly
clever stratagem to "sneak" a female heir in on them! And, of course, I must
have been the Machiavellian mastermind behind the whole plot because -- for
some reason only they could possibly come up with -- Alfred and I intend to
keep Harrington Steading under our despotic thumbs. Howard and Benjamin's
insistence that Alfred and I both had to hold seats on the regency council
only proves we do.

She shook her head. It wasn't as if their acceptance had done her, her
husband, or their younger daughter any tremendous favors, and if she had



anything to say about it, Faith Katherine Honor Stephanie Miranda wasn't going
to grow up thinking they had, either. Bad enough Grayson had dumped the job of
steadholder on one of Allison's daughters without Mueller and his pompous old
farts patting themselves on the backs for their generosity in saddling poor
Faith with the same job! Not that a single one of them seemed capable of
stretching his atrophied little mind around the concept that not everyone in
the universe was driven by a desire for power over the lives of others.

Still, Allison supposed she might have been just a teeny-tiny bit more tactful
about her response to Mueller's fatuous, gushing insincerities over her
"heroic daughter's tragic murder" at the formal dinner which had followed
Faith's succession to Honor's Key. It was remotely possible, she conceded,
that Hera would never have considered climbing the steadholder's back
unannounced if she hadn't caught the spike of Allison's emotions when Mueller
made his way over to admire Faith and James after delivering his speech. And
it could be that Nelson wouldn't have somehow gotten himself tangled up in
Mueller's feet when the steadholder squeaked and tried to leap away from the
completely unexpected weight and needle-sharp claws scurrying up his spine.
Not that Hera had hurt him in the least. She'd been very careful and clever,
never breaking the skin even once, despite the havoc she'd "accidentally"
wreaked on his formal attire's expensive tailoring. But they were only 'cats,
after all. Allison had heard more than enough about Mueller's comments to
cronies about the foreign "animals" with which Honor had seen fit to
contaminate Grayson, but for some reason he'd seemed mildly irritated when she
smiled sweetly and pointed out that one could scarcely expect such simple
little foreign creatures to understand all the nuances of civilized behavior.

Or perhaps it hadn't been her smile that upset him, she reflected. Perhaps it
had been the involuntary gust of laughter none of the other guests, most of
them his peers and members of their families, had been able (or willing) to
stifle. Despite anything Mueller and his intimates might say among themselves
while they vented their ire over the changes "those foreign women" had wreaked
on Grayson, everyone on the planet knew that whatever else treecats might be,
they were scarcely "simple little creatures" who had "accidents" of that sort
at formal gatherings.

Allison heard later that Mueller had chosen to inform one and all that he put
no faith whatsoever in the rumor that the Steadholder Mother had deliberately
set the vicious beasts on him. As for her frivolous behavior after they
escaped her control, that had undoubtedly been a consequence of post partum
depression and so must be excused by any true gentlemen. It was even possible
that one or two of the most brain-dead of his conservative henchmen had
believed his version of the reason Allison had been "out of sorts," but no one
else had, and she knew there'd been intense speculation about just why the
'cats had taken him in such disfavor. And why the Steadholder Mother shared
their loathing for him. For the most part, the speculators seemed to have
concluded that Allison must have had an excellent reason, and the whispered
debates over what he could have done to her (or her daughter) to deserve such
public humiliation continued.

Not that anyone would ever dream of asking Allison directly. Which was Jjust as
well, since she wouldn't have told them. Or she thought she wouldn't have, at
any rate, for she wasn't absolutely positive. She knew she shouldn't, for the
information had been privileged, and there was no proof in the legal,
courtroom sense. But unlike most people on Grayson, neither Howard Clinkscales
nor Benjamin Mayvhew had ever been satisfied that William Fitzclarence had
acted alone in hatching the plot to assassinate Honor which had come so close



to succeeding . . . and had succeeded in killing Reverend Hanks and ninety-
five Harrington steaders. Each of them, without mentioning it to the other (or
to Honor), had used his own security forces to keep a quiet investigation
going, and each of them had independently concluded that Mueller had been
involved right up to his neck.

If there'd been even a speck of hard proof, Allison knew, Samuel Mueller would
have been a dead man, steadholder or no. But he had a very clever, calculating
brain behind that genial and bombastic facade. And because he did, there was
only a handful of circumstantial evidence which was highly unlikely to stand
up in court, especially against one of the Keys. And the fact that Mueller had
emerged as the clear leader of the Opposition within the Keys made it
unthinkable for the Protector or the Regent of Harrington Steading to make
public accusations which wouldn't stand up in court and could all too easily
be construed by a defense counsel (or a politician) as nothing more than a
partisan attempt to blacken a political opponent.

Allison understood that, just as she understood why Benjamin and Clinkscales
forced themselves to treat Mueller as if no suspicion of his treason had ever
so much as crossed their minds. No doubt they were watching like hawks,
praying he would stray into similar territory once more so they could bring
the hammer down properly, but that would be then, assuming the happy day ever
actually arrived, and now was now.

Fortunately, Allison was under no such constraint to be pleasant, and she
rather hoped the man would be foolish enough to give her another opportunity
to humiliate him. And she also had to wonder if he even began to suspect how
fortunate he was that Hera and Nelson had settled for demolishing only his
clothing and his dignity.

Still, satisfying as it had been, it had also been an open declaration of war
between her and Mueller. Under the Grayson code of conduct, he was required to
treat her with exquisite courtesy, in public, at least, despite how livid he
must be. For once, Allison had found the constraints of Grayson's quaint,
antiquated sexism rather enjoyable, and she occasionally entertained herself
with the hope that enough concentrated bile would finish off the miserable,
small-souled cretin once and for all. The thought of him perishing in a
purple-faced, frothing fit was one to warm the cockles of a mother's heart,
and she'd taken shameless advantage of the rules which gave her the advantage.

But Mueller was no slouch at fighting dirty, either. Everyone in the Keys had
known Allison was prepared to wage a spirited battle against the creation of
dedicated security teams to haunt Harrington House's nursery. Mueller
certainly had . . . and he'd made himself the point man in insisting that the
letter of the law be observed where Honor's heirs were concerned. After all,
he'd pointed out, everyone on the planet had suffered a bitter personal loss
in Lady Harrington's tragic and brutal murder. It therefore followed that
Grayson as a whole had a responsibility to protect and cherish the tiny baby
girl upon whom Honor's titles and responsibilities had devolved and in whom so
many hopes reposed, and no chances at all could be taken with the infant
steadholder's safety.

Allison doubted she would have won the argument anyway, but she might at least
have gotten by with the assignment of a single armsman to each of the twins.
Mueller would have none of that, however, and even some of her closer Grayson
friends had agreed with him, if not for the same reasons. And, truth to tell,
she'd found it appallingly easy to become accustomed to the intrusion of no



less than six bodyguards into the household which had consisted for so long
only of her and Alfred during Honor's long absences. She hadn't accepted it,
precisely, but the day-in, day-out persistence of the situation had given her
no real choice but to develop a sense of toleration.

It helped that Jeremiah and Luke Blacket, the senior armsman assigned to
James, were both pleasant individuals. They were soft-spoken, unfailingly
courteous, helpful, genuinely attached to their infant charges . . . and very,
very dangerous. Allison had spent too much time with her own daughter not to
recognize the wolves behind the gentle exteriors those tough, lethal
youngsters presented to the rest of the universe, and she was not immune to
the effect of knowing either or both of them would unhesitatingly die to
protect her children. Or her, although it was still hard for her to accept the
possibility that anyone might want to hurt her as anything other than some
intellectual possibility on a par with personally experiencing the energy
death of the universe.

But Samuel Mueller hadn't gotten behind and pushed so hard because he felt
nice. He'd done it because he'd known how hard Allison was resisting the
notion, and she'd made a mental note to add that to the debt he'd already
incurred with her, for, in the words of the ancient Terran song, she had a
little list. Oh, she had a little list

Knowing why he'd worked so hard to bring the situation about also made it even
harder for her to tolerate the restrictions the twins' status (and guardians)
had imposed on her own life. It simply wasn't done for the mother of a child
steadholder to go shopping on a whim or an impulse. Nor did she decide to
change any other part of her schedule without warning people ahead of time so
that all the security arrangements could be put in place, usually in
triplicate. Allison was too intelligent to doubt the necessity of those
arrangements. God knew people had tried hard enough to kill her older daughter
over the years, usually for what they considered excellent reasons, and there
were more than sufficient cranks, eccentrics, and outright loonies who might
take it into their heads to kill the first female steadholder's female heir.
Nuts didn't need religion to make them nuts, Allison had long since decided,
but it did seem to give them a certain added sense of commitment to whatever
goals their nutdom decided to embrace.

So, yes, she understood why Jeremiah and Luke got so politely exasperated with
her from time to time. She meant to be good -- usually -- but there were
limits to how far she was prepared to go in becoming a prisoner of her own or
her children's bodyguards. Every so often it became necessary to point out
once again where those limits lay, and the Steadholder's Own had quickly
learned that the Steadholder Mother, as seemed to be the case with all
Harrington women, had a whim of steel.

Which explained Mattingly's resigned expression. Allison didn't need Honor's
ability to sense others' emotions to know exactly what was going on behind the
fair-haired armsman's gray eyes.

"Hello, My Lady." His response to her greeting was pleasant and courteous

and it, too, carried more than a hint of affectionate resignation. "I got
here as quickly as I could," he added just a tad pointedly, and Allison's
smile turned into a grin.

"I'm sure you did, Simon," she said, patting him on the arm with a fond,
maternal air. He took it much better than some other Grayson males might have.



Unlike most of them, he'd fully adjusted to the notion that the youthful,
beautiful woman before him was several years older than any of his own
grandmothers. But, then, he'd spent more time with Honor than most Graysons,
and Honor looked even younger than Allison did.

"Was the traffic very bad?" she went on, and he shook his head.

"No worse than usual, My Lady. As I'm sure you anticipated." Another air car
slid into the slot on the far side of the one in which Mattingly had parked
and disgorged four more men in Harrington green. They nodded very respectfully
to the Steadholder Mother and somewhat more casually to Tennard, and then
fanned out, joining Blacket and the other four members of the twins' joint
security team.

The lounge, Allison observed, had begun to seem distinctly overpopulated with
pleasant young men with green uniforms and guns, and she watched an
expensively dressed Manticoran couple ease away from them. She doubted the man
and woman even realized they were doing so, but they responded on an
unconscious level to the politely alert guard-dog mentality of the
Harringtons.

"You brought them along to make a point, didn't you?" she asked Mattingly in a
tone of laughing accusation.

"Make a point, My Lady? Whyever would I want to do something like that? For
that matter, what point could I possibly be trying to make?"

"I suppose I ought to have called it a counterpoint," Allison conceded
pleasantly.

"Well, it would have helped if you'd warned us ahead of time of your travel
plans," Mattingly agreed. "Or if you'd sent a com message ahead when the
Tankersley came out of hyper. Or, for that matter, if you'd even commed when
the shuttle picked you up to deliver you to the port, now that I think about
it. Comming us after you're already down in a public place with only the
children's travel team for coverage comes under the heading of what we
security people consider A Bad Thing, My Lady."

"Goodness, you are ticked!" Allison murmured so wickedly Mattingly laughed

despite himself. She patted his arm again, and her voice softened. "I know I

can be a trial, Simon. But all of these guards and guns and no privacy at all
It's a bit much for a girl from Beowulf, you know."

"My Lady, I'm not “ticked,' " Mattingly told her. "If I thought it would do
any good, or that there was even a remote possibility of changing you, I
probably would be ticked with you. But you're your daughter's mother, and
Andrew and I have had plenty of experience trying to make her security
conscious. We got to her when she was younger than you, too. And since we
haven't seemed to make a great deal of progress with her, I don't see why we
should be surprised when we don't make any with you when you're so much more

. um, mature and set in your ways. Which, of course -- " he flashed her a
blindingly white smile " -- doesn't mean that either Andrew or I -- or
Jeremiah or Luke, I'm sure -- have any intention of abandoning the effort."

"Oh, I'd be disappointed if you did!" Allison said earnestly.

"I know you would, My Lady. It would take all the fun out of it," Mattingly



observed, and looked across at Tennard. "Baggage, Jere?"

"Checked through the diplomatic section. The LCPD and Port Security have two
men on the storage area to back up the electronic surveillance. They'll ship
it out to us when we com for it."

"Good. In that case, My Lady -- " the lieutenant turned back to Allison " --
your air car awaits. The Steadholder is out on Saganami Island right now. She
would have cleared some time to greet you if she'd known you were arriving,"
he couldn't quite resist adding, "but she asked me to tell you she'll join you
at home for a late lunch. And your husband is also on-planet at the moment. I
understand he'll be joining you at the new house this evening, though he may
not make it before supper."

"Good!" Allison might find all the security constraining, but she had to admit
that her life ran far more smoothly now that someone else was in charge of her
schedule. Partly that was because security personnel liked how much easier
their own lives were when things ran without hiccups and went to considerable
lengths to make sure that they did. But she also knew it didn't all happen
that way simply because it made guarding her and her children easier. All
these fit young men in green were so happy to run errands and see to all the
irksome details of travel because they were deeply and personally devoted to
her daughter and her daughter's family, as well.

"In that case," she said, scooping Faith back up, "let's be going. Ready,
Jenny?"

"Yes, My Lady," Jennifer LaFollet replied, and climbed out of her chair with
James.

Allison had fought to the last ditch against the imposition of a proper
Grayson maid, but, like the battle against personal armsmen, it had been one
she was doomed to lose. That had become abundantly clear when she became
pregnant and even Katherine and Elaine Mayhew began dropping pointed hints
about how useful a maid would be as a nanny, especially with twins, since her
and Alfred's persistent monogamy deprived her of sister wives to help carry
the load.

She knew Honor had put up the same dogged resistance and suffered the same
ultimate defeat, and she also knew how well Honor's relationship with Miranda
LaFollet had worked out in the end. That being the case, she'd decided to keep
the position in the family, as it were, and selected Miranda's cousin Jennifer
for the role. Jennifer was more than ten years younger than Miranda. Indeed,
at twenty-six T-years she'd received the original, first-generation prolong
treatments, which Miranda had been just too old to physically accept when
Grayson joined the Manticoran Alliance, but she shared a great deal of her
cousin's quietly determined, competent personality. She looked a lot like
Miranda and Andrew, as well, with the same auburn hair, although her eyes were
green, not gray, and she was a bit taller than Miranda.

And, as Katherine and Elaine had suggested, she'd proved a godsend with the
twins. Especially, Allison had discovered, when Alfred had accompanied Honor
back to the Star Kingdom and left her to cope with both babies.

Now Jennifer glanced one last time around the terminal lounge, making sure
they hadn't forgotten anything -- as though this bunch of armed-to-the-teeth
adolescents would let me do anything as normal as forgetting something in a



terminal! -- and joined Allison at the tube to Mattingly's car. Yet another
Harrington armsman looked across from his place at the controls and smiled a
greeting, and Allison sighed while the oversized cavalcade got itself
organized around her.

I seem to recall thinking, once, how grateful I was that Honor's armsmen were
so much less intrusive about guarding Alfred and me than they'd been about
guarding her. She looked around the lounge at the eleven uniformed men
surrounding her and laughed out loud. I guess God was listening. I always did
figure He had a peculiar sense of humor!

Mattingly glanced questioningly at her, but she only shook her head and made a
little shooing motion with her free hand. He smiled and obeyed the gesture,
and Allison Harrington -- and friends -- filed into the two outsized air cars
and headed for the modest little fifty-room mansion the Crown had deeded over
to Duchess Harrington as a sign of its high regard.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
"The Prime Minister is here, Your Majesty. He wonders if he might have a
moment of your time."

"He does?" Elizabeth III looked up from the cards of her hand. "Oh, good! I
mean, shucks, it looks like I'll have to go take care of business, Justin."

"Oh, really?" Justin Zyrr-Winton, Prince Consort of the Star Kingdom of
Manticore, leaned back and regarded his wife from under lowered brows. "I have
to say this sudden urgent affair of state -- I assume it is an urgent affair
of state, Edward?" He glanced at the liveried servant who'd entered the card
room with the announcement, and a suitably serious-looking Edward nodded
solemnly. "Thank you." The Prince Consort returned his gimlet gaze to his
wife. "As I say, I find this sudden urgent affair of state just a tad
suspicious, Beth. Don't you, Roger?"

He turned to Crown Prince Roger . . . who looked back as solemnly as Edward.

"I don't know, Dad," the seventeen-T-year-old prince said in a considering
sort of tone. "It could be a genuine matter of state, I suppose. They do
happen from time to time, or so I've been told. But the timing is just a
little suspicious."

"Oh, come on, Roger!" His younger sister, Princess Joanna, looked up from her
book viewer. "I'll admit Mom has all the sneaky Winton genes. And I'll admit
she doesn't like to lose. I'll even admit the Opposition may have a point when
they accuse her of being ‘"devious.' But even granting all that, how could she
have known ahead of time that she'd need an interruption to save her? I mean,
she'd have to be psychic to know Dad was going to be dealt a double run this
hand!"

"Ha!" Her father's lordly disdain could not have been bettered by the pampered
scion of the most nobly born family of the Star Kingdom, despite the fact
that, by law, Elizabeth had been required to marry a commoner. "You're
forgetting the security systems, Jo. Do you really think someone as
underhanded as your mother would fail to have the systems on-line during a
crucial operation like a pinochle game? She's probably wearing an earbug right



now so that her sinister minion in the PGS can use the security cameras to
read Roger's and my cards to her! And no doubt those same sinister minions
commed the Prime Minister and told him to hurry right over before I trounced
her."

"That, my dear, i1s carrying paranoia and suspicion of those in power entirely
too far." Elizabeth managed to make her tone admirably severe despite the

smile hovering on her lips. "Besides, if it were that important to me to win -
- which, of course, it isn't, the drive to win in all ways and at all costs
being foreign to my sweet and compliant nature -- I wouldn't use Allen to get

me out of the game. I'd simply have you arrested for high treason or some
other trumped-up charge and flung into the Citadel to languish miserably in
some cold, dark, dank cell."

"I don't think so!" Justin told her with spirit. "First, the Citadel is
climate controlled; it doesn't have any cold, dark, dank cells. And second,
even if it did, we live under a Constitution, we do, and it specifically
limits what tyrannical monarchs can do to their subjects on a whim!"

"Of course it does," his wife purred, while the treecat on the back of her
chair bleeked laughter at the one on the back of Justin's. "The problem, oh
feckless one, is that before your lawyer can apply for a writ of habeas corpus
and protest my tyrannical ways, said lawyer has to know you're in prison in
the first place. And for all the skill with which we Wintons have played the
benevolent, law-abiding monarchs for so long, there have actually been whole
generations of secretly held prisoners, victims of our evil autocracy, who
lingered wretchedly until their miserable deaths, forgotten and alone in the
unhallowed cells of our tyrannical rule."

"That was very good, Beth!" Justin said admiringly. "But I doubt you could get
it all out in order again."

"I don't have to," she told him, elevating her nose disdainfully. "I'm the
Queen, and that means I can do anything I want," she said snippily, then
grinned broadly. "It's good to be the Queen, you know."

"It's better to be Prince Consort," Justin told her, reaching up and back to
rub his own 'cat's ears. Monroe buzzed a happy purr and slithered bonelessly
forward over his shoulder and into his lap to demand more serious petting.

"And why might that be?" Elizabeth asked suspiciously.

"Because while you go deal with whatever it is that brings Allen here, I can
stay here, basking in the esteem of our devoted children and scratching
Monroe's chest . . . while I stack the cards for the next deal."

" “Esteem of our devoted children'? Yeah -- right!" Elizabeth hooted with
laughter, and the aforementioned devoted children grinned at her. "Actually,
they're both in my pay," Elizabeth went on, rising and reaching for Ariel.
"They'll inform me instantly if you try to stack my deck. And if they don't,
I'll just have PGS run the imagery from the security cameras and prove all
three of you are conspiring against your monarch. With -- " her tone lowered
ominously " -- fatal consequences for the conspirators!"

"Curses, foiled again," Justin murmured, and his wife leaned over to kiss him
before she turned back to the servant.



"All right, Edward," she sighed. "Lead me to the Duke."

"Of course, Your Majesty. He's waiting in Queen Caitrin's Suite."

* Kk K

A neatly bearded man of medium height stood outside Queen Caitrin's Suite. He
was dark-complexioned and a bit on the stocky side, and he wore the uniform of
a Palace Guard Service major. He wore a red-and-white aiguillette that
indicated his assignment to the Prime Minister's office, the name plate above
his breast pocket said "Ney, Francis," and his expression did not encourage
familiarity. It was hard to say whether that was deliberate, or simply the way
nature had put his face together, although there were those among his
acquaintances who knew which they thought it was. But however grim and focused
he might look to others, Elizabeth smiled as she saw him.

"Hello, Frank," she said, and Ariel twitched his whiskers in greeting.

A very small twinkle showed at the backs of the major's eyes as the 'cat
bleeked a welcome to him, but the twinkle never touched his expression.
Elizabeth didn't mind. She'd known Frank Ney since she was a child, and she
was not among those who called him antisocial. He was certainly . . . prickly,
with opinions that had been cast in battle steel. That much she was willing to
concede. But he was also from Gryphon's Olympus Mountains, whose yeomen had a
long history of friction with their local aristocracy, which explained a lot
of his taciturn personality and general distrust of those in authority. Which
might seem odd in a man who'd volunteered fifty years before to protect the
monarch and senior members of her government, but made perfectly good sense to
anyone who knew him. And truth to tell, the Crown had a long history of
supporting Gryphon's commoners against Gryphon's nobility, which produced a
fierce loyalty to the current monarch. It also explained why half of Gryphon's
aristocrats were card-carrying members in good standing of the Conservative
Association. (The percentage probably would have been higher, but the
Association was far too liberal and namby-pamby for the truly conservative
members of the Gryphon peerage.)

At any rate, Elizabeth knew better than most that Ney certainly wasn't
antisocial. Cantankerous, stubborn, overly focused, and often infuriating to
those who collided with his inflexible principles, yes. But not antisocial.
Besides, he was very good at his job, and she'd been delighted when the Prime
Minister tapped him to head his own security force.

"Hello, Your Majesty," the major replied to her greeting, and a smile -- a
small one perhaps, and fleeting, but incontrovertibly a smile -- flickered on
his lips.

"Is he keeping you busy?" She twitched her head at the closed door, and Ney
chuckled.

"Not as busy as I try to make him think, Your Majesty. I'm managing to make
him slow up at least a little by making him feel guilty over how hard he
drives the rest of us. Pity I can't convince him to do the same thing to go a
little easier on himself sometimes."

"I know." Elizabeth sighed, then reached across and patted the major on the
shoulder. "Keep trying though, Frank. And I hope he realizes how lucky he is
to have someone like you around to nag him."



"Please, Your Majesty!" Ney's discouraging expression was back in full force.
"Not ‘nag'! I prefer to think of it as offering . . . ah, directed
encouragement."

"That's what I said: nag," Elizabeth replied. Ariel bleeked laughter from her
shoulder, and the major chuckled and reached back to press the door button for
her.

Allen Summervale, Duke of Cromarty and Prime Minister of Manticore, rose,
courteously but without haste, as Elizabeth entered Queen Caitrin's Suite with
her 'cat.

"Hello, Allen." The Queen smiled warmly and walked across to give him a hug.
That wasn't exactly protocol, but she and her Prime Minister had known one
another a long time. Indeed, he'd been a member of her regency council when
she ascended the throne as a grief-stricken teenager following her father's
untimely death, and in many ways, he had become a surrogate father to her. He
was also the man who'd run the Star Kingdom in her name, working in
partnership with her to overcome, circumvent, buy-off, or bully all opposition
to the naval buildup her father had begun . . . and which had, so far at
least, prevented the Star Kingdom's destruction.

"And what brings you calling on a Sunday afternoon?" she asked as she released
him and waved him back into his chair. "I assume it's not all that urgent, or
you would have commed to save time. On the other hand, you obviously regard
whatever it is as being at least a bit out of the ordinary, or you would have
let it wait till Monday."

"Actually, it is a bit urgent, although not in the sense of requiring an
immediate response," he told her. "But it does have a certain potential to
complicate our lives in a major way. Especially when the Opposition gets wind
of it . . . assuming their spies haven't already alerted them."

"Oh, my." Elizabeth flopped into her own chair and hugged Ariel to her chest.
"Why do you persist in bringing me news like this, Allen Summervale?" she
demanded. "Just once I'd like you to come to the Palace, poke your head in,
and say “Just dropping by for a visit, Your Majesty! Nothing at all new to
worry about. Have a nice day!' "

"That would be nice, wouldn't it?" Cromarty agreed wistfully. But then he
shook himself. "Nice, but not likely to happen any time soon, I'm afraid."”

"I know." Elizabeth regarded him with a fond smile, then sighed. "Go ahead and
let me have the bad news."

"I'm not certain it is “bad' news," he said judiciously. "In fact, it could be
very good news, in the long run."

"But if you don't get to the point, not even Major Ney will be able to keep it
from being very bad news for you in the short run," Elizabeth said pointedly,
and he chuckled.

"All right, Your Majesty. In a nutshell, we've just received a formal request
from the President of San Martin."

"Formal request?" Elizabeth frowned, and Ariel cocked his ears at the Prime
Minister. "What sort of formal request?"



"It's a bit complicated, Your Majesty."

"It always 1s on San Martin," Elizabeth pointed out dryly, and the Duke smiled
in rueful agreement.

San Martin was one of the heaviest-gravity worlds ever settled by humanity. In
fact, at 2.7 standard gravities, it might well be the heaviest. The planet was
so massive its colonists had been restricted solely to its mountainous peaks
and plateaus despite the fact that virtually all of them had been descended
from people genetically engineered for high-grav environments centuries before
San Martin was settled. Fortunately, San Martin was a very large planet which
had a lot of mountain ranges, several of which put 0ld Earth's Himalayas and
New Corsica's Palermo Range to shame.

There had to be something about mountains that put its own impression on the
human genotype, Elizabeth reflected wryly. Even here in the Star Kingdom,
people from places like the Copperwalls or the Olympus Range seemed to be
stubborner and stiffer-necked than their lowland friends and relations. And
since San Martin had the most spectacular mountains known to man, it was no
doubt inevitable that its inhabitants would be among the most fractious people
in the history of mankind.

Which they were. In point of fact, they made Major Ney seem downright
malleable and easily led, which was no doubt the reason they'd fought so
stubbornly -- and hopelessly -- when the PRH moved in on Trevor's Star thirty-
three T-years before.

Some had reached accommodations with their conquerors in the intervening
decades, of course. Some had been outright collaborators, and some, as on any
conquered planet, had actually found their spiritual home in the ranks of
their conquerors. But the vast majority of the population had regarded anyone
who had anything to do with the Peep occupiers with contempt, and they hadn't
been shy about making their . . . displeasure with such souls known.

As a result, both the old Office of Internal Security and its StateSec
successors had been forced to maintain a large presence on the planet. Worse,
from the Peeps' viewpoint, thirty-odd years was nowhere near as long a time
for a planet to be occupied as it had been in pre-prolong days, and far too
many San Martinos for the Peeps' peace of mind had very clear, adult memories
of what life had been like before the Peeps arrived to rescue them from the
twin curses of prosperity and independence.

Since Admiral White Haven had taken the system away from the Peeps, it had
been the Alliance's turn to deal with the stubborn mountaineers, and the
process had been . . . interesting. It wasn't that the San Martinos were fond
of the Peeps or wanted StateSec back, because they certainly weren't, and they
certainly didn't. But the provisional government which had been set up under
the aegis of the Allied occupation had encountered its own difficulties,
because, having endured occupation by the PRH for so many years, the people of
San Martin had no desire to be dictated to, even gently, by anyone, including
the people who'd liberated them. They wanted control of their home world back,
which was only reasonable, in Elizabeth's opinion.

The Alliance had no problem with that, but the San Martinos themselves and
their constant internal bickering had created endless difficulties. Observers
from Zanzibar and Alizon had been particularly dismayed by the liveliness of



the exchanges, and even the Grayson delegates to the commission overseeing San
Martin's return to self-government had experienced reservations about turning
the planet back over to its owners. It might be their world by birth, but most
of the commissioners seemed to feel the Allies had a responsibility to protect
them (and their helpless planet) from their own excesses.

The Manticoran and Erewhonese commissioners had been less worried, mostly
because they had rather more experience at dealing with energetic electorates
of their own. The fine old art of political hyperbole, viewing with alarm, and
vilifying one's political opponents had been a part of Manticoran political
life almost since the Star Kingdom's inception. Erewhon wasn't far behind, and
for all their enthusiasm, the San Martinos were scarcely in the same league as
Manticoran or Erewhonian machine politicians out to demonize their foes. As
long as no one was actively shooting at anyone else, the Manticorans and
Erewhonese were reasonably content to adopt a wait-and-see attitude, and
they'd concentrated their prophylactic efforts on providing transport off
planet for any of the old regime's sympathizers who preferred to be somewhere
else when their somewhat irritated friends and neighbors resumed self-
government. No one had used any threats to compel Peep sympathizers to refugee
out, but the Allies' San Martin Reconstruction Commission had found a great
many people who'd been downright eager to accept their transportation offer.

In the event, that waiting attitude had proven the wiser course, if not
precisely for the reasons the commissioners had thought it might. The
provisional government had just started wrangling about the details for
arranging the first planetwide election when Honor Harrington was captured by
the Peeps, and they'd still been wrangling when she returned from the dead.
That much hadn't surprised anyone in the Alliance. Indeed, what had almost
stunned those who'd become accustomed to the debates, arguments, shouting
matches, and occasional fistfights which formed the bone and sinew of the San
Martin political process had been the screeching speed at which those debates
had come to an end with the return of Commodore Jesus Ramirez from Cerberus.

No one, including Ramirez, could possibly have predicted the effect of his
return. In some ways, the San Martinos had been even more infuriated than the
Allies by the Peep claim to have executed Harrington. Perhaps it was because
it resonated so painfully with their own memories of what it was like to live
under StateSec's heel, Elizabeth reflected. But whatever the cause for it, San
Martin had been the scene of spontaneous, planetwide celebrations when the
Elysian Space Navy sailed into the Trevor's Star System. Not even the fact
that their world had been forced, temporarily at least, to somehow absorb,
house, and feed the better part of half a million strangers with literally no
warning at all had damped the San Martinos' jubilation.

Then they'd discovered exactly who the "Commodore Ramirez" who'd served as
Harrington's second-in-command was. He was Jesus Ramirez, nephew of the last
preconquest planetary president and the last uniformed commander of the San
Martin Space Navy. The man who'd forced the People's Navy to pay at a rate of
three to one for every San Martin ship destroyed, and who had successfully
covered the final evacuations to Manticore (and, everyone thought, died in the
process) as the Peeps closed in at last.

The Ramirez family had not fared well during the occupation. President Hector
Ramirez had been "shot trying to escape" within a month of being forced to
sign the planet's capitulation. His brother Manuel, Jesus' father, had been
convicted of "terrorist activities" and shipped off to Haven. InSec apparently
had intended to use his immense popularity to encourage his countrymen to



behave themselves and stop blowing up InSec Intervention HQs, but the plan had
backfired when he died within two years. Given the fact that a dead hostage
wasn't particularly useful, it was probable that in this instance the Peeps
had told the truth about a prisoner's death being due to natural causes.
Unfortunately, no one on San Martin, least of all Manuel's surviving uncles,
cousins, nieces, nephews, in-laws, and acquaintances, had believed a word of
it. Manuel and his brother had become martyrs, and their surviving family
members had been at the heart of the local resistance movement.

And the Ramirezes had paid for it. The Legislaturalists had stripped them of
their bank accounts and property as part and parcel of the process of looting
the San Martin economy to shore up PRH's finances. InSec had hunted and
harried them. One by one, most of the family's men and many of its women had
perished. Some had been picked up by InSec, or later by StateSec, and simply
disappeared. Others had been killed leading guerilla attacks, or in Peep raids
on Resistance camps. By the time the Alliance took the planet, the family had
been all but wiped out, and in the process, it had acquired an almost mythic
stature in the eyes of all San Martin opponents of the Peep regime.

And then the Ramirezes had returned. First in the person of Brigadier General
Tomas Ramirez, Royal Manticoran Marine Corps, who, in a rare instance of
slipping a round peg neatly into a round hole, had been selected to serve as
the executive officer of the Allied occupation force. That had been a
sufficiently emotional experience, especially for San Martinos who remembered
Tomas' family, even the boy Tomas himself, from before the occupation. But
then Tomas' father had returned, as well, literally from beyond the veil of
death, and the effect upon the rest of San Martin's population had been
profound. Hysterical hero worship was not a San Martino vice, but the
staunchly individualistic mountaineers had come perilously close to it when
they realized one of the Ramirezes, one of the icons of the Resistance, was
still alive.

The squabbles over electoral processes ended overnight, and Jesus was drafted,
almost without being consulted, to run for the presidency of the new
government. All but one of his opponents withdrew when they realized who they
faced, and the one woman who stayed the course was trounced at the ballot box,
receiving barely fourteen percent of the vote and conceding defeat even before
the polling closed. The last president of the old Republic of San Martin had
been a Ramirez; so was the first president of the new Republic of San Martin,

and the Allies -- and especially Manticore, for whom the stability of San
Martin was of particular concern -- had all heaved a vast, collective sigh of
relief.

Which might have been just a mite premature after all, Elizabeth thought,
studying her Prime Minister's expression.

"All right, Allen. Just what, exactly, are they up to now?"

"Well . . ." Cromarty tugged on one of his earlobes, then shrugged. "In
simplest terms, Your Majesty, President Ramirez has instructed his ambassador
to explore the possibility of San Martin's requesting annexation as our fourth
planetary member."

"He what?" Elizabeth stared at the Prime Minister, and Cromarty nodded.

"That's essentially what I said when Ambassador Ascencio broached the
possibility, Your Majesty. It came out of absolutely nowhere."



"Is he serious?" Elizabeth demanded. "And even if he is, what in the world
makes him think he could pull off something like that? I know he's popular,
but if he's going to run around making offers like that one, the man must have
delusions of godhood!"

"In answer to your first question, I think the answer is that he's extremely
serious," Cromarty said. "The letter he sent along via Ascencio certainly
reads that way, and his analysis of the benefits and advantages such an
arrangement might bring to San Martin is both persuasive and well reasoned.
As, I might add, is his analysis of the advantages the arrangement would offer
the Star Kingdom and our desire to insure the security of the Trevor's Star
terminus. And he's apparently done a surprising amount of research into the
legal precedents created by your father's annexation of Basilisk. Your uncle
is on Gryphon this weekend, but I had some of the Foreign Office's senior
legal specialists look over his conclusions, and their preliminary consensus
is that he's quite right about the Crown's authority, with advice and consent
of Parliament, to add worlds to the Star Kingdom."

"But what about the rest of the San Martinos? Does he honestly think they'll
stand for being sold down the river to Manticore?"

"I doubt he thinks anything of the sort, Your Majesty," Cromarty said sternly.
"But I also doubt that he expects them to feel they've been “sold down the
river,' either. Apparently, the initial idea wasn't his alone. According to
his letter, it had occurred independently to several of the more prominent
members of their new Senate more or less simultaneously. They'd still been
talking around the point with one another without anyone's gquite having the
nerve to propose it seriously, when a casual remark of his led them to believe
he shared their interest. That was enough to get them moving, and the
authorization to formally explore the possibility with us seems to have been
proposed, debated before the Senate in closed session, and voted upon in less
than two weeks."

"You mean he has official Senate sanction for this?"

"That's what his letter says, Your Majesty. And if their own Senate is backing
at least an exploration of the matter, clearly a real possibility of pulling
it off exists."

"My God." Elizabeth sat back in her chair, cradling Ariel in her arms, while
she pondered the possibilities suddenly opening before her.

The question of what to do, ultimately, with the one-time Peep planets
presently occupied by Allied troops had been a vexatious one from the
beginning. She knew some members of Parliament, especially among Cromarty's
own Centrists and the Crown Loyalists, secretly yearned for annexation as a
simple resolution . . . and one that would increase the Star Kingdom's size
and population base substantially, which was nothing to sneeze at when engaged
in a war against the largest star nation in the wvicinity. But none of them had
dared to suggest it when they knew every Opposition party's leaders would
trample one another trying to be the first to leap upon the idea and strangle
it at birth.

The Liberals would be horrified by the very notion that the Star Kingdom might
become an old-fashioned, brutal, imperialist power. They'd raised enough hell
over the annexation of Basilisk, whose sole habitable planet was peopled only



by a batch of aliens about as primitive as any star-traveling race might ever
hope to encounter. The idea of annexing other human-inhabited worlds would
offend every ideological bone in their bodies.

The Conservative Association would have been even more horrified. They were
isolationist to the core, and the thought of adding huge numbers of new
subjects who had no experience of an aristocratic society (and hence could
scarcely be expected to bow and scrape properly before their betters) would be
intolerable to them.

The Progressives probably wouldn't care a great deal . . . as long as they
were allowed to set up their own party organizations and electioneering
machinery. The fact that the inhabitants of those planets would already have
their own political factions and parties, however, would stick in even the
Progressives' craws, since it would inevitably lessen their ability to seize
upon new sources of strength at the polls.

And even many Manticorans not blinkered by ideology or the calculus of
electoral advantage would be dismayed by the thought of adding huge chunks of
foreigners to the Star Kingdom. They would worry that adding so many foreign
elements would dilute or even destroy the unique amalgam which had allowed the
Star Kingdom to come so far and achieve so much with such a relatively small
population.

Elizabeth could understand all of that, and even sympathize with the last bit.
But she also knew that the Star Kingdom's unique balance and accomplishments
rested in no small part upon the steady stream of immigrants it had always
attracted. There'd never been an overwhelming flood of such newcomers, but
there'd always been some, and far from weakening the Star Kingdom, they'd
added their own strengths to it. Elizabeth had always believed, firmly, that
the continuation of that inflow was crucial to her kingdom's ongoing
prosperity, and the thought of adding whole new planets held no dismay for
her.

Not that she expected selling the idea to Parliament to be easy.

"Do you think we should support Ramirez, Allen?" she asked quietly, and the
Prime Minister nodded.

"I do, Your Majesty. First, we need the manpower. Second, Trevor's Star is
absolutely essential to us in a strategic sense. And third, I think that
ultimately the San Martinos', um, liveliness, let us say, would be of great
benefit to our own society. Moreover, it would establish a precedent for
annexing other worlds that request it . . . and give us an excuse not to annex
those who don't request it. And, frankly, Your Majesty, it would bolster
public morale. The incredible 1ift Duchess Harrington's return gave it is
starting to wear off, and the new emergency Navy appropriations -- and the
taxes they entail -- are starting to sink in. And, of course," his lips
twisted sourly, "our “friends' in the Opposition see absolutely no reason not
to take advantage of either of the above."

He gave himself a little shake.

"Under the circumstances, the knowledge that another entire planet chooses
voluntarily to join the Star Kingdom and share our risks and the burden of
supporting the war would do wonders. After all, who would choose to formally
join what he expected to be the losing side of a war like this one? If that



thought doesn't occur naturally to the electorate and our public policy think
tanks, I assure you we'll bring it to their notice!" He chuckled. "The
Opposition isn't the only bunch who can play the public opinion game, Your
Majesty!"

"I like your argument, Allen," Elizabeth mused, cuddling Ariel and pursing her
lips while she considered all he'd just said. "Of course, it's all very
preliminary, possibly even a little premature to speculate about, right now.
But if it works out . . ."

Her voice trailed off, and Cromarty watched her face as she stared into the
empty air at something only she could see. He'd seen that expression on her
face before, and as he saw it now, he felt a vast certainty that, preliminary
and premature or not, yet to be ratified or rejected by public opnion,
Parliament, and the voters though it might be, the actual decision had already
been made by the slim, mahogany-skinned woman sitting across from him.

And once that young woman makes a decision, the rest of the universe had
better resign itself to the inevitable and get out of the way, he thought
cheerfully. Because if it doesn't, it's going to get hurt.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

"I think your Graysons think I'm a bad influence on you, dear," Allison
remarked as she and Honor walked down the third-floor hall of Honor's new
mansion on their way to the ground-floor dining room. They turned a corner,
and Allison paused at a sitting room's open door to properly admire the huge
swath of ankle-deep carpet that stretched luxuriously from the door to an
entire wall of one-way crystoplast and a breathtaking view of Jason Bay. It
was the fourth such door she'd paused at, and each sumptuously furnished room
had boasted its own, unique color combination and decorating style.

"Not too shabby," she approved in a deliberately blasé tone. "Still," she went
on just a bit critically, "if I were you, I think I'd have the bay dyed a
deeper blue."

"Very funny, Mother," Honor said severely, and pressed the door plate. The
panel slid shut, and she turned to her unrepentant parent with a stern
expression.

"And just what, horrible person that you are, have you been doing to my poor
Harringtons now?"

"Why, nothing, dear!" Allison lowered long, dark lashes (one of many features
Honor had deeply envied during her gawky, prolong-extended adolescence) and
peeped innocently up through them at her towering daughter. "Nothing at all.
It's just that they seem to have this fixation on schedules and message
traffic. In fact, I believe "fixation' is probably too pale a word for it.
"Obsession' would be better, and on more mature consideration, I'm not at all
certain it might not properly be described as a pathological condition. Hmmmm

I didn't find anything in their genotype to explain it, but I'll bet
that only means I missed something in the survey, because now that I think
about it, it appears to be a nearly universal condition. Every single Grayson
I meet seems to suffer from it, in fact, and -- "



"You are a wicked and unnatural creature, Mother," Honor told her diminutive
parent, "and all this babbling is not going to distract me from the fact that
you've been bedeviling my Harringtons. I knew you'd been up to something from
the way Andrew and Miranda were very carefully not mentioning your arrival
this afternoon. And, clever soul that I am, I deduce from your otherwise
incomprehensible comments that you deliberately declined to inform Andrew or
Simon of your intended arrival time. Would it happen, perchance, that my chain
of reasoning is sound?"

"It must come from your father's side of the family," Allison informed her
with severe disapproval. "You never got that sort of dreary, plebeian logic
from my genes, dear! Beowulfans' cognitive processes rely far more on the
creative and intuitive manipulation of concepts without the drudgery of
applying reason to them. Don't you realize how badly you can damage a
perfectly good preconception or assumption if you insist on thinking about it
that way? That's why I never indulge in such a vice."

"Of course you don't," Honor agreed affably. "And you're evading the question
again. Which was something you never let me get away with as a child."

"Of course I didn't. A most unbecoming habit in a well-behaved child."

"Mother!" A gurgle of laughter spoiled the severity of Honor's look, and
Allison giggled.

"Sorry. I just had to get it out of my system after spending the entire trip
from Yeltsin aboard Tankersley with the twins' bodyguards, Jennifer, Mistress
Thorn, and enough baggage for a six-month sojourn in the Sphinx outback.
They're all very nice people, and I like them a lot, but do you realize how
small the Tankersley really is? I didn't . . . until I discovered there was no
place I could go where I didn't have to be on my best behavior."

"You never spent a day in your life on your ‘best behavior'!™ Honor snorted.
"Um." She cocked her head. "Unless you wanted to charm something out of some
poor unsuspecting male with your winsome smile and dimples, that is," she
amended.

"Oh, I can think of one or two times I behaved myself to get something out of
a female, too," Allison said, then sighed. "That was before you were born, of
course," she added pensively.

"Two or three? Are you sure you wanted something out of that many females?
That sounds like an excessive estimate, considering how relentlessly
heterosexual you are. You're not even a hundred years old yet, you know."

"I'm certain there were at least two, and I think there were three." Allison
wrinkled her nose in thought. "I'm almost sure there were three," she
announced. "My second-year teacher in grammar school was a woman, and I must
have wanted something out of her before the year was over."

"I see." Honor leaned back against the closed sitting room door and smiled
down at her mother. "Feeling better?" she asked genially.

"Oh, lots better!" Allison laughed, then shook her head. "Do you have any idea
how your Graysons would react if I went on with one of them that way, Honor?"

"Oh, I think Miranda might surprise you. And I know Howard and Andrew would."



"Not a fair sample selection," Allison objected. "You've been breaking those
three in gradually for years now!"

"Agreed." Honor shrugged and the two of them started down the hall once more.
"On the other hand, it was probably a good thing that I had a decade or so to
"break in' the entire planet before you washed up there."

"It did help," Allison agreed with a small chuckle, then shook her head in
fresh amazement as they started down the huge, sweeping grand staircase to the
mansion's enormous foyer. "I think this is even worse than Harrington House,"
she mused. "And Mistress Thorn has already discussed the distance from the
kitchen to the dining room with me. She Does Not Approve, Honor. Rather
vocally, as a matter of fact."

"I'm not surprised. As a matter of fact, people seem to be developing a nasty
habit of giving me houses that are entirely too magnificent for my taste. Not
that they see it that way, of course. They seem to think the problem is simply
that my taste is insufficiently magnificent for one of my high station and
general all round demigoddess status." She made a rude sound, and the live
side of her face grimaced. "Actually, of course, it's all your fault for
failing to instill a proper desire for the finer things in life into me. I
told Mike that if her cousin were anyone but the Queen of Manticore I would've
handed this oversized docking slip straight back to her. It'd take an entire
battalion of servants to keep up with something this size back on Grayson, and
even with all the remotes and the house AI, the staff here on Manticore 1is
still over thirty!"

She shook her head and led the way down the staircase.

"It takes a good half hour to walk from one end of the place to the other,"
she went on, exaggerating only slightly, "and I feel like I need an inertial
navigation box and way points just to get from the library to the bathroom. At
least Harrington House has the excuse that it's also an administrative center,
but this thing is pure ostentation!"

"Calm down, dear," Allison advised. "Her Majesty just wanted to give you a
shiny new toy to show everyone how much she likes you. And you must admit she
really did manage to come up with something you'd never have thought to buy
for yourself."

"Oh, you hit that one right on the head," Honor agreed feelingly. "Mac loves
it, of course. He feels it offers the proper setting for an individual of my
towering stature." The living side of her face grimaced one more. "And Nimitz
and Sam like it, too, because it's big enough they'll be able to spend years
exploring before they find all its 'cat-sized nooks and crannies. And I
suppose I actually like the two or three rooms I'll actually ever use. The
view really is tremendous, too, and I don't have any real objection to
comfortable surroundings. Maybe it's just that I've spent so much time aboard
ship. Even the admiral's quarters on a superdreadnought are downright
minuscule compared to this place, so maybe I just feel guilty about using up
so much cubage."

"I don't see any reason to feel guilty," Allison said as they reached the
bottom of the staircase and headed across the statue and holo tapestry-
decorated foyer's endless expanse of black-and-green marble. She paused to
admire the water feature splashing at its center while the black, gold, and



green darts of Sphinxian koi (which actually did favor the 0ld Terran species
of the same name, allowing for the absence of scales, the extra fins, and the
horizontal flukes of the tail) sailed about in the polished granite basin's
forest of water plants and artistically placed cobbles.

"You didn't build it or squander the money on space you don't really need,"
she went on after a moment. "And if someone else did, it's not like the planet
is going to run out of living volume anytime soon. Besides, Honor -- all
kidding aside, the Queen really did give this place to you more to show the
public how much she values you than because she ever imagined you'd need
anything like it. From that perspective, it was as much a political move on
her part as that statue of you outside Steadholder's Hall was on Benjamin's.
But that doesn't mean she didn't really want to give you something special."

Honor made an uncomfortable little gesture, and her mother laughed softly.

"So that's the real reason for all this heat! You're feeling all embarrassed
again."

"I am not," Honor protested. "It's just -- "
"Just that you hate being "turned into' some sort of hero."

Allison stopped and touched her daughter's elbow, halting her until she turned
to face her.

"Honor, I love you very much," she said then, her voice unwontedly serious.
"You know I do, even though I probably haven't told you so as often as I
should have. And I'm also your mother -- the one who changed your diaper,

watched you learn to walk and talk, sent you off to school, bandaged your
skinned knees, hauled you and Nimitz down from picketwood trees, talked to
your teacher after that fistfight in fifth grade, and put up with all the mess
a twelve-year-old and a treecat can generate without even breaking a sweat. I
know you, dear -- know you, not the PR image -- and I understand exactly why
you're so uncomfortable with the thought that people think of you as a " hero.'
But Elizabeth III didn't “turn you into' one, and neither did Benjamin Mayhew,
or even the newsies and the 'faxes. You did it, by your own actions and your
own accomplishments.

"I know, I know." She waved a hand when Honor tried to edge in a protest. "You
didn't do it so people would admire you, and most of the time you were doing
all those “heroic' things you were scared to death. I told you I know you,
Honor, and how could I know you without knowing that, as well? I've seen you
grit your teeth each time some newsie or vote-grubbing politician calls you
"the Salamander,' and I know all about the nightmares -- and worse -- you went
through after Paul's death. But do you really think all those people who came
to your funeral when we thought the Peeps had killed you don't understand that
too? They may not know you as well as your father and I do, but they know you
better than that! And truth to tell, I think that's one reason so many of them
do think of you as heroic. Not because they expect you to be so stupid or so
arrogant that you think you're invulnerable or because fear never enters your
thoughts, but because you've demonstrated that you know you're not
invulnerable -- " her tiny wave indicated Honor's missing arm and the dead
side of her face " -- and they're smart enough to realize you are scared

and you do your job anyway."

Honor felt her face heating, but Allison only smiled and squeezed her elbow.



"I realized, when I thought you were dead, that I'd never told you often
enough how very proud I was of you," she said quietly. "I know it makes you
uncomfortable when someone praises you for doing something you considered to
be your “job,' and I'm your mother, so there are times I wish to heaven that
you'd picked some safer career. So I probably won't embarrass you again by
harping on this. But you've made me a very proud woman, Honor Harrington."

Honor blinked eyes that stung suddenly. She opened her mouth, but no words
came out, and her mother smiled again, more normally, and gave her arm a
little shake.

"And as for the size of your house -- piffle! If the Queen of Manticore wants
to give you a present, then you darned well accept it. If I have to put up
with all the ruffles and flourishes on Grayson, then you can take your
medicine here in the Star Kingdom and smile about it, by God! Is that clearly
understood, young woman?"

"Yes, Momma," Honor said submissively, with only the tiniest quaver to betray
her own emotions.

"Good," Allison said smugly, and smiled brightly at James MacGuiness as the
steward opened the dining room door to greet them.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Several hours later, Honor and her mother were comfortably ensconced on one of
the mansion's several terraces. As part of its ostentatious luxury the estate
sat atop the coastal cliffs of the Eastern Shore section of Jason Bay and
boasted just over two full kilometers of pristine, completely private
beachfront. That was by straight-line, aerial measure; allowing for the
indentations of the rugged shoreline, it was more like three and a half
kilometers, by Honor's estimate. Of course, all of the Star Kingdom's planets
were sparsely populated compared to someplace like Haven or one of the
Solarian League's older daughter worlds. All three together had barely half
the population that 0Old Earth alone had boasted in the last century Ante
Diaspora, so land ownership was scarcely restricted to the ultrarich as it was
on more densely peopled planets. For that matter, the estate was far smaller
than the Harrington homestead back on Sphinx. But it was also less than twenty
kilometers from the exact center of Landing City's business district, and the
East Shore was considered the second or third most desirable residential site
on the entire capital planet. That meant that even in the Star Kingdom, those
hectares of dirt would have brought a fantastic price on the open market.
Especially with the spectacular view available from the top of the craggy
palisade of the cliffs.

Manticore-A balanced on the western rim of the bay, and Manticore-B was a
bright, brilliant star, clearly visible in the darkening eastern sky. The
breeze off the bay gathered strength slowly but steadily, ruffling the fringes
on the umbrella shading their loungers, and just a hint of a cloud bank
hovered to the north, harbinger of the overnight rain the weather people were
calling for. A blizzard of scaled, twin-tailed, gray-and-green lizard-gulls
lifted and dove above the cliffs, or bobbed like corks on the swell beyond the
surf line, singing to one another in the high, clear trills of their kind, and
the scent of tidewater mingled with those of crown blossom, 0ld Earth roses,



and the brilliant banks of mixed native and Terran flowers which softened the
terrace's gray, flagstoned severity.

"I suppose," Allison remarked from behind her dark glasses, "that I could grow
accustomed to this sort of decadent luxury if I really put my mind to it.
Difficult, of course, for one of my naturally puritanical bent, but possible.
Possible."

"Sure." Honor reached out a long arm, snagged another chocolate-chip cookie
from the plate on the table between them, and bit into it blissfully. Her
mother, she reflected, might have a point, for there were a few luxuries she
would have hated to give up herself, like Susan Thorn, her Grayson cook.

"Mistress" Thorn was another member of the LaFollet Clan -- an aunt by
marriage, if Honor had managed to pick her way successfully through the
complex Grayson clan structure. Her native formality preferred the old-
fashioned mode of address, and she would never have felt comfortable being
addressed by her Steadholder by her Christian name. But that was all right,
because she also was firmly of the opinion that no kitchen had been properly
consecrated to its sacred calling until it had produced its first trays of
cookies and fudge. Given the sort of cookies (and fudge) she produced, Honor
wasn't about to argue with her, and she rather suspected that her own
genetically modified, heavy-world metabolism was one reason Mistress Thorn so
enjoyed cooking for her. It took a lot of calories to stoke her internal
furnace, and Mistress Thorn was delighted to have an employer she could stuff
to the eyebrows without having her worry about her weight or her figure, two
subjects of enormous importance to any old-style Grayson lady.

For all that, however, Mistress Thorn had been scandalized the first time
Alfred Harrington wandered into the Harrington House kitchen. The kitchen was
her domain, and no mere male had any business mucking about in it. Even those
of them who claimed they liked to cook actually only played at it, in her
experience, and even the best of them cheerfully left the mess and clutter
behind for someone else (and female) to clean up.

There hadn't been anything she could do about it, short of quitting, however,
and so she'd gritted her teeth and put up with it . . . only to discover that
Alfred was, quite possibly, just as good a cook as she. She had the edge in
pastries, cakes, and breads, but he had a better touch with meats and soups,
and they ran a dead heat with vegetables. Within weeks, Alfred was the only
denizen of Harrington House, including the Steadholder, who was not only
permitted unlimited access to her kitchen but to address her by her first
name. He was even, in a shocking breach of all precedent, allowed to teach her
how to prepare his own patented spinach quiche. As one who was not and never
would be a charter member of the Society of Cooks, Bakers, Chefs, and Wine
Snobs, Honor had been perfectly happy to let him plan menus and discuss
differences between Sphinxian and Grayson cuisine with Mistress Thorn to his
heart's content. Her mother had always been content to let him rule the
kitchen when Honor was a child, after all, and all Honor really cared about
was the quality of the end product. Which had been good enough when either
Alfred or Mistress Thorn were left to their own devices and had become still
better once the two of them started collaborating.

She bit into the cookie and looked over to where Nimitz and Samantha snored
gently on the perch above the low wall of rough rock which guarded the
terrace's seaward side. James MacGuiness had personally overseen the
installation of the multibranched perch even before Honor moved into the



mansion, and both 'cats loved it. She could taste their sleeping contentment,
hovering on the surface of their dreams as if they were purring in the back of
her brain.

"Do you remember that awful sunburn you got your first week at Saganami
Island?" her mother asked in tones of drowsy content all her own, and Honor
snorted.

"Of course I do -- and so does Nimitz. I hope you're not planning on
administering another "I told you so' at this late date, Mother!"

"Not I," Allison averred. "I figure that if the burned hand teaches best, then
the entire scorched epidermis simply has to get its point across. Even to you,
dear."

She turned her head to give her daughter a seraphic smile, and Honor chuckled.
Her mother's birth world was dry and dusty by the standards of most human-
inhabited worlds. It had enormous continents and few but deep seas. While it
lacked the mountains and extreme axial tilt which made Gryphon's weather so
interesting, it also lacked the climate-moderating effect of Gryphon's
extensive oceans. That meant she'd grown up accustomed to a pronounced
"continental" climate, with long, hot summers and extremely cold winters, but
Honor was a child of Sphinx. For her, the long, slow seasons of her chilly
home world, with their rainy springs, cool summers, blustery autumns, and
majestic winters would always be the norm, which had left her completely
unprepared for the climate she'd encountered at Saganami Island. Manticore was
much closer than Sphinx to the primary they shared, and Saganami Island, only
a few dozen kilometers from where Honor and her mother sat at that very
moment, was barely above the capital planet's equator. Allison had warned her
about what that meant, but she'd been only seventeen T-years old, out on her
own (or that was how she'd thought of the Academy's highly structured
environment at the time, at least) at last, and too busy enjoying Manticore's
lesser gravity and bone-deep warmth to pay much heed. Which had ended,
inevitably, with one of the more spectacular sunburns in human history.

"And why, O revered parent, did you bring the subject up, if not to engage in
one of your homilies on the horrid fates which await daughters who ought to
listen to their revered parents -- especially their female revered parents --
and don't? Are you dusting off your skills for use on Faith and James?"

"Heavens, no. It's far too early for that." Allison chuckled. "You know how it
is, Honor. If you go into training for anything too early, your skills are
likely to peak prematurely. I figure I'll wait at least until they're walking
before I start practicing proper parental judo on them. After all, that worked
fairly well with you, didn't it?"

"I like to think so." Honor helped herself to another cookie and offered the
plate to her mother, but Allison shook her head. Her genes lacked the
Meyerdahl modification which produced Honor's accelerated metabolism. There
were times, as she watched the gusto with which her daughter and husband
shoveled in anything edible that crossed their paths without the least concern
about calories, when she rather regretted that. On the other hand, she could
go considerably longer between hunger pangs . . . and took a certain pleasure
in sweetly reminding them of that point when they woke her up rummaging
noisily through cabinets or refrigerators in the middle of the night.

"Of course," she said now, just a bit provocatively, "I suppose you might be



just a little biased about how well it worked out, mightn't you?"
"I might be. But I'm not, of course."
"Oh, of course!"

They chuckled together, but then Allison rolled over on her side and lifted
her sunglasses to regard her daughter with unwonted seriousness.

"Actually, Honor, there was a reason I brought it up, but it concerns Nimitz
more than it does you."

"It does?" Honor's eyebrow quirked, and her mother nodded.

"In a way. I was thinking about how miserable Nimitz was while he endured the
experience with you, and in turn, that got me to thinking about the nature of
the link you two share." Honor cocked her head, and Allison shrugged.

"I haven't had a chance to do more than screen your dad and tell him I'm on-
planet, so I certainly haven't been able to discuss anything about your case
or Nimitz's with him. On the other hand, I don't have to discuss anything to
see that Nimitz is still limping almost as badly as ever. May I assume your
father and the 'cat docs have decided to move more cautiously than usual
because of the loss of his mental voice?"

"That's about right." Honor spoke quietly, and her gaze was troubled as she
glanced at the 'cats. She was just as glad they were asleep, because she
couldn't stifle a bite of resentful grief over Nimitz's handicap. No, not his
handicap: his mutilation. Because that's what it is -- even more than what
happened to my arm. She gritted her teeth and fought off a murderous stab of
rage before it reached the surface. It got close enough to make Nimitz shift
uneasily, but she managed to throttle it before she woke him completely, and
he settled back down. Besides, there was no one on whom she could take
vengeance. Both Cordelia Ransom and the StateSec thug whose pulser butt had
actually done the damage had died aboard Tepes, and however much she might
long to do it, she couldn't bring them back so she could personally kill them
all over again.

"They're about ready to start work on both of us, actually," she went on after
a moment, her voice calm. "They've mapped the damage to my face -- " she
brushed her fingers over her dead cheek " -- and it's as bad as Fritz's
original examination suggested. We're looking at total replacement, and
there's additional damage to the organic-electronic interface, thanks to the
power surge that burned out the artificial nerves. It doesn't look as bad as
Daddy was afraid it might be, but it isn't good, especially with my history of
rejecting implants and grafts alike. At the moment, he's estimating about four
T-months for the surgery and grafting, assuming we don't go through another
complete round of rejections. But the training and therapy sessions should be
shorter this time, since I've been through them once before and already know
the drill, so we're probably looking at about seven months, total, for the
face.

"The eye is a little simpler, since the optic nerve was never damaged the way
my facial nerves were. Even better, the surge when the Peeps burned it out
seems to've been weaker. It damaged the electronic side of the interface, but
the fail-safes and circuit breakers protected the organic side almost
completely, so it's basically just a matter of plugging in the new hardware.



But since I'm already going to be stuck in the shop for so long with the face,
Daddy's decided to build a few extra capabilities into the new eye. It'll mean
I have to learn how to activate and control the new features. Heck, after all
the time my old eye's been down, I'm going to have to relearn all the old
ones! But he managed to convince me it'll be worth it in the long run. Of
course -- " the living side of her face crinkled into a smile " -- I think
it's probably a bit unfair for a physician to take advantage of the fact that
he's also your father when he starts in on convincing you of something. I
almost expected him to say "Because I'm your father, that's why!' "

"I can't imagine why he'd say something like that," Allison murmured. "It
never worked when you were ten, so why in the world should he expect it to
now?"

"He shouldn't," Honor agreed. "Which didn't keep me from thinking for a minute
that he was going to try it anyway."

"And the arm?"

"That's going to be both easier and harder than the face. The good news is
that, despite the primitive facilities he had, Fritz did a really good job
when he took it off."

Allison nodded, but her serene expression didn't fool Honor. It couldn't have
fooled anyone who could taste her jagged emotional response, even now, to the
thought of her daughter, lying more than half-starved and wounded almost to
death, while a doctor worked with frantic haste to amputate the shattered ruin
of her arm with nothing but an assault shuttle's emergency med kit for
equipment and supplies.

"He took particular care with the nerves," Honor went on, her voice as serene
as her mother's face, "and Daddy says we shouldn't have any trouble at all
with the interfaces there. As I say, that's the good news. The bad news is
that, unlike the face and the eye, I'm going to have to start from scratch
with the arm."

Allison nodded once more, this time with a grimace of sympathy. Despite the
best the technical types could do, an artificial limb remained just that:
artificial. The designers could do many things with their prostheses, but not
even the Solarian League's medical establishment could make one which obeyed
exactly the same nervous impulses, and in exactly the same way, as the natural
limb it replaced had obeyed. There were too many idiosyncratic differences
from individual to individual. It would have been possible to chart the unique
impulses whoever was to replace the limb had used, after which modifying the
software to obey them would have been fairly simple and straightforward. But
doing that would have taken months and required the recipient to put her
missing natural arm -- and hand, and fingers -- through every aspect of their
full range of movement for the sensors recording the neural commands. In
practical terms, it made more sense to build the limb with a software package
that emphasized heuristic functions that learned from doing and then simply
let the recipient (and the software) learn to use it. Even then, however, a
certain sense of the alien or the once-removed about the new limb would always
remain, however well she learned to control it, which was the real reason such
prostheses weren't simple "plug and play" devices.

Honor had learned to adjust for the fact that the artificial nerves in her
face simply did not report sensory data the same way live ones did. At the



moment, she felt nothing at all on her left cheek. Had her implants been
working properly, however, she would have "felt" the pressure of the growing
sea breeze quite differently on the two sides of her face . . . and even after
so many years, the sensations from the left side would have felt artificial.
Which was fair enough, since that was precisely what they would have been. She
sometimes wondered if it would have been easier to adjust if they'd had to
replace the nerves in both cheeks, but she had no intention of experimenting
to find out.

That artificiality was the main reason so many star nations, including the
Star Kingdom, had no extensive market in bio enhancement. Some nations did, of
course. The rogue bio-modifiers of Mesa came to mind almost automatically, but
her mother's native Beowulf had also supported a lucrative enhancement market.
In one way, Honor could understand the temptation, for there had been features
to the eye the Peeps had burned out that she missed sorely, like the low-light
vision and telescopic and microscopic functions. But even there, what she saw
had never seemed quite as alive -- as "real" -- as what the unenhanced vision
of her right eye had reported. It was something that probably could never be
fully described to anyone who hadn't experienced it directly. For that matter,
she supposed it might well be purely psychological, although it was reported
with near total unanimity by everyone who'd received similar implants. The
closest she'd ever been able to come to defining the difference even for
herself was to think of what she saw through her left eye as a very, very
good, three-dimensional flat screen presentation. Again, she'd often wondered
whether or not replacing both eyes, so that she no longer had the
"distraction" of her natural eye's input, would have ameliorated the problem
in time. And, again, she had no intention of ever finding out.

But there were people who'd made the opposite choice. Indeed, in some of
humanity's far-flung cultures, like Sharpton, where the cyborg was a sort of
cultural icon, it was as routine for an individual to replace limbs and eyes
with artificial improvements as it was for someone on Manticore to have her
teeth cleaned and straightened. Or her ears pierced, for that matter.
Personally, Honor couldn't imagine doing such a thing. In fact, the very
thought made her uncomfortable -- probably because she'd spent so much of her
life in space. After so many years in an artificial exterior environment, she
felt no temptation whatsoever to turn her own body into an artificial interior
environment, whatever advantages over mere flesh and blood it might have
brought with it.

Although the Star Kingdom didn't practice that sort of casual enhancement, it
wasn't out of any horror of "cyborgian monstrosities." Honor had met a few
people, mostly from places in the Solarian League, whose enhancement had been
so obvious and extreme as to make her feel actively ill at ease, but those
were exceptions. Most people who had themselves enhanced went to some lengths
to make the enhancements appear as much like natural (albeit as perfectly
developed natural) limbs, as possible, and the same held true for the minority
of people who couldn't regenerate.

She had no qualms over how her new arm would look or feel to anyone else, and
she and her father had visited the firm which would build it to discuss the
enhanced features they wanted, since if she had to have a prosthesis, it would
have been stupid not to build in as many advantages as she could. The techs
who would produce it had been given access to her BuMed records, and she felt
confident that, externally, they would reproduce her original arm perfectly,
right down to the small mole on the inside of her left elbow. The synthetic
skin covering it would have precisely the right texture and coloration. It



would even tan or sunburn exactly as her natural skin, and it would maintain
exactly the same skin temperature as her right arm did.

Internally, it would be far stronger and tougher than the limb it replaced,
and she'd thought of several other small features she wanted incorporated into
it, while her father had suggested a couple that hadn't occurred to her on her
own. But marvelous as it would be, it would also be a totally inert, dead lump
hanging from the stump of her natural arm, initially, at least. She would have
to learn to use it all over again, from scratch, the way an infant learned to
use her arms. Worse, she would have to unlearn the way her natural arm had
once worked, because none of the old nerve impulses or commands would evoke
precisely the same responses they once had.

She'd never had to do that with her facial nerves. There, it had been a simple
matter of learning to interpret new passive data and match it with old
information files. And even with her eye, there'd been relatively few new
control functions to learn, for the muscles of her eye socket had been
untouched by the damage to the eye itself. They'd moved the new eye precisely
as they had the old, and focusing and automatic adjustment for natural light
conditions had been built into the software. All she'd really had to learn was
a pattern of specific muscle contractions which activated or deactivated any
of the special functions she wanted to use.

But it wouldn't work that way for the arm, and she was honest enough to admit
that she felt a certain dread whenever she thought of what this therapy was
going to be like. And the fact that she'd spent so many years training in coup
de vitesse was only going to make it still worse, because she'd spent so much
time programming muscle-memory responses into herself, and every one of them
would have to be deleted and reprogrammed. She would probably be able to
retrain herself with the prosthetic well enough to fool most people into
believing she'd fully mastered it within no more than nine or ten T-months,
but it would take years of hard, unremitting work to completely reintegrate
her control of it. For that matter, she never would have quite the same degree
of fine motor control she'd once had.

"Anyway," she went on, pulling herself back up out of her thoughts and
returning her attention to her mother, "given the time we're going to be down
for the arm anyway, Daddy and Doctor Brewster don't see any reason to rush
Nimitz. Nor did he and Sam when I discussed it with them. They've done some
preliminary work on his midlimb and straightened the ribs, but they've stayed
away from the pelvis itself so far, which is why he still can't walk on that
hand-foot properly. He's still got some constant, low-grade pain, too, and I
know he'd like to be able to get around better, but he and Sam agree with
Daddy that there's no point in risking more damage to his “transmitter site'
until Daddy and Brewster feel confident about what they're dealing with." She
chuckled suddenly. "Both Nimitz and Sam, and a couple of dozen of other 'cats,
as well, are helping out with the study, and we're making pretty rapid
progress, now that we know what we're looking for. The 'cats actually seem to
enjoy it, like the tests are some sort of game. Something certainly appears to
have them more fired up than usual, because they're responding much more
successfully to Brewster's tests than they ever did to anyone else's."

"Oh, come now, Honor!" her mother chided. "Don't try to fool me, dear. I've
always suspected, just as I'm sure you have, that the 'cats were deliberately
blowing off half the intelligence tests they were given!" Honor's eyes
narrowed, and Allison chuckled. "I never blamed them for it, just as you
didn't. Heavens, Honor! If I were as small as they are and some huge, hairy



bunch of high-tech aliens moved in on my world, I'd certainly want to appear
as small and innocent and lovably furry as I could! And it helps a lot that
they are small and lovably furry," she added in judiciously. "Even if anyone
who'd ever seen what they can do to a celery patch -- or to any human they
decide needs to be put firmly into his place -- would know they aren't exactly
“innocent.' "

"Well . . . yes," Honor admitted. "I've always suspected something like that
myself. I don't know why, exactly. I just had a feeling that they wanted to be
left alone. Not poked and prodded at, or dragged out of their own chosen way
of living, I suppose." She shrugged. "I never knew exactly why they felt that
way, though I imagine you've probably put your finger on how it started. But
it didn't really matter to me, either. If that was the way they wanted it, I
didn't see any reason to insist they change."

"Of course you didn't. And I doubt very much that Nimitz, or any other
treecat, would be drawn to adopt a human who would try to change them. It may
be because I wasn't born in the Star Kingdom and didn't grow up “knowing' how
intelligent 'cats were -- or weren't, as the case may be -- but I've always
believed that native Manticorans and Gryphons, even most Sphinxians, tend to
underestimate the 'cats largely out of a sense of familiarity. And the people
who get themselves adopted, like you and the Forestry Service rangers back
home, do their dead level best to divert any inquiry that would intrude on
them or violate their own wishes."

"You're right," Honor agreed. "We do, and I suppose that if I'm honest about
it, a part of me wishes we could go right on doing just that. I guess it's
sort of like a parent feels when she sees her children growing up. She's proud
of them, and she wants them to stand on their own and fly as high as they can,
but she can't help feeling nostalgic when she remembers them as little kids,
all bright and shiny and new and dependent on her." She smiled crookedly. "Oh,
I never thought of Nimitz as dependent on me, of course! But you know what I
mean. And I think I may feel even a bit more bittersweet over it because, in a
way, they never really were quite as “young' as we all thought they were."

"Not you," Allison corrected gently, and waved down Honor's protest before she
could utter it. "I saw you with Nimitz from the day you met, Honor. You
thought he was a wonderful new discovery, but you never thought he was a toy,
or a pet, or anything but another person who just happened to be shaped a bit
differently from you. I think you were surprised by his capabilities, but you
adjusted to them without feeling as if you somehow had to assert your
seniority in the partnership. And let's face it. However intelligent they may
be, they really do need human guides if they're going to survive among other
humans, and in that sense, Nimitz truly was dependent on you. Still is, in
some ways —-- not least when someone else's emotions get him all jangled and
upset. Do you think I haven't seen the way you calm him down at times like
that? Or the way he calms you down when you start beating yourself up inside?"
She shook her head. "It's a partnership, Honor. That's what it always has
been, and like any partnership that lasts, each of you takes turns being there
for the other one. Sort of like a mother and her adult daughter," she added
with a gentle smile.

"I suppose that's true," Honor said after a moment, and chuckled. "You're
really rather perceptive for an antiquated old fogy of a parent, did you know

that?"

"The thought had crossed my mind. As has the sad conclusion that I didn't beat



you often enough as a child. Which was probably Nimitz's fault, now that I
think about it. It would have been more than my life was worth to try!"

"Oh, no. There were a couple of times when you or Daddy were chewing me out as
a kid that Nimitz would cheerfully have helped you beat me! Fortunately, there
was no way he could tell you that."

"Ah?" Allison cocked her head, and something about her tone made Honor look at
her sharply. "Odd you should mention that," her mother went on, "but
convenient. It provides a neat bridge to where I was headed when this
conversation started."

"I beg